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				Promoting African languages through play-based learning in early childhood education

				Abstract

				The Department of Education’s Language in Education Policy supports mother tongue instruction in the early grades, emphasising African languages. The importance of strong mother-tongue instruction leads this study to explore play-based pedagogy to enhance African language skills among Grade R learners. Play-based pedagogy centres on play’s central role in teaching and learning. It helps children make sense of their world and adapt to new situations. Guided by Vygotsky’s social learning theory, the study investigated teachers’ perceptions of play-based learning to promote mother tongue instruction in Mpumalanga province. The research question was: How can play-based learning support African languages and the holistic language development of young children? This qualitative study, set within an interpretivist paradigm, included five purposively selected Grade R teachers. These teachers participated in semi-structured interviews and classroom observations. The findings show teachers commonly use play-based strategies such as songs, storytelling, rhymes, and games. These activities encourage spontaneous use of African languages and support both language acquisition and holistic development. Play-based learning enhances learners’ engagement, confidence, communication, curiosity, and sense of belonging through culturally responsive activities. Challenges include parental preference for English, limited resources, and gaps in teacher training. Teachers also noted the potential of digital tools to support African language learning despite infrastructural limitations. The study recommends strengthening teachers’ knowledge of formal and informal play, adapting age-appropriate games, improving technological infrastructure, encouraging parental involvement, and building networked learning communities to share culturally relevant practices supporting mother tongue instruction.

				Keywords: African languages; early childhood education; language, mother tongue instruction, play-based learning

				Introduction 

				This study examines how play-based learning can help promote African languages while supporting young children’s language development. Manditereza (2025) highlights play-based learning as an effective framework for advancing children’s language skills and cognitive, social, and emotional development. Play lets children explore, acquire life skills, and improve language competencies. The existing literature shows that play benefits self-regulation, 
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				cognitive development, and social interaction (Strauss & Bipath, 2020). It also notes the importance of enriched environments for language learning (Ellis, 2004; Justice, 2004; Van Oers, 1998; Prins et al., 2023). However, these approaches are not consistently applied in early childhood settings, raising concerns.

				In many Grade R settings, especially in under-resourced and linguistically diverse areas like Nkangala District in Mpumalanga, South Africa, teaching is mostly formal and teacher-led. There is little use of play-based methods to support language development, which should be a concern for African language practitioners, as these languages are often marginalised in favour of more dominant languages. African languages play a vital role in shaping identity, preserving culture, and supporting early learning. Consequently, learners may have fewer chances to engage meaningfully with their home languages through play, which could impede their linguistic confidence and growth.

				Studies show that play aids language acquisition through activities like storytelling, rhymes, and interactive play (Sanders et al., 2019; Annet, 2025). There is limited empirical knowledge about how teachers view and use play-based pedagogy to promote African languages, specifically in early childhood classrooms. There is also little information about the challenges teachers face in meaningfully integrating play into the curriculum and addressing contextual problems.

				This study explores teachers’ perspectives on play-based teaching to promote African languages among Grade R learners in the Nkangala district. It also examines the real and potential challenges of using play-based teaching to support early language growth.

				Literature review

				2.1	Benefits of play-based learning for cognitive and language development 

				Play is vital for the development of children’s cognitive and language skills. Engaging in play is crucial for a child’s cognitive, social, emotional, and physical growth (Macmbinji & Hussein, 2024). Play pedagogy is also widely recognised as a powerful approach for holistic language development in natural, engaging environments (UNESCO, 2022). Play activities for developing children enhance language, cognitive, social, and emotional growth through meaningful experiences (Zosh et al., 2018). These findings highlight that, regardless of developmental challenges, intentional and well-supported play is essential for fostering comprehensive growth and language development.

				2.2	Importance of mother tongue instruction in early childhood development

				Mother tongue instruction is crucial for early language, literacy, and cognitive development. Children first learn to communicate, express emotions, and interact socially in their immediate environment using their mother tongue (Ntshangase, 2022). Heugh (2023) argues that using mother tongue and home languages during early childhood fosters cognitive growth, encourages emerging multilingualism, and nurtures cultural identity and highlights the value of inclusive language practices in diverse settings. 

