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Abstract 

This article evaluates the implementation of the new language policy introduced by the 
Zimbabwean government after independence from Britain in 1980. The study deploys 
decoloniality as the theoretical frame to examine whether the language policy of Zimbabwe is a 
radical departure from the colonial language policy. To determine the nature and character of the 
current language policy and practices I used coloniality of power, coloniality of knowledge, and 
coloniality of being as analytical lenses and utilized prior qualitative research studies on colonial 
and post-independence language policy and practices to support my analysis. I argue that despite 
the claim by the Zimbabwe government that it is a revolutionary government that would 
completely overhaul all colonial structures, institutions, and policies, the implementation of the 
language policy is a continuity, rather than transformational. Colonial language policy 
fundamentals are intact and present in the current language policy and practices. English is still 
the dominant language of instruction. Indigenous languages are considered inferior and on the 
verge of extinction. The policy failed where it matters most—engendering indigenous ways of 
thinking, knowing, seeing, doing and responding to the world to reclaim the African identity and 
consciousness. The language policy dismally fails to vigorously confront the “coloniality of 
power, of knowledge and of being”. I recommend that the language policy must be grounded in 
robust research, and developed through a broad-based consultative process with specific 
implementation strategies and commitment by government and non-governmental agencies for 
funding its implementation. 
 

Introduction 
 
The colonization of Africa by European countries during the late 19th century led to the 
imposition of foreign languages. Colonial governments in Africa deliberately and systematically 
neglected indigenous languages as they enforced linguistic hegemony (Shizha, 2013). Zimbabwe 
was no exception. It is against this background that after attaining independence and sovereignty 
in 1980 the Zimbabwean government pursued an agenda for linguistic decolonization 
(Government of Zimbabwe, 1982). It was clear to the Zimbabwean people that political 
independence was meaningless unless it was accompanied by social-cultural and economic 
independence. The expectation in 1980 was that as a revolutionary party the ZANU PF 
(Zimbabwe African National Union-Patriotic Front) which had espoused a radical socialist 
ideology during the armed revolution and vowed to fundamentally transform all colonial 
policies, structures, and institutions, would develop and implement a language policy that was a 
radical departure from the colonial one (Government of Zimbabwe, 1982). Arguably, to expect 
that the ZANU PF government would thrust indigenous languages at the apex of the language 
pyramid was misplaced given the party's preference of using English in its official 
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pronouncements and propaganda during the liberation war (Makoni, Dube, & Mashiri, 2006). 
Both within and outside educational circles, a heated and furious debate is raging in Zimbabwe 
whether the postcolonial language policy in education represents a continuity of the colonial 
language policy or a radical change. This debate is relevant and timely in light of many 
Zimbabweans’ desire and wish to liberate themselves in all sectors and spheres and from the 
limitations of Eurocentric thinking and perceptions (Makuvaza, 2008; Mavhunga, 2006). 
Zimbabwe’s language policy after independence from Britain in 1980 is viewed by many 
Zimbabweans as cosmetic and superficial—failing to scratch where it itches. The majority of 
Zimbabweans desire language policy in education that elevates the status of indigenous 
languages to the level of English to raise the level of African consciousness and pride (Kadenge 
& Nkomo, 2011). Most of the policymakers, politicians, administrators, and teachers in 
Zimbabwe were educated during the colonial era, “lack practical links [with] the mass of the 
people” and act cowardly at “decisive moments” in the history of the Zimbabwean polity, 
creating an “empty, crude and fragile” national consciousness, characterized by ethnic hatred and 
conflict, self-contempt, suspicion and cultural denigration (Fanon, 1952, p. 97). The postcolonial 
ruling elites schooled in colonial schools, run the risk of behaving as their colonial masters and 
are only black in skin but wearing white masks (Fanon, 1952). As Shizha (2013) accurately 
observes, African leaders and policymakers “internalized western philosophical and ideological 
tenets” via colonial education and this greatly impacts their “educational planning and policies” 
(p. 7).  
 
