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ZENEX

F OUNUDATI ON

Call for Proposals

Strengthening African Home Language Instruction in the
Foundation Phase

1. Introduction

This is a call for organisations, academic institutions and implementers to design and pilot a
project that strengthens the teaching of African Home Language in Foundation Phase
classrooms. The project will be implemented from January 2026 — December 2027.

This design process and pilot are part of a broader programme by the Zenex Foundation that
responds to a growing need for evidence-based insights into how literacy is taught across
diverse linguistic contexts and phases of schooling, given South Africa’s multilingual social and
classroom realities. It seeks to pilot and assess the viability of emerging African language
instructional and pedagogical models, aimed at systemic efforts to improve literacy outcomes.

2. Background

The Zenex Foundation has been supporting Language and Mathematics education to improve
teaching and learning outcomes in the country for 30 years. A focus on early literacy has been
in place from the beginning, particularly through implementation of the Zenex Literacy Project
and support of the Department of Basic Education’s Early Grade Reading Studies. Similarly,
Zenex has a long history of supporting work in African languages, including an early emphasis
on developing educational resources in African languages. This included supporting the
development of teaching and learning resources (lesson plans), as well as African language
readers, such as the Vula Bula series. The subsequent Ulwazi Lwethu project originated
additional, publicly available, African language reading materials that are contextually relevant
and linguistically sound. A further key system-strengthening component around African
languages was the Department of Basic Education’s initiative to develop the National
Framework for the Teaching of Reading in African Languages in the Foundation Phase as well
as standards/benchmarks for reading fluency, vocabulary, and phonics in African languages,
which the Zenex Foundation supported, along with other funders.

3. Problem Statement

Despite an enabling policy environment and progress in the availability of African language
literacy materials, challenges remain in improving the quality of teaching and learning in African
languages in the early grades. These include:



e Curriculum design for African Home Languages that was historically derived from
language structures and processes appropriate for English, without full adaptation to the
structures of each of the nine different South African languages.

e The shortage of specialised training in African language pedagogy (both in initial teacher
education and through in-service training), resulting in many teachers having inadequate
training in effective methodologies for teaching African languages as subjects,
particularly in developing reading and writing skills in languages with distinct grammatical
structures and orthographies, or using them as languages of instruction across the
curriculum.

e There are limited opportunities for professional development focused specifically on
African language teaching, and insufficient mentoring and support systems for teachers
in rural and under-resourced schools, where most African language instruction takes
place.

The central aim of this project is to identify and pilot approaches to African home language
instruction in the Foundation Phase which focus and follow the logic and structure of each
African language (within the context of the existing curriculum for African Home Languages) and
to theorise these approaches.

These theoretically informed, practical and contextually adapted approaches may include a
combination of redesigned materials (such as lesson plans), teacher training and support
modalities to introduce specific literacy pedagogies or strategies for the teaching of African
Home Language suggested by the applicant.

While recognising the historical limitations of the current curriculum framework for African Home
Languages as a subject, the proposed approaches for this project should be designed to operate
within the current public schooling system and its broad curriculum framework. The project
proposal should include an explanation of how the proposed approach interacts with the current
curriculum.

Additional guiding questions for the project may include:
e What is an appropriate scope and sequence, as well as pacing, for African language
instruction in the Foundation Phase?

e What materials are required to support the proposed approach and what is their design?

e What pedagogical practices and strategies do Foundation Phase teachers need to develop
literacy and language proficiency in the early grades, particularly in African languages?

e What are the skills, knowledge and attitudes that Foundation Phase teachers of African
languages need to develop literacy and language proficiency adequately?

e How can learners’ existing linguistic resources be harnessed in the Foundation Phase
classroom?

The key project principles are:

e Design and consultation, followed by piloting. Given the early stage of knowledge
production about African Home Language pedagogy in South Africa, with many fundamental
knowledge gaps, this call for proposals assumes that a period of design and consultation may
be needed before the piloting of any specific programme. The proposal should clarify the

extent to which the applicant has already designed a specific approach (with materials,
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pedagogies, etc.) and how much time within the two-year project period is needed for a design
and consultation phase. Up to one year can be used for this, with one year of in-school piloting.

e Links between theory and practice. The project should be grounded in a clearly stated
theoretical framework for literacy instruction. This framework should be explicitly expressed
through practical instructional models that are applicable in the specific context of South
African majority classrooms, including some form of integration with the current curriculum
and policy frameworks.

e Learning and measurement. This project aims to inform future applications in broader
contexts. This requires the applicant to be explicit about the intended indicators of pilot
success and to incorporate mechanisms for measuring these indicators.

e Contextual appropriateness. The contextual and linguistic character of each school and
classroom is different. As such, applicants’ materials and teacher support mechanisms must
be contextually adaptable and relevant for a range of teacher backgrounds and classroom
environments. Where the pilot is planned for one context (one language, one type of schooling
environment, etc.), it should note the specificities of this context and what types of adaptation
would be necessary to apply learnings to other contexts.

e This project wishes to take forward novel or innovative pedagogical approaches to teaching
in African languages in the Foundation Phase (which align with the logic and structure of
African languages), and which are cognisant of current debates in language and literacy.

While Zenex welcomes innovative ideas, the scope of the project will be guided by the following
parameters:

e |n 20 schools in a circuit or district. The proposed district will be agreed upon between Zenex
and the service provider.

e |none or several African Home Languages, considered both as a subject and as a language
of instruction across the curriculum.

e Working with Foundation Phase classrooms. The project may propose to work in only one
or some of these Grades, rather than across all Foundation Phase grades.

e Implemented in one of four provinces, namely Gauteng, Western Cape, KwaZulu-Natal and
Eastern Cape.

e Zenex welcomes collaborative design and learning processes, which may include literacy and
language experts within and outside the public education system.

e The project budget ceiling over two years is R3 million per province.

e Robust theory of change to deal with improvements in African Language teaching and
learning in the Foundation Phase.

e The implementation model takes into account the context and has the potential to scale.

e Experience in the field.

¢ Diversity of the team.



o Expertise of the team.

Only shortlisted organisations will be notified. Organisations can submit joint submissions or

share the call with others.

Activity

Date

Submission of proposals

20 November 2025

- The proposal should be maximum of 4 pages long (excluding team
CVs).

« A brief outline of how you understand the task.

- A theory of change.

- An outline of the project implementation, indicating sites, target
group, mode(s) of delivery.

- A list of the expected outputs and deliverables for the project.

« A high-level plan and budget.

- Experience and expertise of the organisation and team that will
deliver the project.

Shortlisted applicants to participate in an interview process

24 November 2025

Preliminary appointment of the service providers (Final appointment
will be subject to approval of the proposal by the Zenex Board).
Zenex will engage the preliminary service providers to refine the
proposal for submission to the Board.

Revised proposal for submission to Zenex Board.

26 November 2025

Contracting.

January 2026

Queries and proposals must be emailed to: Ms Nompumelelo Nkabinde -

mpumi@zenexfoundation.org.za

CLOSING DATE: 20 NOVEMBER 2025
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