TOPIC: Challenges and Pedagogical Strategies in Teaching Kiswahili as a Second Language in Rwandan Secondary Schools: A Mixed-Methods study
ABSTRACT
This study examines the challenges and pedagogical strategies involved in teaching Kiswahili as second language in Rwandan secondary schools. Despite of Kiswahili’s adoption as an official language of Rwanda in 2017 to promote regional integration within the East African Community. Its effective classroom implementation remains problematic. Grounded in interactionist perspective of Second Language Acquisition theory, the study employed a mixed methods design combining questionnaires and classroom observations. Data were collected from 21 Kiswahili teachers in selected secondary schools in Gicumbi District. Rwanda, and analyzed using descriptive statistics and thematic analysis. The findings identify key challenges including inadequate teaching and learning materials, overcrowded classrooms, limited instructional time, mother-tongue interference from Kinyarwanda, and low learner motivation. Teachers reported using strategies such as interactive teaching approaches, collaborative learning activities, material improvisation, and limited integration of information and communication technologies to address these hindrances. However, the effectiveness of these strategies was often restricted by institutional and resource limitations. The study recommends increased instructional time, improved resource provision, and continuous professional development to enhance Kiswahili instruction in Rwanda’s multilingual education context.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Kiswahili has become one of the most significant languages of regional communication in East Africa. As a widely used lingua France across countries such as Tanzania, Kenya, Uganda, and the Democratic Republic of Congo, it plays a vital role in supporting trade, political cooperation and cultural exchange within the East African Community (EAC). Recognizing this regional necessity, Rwanda adopted Kiswahili as one of its official languages in 2017 alongside English, French, and Kinyarwanda, with the purpose of strengthening regional intergration and socio-economic cooperation (Niyibizi, 2019; Nkurunziza, 2020). The policy change led to the expansion of Kiswahili instruction within the national education system, particularly at the secondary school level.
Despite these policy efforts, the teaching and learning of Kiswahili in Rwanda continue to face considerable challenges. Previously studies highlight several persistent constraints, including shortage of qualified Kiswahili teachers Limited teaching and learning materials, large class sizes, and linguistic interference from learners’ first language, Kinyarwanda (Habumuremyi & Andala, 2024; Nsabiyaremye, Habiyambere, & Twagirumukiza, 2025). Moreover, negative learner attitudes toward Kiswahili and limited  opportunities to practice the language outside the classroom have been reported to hinder effective language acquisition. Such challenges contribute to low students’ performance in national examinations and raise concerns about the effectiveness of Kiswahili instruction in achieving Rwanda’s broader regional integration goals.
From a theoretical perspective, research in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) emphasize the importance of meaningful input, interaction, and feedback in developing proficiency in second language (Ellis, 2008; Long, 2015). However, scholars argue that dominant SLA framework-largely developed in Western monolingual context-do not fully capture the complexities of multilingual African learning environments (Bokamba, 2021). In Rwanda, learners navigate multiple languages simultaneously, including Kinyarwanda, mother tongue, English as primary language of instruction, and Kiswahili as regional language. Within this language hierarchy, Kiswahili often receives limited exposure outside the classroom, which may constrain chances authentic language practice and acquisition (Masezerano & Niyirora, 2024). 

Although research on language policy and multilingual education in Rwanda has expanded in recent years, important gaps remain in the literature. Existing studies tend to focus primarily on policy implementation challenges or general attitudes towards Kiswahili. Comparatively little empirical research has examined the specific pedagogical practices teachers use to address classroom challenges when teaching Kiswahili as second language. Furthermore, few studies triangulate teacher perspectives with classroom practices and broader policy frameworks. As a result, there is limited understanding of how teachers navigate institutional, linguistic, and pedagogical constraints in everyday instructional contexts.

To address this gap, the present study investigates the challenges of teaching Kiswahili as second language in Rwandan secondary schools and explores the strategies teachers employ to overcome these challenges. Specifically, the study seeks to answer the following research question:
1. What institutional, pedagogical, linguistic, and socio-affective challenges do teachers encounter when teaching Kiswahili in secondary schools?

2. What strategies do teachers use to address these challenges in classroom practice?

3. How do these strategies align with principles of second language acquisition and Rwanda’s language-in-education policy framework?