Informed and guided by the theory of decoloniality, the main purpose of this paper is to critically 
analyze the post-independence Zimbabwe language policy and practices in education to 
determine whether the language policy radically changed or represents a continuity of the 
colonial era. To determine the nature and character of the current language policy and practices I 
used coloniality of power, coloniality of knowledge, and coloniality of being as analytical lenses 
and utilized prior qualitative research studies on colonial and post-independence language policy 
and practices to support my analysis. Few studies, which utilize theoretical frames, (particularly 
decoloniality), have been carried out to subject the Zimbabwe language policy to rigorous 
criticism. The paper is divided into four sections. The first section presents the theoretical 
framework that informs and guides the study. The second section offers a brief overview of the 
colonial and post-independence language policies. The third section critically discusses the 
postcolonial language policy and practices to determine continuity or radical change. The fourth 
provides the conclusion and the way forward. 

 
Theoretical Framework 

 
This article draws on the decoloniality theory to evaluate Zimbabwe’s language policy and 
practices in education after independence in 1980. Decoloniality as “resistance, thought, and 
action” is cognizant of the shortcomings of African governments to free themselves from Euro-
North American world culture and European languages after the demise of colonial rule and the 
attainment of independence (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2015, p. 488). As an epistemological and political 
movement, it deconstructs and challenges the global ethnoracial hierarchy (Quijano, 2000) and 
the placing and universality of Eurocentric thoughts at the apex of history and culture and seeks 
to shift the “geopolitics of knowledge” (Mignolo, 2011). Space is created for marginalized 
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peoples, as well as the reconstruction of knowledge as the experiences, identities, and languages 
of the indigenous peoples “becomes the starting point for transformation at the level of 
epistemology itself, [and] of the theory of practice of education” (De Lissovoy, 2014, p. 111).  
 
The decoloniality lens provides the tools to destroy the master house and build something new. 
Its three key tenets or matrices of analysis are coloniality of power; coloniality of knowledge; 
and coloniality of being. Coloniality of power analyzes the “modern global cartography of power 
and how the modern world works” (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2015, p. 490). The concept of coloniality 
of power helps to understand how the world evolved and divided itself into two camps—those in 
control of global power structures and those who are controlled (outside the global power 
structures) —victims of slavery, imperialism, colonialism, and apartheid (Mignolo, 2011).  
 
Coloniality of knowledge recognizes that Africa is still burdened with irrelevant knowledge and 
foreign languages after the calculated and systematic neglect and eradication of endogenous and 
indigenous knowledge and languages during the colonial era (Shizha, 2013; Shizha & Abdi, 
2014). Mignolo (2012) is on point to contend that coloniality of knowledge makes us understand 
how and why western intellectual practices translate, re-write other cultures and their knowledge 
and self-perception. This process pushed indigenous knowledge and languages to the margins, 
characterizing them as barbaric and backward (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2015).  
 
Coloniality of being raises questions of subjectivity, self-pride, and self-assertion of Africans and 
resists the objectification and dehumanization of Africans (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2015). The identity 
and self-confidence of the Africans was (and still is) savagely assaulted, creating an inferiority 
complex and self-denigration. Coloniality of being interrogates how African humanity and 
languages are still being questioned, belittled, and undervalued. Coloniality of being 
acknowledges that the globalization agenda is driven by coloniality (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2015), 
and is maintained in “the self-image of peoples, in aspiration of self and many other aspects of 
…modern experiences” (Maldonado-Torres, 2007, p. 243). In education, coloniality manifests 
itself in the intent and outcome of language policy, among many other issues. In the context of 
this study, decoloniality as the theoretical lens is employed and deployed to subject Zimbabwe 
language policy to a rigorous criticism using the three matrices of analysis. Arguably, very few 
prior studies used decoloniality as a theoretical frame to unpack the deficiencies of Zimbabwe's 
language policy.  
 

