Report to SU


Comparison of Two Language Studies Undertaken
for Stellenbosch University
HC Marais

ST&I Network cc
December 2008

[image: image1.jpg]&>

ST&l Network




       


Contents
Opsomming









2
Abstract









2
Request









3
Interpretation of the request






3
Methodological evaluation of the studies





4
Leibowitz study








4
Schlemmer study








5
Methodological comparability






5
Converging results








6
Overarching conclusions







6
Contextual conclusions







6
General conclusions








8
Conclusion









9
Opsomming

Hierdie verslag behels die vergelyking van die metodologie en resultate van twee meningsopnames (in 2006 en 2008) oor studente se ervaring en verwagtings met betrekking tot die taalbeleid aan die Universiteit Stellenbosch. Die onlangse Schlemmer-ondersoek voldoen aan die voorwaardes wat normaalweg aan opnames gestel word, nl. veralgemeenbaarheid en interne geldigheid, terwyl die 2006-ondersoek se resultate nie volledig na die studente-populasie veralgemeen kan word nie. Nogtans is daar ’n opvallende konvergensie in die resultate van die twee ondersoeke. Die oorkoepelende gevolgtrekking is dat die resultate van veral die Schlemmer-ondersoek aantoon dat daar duidelike meerderheidsteun onder die studente vir die huidige taalbeleid, met inbegrip van die T-opsie, bestaan. Die huidige verslag lei uit die resultate van die ondersoek(e) af dat daar genoegsame steun in die studente-populasie vir die voortsetting van die beleid is, maar dat ondersteuning waar nodig op bepaalde punte bygewerk kan word deur bv. dosent-assistensie, selektiewe tolkdienste en ander taalondersteuning. Hierdie verslag beklemtoon egter ook die klaarblyklike sistemiese punt, naamlik dat die Universiteit self sal moet besin oor die weging van die belange van die verskillende belangegroepe in die taalaangeleentheid, aangesien die huidige verslag slegs op die gemene deler, naamlik studente se menings, gefokus het.
Abstract
This report deals with a comparison between the methodology and results of two opinion surveys (in 2006 and 2008) on student experiences and expectations of the language policy of Stellenbosch University. The recent Schlemmer study complied with the two main methodological criteria normally set for opinion surveys, viz. generalisability of the results to the population and internal validity. In contrast, the sampling of the 2006 survey was such that the results could not be fully generalised to the student population. There was, however, a striking convergence between the results of the two studies, notwithstanding these differences in design. The final conclusion of the present study was that the results, especially of the Schlemmer study, showed a clear majority support for the current language policy, including the so-called T option. The results of the studies suggested that there was sufficient majority support among the students for the continuation of the current language policy but that additional support should be supplied where necessary and applicable, e.g. in the form of  lecturing assistants, interpretation and other language services. In conclusion, the present report emphasises the rather obvious systems perspective, namely that it remains the responsibility of the University to apply its mind to the relative importance (or weights) of the interests of the different stakeholders, this present comparative study having focused on the common denominator, viz. student opinions.
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Request
The Vice-Rector (Teaching) of Stellenbosch University (SU) requested the author of this report for a focused comparison between two opinion surveys, one conducted by Dr Leibowitz and others in 2006 and the other conducted by Prof Schlemmer in 2008, on how the SU language policy was being experienced. The Vice-Rector (Teaching) more specifically requested the author to “compare the reports, as independent specialist, and determine the extent to which the results are indeed comparable or not and, if comparable, the extent to which the studies confirm (or not) specific views on the language policy and plan of the University and their implementation”. The Vice-Rector (Teaching) explicitly provided scope in the request for comment on the scientific merits of the two opinion surveys.
Interpretation of the request
This request was interpreted contextually as follows:

· Were the studies methodologically accountable to the extent that their results could be used as input into language policy evaluation?

· Do the two studies show sufficient methodological similarity, such as in approach and design, instruments, data-collection and analysis method, for their results to be comparable?
· Do the main findings of the two studies correspond?

