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This study set out to investigate the attitude of teachers towards use of mother tongue as a medium 
of instruction in lower primary schools in Bungoma South, Kenya. Although the language policy in 
Kenya is that mother tongue should be the medium of instruction from primary 1- 3, the repeated 
directives by the government on the same indicate that there may be a mismatch between policy and 
implementation. This mismatch may be hinged on the attitude of critical implementers of this 
policy. The study was guided by the Theory of Planned Behaviour which predicts deliberate 
behaviour and proposes a model which can measure how human actions are guided. It predicts 
occurrence of a particular behaviour provided the behaviour is intentional. The study adopted a 
descriptive survey research design. The target was 119 public and private primary schools which 
were stratified into three categories namely: urban, peri- urban and rural. A total of 36 schools 
representing 30% were randomly selected. The study sample comprised 108 lower primary teachers 
out of which 96 responded to the questionnaire and 12 additional teachers were sampled for 
interview. Findings indicated that teachers did not favour a mother tongue medium of instruction at 
lower primary school level. Most teachers 70 (75.26%) indicated that they did not use mother 
tongue as a medium of instruction due to lack of instructional materials, differences between the 
teachers’ L1 and learners’ mother tongue and lack of specific training on how to teach in mother 
tongue at lower primary level. There was a strong feeling among the teachers  that mother tongue 
did not add any value to the academic performance of the learners while some teachers indicated 
that teaching in English prepared the pupils better for excelling in examinations and consequently 
getting good jobs. It was recommended that the Kenyan government invests more in mother tongue 
medium instructional materials. To enhance the teaching in mother tongue at lower primary school, 
it is proposed that a deliberate effort be made to employ more teachers who speak the language of 
the catchment area. 
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Introduction 

The present article discusses the use of mother tongue at lower level of the primary school in 

Kenya. Mother tongue medium of instruction is a policy where instruction is done through the (L1), 

(Ball, 2011).Ball (2011) gives a variety of definitions of mother tongue: the language(s) one has 

learnt first, the language(s) one identifies with as a native speaker by others, the language(s) one 

knows best and the language(s) one uses most. Mother tongue may also be referred to as primary or 

first language (UNESCO, 2003). Mother tongue also refers to the first language that a child acquires 

and uses at home before attending school (Moyo, 2009). The mother tongue is the language that the 

language policy planners deem as most suited medium of instruction in the early learning in order to 

facilitate smooth transition from home life to school life. 

Background on Mother Tongue Use 

Khosa (2012) in a study focusing on Mother Tongue Education found out that teachers’ attitude 

towards mother tongue as a medium of instruction in lower primary schools would be categorized 

as either positive or negative. The attitude was positive in those teachers who were implementing it 

but negative in those teachers not implementing it. Khosa’s (2012) study, an investigation of mother 

tongue education in the Limpopo Province of South Africa used two instruments to collect data; 

observation and semi- structured interviews. The study found out that mother tongue was 

predominantly used during class activities and that 6 teachers had a positive attitude towards use of 

mother tongue. The knowledge gap that the current study sought to fill was to get the teachers’ 

attitude towards use of mother tongue as a medium of instruction in the Kenyan situation focusing 

specifically at Bungoma County. This information was deemed very useful in the implementation of 

mother tongue language policy in Kenya by using Bungoma County as a case study. 

The attitude of teachers and parents in Kenya may have an influence on the implementation of 

mother tongue as the medium of instruction in lower primary schools. If teachers feel that there are 

good outcomes when learners are instructed in mother tongue they are likely to support it. Along 

these lines of argument, Pickens (2005) states that although, the feeling and belief components of 

attitudes are internal to a person, we can view a person’s attitude from his or her resulting 

behaviour. This would imply that if the teachers’ feelings are positive to mother tongue as the 

medium of instruction they will instruct pupils in the mother tongue. However, if the teachers’ 

feelings are negative, they are unlikely to use mother tongue as a medium of instruction. It would be 
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argued that the attitudes of teachers in Kenya may affect the implementation of mother tongue as a 

medium of instruction policy in the lower primary schools in Kenya in general and in particular in 

Bungoma County. 