Background 
 

Zimbabwe had four colonial governments between 1890-1979: the BSAC (British South African 
Company) (1890-1922); White settler self-government (1923-1952); the Federation of Rhodesia 
and Nyasaland (1953-1963); and Rhodesian Front government (1965-1979), which had slightly 
different language policies (Nhongo, 2013; Nkomo, 2008; Thondlana, 2002). The language 
policies of these colonial governments were contingent upon the politics and economics of the 
day. English was the dominant official language and had a higher status than the indigenous 
languages (Makoni et al., 2006). The various colonial governments (1890-1979) imposed 
English as the language of instruction, commerce, and administration, "Europeanized" African 
languages (Makoni et al., 2006) and forbade the use of indigenous languages (Wa Thiong'o, 
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1994) by students at school when talking to each other. Of the three colonial governments in 
Zimbabwe, it was the BSAC that encouraged white colonial officials to learn the indigenous 
languages for administrative purposes. On the other hand, the Rhodesian government developed 
a language policy that undervalued and underdeveloped indigenous languages and vigorously 
promoted the supremacy and dominance of English. The use of indigenous languages as media 
of instruction in grades one to three was discontinued, and English became the only medium of 
instruction from grade one (Mumpande, 2006). Indigenous languages were taught in English. 
Students were required to translate passages in indigenous languages to English. The colonizers 
wanted the use of European languages to define the mental universe, culture and being of the 
colonized (Fanon, 1952).  
 
Colonial language policies and practices were characterized by “white linguistic supremacy” 
(Shizha, 2012) and western modernity was the main objective. Authors such as Sukumane 
(2000), Shizha and Abdi (2014), and Shizha (2013) correctly observe that indigenous languages 
were considered unscientific and obstacles to modernization. Colonial language policy through 
the dominance and hegemony of English created and sustained socio-economic disparities and 
created and ensured a racial hierarchy (Quijano, 2000; Sukumane, 2000). In the classroom, the 
use of a foreign language as a mode of instruction silenced indigenous voices as it “killed” 
student-teacher and student-student interactions (Shizha, 2012). The philosophy which drove 
colonial language policy is captured very well by Lugard (1922), the most eminent British 
colonial administrator: 
 
 As Roman imperialism laid the foundation of the modern civilization and led the wild 
 barbarians of these islands along the path of progress, so in Africa today we are repaying 
 the debt, and bringing to the dark places of the earth, the abode of barbarism and cruelty, 
 the torch of culture and progress, while ministering to the material needs of our 
 civilization…. We hold these countries because it is the genius of our race to colonize, 
 to trade and to govern. (p. 618) 
 
The English language and culture were to be the lynchpins of this “civilizing” project. To 
"civilize" and modernize the Africans English as a language and medium of instruction was to 
play a significant and critical role. This state of affairs was (and is) unacceptable after the demise 
of colonialism. Given that we transmit and receive our culture through language (Wa Thiong'o, 
1994; Shizha, 2012), express ourselves through language, and language defines us as common 
members of a community, the systematic wiping out of indigenous languages and culture was an 
intentional attack on indigenous ways of thinking, knowing and being. 
 
Seven years after independence, the Zimbabwe government passed the Education Act of 1987 to 
address the dominance and hegemony of English in particular and the transformation of the 
colonial language policy in general. The Education Act of 1987 enunciated the following 
provisions for language policy:  
 
 1. The three main languages of Zimbabwe, namely Shona, Ndebele, and English shall be 

 taught in all primary schools from the first grade as follows: a. Shona and English in all 
 areas where the mother tongue of the majority or the residences is Shona, or b. Ndebele 
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 and English in all areas where the mother tongue of the majority or the residence is 
 Ndebele. 2. Prior to the fourth grade, either Shona or Ndebele may be used as the 
 medium of instruction depending upon which language is more commonly spoken and 
 better understood by pupils. 3. From the fourth grade, English shall be the medium of 
 instruction provided that Shona or Ndebele shall be taught as subjects on equal time 
 allocation as the English language. 4. In areas where minority language exists, the 
 Minister may authorize the teaching of such languages in primary schools. (Government 
of Zimbabwe, 1987) 