				Furthermore, UNESCO (2022) emphasises that learners taught in their mother tongue are 30% more likely to understand reading materials by the end of primary school than those 
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				taught in unfamiliar languages. Proficiency in one’s mother tongue is vital for cognitive growth. It supports concept formation and facilitates knowledge transfer during the acquisition of new languages (DoE, 1997). This linguistic skill enhances listening, speaking, reading, and writing (DBE, 2015). Makgabo and Niipare (2022) state that children proficient in their mother tongue also develop skills like critical thinking and literacy, which can transfer to second-language learning.

				Furthermore, teaching literacy in the first language enables learners to build a strong educational foundation, effectively bridging the acquisition of additional languages. Kalinde and Vermeulen’s (2016) study in Zambia found that using mother-tongue songs in early childhood play supported cultural preservation, enhanced social interaction, and promoted language skills by increasing engagement and collaboration. Khosa (2024) note that despite widespread recognition of the value of mother tongue instruction, limited attention is given to the teaching strategies, educator training, and policy frameworks required to sustain such practices, particularly in linguistically diverse contexts. Therefore, teacher training programmes must be strengthened to equip educators with the skills to support and sustain mother tongue instruction, particularly in multilingual contexts or where dominant languages marginalise local languages.

				2.3	Challenges and opportunities in promoting African languages in education 

				Ouane and Glanz (2011) and Kamwangamalu (2022) highlight significant challenges in promoting African languages in education, including policy gaps, limited resources, and inadequate teacher training. While Ouane and Glanz (2011) emphasise the potential of multilingual education to improve literacy and advance the United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 4, Kamwangamalu (2022) points to weak policy implementation, driven by political reluctance and prevailing ideologies that prioritise global languages. Despite these barriers, both authors emphasise the transformative potential of African-language inclusion in enhancing learning, cognitive development, and cultural empowerment. According to Venketsamy and Sibanda (2021), these challenges in promoting African languages reflect broader issues in early childhood education, while Ntshangase and Venketsamy (2022) maintain that, in areas where limited resources, weak policy, and a lack of professional support hinder play-based learning and culturally relevant practices.

				2.4	Examining global and African perspectives on play in early childhood education. 

				Early childhood experts worldwide position play as central to children’s learning and development. Global organisations such as UNESCO (2019) and UNICEF (2018) emphasise that playful experiences promote language development and school readiness, while also supporting early literacy, numeracy, and socio-emotional skills (UNESCO, 2019; UNICEF, 2021; Zosh et al., 2018).

				In contrast, the African context reveals significant structural challenges that hinder the realisation of these ideals. Reports from UNESCO and the World Bank indicate low access to ECCE, with only about 24% of children enrolled in pre-primary education and limited home learning support, largely due to poverty, low parental education, and resource constraints (Akkari, 2022). Despite these challenges, African research highlights the rich educational potential of indigenous play. Studies show that traditional games, storytelling, and cultural 
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				activities can effectively support cognitive, social, and emotional development when integrated into early learning programmes. For example, research in Madagascar indicates that locally developed play materials and games foster sensorimotor and socio-cognitive skills, emphasising the importance of culturally relevant pedagogy (Akkari, 2022). Similarly, Ali and Al Hosni (2022) found that teachers recognised several educational games commonly used in Western kindergartens, such as puzzles, memory games, dice games, Lego, and pop-up books, as valuable learning tools. In contrast, African games available for young children received limited recognition.

				Overall, while global perspectives strongly advocate for the universal value of play, African scholarship emphasises the need to contextualise these approaches within local realities (Kurniati & Kwariko, 2025). Bridging these perspectives requires integrating culturally relevant play practices, strengthening teacher training, and increasing investment in ECCE systems to ensure that all children benefit from meaningful, play-based learning experiences.

				In Namibia, teachers mainly facilitate play-based learning by incorporating hands-on activities into the classroom. They appreciate structured learning environments that foster children’s academic growth, while viewing outdoor free play mostly as a way to relax during breaks. Many teachers find it difficult to implement play-based learning (PBL) in their classrooms, often defaulting to whole-class, teacher-centred instruction that lessens learner engagement in vital reading processes (Strauss & Bipath, 2020). This dependence on traditional methods is exacerbated by inadequate resources and a lack of professionalism, which undermine the effectiveness of play-based approaches. Daniels and Pyle (2020) also emphasise that the decline in play-based learning is closely connected to these systemic problems, obstructing the successful incorporation of play in early childhood education.