 While it may be agreed that lower primary children may understand concepts better when taught in 

mother tongue, the negative attitudes of Kenyan adults have been witnessed as early as the language 

policy formulation period in Kenya. These attitudes, like in many other African countries, began 

during the colonial times (Nabea, 2009).At present, the situation of the language of instruction in 

independent Kenya is a reflection of the shifting stance in the colonized Kenya. Immediately after 

independence, the Ominde Commission (1964), made a number of recommendations that favoured 

English medium of instruction. This included English being adopted universally in the education 

system as the only viable medium of instruction. Secondly, it was proposed that Kiswahili becomes 

a compulsory subject from primary 1 wherever possible. Furthermore, there were a number of 

justifications for making English the universal medium of instruction while relegating Kiswahili 

and other indigenous languages. First, English provided a better medium for learning languages and 

literacy than vernaculars. Second, English provided a more systematic and quicker development in 

all other subjects of study. 

Khejeri (2014) investigated teachers’ attitudes towards the use of mother tongue as a language of 

instruction in lower primary schools in Hamisi, Vihiga County, Kenya. This study surveyed 12 

schools coming out with findings which indicated that respondents saw more disadvantages than 

advantages in the use of mother tongue as a medium of instruction. The assertion by the teachers in 

Khejeri’s study may be supported by their attitudes. 

Lewis (1981), in Baker (1992), observes that any language policy has to take account of the attitude 

of those likely to be affected by the implementation of the policy. In the present study, the affected 

are the lower level pupils and the teachers implementing the policy. In the long run, no language 

policy will succeed which does not conform to the expressed attitudes of those involved, persuade 

those who express negative attitudes about the rightness of the policy or seek to remove the causes 

of the disagreement (Lewis, 1981) in (Baker, 1992). The implication here is that for Bungoma 

County Kenya, the consideration of the attitudes of teachers is a very important ingredient in the 

implementation of the mother tongue medium of instruction in lower primary schools.  
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The Koech Commission, (2000), one of the major educational Commissions in Kenya 

recommended the need to stick to the language of the school’s catchment area as the language of 

instruction for lower primary classes. The Commission observed that the use of English at the pre- 

school and lower primary levels reduced the children’s mastery of their mother tongues. However, 

despite this policy recommendation, many years later there is an indication that, non - 

implementation may be the major challenge to the mother tongue language policy in lower primary 

classes in Kenya. Mbori, (2008), refers to this situation as a disconnect between policy and 

implementation. This means that policies are formulated but implementation does not take place. 

The implementation is more theoretical than practical. There is therefore, need to consider the 

attitudes of teachers and parents of lower primary classes towards the use of mother tongue medium 

of instruction in the lower primary classes in Bungoma South Sub County as a critical factor in the 

adoption of mother tongue as the language of instruction. 

Method 

Participants and Instruments  

The sample population comprised 132 respondents (108) lower primary teachers, in both private 

and public primary schools. The lower primary school teachers provided information on the 

medium of instruction used in the school. Stratified sampling was employed in order to have 

homogenous sub - groups in various strata (rural, peri- urban, and urban) in the study/ target 

population. The rural schools are those schools found outside town while the peri – urban primary 

schools are found on the periphery of the town. Urban schools are those schools found within the 

town. 