 
Shizha (2012) observes that although the 1987 Education Act was revised in 1990 it re-enforced 
the dominance and hegemony of English and strengthened the earlier transitional model aimed at 
a single target language (English) at the end of the school pipeline. Researchers, policy analysts, 
and educationists posit that the 1987 Act with regards to language policy and practices is not put 
into practice by teachers. Teachers, parents, and educational leaders prefer the use of English as 
medium of instruction from grade one as speaking English is equated to higher social and 
economic power and status (Nhongo, 2013, Thondhlana, 2000). Supporters of English as the sole 
medium of instruction contend that English is a global language and crucial for Zimbabwe's 
participation in the global economy (Nhongo, 2013). More importantly, English is considered a 
unifying force that builds national consciousness and identity and ensures communication 
between diverse linguistic groups (Nhongo, 2013; Muchenje, Goronga, & Bondai, 2013). Native 
languages in comparison to English are considered of no value because they do “not render a 
person employable” (Ndamba, 2008). The provisions of the 1987 Act are ignored or 
implemented half-heartedly (Mufanechiya & Mufanechiya, 2010). At the school level teachers 
implement the policy differently. Some teachers use English as a medium of instruction from 
grade one and others from grade three (as per policy) but half-heartedly (Mufanechiya & 
Mufanechiya, 2010). Not all minority indigenous languages are used as medium of instruction 
(Muchenje et al., 2013). The confusion in the implementation of the language policy may be 
explained by the fact that teachers as key stakeholders were not consulted in the development of 
the language policy (Ndlovu, 2008; Mkandla, 2000). Many observers, researchers, and analysts 
posit that the government lacks the will and capacity to change the colonial language policy 
(Mnkandla, 2000; Nhongo, 2013). The government is accused of failing to mobilize financial, 
human and material resources to teach students in their indigenous languages beyond grade three 
(Mufanechiya & Mufanechiya, 2010; Thondhlana, 2000). Further revision of the Education Act 
in 2006 allowed instruction in minor indigenous languages like Tonga and Kalanga. It also 
permitted the teaching of Shona, Ndebele, and English up to form 2 with the same instructional 
time in all districts in Zimbabwe. These changes are merely on paper and not in practice. It is 
worrisome and disturbing that Zimbabwe does not have a comprehensive and written single 
language policy document. Language policy is implied or inferred in scattered documents like 
the Education Act, the Cultural Policy of Zimbabwe, the Report of the Survey of the Teaching 
and Learning of Minority Languages in Zimbabwe, the Position Paper on Zimbabwe's Language 
Policy, the National Language Policy Advisory Panel Report, and the Nziramasanga 
Commission Report on Education and Training in Zimbabwe (Nhongo, 2013; Kadenge & 
Nkomo, 2011; Nkomo, 2008; Ndhlovu, 2008). Undoubtedly, the Zimbabwe language policy 
raises a lot of questions that beg for answers. Is the Zimbabwe language policy a remarkable 
departure from the colonial language policy? Does the language policy fundamentally transform 
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the language pyramid and landscape necessary to undo the consequences and effects of the 
colonial language policy? This will be discussed in the next section, using the framework of 
coloniality of power, coloniality of knowledge, and coloniality of being as analytical lenses. 
 

Continuity or Radical Change? 
 
Educationists, researchers, observers, and policy analysts are alarmed and disappointed by 
continuities rather than a transformation in the language policy introduced after independence 
(Nhongo, 2013; Nkomo, 2008; Shizha 2012; Thondhlana, 2000). They see similarities, not 
differences in the colonial and post-independence language policies, and posit that in developing 
its postcolonial language policy, the Zimbabwean government is following the colonial trajectory 
and arguments for its language policy. I argue that the Zimbabwean language policy perpetuates 
and reinforces the intent, purpose, and agenda of the colonial language policy and practices. 
 
Coloniality of Power: Language as Power 
As in colonial Zimbabwe, English in post-independent Zimbabwe is the preferred language of 
instruction in schools by teachers and parents (Makoni et al., 2006; Nhongo, 2013; Shizha, 2012; 
Thondhlana, 2008). According to Sukumane (2000), parents in the so-called developing 
countries prefer foreign languages as media of instruction. The Zimbabwe Languages 
Association described the Education Act of 1987, which is the linchpin of Zimbabwe language 
policy, as “characteristically colonial because it promotes English at the expense of developing 
indigenous languages” (Government of Zimbabwe, 1999, p. 161). Nkomo (2008) asserts that the 
Zimbabwean government has made English “not optional but compulsory” (p. 355) as the 
language of instruction in schools. Although Ndebele and Shona have been accorded the status 
of national languages, this status is only ceremonial and is used for “veiled political purposes of 
tribal balancing” (Ndlovu, 2008, p. 62). Nhongo (2013) claims that the situation with the other 
more than ten indigenous languages is worse off as they are overshadowed by the English 
language and preyed upon by dominant indigenous languages (Shona and Ndebele) to the extent 
that they are at the risk of extinction (Nhongo, 2013). It is evident that Zimbabwe has a language 
pyramid with English at the apex of this pyramid. Sadly, and most, unfortunately, indigenous 
languages are at the bottom of this pyramid. 
 
