
Petition to Stellenbosch University to make Afrikaans equal with English 

 

We, the people of South Africa, hereby direct a petition to the rector, chancellor, registrar, 

management, council, senate, institutional forum, student council, faculty councils, 

convocation and other persons directly or indirectly involved with the revision of the language 

policy of Stellenbosch University (SU). We submit this petition out of our dedication to the 

Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, which declares that: 

• South Africa belongs to all who live in it, united in our diversity; 

• South Africa has eleven official languages, and that state institutions must take practical 

and concrete steps to improve the status of indigenous languages and to promote their 

usage; 

• All official languages must enjoy parity of esteem en must be treated equitably; 

• The state may not discriminate directly or indirectly against any person on the basis of 

culture or language; 

• Every person is born with human dignity and has the right to have that dignity respected 

and protected; 

• Everyone has the right to have access to public educational institutions in the official 

language or languages of their choice wherever that education is reasonably practicable. 

 

We further submit this petition in the context of the following facts: 

• For the first time in nearly 100 years, SU’s 2016 language policy abolished Afrikaans 

as a primary and equal language of instruction and student life at the university, with 

English that practically became the only primary language for all activities at SU; 

• SU abolished Afrikaans as a primary and equal language alongside English despite the 

fact that the university has the ability to provide teaching in Afrikaans; 

• The SU’s 2016 language policy means that no university in the southern half of the 

country has provided fully-fledged teaching in an indigenous language since 2016; 

• This is the case despite the fact that more than half of the population of the Western 

and Northern Cape provinces are Afrikaans-speaking; 

• More than four million Afrikaans-speaking South Africans live in the Western and 

Northern Cape provinces; 

• As a result of the exclusion caused by the 2016 language policy, some of the most 

impoverished students in South Africa are now excluded from access to higher 

education. More than half of learners in the Western and Northern Cape receive their 

entire primary and high school education in Afrikaans and it amounts to direct 

discrimination to force these students to study in another language when SU has the 

ability to offer fully-fledged teaching in Afrikaans; 

• The majority of students who are now excluded from SU on the basis of the language 

they speak were previously excluded from SU on the basis of their skin colour; 

• SU’s 2016 language policy was a failure because it chose the speakers of one language 

over the speakers of another. The practical result was that the constitutional rights of 

certain students to live and learn in their mother-tongue was violated; 

• Instead of the policy viewing language as a competition between different language 

groups where Afrikaans must “lose” for English to “win,” we strive for a language 

dispensation where both Afrikaans and English-speaking students are fully and equally 

included.  

 



Out of our deep commitment to the language rights and other human rights contained in our 

country’s Constitution, and due to our concern over the exclusion of millions of impoverished 

Afrikaans-speaking young people from higher education, we demand that: 

1. The first draft of the new March 2021 language policy is rejected because it will result 

in the further exclusion of Afrikaans students. The SU must restart the review process 

by immediately arranging a public conference where all stakeholders and members of 

the public will have an opportunity to discuss the shortcomings of the 2016 language 

policy with the aim of creating a new policy that guarantees an equal place to Afrikaans; 

2. The new language policy must create a fair language dispensation that grants absolutely 

equal status to Afrikaans and English as primary languages of teaching and student life 

in all the spaces – including online spaces – of the university; 

3. If the university is concerned about the costs involved in this, the SU must commission 

a comprehensive and independent audit to ascertain how much it would cost to 

guarantee equal status to Afrikaans and English. It must make the findings of such an 

audit public and provide donors, the private sector and the community that opportunity 

to help fundraise to cover the costs; 

4. SU must fully exploit the opportunities offered by modern digital communications 

technologies, including online “speech-to-text” technology, to facilitate accurate 

translation between languages; 

5. Given the way in which the Afrikaans offer was dramatically reduced by the 2016 

language policy, the new language policy must explicitly commit to increasing the 

Afrikaans offer to ensure full access for all deserving students who wish to study in 

Afrikaans while maintaining access for students who wish to study in English; 

6. The new language policy must explicitly and concretely commit the university to 

providing financial and other support to learners in Afrikaans schools in disadvantaged 

communities, with the aim of building a pipeline of Afrikaans students from these 

schools and to dramatically increase the participation and pass rates of disadvantaged 

Afrikaans students at SU. 