 After the stratification of schools the categories were stratified further into public primary schools 

and private primary schools.  A total of 36 schools representing 30% of the target schools were used 

in the study. The schools were proportionately and randomly selected from each stratum. A sample 

of 30% was considered ideal (O’connor, 2011). Random sampling was again used to select four 

schools from each strata from which two were public schools and two were private schools in order 

to select the teachers to be interviewed. The teachers interviewed were therefore those who had 

taught lower primary school the longest in the current school and this sampling was done 

purposively. A total of 12 teachers were interviewed and the teachers formed part of the 108 

teachers sampled for the study. 
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Table 1: School Category and Sample Size 

School 
category 

Type of school No of schools Sampled 
schools 

Teachers of 
lower primary 

Urban Public 8 2  6 
 Private 13 4 12 
Peri - urban Public 23 7 21 
 Private 7 2 6 
Rural Public 56 17 51 
 Private 12  4 12 
     

Total  119 36 108 
 

Findings 

Teachers Attitude towards Teaching in Mother Tongue at Lower Primary Level 

Both those teachers who used and those who did not use mother tongue as a medium of instruction 

in lower primary schools, were asked to respond to items on a five point Likert scale beginning with 

SA-Strongly Agree to SD-Strongly Disagree with regard to the teachers’ attitude towards use of 

mother tongue medium of instruction in the lower primary school. The analysis was done at the 

level of the regions of the schools. The table below shows the data of the first item on the Likert 

scale. 

Table 2: Mother Tongue as the Medium of Instruction in Lower Primary School Level 

Mother tongue should be the medium of instruction in lower primary school 

Region  Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Undecided Agree Strongly 

agree 

Total 

Urban 5.4% (5) 7.5% (7) 1.1% (1) 0% (0) 1.1%(1) 15.05%(14) 

Peri- 

urban 

6.5% (6) 7.5% (7) 2.2% (2) 5.4% (5) 1.1% (1) 22.6%(21) 

Rural 10.8%(10) 22.6%(21) 2.2% (2) 16.1%(15) 10.6%(10) 62.4%(58) 

Total 22.6%(21) 37.6%(35) 5.4%(5) 21.5%(20) 12.9%(12) 100%(93) 

       

Source: Field Data 
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Data on mother tongue being the medium of instruction in lower primary school level revealed that, 

many respondents across the regions did not agree that mother tongue should be the medium of 

instruction. This was shown by the 22.6% (21) who strongly disagreed and the 37.6% (35) who 

disagreed totaling to 60.2% (56) in comparison to the 21.5 % (20) who agreed and 12.9%(12) who 

strongly agreed making a total of 34.4% (32). 

 

Figure1: Mother Tongue should be the Medium of Instruction in Lower Primary 

Figure 1 above shows that most of the teachers in the study had a negative attitude towards use of 

mother tongue as the medium of instruction. Cumulatively, 60.3% of the 93 teachers interviewed 

across the three regions had a negative attitude. 5.5% of the 93 teachers interviewed were 

undecided, while 34.3% had a positive attitude. 26.7% out of 34.3% who had a positive attitude 

were from the rural region and this partly explains why they had a positive attitude. In the rural 

region mother tongue is commonly used and it would be appropriate to teach lower primary learners 

in mother tongue as they would easily understand concepts. 

Pleasure in Use of Mother Tongue Medium of Instruction 

The respondents were also required to indicate whether they enjoyed using mother tongue as a 

medium of instruction. They did this on a scale ranging from SA- Strongly agree to SD- Strongly 

disagree. The findings are shown in table 3. 
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Table 3: Pleasure in Use of Mother Tongue as Medium of Instruction at Lower Primary 

School Level 

It is enjoyable to use mother tongue as a medium of instruction while teaching in lower 

primary 

Region  Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Undecided Agree Strongly 

agree 

Total 

Urban 21.4% (3) 57.1% (8) 0% (0) 7.1% (1) 14.3%(2) 15.05%(14) 

Peri- 

urban 

23.8% (5) 19.0% (4) 19.0% (4) 28.6% (6) 9.5% (2) 22.6%(21) 

Rural 20.7%(12) 17.2%(10) 5.2%(3) 37.9%(22) 18.9%(11) 62.4%(58) 

Total 21.5%(20) 23.7%(22) 7.5%(7) 31.2%(29) 16.1%(15) 100%(93) 

       