As language and power are inseparable (Wa Thiong'o, 1994), the Zimbabwe language policy fits 
into the global cartography of power and bifurcation and does not in any way threaten or 
destabilize it. The Zimbabwe language policy maintains and sustains the global cartography of 
power and its bifurcation into those in control of global power structures (and beneficiaries of 
modernity) and those who are not, and must be controlled to their benefit. Noticeably and 
notably, the language pyramid with English at the apex of this pyramid mirrors the racially 
hierarchized organization of the world (Quijano, 2000). Sukumane (2000) accurately asserts that 
language plays a critical role in creating and sustaining socio-economic disparities and 
differences. Sukumane succinctly describes how language is used to maintain and sustain global 
cartography of power and how the modern world works”: 
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 The dominance of English, especially as the language of modern technology, contributes 
 to the unequal relations between ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ countries, because access 
to technological information depends upon institutional structures and relationships. To 
 gain that access, new nations must develop the necessary linking institutions to 
 serve as conveyors of the information that comes with ties to those who control it. (p. 
 201) 
 

To this end, the dominance and hegemony of English as the medium of instruction continues 
unabated. English continues to be the language of power, status and economic success (Shizha, 
2013; Shizha, 2012; Thondhlana, 2000) because it is considered an intervention to modernization 
and access to technology (Sukumane, 2000). Maldonado-Valentin (2016) argues that the 
selection of a particular language as the medium of instruction “grants economic advantages, 
power, and social mobility to those who are represented by the language of choice” (p. 5). 
English, French, and Portuguese are considered languages of power and of the powerful because 
they are deemed “scientific”, and indigenous languages unscientific (Shizha, 2010). As was the 
case in colonial Zimbabwe, English as the medium of instruction continues to determine access 
to political and economic opportunities (Ndamba, 2008). English is still the language of the 
powerful and influential people in society. Indigenous people who are not competent in the 
language are left out of the corridors of power and influence (Bourdieu, 1991)—deprived of 
cultural and social capital in the post-independence context. Therefore, the Zimbabwe language 
policy inherently fails to contend with the fact that language is more than a means of 
communication, but is directly or indirectly linked to how the world is constituted and 
configured. Seemingly, the language policy buttresses and consolidates the bifurcation of the 
world and modern power structures. 
 
Coloniality of Knowledge: Production, Transmission, and Reception of Knowledge  
Arguably, the Zimbabwe post-independence language policy dismally fails to use indigenous 
languages to vigorously confront and displace reified colonial knowledge perpetuated by the 
dominance and hegemony of English as the medium of instruction. The current language policy 
does not acknowledge that language and knowledge are intricately connected (Wa Thiong'o, 
1994) and that language is much more than merely a means of communication (Shizha, 2012; 
Wa Thiong'o, 1994). Indigenous languages and practices are not leveraged for knowledge 
generation and dissemination, particularly in science (Shizha, 2012), to ensure and enhance 
cultural reclamation, liberation, and redemption after decades of colonialism and imperialism. 
According to Shizha (2012) languages of instruction are critical to the advancement of 
knowledge, skills, cognitive development and the production and transmission of knowledge (p. 
877-878). Shizha further observes that language is important for transmitting and receiving 
cultural knowledge. In view of these observations, the following questions may be asked. Whose 
cultural knowledge are students transmitting and receiving when their medium of instruction is 
English? Most importantly, whose knowledge is being advanced and produced? These are 
questions the Zimbabwe language policy and practices do not vigorously and urgently address. 
Through the use of English as a medium of instruction, students transmit and receive a foreign 
culture and knowledge. As they think and acquire knowledge in a foreign language they may 
find it difficult to relate and connect to their immediate environment and cosmology. 
Consequently, students also produce and advance knowledge which is not their own, as they are 
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forced to know and think in ways that are foreign to them. To this end their discourse in class is 
constrained (Shizha, 2013; Shizha, 2012). Shizha’s findings (2012) are instructive and speak to 
the interconnectedness of language and knowledge: 
 