 

Please note: each signature on this petition indicates a person who submits the below 

comment on the SU draft policy of March 2021. The DA will submit the comments, 

together with the list of all persons who support it, directly to the SU. 

 

General comment 

I hereby reject the first draft of the 2021 Stellenbosch University (SU) language policy because 

it does not meet the constitutional requirement of promoting access to mother-tongue 

education. The draft policy does not create an equitable language dispensation that guarantees 

equal status to Afrikaans and English, thereby further deepening the exclusion of Afrikaans-

speaking students originally engineered by the 2016 language policy.  

 

Specific problems and the amendments I desire in order to fully include both Afrikaans and 

English students are indicated below. Please note that that underlined text denotes additions, 

while text with a line through indicated deletions.  

 

The essence of the Policy  

Stellenbosch University (SU) is committed to engagement with knowledge in a diverse society. 

The Language Policy aims to give effect to sections 9 (3), 30, 31 and 29(2) of the South African 

Constitution and the Language Policy Framework for Public Higher Education Institutions 

(2020) in relation to language usage in the University’s academic, administrative, professional 

and social contexts. The Policy aims to promote access to education in the official language of 



a person’s own choice where reasonably practicable, promote multilingualism and facilitate 

pedagogically sound learning and teaching. Without losing sight of the fact that SU also serves 

continental and global communities, we commit ourselves to multilingualism by using the three 

official languages of the Western Cape, namely Afrikaans, English and isiXhosa. 

 

Introduction 

The Constitution grants official status to eleven languages and regards all these languages as 

assets that should be used as a means of developing human potential. The Constitution 

determines that each person has the right to receive education in the official language of their 

choice at public educational institutions where reasonably practicable. Public educational 

institutions consequently have the responsibility to promote access to education in the South 

African official language or languages of their a person’s own choice wherever it is reasonably 

practicable, taking into account equity, practicability and the need to redress the results of past 

racially discriminatory laws and practices. 

 

Afrikaans 

Afrikaans has developed an academic repertoire over decades, to which SU has contributed 

significantly. However, over the past years, the offer of Afrikaans-language education at South 

African universities has declined significantly. Concrete steps must thus be taken to prevent 

the demise of Afrikaans as an academic language. Against this background, the university 

contributes to multilingualism where Afrikaans is used, protected and promoted as an academic 

language. Applying and enhancing the academic potential of Afrikaans is a means of 

empowering a large and diverse community in South Africa. The Afrikaans language 

community is demographically – in terms of both the number of users of the language as well 

as in terms of regional and national geographic distribution – one of the strongest language 

communities in the country. In cultural terms, Afrikaans is a standardised language that has 

functioned for decades as an academic language, as a cultural language, and as a national asset. 

The university is committed to enhancing, protecting and promoting the academic potential of 

Afrikaans in order to empower a large and diverse community. This includes a significant 

number of people from educationally disadvantaged communities.   

 

5.1 To give effect to section 6 (official languages), 29(2) (language in education) and 29(1)(b) 

(access to higher education) read with section 9 (equality and the prohibition against direct and 

indirect unfair discrimination) of the Constitution. 

 

5.3 To contribute to achieving SU’s vision, as contained in the University’s Vision 2040 and 

Strategic Framework 2019-2024 so as to enable inclusivity, equality and equitable access to 

SU for all prospective and current students and staff in pursuit of excellence. 

 

6.2 Language at SU should broaden access to and enhance success in academic, administrative, 

professional and social contexts, and should not constitute a barrier to students or staff. This is 

particularly important given the constitutional right to mother-tongue education, the 

imperatives to redress the results of past racial discrimination and to ensure no direct or indirect 

unfair discrimination against present or prospective SU staff and students. The SU is committed 

to redress through using Afrikaans to uplift educationally disadvantaged communities.  

 

6.4 SU respects the languages and language varieties used by students and staff and 

acknowledges their language preferences and levels of language proficiency. SU also 

acknowledges that it is located in a region of South Africa where the vast majority of people 



are Afrikaans-speaking, and recognises that the university has a responsibility to also expand 

access to deserving students from this community.  