· Can the present evaluation draw any overarching conclusions?
The following points were formally accepted:
· All the stakeholders had familiarised themselves with the two studies and were therefore familiar with the research designs, approaches, interpretations and conclusions.
· Only the opinions, the perceptions and experiences and the attitudes of students were highlighted.
· The present report should be as concise as possible.
Methodological evaluation of the studies
The essence of the request was for the two studies (methodologically) to be compared to determine whether or not the results of the studies are comparable. The design and execution of the studies are therefore discussed in brief. It would be inappropriate to attempt an in-depth evaluation of the methodology of the two studies; the following is intended only to indicate whether the two studies are in any way comparable.

Both studies were questionnaire-based opinion surveys. The Schlemmer study offered good accountability of this research design. One basic criterion with which opinion surveys should comply is the generalisability of the findings to the relevant populations, i.e. external validity; this presupposes that the respondent test samples are drawn randomly from the relevant populations. Another basic criterion is the internal validity of the measuring instruments, i.e. whether the instruments or questionnaires measure that which the researchers purport to measure.
Leibowitz study
The Leibowitz study used self-selected respondent groups. With the exception of nationality, the realised student respondent groups did not, however, include the general SU population to the extent that the reader can, on this basis alone, make any decisive generalisations to these populations.
The questionnaires were evaluated by several appropriate specialists;  this promoted the face validity. (The questionnaires were not included as appendices to the study; the formulation of the items can therefore be derived only from their rendering [sometimes paraphrasing?] in the statistical-result reporting, which was included in the appendices. The reporting method [pp. 9, 11 and 19, for example] furthermore prevents an accountable comparison from being made between the findings of the two reports.) Unfortunately, no tests for converging or discriminating validity appear to have been done. The internet questionnaires furthermore had to focus on first-order questions (and responses) and could therefore not elicit finer nuances from the responses. The data-collection method, however, was suitable for a first-order scanning of opinions and experiences.
The data were analysed with appropriate statistical techniques that enabled the reliability of differences and/or associations to be interpreted. The author found the statistical results to be satisfactory.
The results of the study were at best applicable to the opinions of the respondents at the time of the study; they do not, however, provide a basis for extrapolation into the future. In other words, useful as the results may have been in 2006 as indication of the initial perceptions of the SU language policy, they do not provide a baseline from which further deployment of perceptions could be projected.
Schlemmer study
The Schlemmer study used random test samples. The realised test samples were considerably smaller than expected but they do still allow for generalisations to the student populations when the composition of the realised test samples is compared with the student population.
The questionnaires were accounted for satisfactorily and the items complied with the standard criteria for the chosen item formats (multiple-response items, open items and Likert-type items). Some indications of vulnerable validity were investigated, although the criterion of internal validity was not tested explicitly. Some indications of vulnerable validity do, however, still occur (Table 20 as against Table 21, for example); this suggests that interpretation should be approached with care. The personal interviews allowed for secondary follow-up, as is also apparent in the presentation of the results. The description of the field-work approach creates confidence that this was well executed.

No results of possible statistical analyses were reported, although “statistical significance” was occasionally referred to. The reliability or significance of differences or associations in the data could therefore not be determined. The application of statistical techniques could therefore have led the author to differently nuanced interpretations in some cases.

Some instances exist where the reporting of findings could appear to be biased for some readers. Examples are the author’s query at the bottom of p. 42 in respect of responses by Afrikaans-speaking students to the apparently unexpected potential acceptance of English as the only language of instruction; the heading of #4.8 on p. 45, which described a finding (favourable in respect of Afrikaans), as against the other headings, which described the sub-theme of the questionnaires and/or analyses more neutrally; and the middle of p. 53, where “political correctness” was given as explanation for the finding that approximately one-third of Afrikaans respondents would choose English as the language of instruction if only one choice were possible. Would this type of socially desirable response not also apply to pro-Afrikaans findings? These examples in an otherwise methodologically well-designed and executed study could in critical readers create the impression of a pro-Afrikaans expectation.
With the necessary care, the findings – although not necessarily all the interpretations – could be generalised to undergraduate SU students.
Methodological comparability
The design of the Schlemmer study, on the one hand, allows for an accountable empirical basis for language policy and implementation evaluation and, on the other hand, could serve as a baseline for the monitoring of the future development of language policy perception. The design of the Leibowitz study does not, however, allow for it being used as a 2006 baseline for subsequent studies, such as the Schlemmer study.
It should be borne in mind that some of the broad themes and items (such as language proficiency, language policy as facilitator or inhibitor of academic performance and satisfaction or dissatisfaction with SU as university choice) of the two questionnaires do correspond, although they are not identical. It would have been useful from a validation viewpoint if the Schlemmer study had quoted a few items from the Leibowitz study and had briefly discussed the responses in Chapter 2.