 In everyday classroom instruction, teachers are threatening and unfriendly to students 
 who are not proficient in the English language forcing students to withdraw from 
 participating in class discussions. Instead of promoting dialogue, the English language 
 frustrates and “kills” classroom interactions. (p. 880) 
 
In the absence of dialogue in the classroom, teaching and learning become a monologue with the 
teacher as a fountain of knowledge, instead of a facilitator (Freire, 1972). As Shizha (2012) 
contends, the language policy silences indigenous voices. Students, therefore, do not produce any 
knowledge in schools, but uncritically regurgitate what they learn. Shizha further poignantly 
asserts that “it is in language that knowledge is transmitted, interpreted and configured” (p. 879). 
As a student in colonial Zimbabwe, I can testify that the use of English as a medium of 
instruction stifles creativity, thinking, and valuing of indigenous knowledge. Therefore, the lack 
of knowledge generation in classrooms made possible by the use of English as the medium of 
instruction may impress upon the students the supremacy of western epistemology. It perpetuates 
the belief that western knowledge, not indigenous knowledge, is valuable. 
 
The language policy dismally does not utilize indigenous languages as a medium of instruction, a 
resource for learning, cognition and conceptual development (Brock-Utne, 2005) and as a “link 
between home and school experiences” (Shizha, 2012, p. 879). Learning and thinking in 
indigenous languages would enable students to connect to their home experiences and transmit, 
produce and advance their indigenous knowledge and culture. Arguably, all school subjects can 
make use of indigenous knowledge and expose students to indigenous intellectual traditions. 
Students’ indigenous knowledge and discourses cannot be advanced in a foreign language. 
According to Ogunnaike (2018), societies with “different intellectual traditions have different 
ways of expressing their ideas and wisdom, different modes of study, different conceptions of 
knowledge and different epistemologies and different pedagogies” (p. 28). Using English as the 
medium of instruction produces students who are proficient in the western intellectual tradition, 
but not value their own (Ogunnaike, 2018).  
 
To break away from the coloniality of knowledge is complicated and made difficult by political 
leadership, parents, and teachers’ adherence to western epistemology and intellectual tradition. 
As those who shape and teach in the education system are products of western epistemology and 
intellectual traditions, they have a colonial mentality and outlook that they pass on to others 
(Shizha, 2012; Wa Thiong'o, 1994). Arguably, the Zimbabwe language policy fails to decolonize 
knowledge by centering indigenous knowledge through the use of indigenous languages as 
media of instruction and tools for mental liberation. 
 
Coloniality of Being: Self-pride and Self-assertion 
Language and being are inextricably intertwined (Williams, 2017). Language defines us and 
gives us a sense of belonging. Language as a medium of instruction is vital to the development of 
personal self-esteem, positive concept of oneself, high collective esteem, or attitude towards 
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one’s heritage, family and community (Morcom, 2017). Students’ ethnic identity and being are 
preserved in their indigenous languages, not English (Mbah, 2012). Shizha’s (2012) research on 
the effects of teaching science in the rural areas using English clearly reveals how the self-pride 
and self-assertion of students are being battered when they are forced to learn in a second 
language. Shizha writes that as a consequence of science instruction in English, “students are 
confused, frustrated, embarrassed, neglected, and ignored” (p. 880). According to Shizha (2012), 
a science teacher said the following in response to a student who had answered a science 
question in chiShona: 
 
 You should always try to answer in English. Are you going to use Shona in the 
 examination? The examination has no Shona questions and you are not going to  
 be asked to answer in Shona. Now go on in English. (p. 880) 
 
