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Abstract

A significant number of children around the world demonstrate their learning in formal examinations through English as a second language. The function of English for subject learning has become increasingly controversial. In both the UK/USA, around 25% of the school population does not have the dominant language of schooling as their first language but their school successes are measured through examinations delivered in English. In many sub-Saharan African countries, over 50% of children leaving school are labelled as unsuccessful on the basis of their performance in examinations administered in English (or another ‘world language’), which is neither their nor their teachers’ first language. Much research in sub-Saharan Africa, however, has concentrated on classroom subject knowledge acquisition with less attention on the formal examining of content knowledge through English as L2 or even L3.

This paper first presents an overview of the SPINE research project – a collaboration between the University of Bristol and the State University of Zanzibar – that investigated the dynamics in the use and impact of two languages (English and Kiswahili) on subject examination performance at the end of Basic Education (ESRC/DFID Major Research Grant, RES-167-25-0263; www.bristol.ac.uk/spine). Secondly, drawing on data from the findings of the research programme, it will (i) evidence the nature of the language difficulties experienced by some students in responding to examination items in mathematics and science, and (ii) present the differential effects of languages on students’ performance in mathematics and science tests through 3 different versions: English, Kiswahili, and bilingual (English and Kiswahili). The presentation will close with a reflection of the impact of these findings in terms of social justice referenced to the use of an unfamiliar language for formal examinations and the socio-economic impact that this may have on students. Although as applied linguists, we do not control the ways in which assessments of language abilities are applied or the uses to which assessment data are put, we do have an imperative to promote ‘assessment as best practice’, to educate user communities about the ‘limits’ of assessment, and to encourage through quality language assessment fair treatment of individuals and groups. 
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