As previously stated, the mandate for the present evaluation report was not seen as an item-for-item comparison of the two studies – although the temptation to do so was initially great! This choice was further strengthened by the foregoing comparison of the methodologies of the two studies.
In light of this reasoning, the remainder of this report focuses principally on the findings, interpretations and recommendations of the Schlemmer study but does, where applicable, take aspects of the Leibowitz study into account. Findings common to the two studies are first summarised and overarching conclusions are then discussed.
Converging results
There is a reasonable measure of convergence in the findings of the two studies despite their divergent approaches. The following findings from the studies stand out:

· The high level of bilingualism (English and Afrikaans) among particularly Afrikaans-speaking students and the near exclusive monolingualism of black students. In this respect, the low level of bilingualism of non-Afrikaans-speaking students and lecturers handicaps the implementation of the T option.
· The mostly positive attitude of students to the language policy in general, including the T option.
· Warnings about the possible impact on campus of radical minorities on the language issue in the future.
· The perception that minority groups, particularly ‘African-language’ students, are being (further) marginalised by the language issue.
· A potential weariness about language debates on campus but appreciation that students are being consulted.
Overarching conclusions

The following overarching conclusions are drawn from the results of the two studies, particularly the Schlemmer study. Six contextual conclusions are presented, followed by three general conclusions.
Contextual conclusions
1 The two opinion surveys showed that expectations at the time of the surveys were that SU would retain its predominantly Afrikaans language character. The results of the surveys should therefore be interpreted against this background. Should future developments invalidate these expectations, however, student appreciation of University language-policy initiatives could well change over the short term both predictably and unpredictably.
2 There are varying degrees of acceptability for the application of the current language policy in general (very strong among Afrikaans speakers, less so among English speakers). Indeed, Tables 16, 17 and 18 and #6.3.4 and 6.4 (the first part of the first paragraph) in the Schlemmer study could be interpreted as empirical confirmation of the current SU language policy – including the T option – forming an acceptable basis for the management of language-instruction issues at SU (cf. also the first paragraph of #6.4). The findings also accord with the conclusion of the Leibowitz study (#3 and 4) in specific respects.
On reading the two studies, I am therefore left with the conclusion that the current language policy has thus far been as successful as the University could have expected given the context of the complex interactions among historical, social, political, economic, educational and other related factors.
3 The results of the two studies offered no explicit pointers on specific adjustments that could or should be made to the language policy. The following, however, are implications suggested by some of the results. Specific situations would naturally determine the necessity and feasibility of these options:
3.1 Where possible, more attention should be paid to the language proficiency of both students and lecturers. Since this may not always be practicable in the case of lecturers, the relative affordable possibility of support by proficient “lecturing assistants” (such as senior research assistants) could be considered. Schlemmer himself also mentioned this form of support (see p. 63).
3.2 The possibility of making an interpretation service available could be reconsidered, a matter also touched on in the Schlemmer study on p. 63.
3.3 Some form of monitoring of the consistency with which the language policy is implemented should be instituted.