 

6.6 SU applies the institution’s chosen languages in such a way that it includes all students, 

staff and other stakeholders without denying any person their constitutional right to use the 

language of their own choice.  

 

6.9 The Language Policy and its implementation are informed by what is reasonably 

practicable in particular contexts. Relevant factors to be considered include, but are not limited 

to, the three foundational normative principles set out in 6.1 to 6.3 above; the number of 

students who will benefit from a particular mode of implementation; the academic language 

proficiency of the students involved; the availability and academic language proficiency of 

staff members; timetable and venue constraints; and SU’s available resources and the 

competing demands on those resources. The above notwithstanding, the university undertakes 

to make the necessary investments to progressively make multilingual teaching reasonably 

practicable in more contexts.  

 

6.10 The Language Policy implementation adapts to the changing language demographics and 

language preferences of students and staff without denying any person their constitutional right 

to use the language of their own choice. 

 

6.11 The university recognises the unique status of Afrikaans as an academic language and will 

contribute to the protection and promotion thereof. 

 

6.12 The university accepts the principle that the success of the language policy depends 

directly on the implementation of appropriate and sufficient language support and language 

services. 

 

7.1.1 Afrikaans and English are, in all regards, equal SU’s languages of learning and teaching 

at SU. SU supports their academic use through a combination of facilitated learning 

opportunities for students, including lectures, tutorials and practicals, as well as learning 

support facilitated by means of information and communication technology (ICT). In the spirit 

of translanguaging, space can be provided for the use of other languages in, e.g., tutorials and 

practicals. The SU is committed to deliberately expanding the academic use of both languages. 

 

7.1.2 Undergraduate modules are, by default, offered by way of the measures set out in section 

7.1.3, and the measures set out in 7.1.4 and 7.1.5 are only used in exceptional cases. The 

procedure outlined in 7.1.12 must be followed to approve any deviation from the default 

method outlined in 7.1.3.  

 

7.1.3 For undergraduate modules where it is reasonably practicable and pedagogically sound 

to have more than one class group: Parallel medium education with classes in both Afrikaans 

and English is the preferred option in all undergraduate modules. In parallel medium modules, 

the following will apply:  

 

7.1.3.2  Learning opportunities, such as group work, assignments, tutorials and practicals 

involving students from various language groups, are utilised to promote integration within 

programmes.  

 



7.1.4 For undergraduate modules where dual-medium teaching is offered in both Afrikaans and 

English are used in the same class group as approved by the Senate according to the procedure 

in 7.1.12, the combination of facilitated learning opportunities is as follows:  

 

7.1.4.1 During each lecture, all information is conveyed at least in English and Afrikaans. 

summaries or emphasis on content are also given in Afrikaans. Questions in Afrikaans and 

English are, at the least, answered in the language of the question. 

 

7.1.4.3 For first-year all undergraduate modules offered in duel-medium, SU makes 

simultaneous interpreting available on-site or online during each lecture, as well as a recorded 

version of the original unedited lecture and the real-time interpretation (if the interpreting took 

place online). During the second and subsequent years of study, SU makes on-site or online 

simultaneous interpreting available upon request by a faculty, if the needs of the students 

warrant the service and SU has the resources to provide it. A recorded version of the original 

unedited lecture and (if interpreting was provided and took place online) the real-time 

interpretation will also be provided. If two weeks have passed with no students making use of 

the interpreting service in a module, it may be discontinued. 

 

7.1.5.2 Where the assigned lecturer is proficient to teach only in Afrikaans or English. For 

these modules additional support is provided: 

 

(a) If the lectures are in Afrikaans, SU makes simultaneous interpreting in English available 

on-site or online during each lecture, as well as a recorded version of the original unedited 

lecture and the real-time interpretation, (if the interpretation took place online). If the lectures 

are in English, SU makes simultaneous interpreting of the firstyear modules available in 

Afrikaans on-site or online during each lecture, as well as a recorded version of the original 

unedited lecture and the real-time interpretation (if the interpretation took place online). During 

the second and subsequent years of study, SU makes simultaneous interpreting available in 

Afrikaans on-site or online upon request by a faculty, if the needs of the students warrant the 

service and SU has the resources to provide it. A recorded version of the original unedited 

lecture and (if interpreting was provided and took place online) the real-time interpretation will 

also be provided. If two weeks have passed with no students making use of the service in a 

module, it may be discontinued. 