By focusing on teacher experiences and classroom realities, this study contributes to the growing body of research on second language teaching in multilingual African contexts. It also provides insights that may inform more effective pedagogical practices and language education policies aimed at strengthening Kiswahili learning in Rwanda.
2. Rational and Objectives of the Study

The teaching and learning of Kiswahili in Rwanda has gained increasing importance following the country’s adoption of Kiswahili as an official language in 2017, a policy aimed at strengthening regional integration within the East African Community and expanding socio-economic opportunities (The East African, 2017). Despite this commitment, several studies report persistent challenges in Kiswahili instruction, like insufficient trained teachers, and low students’ motivation (Habumuremyi & Andala, 2024; Nsabiyaremye, Habiyambere, & Twagirumukiza, 2025). While existing research has largely focused on language policy debates or general barriers to second language acquisition, relatively little empirical work examines how Kiswahili teachers in Rwanda address these challenges in their classroom practices. Understanding both the challenges and the pedagogical strategies used by teachers is essential for improving Kiswahili instruction and informing evidence-based language education policy.

Therefore, this research targets to investigate challenges and pedagogical strategies associated with teaching Kiswahili as a second language in Rwandan secondary schools. Specifically, the study seeks to:
1. Identify and analyze the major challenges faced by teachers and students in the teaching and learning of Kiswahili in Rwandan secondary schools.

2. Examine the pedagogical strategies employed by teachers to address these challenges in classroom practice.

3. Assess the extent to which these strategies align with principles of Second Language Acquisition theory, particularly interactionist perspectives, within Rwanda’s multilingual education context.
3. LITERATURE REVIEW
This study draws on interactionist Second Language Acquisition (SLA) framework, notably Lev Vygotsky (1978) and Michael Long (2015), which foreground social interaction, mediation, and negotiation od meaning as central to language development. While empirical evidence supports the effectiveness of interaction-rich environments (Mitchell, 2023), these theories remain insufficiently responsive to multilingual African contexts, where language learning is shaped by complex sociolinguistic dynamics (Bokamba, 2021). In Rwanda, the coexistence of Kinyarwanda, English, French and Kiswahili challenges the assumed linearity of SLA processes, necessitating contextually grounded applications of interactionist theory.

Although Kiswahili was institutionalized as an official language in 2017 to advance regional integration (The East African, 2017), its pedagogical uptake remains constrained (KT Press, 2019; Masezerano & Niyirora, 2024). Persistence low prestige to English and French, rooted partly in colonial legacies (Niyibizi, 2014) despite its precolonial presence (Mlaga, 2022), continues to undermine learner motivation. Existing scholarship is heavily policy oriented, offering limited insight into how such macro level decisions translate into classroom practice.
At the classroom level, challenges are multifaceted. Linguistic interreference from Kinyarwanda (Ellis, 2016; Muriel, 2012; Habumuremyi & Andala, 2024),  coupled with learner anxiety and weak instrumental motivation (Gu, 2019; Khan, 2017), constrains acquisition. Instutitional limitations – including insufficient resources, overcrowding, and lack of trained teachers – further restrict opportunities for meaningful interaction (Nsabiyaremye et al., 2025). However, the literature remains largely diagnostic, privileging problem identification over analysis of pedagogical responses.

Although learner centered interaction-based strategies are widely recommended Long, 2015; Noriko, 2025; Budiman, 2020; Pikhart & Botezat, 2021), their implementation in Rwanda is underexplored and often theoretically disconnected. Similarly, context-sensitive approaches such as code switching are proposed (Bokamba, 2021) but lack robust empirical validation.

To conclude, the literature reveals a critical gap between SLA theory, Language policy and classroom practice. There is limited empirical research that systematically examines how teachers negotiate these constraints in classroom or aligns pedagogical strategies with interactionist principles. This study addresses this gap by integrating theoretical, policy, and classroom-level analysis to provide a contextually grounded account of Kiswahili L2 pedagogy in Rwanda.
4. Research methodology
This study adopts a mixed -methods design to capture both the measurable prevalence of challenges and situated nature of pedagogical practices in Kiswahili L2 classrooms. Such methodological triangulation responds to calls within SLA research for integrating quantitative patterns with interactional evidence (Michael Long, 2015; Mitchell, 2023). While design is appropriate and theoretically aligned with interactionist perspectives, its analytical strength depends on the depth of integration between datasets rather their parallel presentation.
The study was conducted in Gicumbi District, purposively selected to reflect both rural and urban schooling contexts. Participants comprised 21 qualified Kiswahili teachers with varied professional experience, an appropriate sample for exploratory inquiry but limited in terms of broader generalizability. The reliance on purposive sampling ensures contextual relevance, yet it may also introduce selection bias that is not fully problematized.