Source: Field Data 

Data on whether the teachers enjoyed using mother tongue as a medium of instruction indicated that 

cumulatively, 45.2% (42) never enjoyed while, 47.3% (44) enjoyed using mother tongue as a 

medium of instruction. 7.5% (7) were undecided. Worth noting is the fact that a large proportion of 

those who enjoyed using mother tongue came from the rural region. This group had 35.5% (33) of 

the total respondents. The high figure from the rural region of the teachers who seemed to enjoy 

could be attributed to the fact that most learners in particular schools shared a mother tongue with 

their teachers. The use of mother tongue as a medium of instruction would therefore be seen as 

would help learners have a smooth transition from home to school since they used a language that 

was familiar to them in both in the home and the school 
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Figure 2: Pleasure in Use of Mother Tongue at Lower Primary School Level 

Figure 2 shows that the teachers who did not enjoy use of mother tongue in lower primary school 

were almost at par with those who enjoyed the use of mother tongue. This was shown by the fact 

that those whose attitude was negative were 42 teachers 45.2 % (42) out of 93 and those with 

positive attitude were 44 teachers 47.3% (44). Others, 7 teachers 7.5% (7) out of 93 were 

undecided. 

Use of Mother Tongue Makes Pupils Eager to Learn at Lower Primary School Level 

The respondents were further asked to indicate the degree to which use of mother tongue made the 

pupils eager to learn concepts in class. The responses of the teachers are captured in table 4 below. 

Table 4: Use of Mother Tongue Makes Pupils Eager to Learn at Lower Primary School Level 

Use of mother tongue makes pupils eager to learn at lower primary school level 

Region  Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Undecided Agree Strongly 

agree 

Total 

Urban 3(3.2%) 7(7.5%) 1(1.1%) 1(1.1%) 2(2.2%) 14(15.05%) 

Peri- 

urban 

3(3.2%) 8(8.6%) 2(2.2%) 3(3.2%) 5(5.4%) 21(22.6%) 

Rural 5(5.4%) 11(11.8%) 6(6.5%) 16(17.2%) 20(21.5%) 58(62.4%) 

Total 11(11.8%) 26(27.9%) 9(9.7%) 20(21.5%) 27(29.0%) 93(100%) 

Source: Field Data 
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Data indicated that many respondents from the rural region strongly agreed that use of mother 

tongue made pupils eager to learn at lower primary school level. The percentage of those who 

strongly agreed was 21.5% (20) and those who agreed were17.2% (16). The percentage in rural 

areas was higher than in the other areas. For example, in the peri-urban 3.2% (3) agreed and 5.4% 

(5) strongly agreed. In the urban region 3.2% (3) strongly disagreed and 7.5% (7) disagreed.  

 

Figure 3: Use of Mother Tongue Makes Children Eager to Learn at Lower Primary Level  

 Figure 3 gives a summary of the responses from the teachers on whether mother tongue made 

children eager to learn. It was revealed that most respondents 50.5 % (47) out of the 93 interviewed 

had a positive attitude for they said that mother tongue usage made children eager to learn. A 

majority of these respondents 38.7% (36) were from the rural region. However, 39.7% (37) of the 

teachers were negative while 9.7% (9) were undecided. 

Mother Tongue Enhances Learning in Lower Primary School Level 

The teachers were also required to indicate the degree to which they agreed with the statement that 

use of mother tongue enhanced learning in lower primary school level. Their responses are as 

tabulated in table 5. 
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Table 5: Mother Tongue Enhances Learning in Lower Primary School Level 

Use of mother tongue enhances learning among pupils in lower primary school 

Region  Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Undecided Agree Strongly 

agree 

Total 

Urban 2.2% (2) 7.5% (7) 1.1% (1) 2.2% (2) 2.2% (2) 15.05%(14) 

Peri-

urban 

3.2% (3) 5.4% (5) 4.3% (4) 5.4% (5) 4.3% (4) 22.6%(21) 