				2.5	Strategies for incorporating play-based learning into local languages

				Mpandashulu (2025) argues that integrating play-based learning with local languages is a powerful strategy for preserving indigenous cultures and improving educational outcomes. In early childhood education, outdoor indigenous games offer notable benefits by supporting holistic development, physical health, and cultural awareness (Usman & Yusuf, 2021). For most children, especially in rural communities, play experiences include outdoor activities that enable them to create play areas, select games and materials that interest them, and participate in energetic physical activities such as climbing, jumping, running, and symbolic play.

				Guided play provides numerous opportunities indoors for learners to engage in language and learning activities. In their study, Strauss and Bipath (2020) present bingo as a guided play-based method for teaching vocabulary and sight words in a pre-primary school setting. In the African context, Matafwali and Mofu (2023) outline several games that foster social interaction, cognitive development, and physical coordination in African communities. One such game is chiyato, played by two or more participants, involving the placement of small stones into a small dug-out hole. Different names across various African countries know the game: it is called nhodo in Zimbabwe (Mandondo & Tsikira, 2021), chiyato or chiyenga in Zambia (Mtonga, 2012), and can significantly enhance language development and cultural transmission.
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				2.6	Case studies of successful language-immersion play programmes in Africa

				A case study conducted by Ubongo, a brain awareness programme, explored literacy development and the role of television in fostering a more inclusive learning environment, highlighting the effectiveness of integrating play-based learning into language immersion programmes across Africa (Njorage et al., 2015).These programmes have resulted in improved educational outcomes and cultural enrichment. In Kenya, the report illustrates how television use sparks engagement in songs, dance, and games, fostering active participation and skill development. Observations indicate that children are highly engaged, displaying joy and creativity during interactions with the show and Nuzo and Namia’s content. The findings demonstrate that the show effectively captures children’s attention using skimming techniques. Post-viewing observations further reveal sustained interest and a range of emotional responses among children (Mpandashulu, 2025). Investigating teacher experiences in integrating indigenous songs for play-based learning in early childhood education centres: a case study of Ndola district, Zambia (Mpandashulu, 2025), enriching their understanding of their viewing experience. A recommendation for educators was to incorporate effective skimming techniques into classroom teaching to improve students’ reading skills. Another case study by the Molteno Institute on school readiness through community participation’ in South Africa, describes the implementation of a programme to prepare Grade R learners for formal schooling by involving local communities and parents in creating play-based learning environments (Khosa, 2024) This initiative led to the development of natural playgrounds and the production of culturally appropriate learning materials, significantly boosting children’s readiness for school. In 2022, this programme was honoured with the UNESCO Confucius Prize for Literacy (UNESCO, 2022). Drawing on case studies illustrates that combining play-based learning with mother tongue instruction benefits language and cognitive development. According to Cheruiyot (2024), implementing play-based learning (PBL) faces constraints, including limited resources, inadequate teacher training, and weak partnerships with parents, despite its recognised value for language and socio-emotional growth. Similarly, Khanyile (2022) underscores the undervaluation of mother tongue instruction, which restricts culturally relevant learning. Although PBL is widely recognised (Daniels & Pyle, 2018) and supported by policies in South Africa (DBE, 2015) and Namibia (Nzwala, 2020), implementation gaps persist due to limited teacher capacity, resources, and challenges in multilingual contexts. 

				Vygotsky (1978) emphasised that play is a vital developmental activity that deeply influences a child’s cognitive and social growth during the early years. Vygotsky regarded play as the creation of imaginary scenarios in which children reinterpret the meanings of objects and actions, assigning them new purposes, thereby encouraging both creativity and social skills. For example, this is clear when a child uses a cardboard box as a vehicle, climbs inside, and pretends to be the driver. The child redefines the box as a vehicle and adjusts their behaviour, language, and interactions to suit the imagined scenario. According to Fleer (2015) and Vygotsky (1978), play enables children to imagine and build new meanings, using objects, actions, or language as tools to support their imaginative experiences. Children’s symbolic thinking forms the foundation for critical thinking and language development (Vygotsky, 1978). In essence, Vygotsky (1978) saw imaginative play as both entertainment and a higher-order thinking activity. Many children in Africa may have limited access to manufactured toys. However, they often craft their play materials from everyday objects in their environment, such as a box used as a car. 
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				González et al. (2020) and Ntshangase (2022) argue that imaginative play not only stimulates cognitive development but also creates a rich context for language learning, with mother tongue play deepening understanding and providing a natural space for expression, role negotiation, and storytelling. This connection between play, creativity, and mother tongue supports cognitive and linguistic development, laying a strong foundation for future learning (Vygotsky, 1978). Limited research outlines the integration of imaginative play in the mother tongue during early childhood education, especially in resource-constrained African contexts. While Vygotsky highlights the role of play in cognitive and linguistic development, there is limited understanding of how culturally relevant, locally sourced play materials can foster creativity and language development in multilingual settings (Sanders et al., 2019). Further research is needed on training educators to effectively use mother tongue play to support cognitive and linguistic growth in diverse classrooms.