Data collection combined structured questionnaires and classroom observations. The questionnaire, grounded in established SLA literature (Ellis, 2016; Nsabiyaremye et al., 2025), enables identification of dominant challenges such as resource constraints and learner-related factors. However, its dependance on self reported data risks overgeneralization and social desirability bias. In contrast, classroom observation-anchored in interactionist principles (Lev Vygotsky, 1978; Long, 2015) – provides a stronger empirical lens by capturing real-time teacher-student interaction, language use, and pedagogical mediation. This methodological choice directly addresses a key gap in prior research, which has largely neglected classroom-level evidence.
Data analysis employed descriptive statistics for quantitative data and thematic coding for qualitative observation. While this approach is methodologically sound, its critical value lies in the extent to which qualitative findings meaningfully interrogate, rather than merely support, quantitative trends. The study’s emphasis on triangulation enhances credibility, though deeper analytical integration would further strengthen its contribution to SLA-informed pedagogy.

Measures of validity and trustworthiness- including triangulation, theoretically grounded instruments, and transparent procedures-are appropriately addressed. Ethical standards, such as informed consent and confidentiality, are also maintained. Conclusively, the methodology is coherent and contextually grounded, but its contribution ultimately hinges on how rigorously it links empirical classroom practices to interactionist SLA theory.
5. Data presentation and discussion of findings
5.1 Identification of the respondents

As far as the identification is concerned, twenty one teachers answered the questionnaire. Among them, fourteen were males and six females. Regarding the working experience, nine of them have been teaching for between three and five years. Seven have been teaching Kiswahili language for between five and seven years. Four of them have been teaching Kiswahili language for ten years and above. Regarding the level of education, all of them have a bachelor’s degree in teaching Kiswahili with education. 
5.2 Teaching and learning the Kiswahili language in Rwanda

The researcher asked teachers two main research questions. The first question was: What are the primary challenges faced by both students and teachers in the process of teaching and learning Kiswahili in Rwandan secondary schools? Here, the respondents provided different answers as summarized in the following table:

Table 1: challenges of teaching and learning Swahili language in Rwandan high Schools.

	Answers
	Number
	Percentage /100

	Insufficiency  of essential materials  
	21
	100%

	Big number of students in a class
	15
	75%

	Interference of  Kinyarwanda language in Kiswahili language teaching
	10
	50%

	Insufficient time allocated to the teaching of Kiswahili
	8
	40%

	Dislike  of Kiswahili Language
	5
	25%


Source: Primary data, (2025)

This table shows that all respondents, that is, 100% agree with the fact that the main challenge they face is related to the lack of important materials such as books to use in groups discussion, ICTs tools, internet, electricity and so on. 75% of the participants confirmed that a big number of students in class is one of the big challenges they face while teaching Kiswahili language. This may be true because according to our own observation, some classes can reach 80 students in one classroom, something which hinders the effective teaching and learning of Kiswahili language.  50% of the respondents say that Kinyarwanda language interferes on the teaching and learning of Kiswahili language. Almost all students express themselves in Kinyarwanda language. They also transfer Kinyarwanda rules and structures to Kiswahili language. According to respondents, students fail to understand Kiswahili language and therefore lack enough vocabulary and language structures to communicate with other students in groups’ discussion. This leads many students to keep silent during the group discussions.

 As argued by 40% of the respondents, another challenge is insufficient time allocated to the teaching of Kiswahili in Rwandan high schools. These respondents say that two hours per week are not sufficient at ordinary level.  25% of the participants confirmed that some students are not motivated to study Kiswahili language, and a combination of the insufficient time allocated to the teaching of Kiswahili and lack of motivation create challenges that can impede the acquisition of the language. 

Answers from different teachers and our own observation confirm that both students and teachers face various challenges while learning and teaching Kiswahili. These challenges impede learning students to fail to communicate effectively in Kiswahili. 

In brief, the lack of enough adequate resources like books and ICT tools such as computers, radio and television; and than big number of students per classroom, especially at the ordinal level, prevents students from learning Kiswahili effectively. Between six and ten students can share one book, and because of the big number of students, teachers do not have enough time to monitor each student during the 40-minute class period allocated to Kiswahili. Thus, many students can complete a whole month without speaking Kiswahili. 

