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Abstract

The purpose of the study was to investigate the influence of mother tongue on mastery of
English language among lower primary school pupils in Rwanda. A case study of
Nyamata Sector-Bugesera District. The study used a descriptive survey design which
used both quantitative and qualitative approaches to collect the data. The participants
included school head teachers and lower primary teachers. The research questions of the
study wanted to know how is mother tongue used in teaching-learning process in lower
primary school pupils in Rwanda. The research found out that mother tongue is the
language used mostly at home and at school. About the level of performance of pupils in
English subject, the study found out that the level of performance in English is too low as
shown by table no 4. The research wanted also to know to what extent mother tongue
influence the performance of pupils in English. Here, according to result obtained, the
study found out that use of mother tongue had a negative influence on performance of

English in lower primary pupils.
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Background of the Study

In Rwandan education system, Mother Tongue (M T) “Kinyarwanda” is used as language
of instruction from nursery section up to primary three. At this level, English is taught as
a subject. From primary four up to primary six, the language of instruction is English, and
Kinyarwanda language is taught as a subject, Cabinet decision (2010). The relationship
between those two languages should be clearly established and not ignored or taken low.
In the process of teaching a foreign language, the teacher’s use of mother tongue can
influence the learner’s acquisition of the target language and this lead to it performance.
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In this thesis the researcher discuss the influence of mother tongue on these languages
especially English language as second language and finds out to what extent the mother
tongue can influence it performance (Ball, J. 2010).

In May 1998, the government began to promote multilingualism in the Rwandan
education system. At this point, the education system was operating as smoothly as it had
before because English was introduced and taught as one subject among several others.

At that time one teacher of English was enough to serve the whole school.

After the 1994 genocide, many Rwandans returned from where they had lived in exile for
more than 30 years. Some of them came from Anglophone countries that why, English
language could appear in official language. So the new policy mandated the addition of
English to Kinyarwanda and French as official languages of Rwanda, (LeClerc, n.d.;
Samuelson & Freedman, 2010).

In school year of 2008-2009, the government made a shift in the education system. At a
cabinet meeting held on October 28, the decision was made that English would replace
French as the language of instruction (Lol) at all levels of education in Rwandan schools
and French would be taught as a subject (Gahigi, 2008). The reason of changing the
official school language from French to English, it is because English is used more
internationally, such as by the East African Community (EAC) and regional
intergovernmental organizations of which Rwanda is a member.

However, even thus the language shift was very practical and came when it was needed
for various reasons; its implementation posed very challenging problems for a country

that was originally Francophone. In addition, implementation of this language shift has
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been obviously more difficult in rural schools than in urban ones because of some issues
that particularly affect rural schools (Adedeji & Olaniyan, 2011).That might be the reason
why the Government of Rwanda decided to go back to Kinyarwanda as a medium of
instruction (MOI) in lower primary (LP) by 2010 (MINEDUC, 2010). This decision
aligned with the recommendations of UNESCO on the use of vernacular languages in
education (UNESCO, 1953) which emphasize the importance of mother tongue in basic

literacy and in learning other subjects efficiently.

As it has been shown by various scholars, Mother tongue instruction is the best way for
children to learn as it bridges the gap between home language and language of
instruction. It’s used at home, at school, where most of materials are written and
manipulated in-mother tongue, where pupils and teachers communicate using mother
tongue, even on the streets with friends.
There are no television programs, no street signs, no newspapers, and no conversations in
any foreign language outside the classroom in rural areas. Therefore, at school, in order
to help the pupils in their future life, they are requested to learn as subjects, different
foreign languages including French and English, as English is their instructional language
later. So the researcher wanted to know the influence of M T on those foreign languages,
especially English language.
Objective of the study

1. To find out the level of performance of pupils in English subject, in lower

primary public schools of Nyamata Sector
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Research Question

1. How is the level of performance of pupils in English subject in primary public

schools of Nyamata Sector?

Methodology
Research methodology is the way researcher proceeds to facilitate the research process.
The researcher found out, the description of the study in term of the area of study,
research design, population study and sampling technigwes, data collection and analysis.
The researcher used largely quantitative research approach as well as qualitative research
approach. A survey of all nine primary schools in Nyamata sector was used to study how
and the extent to which the uses of mother tongue influences performance of English.
Survey research could be descriptive, exploratory or involve advanced statistical analysis.
Besides, interview has been used. Interviewing is a qualitative research technique that
involves conducting individual interviews with a small number of respondents to explore

their perspectives on a particular idea, program, or situation, (Mertens, 1998).