Rural 7.5%(7) 9.7%(9) 7.5%(7) 20.4%(19) 17.2%(16) 62.4%(58) 

Total 12.9%(12) 22.6%(21) 12.9%(12) 27.9%(26) 23.7%(22) 100%(93) 

       

Source: Field Data 

Data indicated that 2.2% (2) respondents from the urban region strongly disagreed that use of 

mother tongue enhanced learning among pupils. 7.5% (7) disagreed, 1.1% (1) was undecided, 2.2 % 

(2) agreed and 2.2% (2) strongly agreed that mother tongue use enhanced learning. Data from the 

peri-urban region indicated that 3.2% (3) strongly disagreed, 5.4% (5) disagreed, 4.3% (4) were 

undecided while, 5.4% (5) agreed and 4.3% (4) strongly agreed. The rural region data indicated that 

7.5% (7) strongly disagreed, 9.7% (9) disagreed, 7.5% (7) were undecided, 20.4% (19) agreed and 

17.2% (16) strongly agreed. The implication was that in the rural region and peri-urban region a 

majority of respondents were positive that use of mother tongue enhances learning in the lower 

primary. 



International Journal of Education and Research                                  Vol. 4 No. 8 August 2016 
 

325 
 

 

Figure 4: Use of Mother Tongue Enhances Learning in Lower primary school 

Data in Figure 4 shows that 33 respondents 35.5% (33) out of the 93 respondents did not support the 

view that use of mother tongue enhanced learning in lower primary school. On the other hand, 

51.7% (48) supported the view that mother tongue usage in lower primary school enhanced 

learning. Many of these respondents were again from the rural region, thus, 37.6% (35). A total of 

12.9% (12) of the respondents were undecided on this issue. 

Parents feel that teacher should Teach in Mother Tongue at Lower Primary School Level 

The teachers were asked to indicate the degree to which they agreed that parents felt that they 

should teach in mother tongue. The responses are as given in table 6 below. 
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Table 6: Parents feel that teachers should teach in mother tongue at Lower Primary School 

Level 

Parents feel that teachers should teach in mother tongue 

Region  Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Undecided Agree Strongly 

agree 

Total 

Urban 3.2%(3) 7.5%(7) 2.2%(2) 1.1%(1) 1.1%(1) 15.05%(14) 

Peri- 

urban 

8.6%(8) 5.4%(5) 6.5%(6) 1.1%(1) 1.1%(1) 22.6%(21) 

Rural 17.2%(16) 23.7%(22) 8.6%(8) 9.7%(9) 3.2%(3) 62.4%(58) 

Total 29.0%(27) 36.6%(34) 17.2%(16) 11.8%(11) 5.4%(5) 100%(93) 

       

Source: Field Data 

 The data from the respondents indicated that parents’ feelings had an influence on teachers’ use of 

mother tongue medium of instruction. From the data, a total of 65.6 %( 61) respondents from all 

regions failed to agree to the view that parents felt that they should teach in mother tongue. This 

was against 17.2 %( 16) respondents who agreed to the view. This may influence the choice of the 

medium of instruction that teachers may use.  
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The data in figure 5, indicates that many respondents were negative on the issue that parents felt 

that teachers should teach the lower primary level in mother tongue. 65% (61) of the teachers out of 

the 93 who responded to the questionnaire did not agree with the item on whether parents felt that 

teachers should teach in mother tongue in lower primary school   . Only 17.2% (16) teachers agreed 

with the item. The indication was that although mother tongue was supposed to be the medium of 

instruction in the rural regions, it lacked support of the parents. Parents are more interested in their 

children excelling in examinations which lead to good courses and good jobs in future, than they are 

interested in mastery of mother tongue. This in turn could influence the use of mother tongue by 

teachers in teaching the lower primary school in these rural regions. 

 

I Prefer Teaching in Mother Tongue rather than Kiswahili or English 

The respondents were also required to respond to the view they preferred teaching in mother tongue 

rather than Kiswahili or English. Their responses were as shown in table 7 below. 