In addition, Kinyarwanda, the only language spoken by all Rwandans, is another obstacle. This first language for almost all Rwandans interferes in the process of learning Kiswahili.  As Sayana (2021) explains, language or linguistic interference is considered to be the transfer of the mother tongue to the target language. It often manifests as the transfer of elements from one language (the source language) to another (the target language). This can happen at various levels, including phonology, grammar, vocabulary, and even spelling. Interference can be considered to be both negative and positive. Negative transfer reflects the difficulties encountered in the use of the target language. This difficulty occurs mainly when the target language is used in conjunction with the other language. Positive transfer means facilitating language learning.

 Many students tend to speak Kiswahili in Kinyarwanda or think in Kinyarwanda and then make transfer to Kiswahili. Therefore, this leads them to make many mistakes, especially those related to vocabulary, and sentences containing errors.

Moreover, the time allocated to teaching and learning Kiswahili is also very short compared to the subject matter to be taught and to be learned. For example, only two hours per week are allocated to the teaching of Kiswahili language at the ordinary level. This period is very short if you compare to hours allocated to the teaching of other language. Thus, this time does not allow students to learn Kiswahili effectively. Furthermore, some students are not motivated to learn Kiswahili. Many factors may be behind this problem. Apart from the above mentioned challenges that can lead to the lack of motivation, Kiswahili language is not examined during the final exams known as Rwanda National Examinations, especially at the end of ordinary level and in non-language combinations. Here, students learn Kiswahili as a foreign language they will use for communication. These obstacles and many others do not allow students to learn Kiswahili effectively and efficiently. 

After finding out different challenges teachers and students meet during the teaching and learning Kiswahili language, we wanted to know what strategies teachers adopt to overcome those challenges. Thus, we asked them a question about strategies they adopt; and the answers they provided are summarized in the table below.

5.3 Different strategies teachers adopt to improve Kiswahili teaching and learning

The second question we asked the teachers is what strategies they adopt to overcome the challenges they meet in order to improve the teaching of Kiswahili. 

Table 2: Teachers' opinions about the strategies to adopt in order to improve the learning of Kiswahili language in Rwanda
	Answer
	Number
	%

	Finding sufficient and useful materials for teaching Kiswahili
	21
	100%

	Reducing the number of students in the classroom 
	15
	75%

	Increase hours of Kiswahili in the ordinary level 
	10
	50%

	Increase the environment for the use of Kiswahili  language in Rwanda
	12
	60


Source of data: Primary data, (2025)

The table above shows that 100% of our respondents argue that finding useful and sufficient materials for teaching Kiswahili could be one of best strategies to adopt in order improve the teaching and learning Kiswahili language. 75% of the participants said that a big number of learners per classroom should be reduced to address these challenges.  Another great number of respondents, that is, 60% of our respondents suggest that students should have enough time to use Kiswahili. According to these respondents, availing good and practical environment for the use of Kiswahili in Rwanda can help to improve the teaching and learning of this language.  And a small number of respondents, that is, 50% argue that increasing the number of hours allocated to the teaching of Kiswahili at the ordinary level can be a solution to address the issues connected to the teaching of this language. 

Based on the answers from the questionnaire and our own observations, one of the biggest challenges teachers and students face is the insufficient and/or lack of enough resources. Even basic resources like textbooks are not available. Most of what they have are old and outdated materials. As Damayanti (2018) explain teaching materials play a central role in language teaching and learning. These are considered as the heart of teaching and learning process. Teaching materials provide structured content, real-life contexts, and practice opportunities, which enhance vocabulary, grammar, and overall language skills. In addition, they motivate learners, foster independence, and encourage exploration of the language.

Due to factors like abolition of school fees and population growth in Rwanda, many schools suffer from overcrowded classrooms in Rwanda. Therefore, it is difficult for students to study effectively. Many teachers assume that a large class is one of the main obstacles to implementing effective learning; and suggest that the government should do its best to build new classrooms and increase the number of teachers to address this problem. In addition, teachers of Kiswahili think that the time allocated to this language should be increased to improve the learning of Kwahili language. The Government of Rwanda should also include Kiswahili in subjects to be examined during the national examinations to motivate students to learn it. 

Moreover, to improve the learning of Kiswahili, it is better to increase the spaces where Kiswahili is used in Rwanda, especially on radio and television. Thus, students will have different places to practice communication in this language. Furthermore, the interaction between teachers and students in Rwanda through face to face or through ICT tools can also help to solve issues or challenges related to the teaching and learning of Kiswahili. In our observation, we found that some teachers do not use appropriate teaching methods and approaches for second or third language acquisition. Therefore, teachers and students should receive trainings and attend conferences related to Kiswahili. This would allow them to have appropriate experiences in learning and teaching a second or foreign language.