In this research the target populations is made of sixty six teachers (66) and nine (9) Head
teachers from all these nine primary public schools located in Nyamata Sector, Bugesera

District. The researcher intends to use the entire population.
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Table 1.The school name, teachers’ status and headteachers

School name Teachers Headteachers
Male Female Total Male Femele Total
G.S Nyamata catholic 0 9 9 1 0
G.S Nyamata EPR 0 4 4 1 0
G.S Maranyundo 0 8 8 0 1
G.S Murama 4 12 16 1 0
E.P. Kanazi 4 2 8 1 0
E.P Gitwe 1 6 7 0 1
E.P Kayenzi 1 5 6 0 1
E.P Nyiramatuntu 2 5 7 1 0
E.P Karambi 3 0 3 0 1
TOTAL 15 51 66 5 4

Table 1.Distribution of respondents
Source: Author’s compilation from Nyamata sector (2021)

The table 1 indicate that within the 9 primary public schools located in Nyamata Sector,

there is a total number of 66 lower primary teachers including 15 males and 51 femeles,

with 9 headteachers including 5 males and 4 femels.

The questionnaire contains 2 sections. Section A is talking about the perception of

teachers on use of mother tongue; section B has items on perception of teachers on the

performance of English.

Interview is a qualitative research technique that involves conducting intensive individual
interviews with a small number of respondents to explore their perspectives on a
particular idea, program, or situation, Mertens (1998). Interviews are useful when you
want detailed information about a person’s thoughts and behaviors or want to explore

new issues in depth. In this study the interview has been given to all Head teachers of

these nine (9) primary schools.
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Results

This branch recognized the findings got from the analysis of questionnaire concerning the

influence mother tongue on the performance of lower primary learners in the English

subject. Their perceptions were represented in the form of mean and standard deviation

within the tables.

Perception of trachers about use of mother tongue as home language

Here, the teachers provide their opinions about the use of mother tongue as a medium of

instruction and how it affects the performance of English as a subject in lower public

primary schools.

Table 2.Perception of teachers on use of mother tongue as home language

Assertions Mean SD Interpretation
At home children perform all activities in 3.68 0.469  Strongly agree
mother tongue.
Lower primary parents prefer talking to their ~ 3.61 0.492  Strongly agree
children using mother tongue at home.
By using Mother Tongue, parents are 3.55 0.505  Strongly agree
involved in their children’s teaching-learning
process.

3.30 0.463  Agree
As children join lower primary they are fluent
in mother tongue.
Overall mean 3.53 0.482 Strongly agree

Source: Primary data, July 2017

Table 2 shows all assertions and different perceptions of teachers about the use of mother

tongue as home language. The perceptions of teachers on the first assertion shows the

perception of teachers with the mean of 3.68, homogeneity standard deviation of 0.469.
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The mean is interpreted as strongly agree indicating that at home children perform all
activities in mother tongue. For the second assertion, the perception of teachers has the
mean of 3.61, homogeneity standard deviation of 0.492. It indicated that the mean is
strongly agree indicating that the lower primary parents prefer talking to their children
using mother tongue. The third assertion shows the perception of teachers with the mean
of 3.55, homogeneity standard deviation of 0.505. The mean is interpreted as strongly
agree indicating that by using mother tongue, parents are involved in their children’s
teaching-learning process.

The forth assertion is shown by the mean of 3.30, homogeneity standard deviation of
0.463. Here, the mean is interpreted as agree, indicating that when children join lower
primary, they are fluent in mother tongue.

The overall mean is 3.53, homogeneous standard deviation of 0.482. The mean overall
mean is interpreted as strongly agree meaning that, mother tongue is mostly used at
home. The researcher concludes by saying that the Kinyarwanda as mother tongue is the
language more utilized at home by parents and their children, English is not known or

remembered.

Perceptions of teachers about mother tongue as a medium of instruction

The teachers provided their perceptions about mother tongue as a medium of instruction

on the performance of pupils in English as a subject taught in classes of lower primary

pupils.
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Table 3.Perception of teachers on use of mother tongue as a medium of instruction

2208

Assertions Mean SD Interpret.
Mother tongue is emphasized in lower
primary school as a medium of instructions. 3.62 0.489 Strongly agree
Learners feel confident / comfortable and
motivated when learning in mother tongue. 3.56 0.500 Strongly agree
Teaching materials are  written and
manipulated in mother tongue. 3.50 0.588 Strongly agree
It is advisable to teach all subjects in mother
tongue in lower primary rather than teaching 3.50 0.504 Strongly agree
in English.
Children prefer using mother tongue when 3.47 0.503 Agree
playing and socializing.
Most of lessons are prepared and given in 3.45 0.502 Agree
Mother tongue.
Teachers are motivated to teach in lower 3.39 0.579 Agree
primary using mother tongue.
Lower primary parents prefer mother tongue 3.36 0.486 Agree
to be used as a language of instruction.
Teaching and learning is best done in lower 3.21 0.731 Agree
primary using mother tongue.