Teachers’ attitudes like these cultivate inferiority complexes in students and distance them from 
the indigenous languages that define their identity instead of giving them a sense of belonging 
and pride. The message conveyed to students is that their language is inferior and is not 
important, and in turn, their personal self-esteem and self-pride are damaged. They feel 
dehumanized. Arguably, they will feel that human beings are those who think and communicate 
in English. It will be very difficult if not impossible for students to be proud of their African 
humanity as long as English is the dominant language of instruction. Students will continue to be 
“colonial beings” who aspire to be something else other than themselves. The continued use of 
English as the medium of instruction encourages students to look at themselves “through the 
eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt 
and pity”, and creates a “double-consciousness” (Du Bois, 1903, p. 5). It can be argued that 
instead of reclaiming the dignity and pride of the African, the language policy, as the colonial 
policy, promotes self-denigration. 
 

Conclusion and the Way Forward 
 

Thirty-nine years after independence, Zimbabwe’s language policy is not fundamentally 
different from the colonial one. The language policy tinkered but did not radically change the 
colonial language policy and left colonial language policy fundamentals mostly intact (Nhongo, 
2013; Shizha, 2012). Admittedly, in Zimbabwe, the development of language policy is a 
contested and highly politicized enterprise because it involves nation-building and cultural 
cohesion (Ndhlovu, 2008). This is complicated by the fact that the two liberation movements 
(ZANU and ZAPU) were mainly supported by people who spoke indigenous languages, namely 
Shona and Ndebele. Undeniably, the current language policy in Zimbabwe is steeped and 
anchored in coloniality. The language policy perpetuates the long-standing patterns of power that 
emerged from colonialism and is manifested in the use of English as the medium of instruction 
with devastating effects on indigenous ways of knowing and being. Like other researchers and 
policy analysts (Shizha, 2013, Shizha, 2012; Nhongo, 2013; Nkomo, 2008) we contend that the 
language policy only scratched the surface. It fails to vigorously confront the “coloniality of 
power, coloniality of being, and coloniality of knowledge” manifesting itself in the current 
language policy. 
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In light of globalization, developing a relevant and suitable language policy will not be without 
its challenges. English is the language of information and technology (Shizha, 2012; Sukumane, 
2000; Thondhlana, 2000). Displacing English as the medium of instruction and putting it at par 
with indigenous languages will entail taking the proverbial bull by its horns. In view of these 
challenges and problems we offer the following recommendations: 
 
1. Development of language policy  
To give the language policy some form of legitimacy, the top-down approach to language policy 
development must be replaced by a bottom-up mechanism that is all-inclusive, not exclusive. 
According to Ndhlovu (2008) and Mnkandla (2000) the Zimbabwe language policy was not a 
product of open and wide consultation. Ironically, the lack of a broad-consultative process is the 
hallmark of African governments’ language policy formulation. Not all stakeholders (teachers, 
parents, students, civil society, policy analysts, researchers) were consulted because the policy 
was “more politically than educationally expedient” (Mnkandla, 2000, p. 84). It is imperative 
that all stakeholders should be involved in developing a people-oriented language policy that is 
rooted and grounded in people’s experiences and aspirations. Ownership of the language policy 
is crucial for its successful implementation. More importantly, the language policy must be 
included in the constitution with its role in national development articulated without ambiguity. 
What inspires the language policy must be clearly articulated. For example, the South African 
language policy is clear on its—human rights-driven inspiration (Ndlovu, 2008). In the absence 
of articulation of its inspiration, some researchers have inferred that the policy performs "veiled 
political purposes of tribal balancing" (Ndhlovu, 2008, p. 62). 
 