Table 7: I Prefer Teaching in Mother Tongue rather than Kiswahili or English 

I prefer teaching in mother tongue rather than Kiswahili or English 

Region  Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Undecided Agree Strongly 

agree 

Total 

Urban 7.5%(7) 4.3%(4) 2.2%(2) 0%(0) 1.1%(1) 15.05%(14) 

Peri- 

urban 

7.5%(7) 8.6%(8) 1.1%(1) 4.3%(4) 1.1%(1) 22.6%(21) 

Rural 23.7%(22) 18.3%(17) 5.4%(5) 10.8%(10) 4.3%(4) 62.4%(58) 

Total 38.7%(36) 31.2%(29) 8.6%(8) 15.1%(14) 6.5%(6) 100%(93) 

       

Source: Field Data 

The responses on the item on preference to teaching in mother tongue indicated that out of the 14 

teachers from the urban region, 7.5 % (7) strongly disagreed and 4.3 %( 4) disagreed with the 

statement regarding preference of teaching in mother tongue.   2.2% (2) were undecided while only 

1.1% (1) strongly agreed that they preferred teaching in mother tongue. From the peri- urban region, 

7.5% (7) strongly disagreed and 8.6% (8) disagreed that they preferred teaching in mother tongue 
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rather than Kiswahili and English. 1.1% (1) was undecided while 4.3% (4) agreed and 1.1% (1) 

strongly agreed that they preferred teaching in mother tongue rather than Kiswahili and English. 

 Data from the rural region regarding preference of teachers to teaching in mother tongue showed 

that 22 23.7% (22) strongly disagreed on this item, while 18.3 % (17) disagreed.  5.4% (5) was 

undecided, while 10 (10.8%) agreed and 4 (4.3%) strongly agreed. Cumulatively, across the three 

regions 65 (69.9%) disagreed, while, only20 (21.6%) agreed that they preferred teaching in mother 

tongue rather than Kiswahili or English. This partially explains the non effective implementation of 

the mother tongue language policy in the lower primary schools. 

 

 

Figure 6:   Preference in Teaching in Mother Tongue rather than Kiswahili or English 

The data presented in the figure 6 shows that cumulatively, many respondents from the three 

regions, urban, peri- urban and rural were negative towards the idea of teaching in mother tongue. 

This was seen from the fact that, 65 teachers 69.9% (65) out of the 93 teachers who responded to 

the questionnaire were negative while 21.6% (20) were positive and only 8.6% (8) were undecided. 

The high number of teachers who preferred to teach in English and Kiswahili could be linked to the 

importance attached to the two languages, thus, a mastery of the languages leads to good grades in 

national examinations. 
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One is considered a Less Competent Teacher if one Teaches in Mother Tongue 

Teachers were also asked to indicate to what degree they felt that one is considered a less competent 

teacher if they taught in mother tongue.  Table 8 below shows the responses of the teachers. 

Table 8: One is Considered a Less Competent Teacher if one Teaches in Mother Tongue 

          One is considered a less competent teacher if one teaches in mother tongue 

Region  Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Undecided Agree Strongly 

agree 

Total 

Urban 7.5%(7) 2.2%(2) 1.1%(1) 3.2%(3) 1.1%(1) 15.05%(14) 

Peri- 

urban 

7.5%(7) 4.3%(4) 0%(0) 5.4%(5) 5.4%(5) 22.6%(21) 

Rural 24.7%(23) 11.8%(11) 2.2%(2) 8.6%(8) 15.1%(14) 62.4%(58) 

Total 39.8%(37) 18.3%(17) 3.2%(3) 17.2%(16) 21.5%(20) 100%(93) 

       