3.21 0.713 Agree
Teaching and learning through mother tongue
in lower primary enhances learner’s academic
achievement. 3.42 0.488 Agree

Overall mean

Source: Primary data, July 2017

Table 3 indicates the perceptions of teachers about mother tongue as a medium of

instruction. The first assertion has the mean of 3.62, homogeneous standard deviation of

0.489. The mean is interpreted as strongly agree indicating that the mother tongue is
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emphasized in lower primary school as a medium of instructions. The second perceptions
of teachers has the mean of 3.56, homogeneous standard deviation of 0.500. The mean is
interpreted as strongly agree indicating that learners feel confident / comfortable and
motivated when learning in mother tongue. The perceptions of teachers on the third
assertion have the mean of 3.50, homogeneous standard of 0.588. The mean is interpreted
as strongly agree indicating that teaching materials are written and manipulated in mother
tongue.

The perceptions of teachers on the fourth assertion have the mean of 3.50, homogeneous
standard deviation of 0.504. The mean is interpreted as strongly agree indicating that it is
advisable to teach all subjects in mother tongue in lower primary rather than teaching in
English.

The fifth assertion also has the mean of 3.47 and homogeneity standard deviation of
0.503. The mean is interpreted as agree indicating that children prefer using mother
tongue when playing and socializing. The sixth assertion has the mean of 3.45,
homogeneous standard deviation of 0.502. Here, the mean is also interpreted as agree
indicating that the most of lessons are prepared and given in mother tongue.

The seventh assertion have the mean of 3.39, homogeneous standard deviation of 0.579.
The mean is interpreted as agree indicating that teachers are motivated to teach in lower
primary using mother tongue. The eighth assertion has the mean of 3.36, homogeneous
standard deviation of 0.486. The mean is interpreted as agree, indicating that lower

primary parents prefer mother tongue to be used as a language of instruction.
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The perceptions of teachers on the nineth assertion have the mean of 3.21, homogeneous
standard deviation of 0.731. The mean is interpreted as agree indicating that teaching and
learning is best done in lower primary using mother tongue.

The perceptions of teachers on the tenth assertion have the mean of 3.21, homogeneous
standard deviation of 0.713. The mean is interpreted as agree indicating that teaching and
learning through mother tongue in lower primary enhances learner’s academic
achievement. The overall mean is 3.42, homogeneous standard deviation of 0.488. The
researcher concludes by saying that the use of Kinyarwanda as a mnedium of instruction
can influence the level of performance of English for pupils as the use of English is
limited.

This point was supported by Cummins (2000), were he said that by using Mother Tongue
children can be assessed easily because they can express themselves easily to tell what
they have acquired and not acquired. L1 strengthens child’s affective domain, which
involves confidence, self-esteem and identity which helps to increase motivation and

initiative as well as creativity to the child.

Concerning the interview with the school head teachers about the language that the
learners use as a medium of instruction, they have answered that Kinyarwanda is the
language of medium of instruction.They also asserted that Kinyarwanda used as a
medium of instruction is far dominating English at school which affect English

performance as a subject. A language cannot be performed without practicing it.
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Perceptions of teachers about challenges of mother tongue in education

As the teachers provide the use of mother tongue as a medium of instruction, here the

teachers present the challenges which hinder the performance of English subject.

Table 42. Perception of teachers about challenges of mother tongue in education

Assertions Mean SD Interpret.
Lack of appropriate vocabularies. 3.59 0.526 Strongly
agree
Lower primary school teachers may not have
solid training in mother tongue.
3.50 0.504 Strongly
The use of mother tongue hinders young agree
children from exposure to the rest of the
world.
3.48 0.533 Agree
Textbooks are not distributed equally to all
the learners.
Mother tongue is not native language for 3.48 0.504 Agree
some learners.
Mother tongue may not be perceived as 3.38 0548  Agree
important for formal education in Rwanda.
Instructional materials are not readily 3.26 0.664 Agree
available in the majority of mother tongue.
3.20 0.684 Agree
Overall mean 3.41 0.566 Agree

Source: Primary data, July 2017

Table 4 shows all assertions and different perceptions of teachers about challenges of

using mother tongue in education. The perceptions of teachers on the first assertion have

mean of 3.59, homogeneous standard deviation of 0.526. The mean is interpreted as

strongly agree indicating that the pupils don’t have enough vocabularies in Kinyarwanda

language. The perceptions of teachers on the second assertion have the strong mean of
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3.50, homogeneity standard deviation of 0.504. Here, the mean is interpreted as strongly
agree indicating that the lower primary school teachers may not have solid training in
mother tongue.