4 The possibility of political mobilisation by relatively small minority groups (among both Afrikaans and English speakers) cannot be excluded. The Schlemmer study suggested at the end that this would not be impossible among Afrikaans speakers, particularly if the perception arose that Afrikaans were being prejudiced or “forced back”. The same study also, however, referred in various places to a similar dynamic among English students. Should the language policy be experienced as more “restrictive” by English students, sub-groups among these students could possibly mobilise to, at the least, “embitter the climate of communication within the lecture venues” (Schlemmer, p. 54). The impact of such mobilisation is difficult to determine. 
5 Even though students find the T option frustrating, it is being received relatively well, notwithstanding language problems on the side of some lecturers. The possibilities of the T option have not been exhausted and the application of this option could be improved through the use of “lecturing assistants”, interpretation services, etc., as mentioned previously.
6 Final recommendation on the language policy: It has already been concluded (see #2) that the results of both studies show student support for the current language policy, including the T option. Both studies, particularly that of Prof Schlemmer, also indicate various problems and suggestions on adjustments and remedies. Prof Schlemmer, however, on the basis of “findings and the broad circumstances of Afrikaans” (p. 62), recommends an alternative language model in #6.5C (p. 62 ff.). The practicalities of his proposed language policy generally do not appear to differ significantly from the current T option. The depth and extent of his fundamental point of departure, namely “. . . a policy that unashamedly takes Afrikaans as primary language of instruction and thoroughly spells out the full, concrete implications to students and lecturers” (p. 63; original emphasis), are not, however, clear. At least three comments on this point of departure can nevertheless be made. Firstly, without going into detail here, the results of Prof Schlemmer’s opinion survey do not necessarily, on their own, lead to his fundamental point of departure. Secondly, the possibility of some English speakers and other student groups (cf. p. 54) interpreting the language policy formulated in this manner – even tolerantly so – as a step backwards cannot be excluded. Thirdly, such a step could pressurise central government into again placing “the language issue” on the agenda as critical.
In light of the mandate of the present report, namely a comparative study of the two opinion surveys, and against the background of the limitations of monitoring and evaluation studies (cf. #7 below), I conclude that the current SU language policy has thus far been relatively well received by students and that language instruction would benefit from the University making resources available as a matter of urgency to address problems in the application of the current language policy.
General conclusions
7 It is important for monitoring and evaluation studies, such as the two discussed here, to be placed in perspective. A language policy and accompanying strategy/strategies should take account of the opinions of all primary stakeholders and potentially important related variables, factors and forces and their interactions. A single opinion survey, such as those discussed here, should normally not be as comprehensive.
7.1 Firstly, for the purposes of the present report, attention was given only to the responses of students. Important as students may be in this debate, however, they are obviously not the only stakeholders. As Leibowitz rightly concluded: it is for the University to determine the weights allocated to the opinions of students in the evaluation of the success of the application of the language policy thus far.
7.2 Secondly, the two opinion surveys did not cover all the variables, factors or forces that determine the SU language policy. One of the most important such variables not accounted for is external or national dynamics (although this was mentioned in the last line of the Schlemmer study as a possible threat to his proposal of Afrikaans as primary language of instruction). Against this background, the studies therefore serve as indication of the extent of acceptance by students of the language policy in terms of a necessarily incomplete list of indicators.
7.3 Thirdly, sociol science literature shows that opinions, perceptions and attitudes, as operationalised in these two studies, are relatively variable and sensitive to contextual change.
8 The strategic relevance of the findings of the studies by Dr Leibowitz and Prof Schlemmer confirms the usefulness of such monitoring and evaluation studies. An adapted Schlemmer opinion survey undertaken at fixed time intervals, such as every three or four years, should be strongly considered. Some of the adaptations could include
· the test samples making greater provision for minority groups, such as ‘African-language’ speakers;
· the questionnaire being adjusted where necessary (eg. to test language-proficiency more effectively); and
· the analyses being more statistically orientated (cf. the Leibowitz study).
9 Both studies contain a wealth of information of which only a very small part has been explored here; more nuanced statistical analyses should be conducted on the studies in the future. These could well be undertaken as projects by postgraduate students.
Conclusion
The comparison of the two opinion survey studies, which was the subject of the present report, shows, on the one hand, that, up to the end of 2008, a sufficiently large majority of students had accepted the current SU language policy for it to be continued and, on the other hand, that a need does exist for language support to be upgraded. Should the circumstances prevailing at the time of the study/studies change – due to, for example, either official or non-official decisions not only at national level but also at local level – minority groups could well mobilise and bring about varying degrees of tension on campus, at least in the field of teaching. With due account of both opinion survey results, it would appear that student experience of the current language policy is as good as could be expected in an educationally, politically and socially loaded context and that the results support expansion of rather than radical change in the language policy.
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