				Methodology

				A qualitative research approach enables researchers to gather narrative data from participants (Maree, 2020). This study adopted a qualitative, interpretivist approach to explore participants’ lived experiences of using play-based teaching to promote African languages in early grades. According to Cohen et al. (2018), qualitative research captures the depth and complexity of human experiences and social contexts that quantitative methods often overlook. A descriptive design allowed the researcher to understand participants’ experiences of play pedagogy. At the same time, a single case study, as advocated by Yin (2016), facilitated an in-depth exploration of a particular context.

				The study involved five practitioners from early childhood centres in the Nkangala district, Mpumalanga Province. Participants were selected through purposive sampling, which enabled the researcher to intentionally choose practitioners with relevant experience in Grade R classrooms, thereby ensuring rich, context-specific insights for the study. Data were collected through individual face-to-face interviews, each lasting approximately 20–25 minutes, and classroom observations. Observations were recorded using semi-structured field notes, focusing on learner language use, teacher strategies, and engagement. To enhance validity, two researchers independently reviewed a subset of observation notes. Informed consent was obtained from all participants before the interviews. The interview schedule included five questions focusing on perspectives of play-based learning (Q1), teaching experiences (Q2), learners’ attitudes (Q3), the role of play in promoting African languages (Q4), and challenges in Grade R classrooms (Q5). Cohen et al. (2018) and Maree (2020) note that face-to-face interviews allow for probing and the observation of non-verbal cues, which contribute to richer, more nuanced data.

				Table 1 displays the participants in this study. The researcher and the supervisor developed the semi-structured, open-ended interview and observation schedule used for data collection. Data was analysed following Creswell’s six steps of data analysis (Creswell, 2014). The data were continuously compared, step-by-step and source-by-source, to interpret and explore patterns and themes. Using an inductive approach, themes and sub-themes emerged, aiding the researcher in analysing the data and ultimately identifying findings and recommendations. To ensure the validity of the interview and observation schedule, both documents were presented to the early childhood education department staff members for critique and advice on whether the questions were clear, concise, and unambiguous (Maree, 2020). No major modifications were indicated, and the instrument was considered valid for this study. Ethical approval was granted by the University of Pretoria ethics committee (Ref EDU082/19).
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				Table 1:	Profile of participants

				
					Full description

				

				
					Code

				

				
					Gender/race

				

				
					Age range

				

				
					Qualification

				

				
					Teaching experience

				

				
					Grade teaching

				

				
					Centre description

				

				
					Practitioner A

				

				
					PA1

				

				
					F

				

				
					45

				

				
					Level 5

				

				
					18 years

				

				
					R

				

				
					Community-based

				

				
					Practitioner B

				

				
					PB2

				

				
					F

				

				
					36

				

				
					Diploma in ECD

				

				
					12 years

				

				
					R

				

				
					School-based

				

				
					Practitioner C

				

				
					PC3

				

				
					F

				

				
					31

				

				
					Diploma in ECD

				

				
					11 years

				

				
					R

				

				
					School-based

				

				
					Practitioner D

				

				
					PD4

				

				
					F

				

				
					46

				

				
					Diploma in ECD

				

				
					20 years

				

				
					R

				

				
					School-based

				

				
					Practitioner E

				

				
					PE5

				

				
					F

				

				
					43

				

				
					B.Ed. in Pre-Primary Ed.

				

				
					20 years

				

				
					R

				

				
					School-based

				

				Findings and discussion 

				A systematic approach to qualitative data analysis begins with organising and preparing the data, then reading through it to gain a general understanding. The researchers coded the data by labelling relevant segments, grouping these codes into broader themes or categories, and then presenting and interpreting the findings to derive meaning from the data (Creswell, 2014). 