The perceptions of teachers on the third assertion have the mean of 3.48 and homogeneity
standard deviation of 0.533. The mean is interpreted as agree indicating that the use of
mother tongue hinders young children from exposure to the rest of the world. The
perceptions of teachers on the fifth assertion have the mean of 3.38, homogeneity
standard deviation of 0.548. Here, the mean is interpreted as agree indicating that mother
tongue is not native language for some learners as some learners are refugees from
Burundi and others from Tanzania.

The sixth assertion shows the perception of teachers with the strong mean of 3.26,
homogeneity standard deviation of 0.664. The mean is interpreted as agree indicating that
the mother tongue may not be perceived as important for formal education in Rwanda.
The perceptions of teachers on the seventh assertion have the strong mean of 3.20,
homogeneity standard deviation of 0.684. Here, the mean is interpreted as agree
indicating that instructional materials are not readily available in the majority of mother
tongue.

The overall mean is 3.41, homogeneous standard deviation of 0.566. The researcher
concludes by saying that teachers agree that all mentioned challenges affect negatively
the mastery of mother tongue which affect the use of English and it’s performance.

The point mentioned above was supported by Dutcher (2004), asserted that the teachers

need training in using first language in the classroom and that the materials have to be
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appropriate, available and interesting to the pupils as well used. If they are not being used
learning is not progressive.

Most teachers need training in methodology so that they can exploit the advantages of
teaching in the language that children can understand. Having limited background in
using mother tongue as a medium of instruction can hinder in becoming an effective
teacher. Those challenges do not allow learners to master their mother tongue and this
may lead to the low performance of Kinyarwanda.

Ntakirutimana, (2012) cited by Niyomugabo (2015) also supported this: Besides the
inefficient methods of teaching and learning Kinyarwanda, there are numerous challenges
that hinder its full success. Some of them are inadequate and insufficient terminologies.
Even many efforts have been so far made in terminology development, for the time being
all areas have not been covered mainly in science and technology.

This lack of terminology in Kinyarwanda needs to be adequately addressed by all
stakeholders in the Rwandan education system. Another challenge is the lack of reading
materials in Kinyarwanda as well as pedagogical teaching and learning aids. Moreover
there is lack of qualified teaching staff as well as motivated students to learn
Kinyarwanda at all levels of education.

Concerning the interview with the school head teachers about the challenges brought by
using mother tongue on the pupils’ performance in English as a subject, they have
answered that the biggest challenges are those with the background of families of the
pupils, the training on English teaching methodology for teachers of lower classes and
finally the initiative of teachers and pupils to use English, they often use mother tongue.

So how to perform English without practice it? They added that teachers do not like to
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use English while communicating and yet that should be a way of helping children to
copy some vocabularies.

Headteachers said that they agree with mother tongue as medium of instruction but the
problem is that even teachers do not value the use of English. One of head teacher said
“Mother tongue is really very important for young pupils and remember that at their age
they are able to learn even more than two languages at the same time, so, once teachers
own the English, value it and change the mind of our children which is already corrupted

that they do not know English, surely they will perform it very well. So it’s up to us not to

MINEDUC to do that.

Conclusion

The entire study has two variables which are the use of mother tongue and the
performance of English.

Considering the first variable which is use of mother tongue, we have found the
following results: for the mean of perception; teachers agree that Mother tongue is used
as home language and as language of instruction and that to use Kinyarwanda in term of
instructional in lower primary is better.

For the second variable, performance of English: we have found the following results:
for the mean of perception, teachers disagree that learners perform well in reading,
writing and communicating in English.

According to the findings, the use of Kinyarwanda as a medium of instruction in lower
primary classes in Nyamata Sector affect negatively the performance of English as a
subject where all subjects are given in mother tongue and finally English also as a subject

is taught most of time using Kinyarwanda in order to help the pupils to understand more.
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This was supported by Emmanuel (2013) in his research on challenges faced by rural
science teachers, identified challenges including a very low English language proficiency
that led secondary teachers to consistently use their mother tongue rather than English in
class. This poor level of achievement in English subject area may be due to this poor
foundation in English language at the primary school level.
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