 

7.1.6 In addition to lectures, based on students’ needs and practicability, SU provides a variety 

of ICT-enhanced learning strategies, including “speech-to-text” translation of lectures and 

educational (audio and/or video) recordings of lecture material, which are made available to 

students in Afrikaans, English and, in some cases, isiXhosa for self-directed learning, the 

further reinforcement of concepts and for revision. 

 

7.1.7.2 Compulsory reading material (excluding published material) is also provided in 

Afrikaans. where reasonably practicable. 

 

7.1.8 In postgraduate learning and teaching both Afrikaans and English are used in equal 

measure, including undergraduate modules at National Qualifications Framework (NQF) level 

8 and postgraduate qualifications at NQF level 7, any language(s) may be used, except where 

all the students in the class group have been invited to vote by means of a secret ballot, and 

those students who have voted, unanimously agree to it, the module will be presented in 

Afrikaans only or English only. 

 



7.1.9 Question papers for tests, examinations and other summative assessments in 

undergraduate modules, excluding undergraduate modules at NQF level 8 and postgraduate 

modules at NQF level 7, are available in Afrikaans and English. Question papers for tests, 

examinations and other summative assessments in postgraduate modules, including 

undergraduate modules at NQF level 8 and postgraduate modules at NQF level 7, are available 

in Afrikaans and English only. Students may answer all assessments and submit all written 

work in either Afrikaans or English. 

 

7.1.12.3 Approved by the relevant faculty board, and reported with the justification to Senate 

and approved by Senate., or, when urgent, by the Executive Committee of Senate. 

 

7.2.1 All official internal communication will be conveyed in Afrikaans, English and isiXhosa, 

as prescribed by the Language Policy Framework for Public Higher Education Institutions 

(2020). In an emergency, such communication shall be in the language(s) likely to be most 

effective. 

 

7.2.2 The language(s) used during internal meetings must be aimed at ensuring that everybody 

is included without denying any person their constitutional right to use the language of their 

own choice. 

 

7.2.3 Oral or written enquiries and requests by students and staff are, where reasonably 

practicable, dealt with in the language of the enquiry or request. 

 

7.2.5 In residences and other living environments, language is used in such a way that, where 

reasonably practicable, no stakeholder is excluded from participating in any formal activities 

in these environments without denying any person their constitutional right to use the language 

of their own choice. 

 

7.3.3 Where SU does not have the capacity to accede to the language preference, the medium 

of communication is English. 

 

7.4.2.1 given the way in which the Afrikaans offering was reduced by the previous policy 

(2016), the English Afrikaans offering is revised upwards so as to achieve full accessibility to 

SU for academically deserving prospective and current students who prefer to study in English 

Afrikaans; 

 

7.4.2.2 the Afrikaans English offering is managed so as to sustain access to SU for students 

who prefer to study in English. Afrikaans and to further develop Afrikaans as a language of 

tuition where reasonably practicable; and 

 

7.4.4 Changes to the language arrangements in a faculty’s language implementation plan that 

fall outside the regular review process, but are necessitated by, for example, a specific student 

group’s preferred language of tuition, pedagogical considerations or the unavailability of a 

lecturer with the necessary language proficiency, can be made by the relevant departmental 

chairperson and dean after consultation with the faculty’s academic affairs student committee. 

These changes are reported at the following faculty board and Senate meetings. The students 

of the specific modules are informed of the changes and the reasons for these changes as soon 

as practically possible. 

 



7.5.1 The Language Centre, faculties, the language departments, professional academic support 

services, and governance and management bodies are co-responsible for the advancement of 

multilingualism at SU. This responsibility includes ensuring the equal treatment of Afrikaans 

and English and considering all possible options to accentuate the use of isiXhosa in official 

communication and ceremonies. 

 

Indigenous languages 

Indigenous languages are languages that have their heritage roots in Africa. (also referred to as 

African languages in literature and some policy documents) and that belong to the Southern 

Bantu language family, where ‘Bantu’ is used purely as a linguistic term. 

 