Source: Field data 

The data indicated that more than half of the respondents from across the three regions namely, 

urban, peri- urban and rural cumulatively disagreed that one was considered a less competent 

teacher if they taught in mother tongue. Those who strongly disagreed across all the three regions 

were; 39.8% (37), while 18.3% (17) disagreed in comparison to 17.2% (16) who agreed and 21.5% 

(20) who strongly agreed. This implied that this was not a valid reason to make teachers not teach in 

mother tongue in lower primary schools. 
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Figure 7: You are considered a Less Competent Teacher if You Teach in Mother Tongue 

Many teachers 58.1% (54) who responded to the questionnaire did not agree to the fact that one was 

considered a less competent teacher if he/ she teaches in mother tongue. Only 38.8% (36) were in 

support of the item. It was therefore expected that such teachers could avoid to teach in mother 

tongue for fear of being despised and consequently, would fail to implement the language policy. 

Total 3.2% (3) teachers were undecided.   

Data from the Lower Primary School Teachers 

To corroborate the findings on teachers’ attitude towards use of mother tongue as a medium of 

instruction, twelve teachers were interviewed. The teachers were asked to state the language they 

felt should be used as a medium of instruction in the lower primary school. Out of the 12 teachers 

interviewed, 1 (8.3%) recommended English, 8 (66.7%) recommended Kiswahili and 3 (25%) 

recommended mother tongue. 

Reasons Advanced by those not in Favour of Mother Tongue Medium of Instruction 

 Some of the reasons given by those teachers that were not in favour of mother tongue medium 

were, first, most pupils understood Kiswahili better than their mother tongue. Secondly, teachers 

were of the view that when children were instructed in Kiswahili, they tend to understand the 

concepts better. One of the respondents, noted said that emphasis should be on English because the 

terminal examinations, that is, the Kenyan National Examinations were set in English. Further, 
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another view of the group of teachers who did not favour mother tongue medium of instruction was 

that most of the pupils spoke Kiswahili even back at home and so it was better to use the Kiswahili 

medium in the classroom. 

Another reason advanced by those teachers who did not favour use of mother tongue medium of 

instruction was that the parents did not feel that the teachers should teach in mother tongue and so 

this caused a social pressure on teachers. 

The data collected during the interviews also revealed that many teachers did not find it pleasurable 

to use mother tongue as a medium of instruction. Out of the 12 teachers, 75% (9) said they did not 

find it enjoyable. In addition 66.7% (8) out of the 12 teachers did not agree that use of mother 

tongue made children eager to learn. 25% (3) teachers said that a teacher was considered less 

competent if he/ she taught in mother tongue. 

Although some of the teachers taught in the rural schools where the pupil’s mother tongue was the 

main language of the catchment area, they said that they did not share a mother tongue with the 

learners and so they could not teach in mother tongue. This corroborated the findings of the teachers 

who responded to the questionnaires regarding the similarity in teacher’s and learner’s mother 

tongue. 

Reasons Advanced by those in Favour of Mother Tongue Medium of Instruction 

The teachers in support of the use of mother tongue gave the following reasons to support their 

choice. One of the teachers said that pupils understood more when they were instructed in mother 

tongue. Another teacher who was from the rural region recommended the use of mother tongue as a 

medium of instruction because she felt that pupils understood concepts fast when taught in mother 

tongue. 25% (3) of the 12 teachers interviewed, said that it was enjoyable to use mother tongue as a 

medium of instruction. In addition, 25% (3) of the teachers interviewed were of the view that 

children were eager to learn when taught in mother tongue. 

Although many teachers did not favour mother tongue medium of instruction, 75% (9) out of the 12 

interviewed did not feel that a teacher was considered less competent if he/ she taught in mother 

tongue. This corroborated the responses on the questionnaires about the same statement. 
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Discussion 

The study sought to find out the attitude of the lower primary school teachers towards use of mother 

tongue as a medium of instruction in lower primary school level. Attitude is determined by the 

individual’s beliefs about outcomes or attributes of performing the behaviour, weighted by 

evaluations of those outcomes. Ajzen, (1988), defines attitude towards behaviour as a person’s 

overall evaluation of the behaviour. This refers to the degree to which a person has a favourable or 

unfavourable evaluation or appraisal of the behaviour in question. 