6. Discussion of findings

This study explored the challenges and strategies of teaching Kiswahili as second or third language, with special reference to Rwanda. According to the characteristics of first, second or international language teaching, Kiswahili fulfills the characteristics of being taught as a second or a foreign language in many Rwandan secondary schools. The first language of almost all Rwandans is Kinyarwanda. Other languages ​​taught as foreign languages are French and English.

Given the place of Kiswahili in the East African region, it should be given a special role in its teaching and learning in Rwanda; for the simple reason that it is a Bantu language with great similarities to Kinyarwanda language. Thus, its teaching should be emphasized to the extent of other languages ​​such as French and English.

According to Gajendra (2018), language is learnt in a simple way and quickly for children under four years of age. According to the research data of observation, most learners study Kiswahili at secondary school level, specifically at ordinary level. The study shows that Kiswahili language learners in Rwanda are all over the years. Students start secondary school in Rwanda at the age of 11 and above. At this age, their first language, Kinyarwanda, can control them and most of the time impedes them to learn effectively foreign language, especially Kiswahili. Therefore, learning a second language like Kiswahili is difficult for them. It is therefore advisable for them to start learning Kiswahili in primary schools, when children are very young.

 In addition, research has shown that some of the teachers of Kiswahili language in Rwanda have a university degree, while others are still pursuing their studies in various universities. This means that some of them do not have enough experience and are not well equipped with adequate tools and techniques. We would advise them to attend trainings, participate in seminars, workshops and in different conferences. Some of these teachers did not study how to teach languages including Kiswahili. Thus, they need specific courses on teaching methods and the use of Information Technology and Communication tools in their teaching. They also need to participate in various conferences where they can acquire experiences in using Kiswahili language. 

Furthermore, few teachers are able to use technological tools such as radio, computer, projector, and television in their teaching. Thus, it is difficult for students to gain sufficient knowledge about the language they are reading. Paulel (2021) is a supporter of this idea. He argues that the use of ICT tools plays an important role in improving the general knowledge and improving the mastery of the language. The use of Information and Communication Technology tools also increases motivation.

Research data shows that there is a lack of interaction between Kiswahili learners and native speakers of Kiswahili language in Rwanda. Communication is a very important factor in the development of the language of the pill. This idea is confirmed by VanPatten & Williams (2015), who state that, this method greatly increases the input that is a necessary part of all the theories of communication. Students in Rwanda need a lot of interaction. The interaction can be between the learner himself, the learner and the teacher, the learner and the foreigner from the Kiswahili-speaking countries or the Kiswahili language experts. Attending daily social events, festivals, and religious studies is very important for learning a foreign language. Communication through technological means is also a very important mean like listening and watching songs, stories, poems, short stories and movies. Movies is a good way that can help you learn the Kiswahili language.

Research data on the other hand show that the environment in which the Kiswahili language is used is very complicated. The government and society as a whole have responsibilities to improve the environment for the use of Kiswahili language. For example, adding various types of Kiswahili programs on radio and television would help.  The addition of magazines and newspapers written in Kiswahili language is something that can help a lot. Also, the addition of cultural programs that use different organic methods in meetings attended by the people is important.

According to the data from our informants, there are challenges related to communication in the Kiswahili lesson between the students and the teachers. Many times teachers mix Kinyarwanda and Kiswahili languages. This complicates the learning of Kiswahili language. Our respondents insisted that pupils should start learning Kiswahili language in primary schools, as in the case for French and English.  This would help them master the language at an early age, and would reduce the task of secondary school teachers of this language. In addition, the participants of this research argue that Rwanda Education Board (REB) should increase the number of hours allocated to the teaching of Kiswahili. Two hours allocated to the teaching of this language are not sufficient.
7. Conclusions and Recommendations

Kiswahili language is necessary and therefore it should be taught carefully and diligently. Rwandans are always in contact with neighboring countries where Kiswahili language is natively used. Learning this language, therefore, is a benefit to what they learn. Rwandans should learn this language from an early age. Policy makers and curriculum developers must work hand in hand to reinforce the teaching and learning of Kiswahili Language. Quality materials should be provided and regular trainings must be planned so that the teachers can learn new and updated strategies for teaching Kiswahili language.
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