				Three major themes emerged from the data. These are: 

				Use of play pedagogy in promoting African languages 

				Learners’ attitudes towards play-based teaching and learning of languages, and

				Challenges experienced by teachers

				The researchers noted that participants used ‘play pedagogy’ and ‘play-based teaching and learning’ interchangeably; therefore, these terms are used synonymously in this section.

				Theme 1: Use of play pedagogy in promoting African languages

				Participants were invited to share their perspectives on using play-based teaching and learning to promote African languages during the interview. All participants agreed that in the early grades, and especially Grade R, play-based teaching and learning are strongly advocated in the National Curriculum Framework on Early Childhood Education (DBE, 2015). They emphasised that play-based teaching and learning are vital for the child’s language development. Strauss and Bipath (2020) affirm that play is essential for developing self-regulatory skills while enhancing language, cognitive, and social skills, and PA1 confirm this view:

				Play-based teaching and learning are essential in Grade R education. Reflecting on Montessori’s approach, young children enhance their early learning skills through games and play. It is crucial for us, as Grade R teachers, to include a variety of play-based activities to support children’s language development. Regarding African Languages, I teach a multicultural class, so I strive to use a variety of songs and rhymes that reflect the diverse cultures of my learners. Using play-based methods to promote language development is vital. 

				During classroom observation, teachers used call-and-response songs in isiZulu, with learners eagerly repeating phrases such as “Hlala phansi” (sit down) and “Vula umnyango” (open the door), demonstrating active listening and verbal participation. Furthermore, the authors 
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				noted that when teachers introduced puppets depicting African animals, learners immediately named the animals in isiZulu and created short dialogues, demonstrating unprompted use of the target language.

				Usman and Yusuf (2021) contend that play-based teaching fosters the holistic development of young learners, including language, physical and cultural growth. Similarly, participants (PA1–PE5) reported that songs, rhymes, and puppetry enhance language engagement and communication, citing examples such as Thula baba, thula, and iAfro Yami, as well as additional resources from African nursery rhymes. Songs, rhymes, and puppetry encourage play by creating interactive, imaginative, and socially engaging learning experiences that support language development and cooperation among young children (Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2009). While these practices embody principles of play-based learning, their effectiveness depends on deliberate application in teaching, as songs, rhymes, and puppetry engage children, nurture creativity, and promote social interaction, aligning with Vygotsky’s (1978) view of socially constructed learning.

				In response to the same question, PB2 and PB3 shared similar views. Play-based teaching and learning are important for language development. The participants both indicated that play-based teaching and learning increase children’s engagement, capture their attention, and make learning and the African language more enjoyable and interactive. Furthermore, they found that their learners used African languages spontaneously during play.

				Kalinde and Vermeulen (2016) suggest that play-based language activities have the potential to develop and support language acquisition in real-life contexts. Such activities create meaningful and interactive opportunities for learners to use language authentically, thereby strengthening comprehension, vocabulary development, and communicative competence.

				During free-play sessions, learners negotiated roles in a traditional market scene using isiZulu phrases such as “Ngicela isinkwa” (please may I have bread), demonstrating functional language use in peer interactions. Another notable observation was during storytelling. Learners pointed to pictures and retold parts of the story in isiZulu without teacher prompting, showing that they internalised the vocabulary.

				In exploring teachers’ experiences during play-based learning (PBL) sessions, PD4 stated that she also had a positive experience using a play-based teaching and learning approach to promote African languages in her Grade R class. She mentioned using songs, storytelling, role play, and games with her young learners. She found that children naturally practise and improve their speaking and listening skills in African languages. Furthermore, she mentioned that her chosen activities were rooted in local customs, folktales, and traditional games, thus reinforcing learners’ cultural identity and heritage. Matafwali and Mofu (2023) found that learners prefer the active, hands-on nature of play-based learning over passive methods such as rote or memorisation or drills.