 The findings of the study indicated teachers were aware that use of mother tongue as a medium of 

instruction in lower primary school enhanced learning at that level. Teachers were also of the view 

that teaching in mother tongue did not downgrade them. A big number of teachers especially, from 

the rural region felt that pupils were eager to learn when instructed in mother tongue. 

However, a large proportion of teachers felt that mother tongue should not be the medium of 

instruction in lower primary school. This feeling could have arisen from the fact that according to 

these teachers mother tongue was not useful beyond the lower primary school. One recurrent reason 

they gave was that the terminal Kenya national examinations were not set in mother tongue and so 

there was need to train the lower pupils early in the language of the examination which was English 

and Kiswahili. The Kenya Education system is examination oriented and the success one gets in 

national examinations leads to a successful and progressive future. This leads to the favourable 

evaluation accorded to English and Kiswahili as media of instruction. 

The findings also indicated that the number of teachers who enjoyed use of mother tongue as a 

medium of instruction was almost at par with that of those who did not enjoy use of mother tongue 

as a medium of instruction. The majority of those who enjoyed were from the rural region. This was 

due to the fact that the rural region was inhabited by many pupils who shared the language of the 

catchment area and many of those teachers could be speakers of the same language. Teachers 

therefore viewed the use of mother tongue as a medium of instruction favourably 

It was also revealed that parents, who are stake holders in the children’s education viewed use of 

mother as a medium of instruction negatively. The teachers indicated that parents did not support 

use of mother tongue as a medium of instruction in teaching their lower primary children. Parents’ 

feelings would affect the behaviour of teachers. This is in line with Ajzen’s theory of planned action 
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that informs this study which gives subjective norms as a variable. Subjective norms have two 

components which work in interaction: beliefs about how other people who may be in some way 

important to the person, would like them to behave (normative beliefs) and motivation to comply. In 

this respect, parents may influence teachers’ behaviour.  

 Generally, the teachers largely favoured use of English and Kiswahili as media of instruction. A 

few teachers favoured use of mother tongue. The responses were in line with those of the teachers 

interviewed. English and Kiswahili were favoured because of their future benefits. 

 Conclusions  

Generally, the findings indicated that the teachers’ attitude towards use of mother tongue as a 

medium of instruction was negative. This was shown by the fact that over half of the respondents 

did not favour use of mother tongue as a medium of instruction. Thus, out of the 93 teachers who 

responded to the questionnaire, 56(60.2%) were against the use of mother tongue as a medium of 

instruction in lower primary school. On the issue of whether it was enjoyable to use mother tongue 

as a medium of instruction, the rural region had the highest positive response. This was shown by 

the fact that 33 (35.5%) were from the rural region. However the number of the teachers who did 

not find it enjoyable was greater than that of those who enjoyed teaching in mother tongue. From 

the findings more teachers preferred to teach in English and Kiswahili than in mother tongue. This 

led to the conclusion that the teachers’ attitude towards use of mother tongue as a medium of 

instruction was negative.  

Recommendations 

Teachers need to be encouraged to teach lower primary schools in mother tongue. In urban regions, 

Kiswahili should be reinforced as a medium of instruction in lower primary schools   Teachers need 

to be reminded of the importance of mother tongue medium of instruction since as Cummins, 

(2001) states, mother tongue provides the basis for the child’s ability to learn another language. 

Indeed, reading and writing through the mother tongue is a predictor of the children’s second 

language development. 

Many times teachers have been posted to primary schools in areas where they do not share the 

mother tongue with the pupils. For example, in the case of the Luhyas, the dialects could be quite 

different and this hampers the use of mother tongue. So, the county governments would make a 
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deliberate effort to staff the rural regions with teachers who speak the language of the catchment 

area of the schools. 
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