2. Abolish language pyramid 
The language pyramid must be abolished to create a just and fair language landscape. Language 
is a fundamental human right and people should be able to use their language as a medium of 
instruction without hindrance or constraints (Mbah, 2012). A balanced relationship among 
languages is critical to give linguistic rights to speakers of other languages (iCamardons, 1997). 
Therefore, all indigenous languages should be used as media of instruction (Mufanechiya & 
Mufanechiya, 2010). In grades one to three, not all minority indigenous languages are being used 
as medium of instruction, although the policy prescribes it. Muchenje et al. (2013) in their 
research found out that Chewa was not used as a medium instruction in grades one to three 
although this was the majority of the language of the students. In this regard, there is no equal 
treatment of indigenous languages (Hungwe, 2007). The English language should not be the only 
language of instruction, business, commerce, and administration. The use of other languages as 
media of instruction beyond grade three will reduce and minimize the dominance and supremacy 
of English. Zimbabwe may emulate the Tanzanian experience where English was 
“deinstitutionalized” and taught as a foreign language (Sukumane, 2000). Swahili is used as the 
medium of instruction in primary schools. Perhaps, this would de-mystify the supremacy and 
stranglehold of English as medium of instruction. According to Shizha (2012), teachers blame 
the Education Act and educational authorities for the use of English language as the sole medium 
of instruction. Examinations are in English and teachers are forced to use English as a medium of 
instruction to enhance student academic achievements. Teachers should propagate that no 
language is superior to the other or inferior to English. Politicians and educators must hold every 
Zimbabwean language “sanctimonious” and strive to promote it.  
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3. Teacher education 
For teachers to promote the use of indigenous languages as media of instruction, the training of 
teachers needs re-visioning and transformation. Shizha (2012) argues that “pre-service training 
should be reformed to take into account the new education language policy….” (p. 883). Teacher 
education should expose teacher candidates to different intellectual traditions so that they 
acknowledge them not as mere religious training or informal education (Ogunnaike, 2018). 
Teachers in training must study at length the benefits of code-switching to tolerate it in 
classroom interactions. Code-switching allows teachers to use both indigenous languages and 
English in their teaching to enhance student understanding. Shizha (2012) recommends 
flexibility in the use of the medium of instruction to allow code-switching. Furthermore, 
professional development in the form of seminars and workshops should be intensified for 
practicing teachers. 
 
4. Resource mobilization 
The government, particularly the staff working in the Ministry of Education should demonstrate 
their commitment to transforming the colonial language policy. As it is, many observers and 
analysts posit that the government lacks both the will and capacity to change the colonial 
language policy (Mnkandla, 2000; Nhongo, 2013). The Zimbabwean government has not 
mobilized the much needed financial and material resources necessary to teach students in their 
indigenous languages beyond grade three (Mufanechiya & Mufanechiya, 2010; Thondhlana, 
2000). The government claims that there is no money to train teachers to teach using indigenous 
languages and to develop instructional materials for these languages. Perhaps the government 
needs to increase the education budget by cutting down on unnecessary expenditure or even 
reduce the number of ministries and cabinet posts.  
 
A single language document would render the policy more forceful. The fact that there is no 
single language policy document speaks to the lack of determination by the government to 
radically change the colonial language policy (Hadebe, 1998). Zimbabwe is not the only African 
country whose language policy is not contained in a single document. Nigeria’s language policy 
is not in one single document but in parts of other legal documents. It is incumbent upon the 
government to design and implement policies and strategies that will change the attitudes of 
teachers and the population to recognize the value and importance of mother tongues for learning 
and national development (Shizha, 2012). These implementation strategies must be time-specific 
and monitored. The “confusion” in the interpretation of the policy and its “half-hearted” 
implementation at the primary level is a serious indictment on the government’s commitment to 
language policy change. Mufanechiya and Mufanechiya (2010) found that each school 
interpreted the policy differently. Some schools used English as medium of instruction from 
grade one, and others from grade four. 
 
5. Research and innovation 
Research on how indigenous languages may be used as media of instruction in all subjects must 
be intensified. Although the Presidential Commission on Education and Training recommended 
the use of indigenous languages in education and training, the recommendations of this 
commission have not been put into practice. There are a number of studies that have 
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demonstrated the benefits of mother-tongue instruction. The Ife Six-Year project in Nigeria 
showed that indigenous languages are better media of instruction than a foreign language 
because teachers and students are in command of the learning (Bamgbose, 2005). The 
Zimbabwean government through the Ministry of Education should study how other countries 
have leveraged their languages for national development. It is my considered view that 
Zimbabwe cannot make progress with a colonial language. Zimbabwe has the potential to 
develop a radical language policy given its revolutionary traditions and values. 
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