				PE5 mentioned that using play-based teaching and learning to promote language learning supported multilingualism. She discovered that this approach built a bridge between African languages and English, thus reinforcing multilingual skills. This finding aligns with Fleer (2015), who argues that play-based contexts provide rich opportunities for children to draw on their linguistic and cultural resources, enabling them to move fluidly between languages and make meaning across different contexts.
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				Theme 2: Learner engagement, attitudes, and participation in play-based language learning

				Participants (PA1–PE5) reported that learners responded positively to play-based teaching, showing enthusiasm for songs and storytelling in African languages, even when comprehension was limited. To support understanding, some teachers (PB2, PE5) used code-switching alongside visual aids, such as The Little Red Hen, to facilitate meaningful engagement. These findings suggest that play-based approaches enhance learners’ interest and participation, as supported by Fleer (2015), Ntshangase and Venketsamy (2022), and Stoimcheva-Kolarska (2020), who highlight their effectiveness in capturing attention and encouraging active involvement in language learning. The authors observed that during a rhyme game involving Thula baba, thula, learners who were quiet and reserved raised their hands and volunteered to lead the rhyme, showing increased confidence. It was also observed that these quiet learners laughed and repeated words during traditional clapping games.

				PB2 reported that learners demonstrated increased confidence and willingness to communicate in isiZulu, engaging freely with peers without fear or embarrassment. This view suggests that play-based learning creates a supportive environment for second-language use, aligning with Stoimcheva-Kolarska (2020) and Vygotsky (1978), who argue that social interaction enhances confidence and participation. Similarly, PB4 observed improved retention and a stronger sense of belonging when play incorporated culturally relevant elements, which fostered pride and motivation to learn African languages. The participant’s observation supports Ntshangase (2022) and Omane et al. (2023), who highlight the role of play in enhancing memory and intrinsic motivation. Across participants (PA1–PE5), learners displayed curiosity, active engagement, and a desire to explore language, as reflected in their enthusiasm for activities such as storytelling. These findings are consistent with Fleer (2015), who emphasises that play promotes exploration and meaningful language use, reinforcing the role of social interaction in learning (Vygotsky, 1978).

				Theme 3: Challenges experienced by teachers

				The South African curriculum promotes multilingualism and African languages; however, English remains the dominant language of teaching and learning in most public schools, with greater emphasis placed on English-medium resources (DBE, 1997; Webb, 2004).

				The researcher requested participants to share their experiences in promoting African languages in their Grade R classes. According to PA1: 

				My biggest challenge is the parents. They do not want me to teach their children in isiZulu. They always tell me their children can learn their mother tongue at home. I have difficulty convincing parents that if their children are competent in their mother tongue, it is much easier to learn another language. Despite my efforts, they are adamant that their child should first master English instead of isiZulu.

				According to the DBE (2015), all learners should be taught in their mother tongue from Grade R to Grade 3. The policy states that competency in mother tongue instruction will facilitate a smoother transition to learning a foreign language. Despite this, parents are still adamant that their children learn in English. This view concurs with Mabiletja (2018), who also found that parents play a significant role in the choice of languages at a school. It was observed that despite teachers’ efforts to use isiZulu songs, two learners were whispering to each other in English, saying “Mum said we must speak English only,” reflecting parental language pressure.

			

		

	
		
			
				13

			

		

		
			
				2026 44(2): 13-18

			

		

		
			
				 https://doi.org/10.38140/pie.v44i2.8999

				
					
						[image: ]
					

				
			

		

		
			
				Venketsamy & Strauss	Promoting African languages through play-based learning

			

		

		
			
				According to PB2 and PC3, their challenges focus on the lack of teaching resources and the low status of African languages in schools. PB2 explained:

				In my school, there is limited availability of textbooks, storybooks, and learning materials in African languages, which makes it difficult for me to teach. 

				PC 3 confirms that their school principal: 

				Does not acknowledge the promotion of African languages in school. He tells us we should use the ‘African language’ period to teach English at the school. Furthermore, he says that the children are being assessed in English and therefore must be competent. 

				According to Justice (2004) and Prins et al. (2023), promoting African languages requires classrooms to provide rich language-learning environments, including materials that support creativity and problem-solving through play. However, despite these recommendations, PB2 reported that her classroom lacks essential resources for promoting African languages in the early grades. PE5 corroborates this: 

				I have been teaching in my school for 20 years and have not attended a single workshop or training on promoting African languages in my class. The workshops are inappropriate and do not show the skills needed to improve the teaching and learning of African languages. There is also no support from our curriculum advisor or our school principals. I am told that as a teacher, one should be able to teach any subject in any language. I am not an isiZulu-speaking teacher, which makes teaching isiZulu more challenging. My only advantage is that a small number of isiXhosa words are similar to some isiZulu words.

				Ntshangase (2022) and Phiri, Chanda, and Mwanapabu (2024) found that negative attitudes among both parents and school leaders affect the teaching of African languages in early grades. Additionally, Babaci-Wilhite (2013) agrees that limited curriculum support for African languages reduces the quality of teaching and learning. Van Pinxteren (2022) stated that African languages are not fully integrated into the formal curriculum and therefore receive minimal instructional time. This view aligns with P3, whose principal told her to use the African language period to promote English. 

				Another challenge teachers face is managing multilingual classrooms. PA1 stated that she teaches in a community-based pre-primary school. Her class is diverse, including learners from various cultural and language backgrounds. Most of her learners are foreigners from Zimbabwe, Kenya, Congo, and South Africa. Her multilingual class can sometimes be very difficult to teach in isiZulu. She mentioned that at times her learners display negative attitudes towards isiZulu, viewing it as less valuable. She therefore has to seek opportunities to incorporate the other learners’ languages. Ntshangase (2022) reported a similar finding in their studies in the Nkgangla district, where learners from diverse cultural backgrounds found it challenging to understand a foreign language. The authors observed and documented that in one multilingual session, a learner from Kenya taught peers a Swahili greeting, and the teacher immediately turned it into a whole-group call-and-response game, showing adaptive practice.

				The research examined the use of play-based teaching to promote African languages in the early grades. While participants mainly used songs, rhymes, and stories, they faced challenges related to limited support and resources, yet they persisted in implementing these practices. Other play-based strategies, such as role play, games, and interactive activities, 
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				have also been shown to support language development by enhancing engagement and communication (Ntshangase & Venketsamy, 2022). Furthermore, the study adds to the literature by illustrating how early-grade teachers can employ culturally responsive play strategies such as songs, storytelling, games, and code-switching to support African language learning. It emphasises the interaction between teacher agency, learner engagement, parental involvement, and resource availability, providing practical guidance for tailoring activities to developmental stages and incorporating cultural and technological resources in multilingual classrooms. However, the small sample size; its focus on a single district, and its reliance on self-reported teacher observations, may influence the generalisability of the findings.

				The study aimed to explore how play-based learning can aid the development of African languages and the language development of young children. The research utilised a qualitative approach, collecting data through interviews with Grade R teachers. The study found that Grade R teachers frequently use play-based strategies, such as songs, storytelling, rhymes, and games, to foster learning in African languages. The results suggest that, through engaging in and socially interactive activities, Grade R learners have the opportunity to use African languages spontaneously, an approach that supports authentic language acquisition through play. According to Selepe (2024), these methods promote improved communication and encourage the natural use of language in meaningful, culturally relevant contexts.

				The findings also indicated that play-based learning boosts learner engagement, confidence, and communication in African languages, while also fostering curiosity and a sense of belonging through culturally responsive activities. Research by Lunga et al. (2022) and Ntshangase and Venketsamy (2022) demonstrates that play-based learning enhances language development by promoting active participation, confidence, communication, and culturally meaningful interactions in early childhood settings, suggesting that culturally meaningful play encourages active participation and supports both language development and social-emotional bonds in early learners.

				Finally, participants noted that challenges such as parental preference for English, limited resources, and gaps in teacher training impede the promotion of African languages through play-based learning.

				4.1	Implications of the findings

				It is recommended that the DBE provide continuous professional development in play-based pedagogies, with a focus on adapting activities to diverse developmental levels and integrating technology into language teaching. Schools should strengthen home-school partnerships by engaging parents through culturally grounded games that reinforce African language learning. In addition, establishing local and international network learning communities can support the sharing of resources, strategies and best practices for mother tongue instructions. Efforts must ensure equitable access to African literature and culturally relevant teaching materials in Grade R classrooms. Finally, teacher training programmes should prioritise play-based approaches that reflect learners’ linguistic and cultural identities, thereby supporting language development.

				Conclusion

				In conclusion, play-based teaching provides an effective, culturally responsive approach to promoting African languages in the early years. By incorporating games, storytelling, songs, 
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				and culturally relevant activities, teachers can create engaging learning environments that enhance language acquisition, social interactions, and learner motivation. Sustainable implementation depends on collaboration among teachers, parents, and communities, as well as access to sufficient resources and professional development opportunities.
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