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The Zimbabwean sociolinguistic situation has for long been dogged by the lack of a holistic and 

well-articulated language policy. This situation is not peculiar to Zimbabwe, but common 

throughout Africa. This article examines the implications and complications of the new 

constitutionally enshrined national language policy in Zimbabwe. To a larger extent, the new 

policy is a result of protracted activism by minority ethno-linguistic communities in Zimbabwe. 

However, the shift from recognising three official languages to sixteen would be an end itself if 

stakeholders do not proactively engage with the policy and develop effective strategies for 

successful implementation. Adequate financial resources, political will and stakeholder buy-in 

are needed for the successful implementation of this policy. This article maps the way forward 

for Zimbabwe’s language policy and planning efforts.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Previous studies have argued that there has not been any meaningful language policy and 

planning in Zimbabwe (see, for example, Mkanganwi, 1992; Chimhundu, 1992, 1993; Viriri, 

2003; Ndhlovu, 2009; Kadenge and Nkomo, 2011a, 2011b; Ndlovu, 2013).The point has been 

made that Zimbabwe’s language situation is largely a colonial inheritance. Attempts to define the 

language position of the country have over the years been punctuated by policy positions 

orchestrated mainly by regional efforts. Of note are the Pan African Seminar on the Problems 

and Prospects of the Use of African National Languages of 1996 and the Intergovernmental 

Conference on Language Policies in Africa of 1997. The general aims of these initiatives were to 

design strategies for promoting the use of African languages which were deemed to be at the 

mercy of former colonial languages.  

Zimbabwe does not have a documented national language policy to which reference may be 

made. The language policy is usually inferred from the language practices that characterise 

various spheres of life (Kadenge and Nkomo, 2011a, 2011b). This is not unusual, as Bamgbose 

(1991, 2003) has established that the unavailability of a written language policy does not mean 
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that there is no policy. Rather, some policies are characterised by ‘avoidance’ or ‘declaration 

without implementation’ (Bamgbose, 2003: 419). As such, language policy is quite often covert 

and can only be inferred from observed practices (Kadenge and Nkomo, 2011b). Nevertheless, 

whether overt or covert, ‘language policy is ever present’ (Bamgbose, 2003: 149). In fact, ‘the 

real language policy of a political and social entity should be observed not merely through 

declared policy statements but rather through a variety of devices that are used to perpetuate 

language practices, often in covert and implicit ways’ (Shohamy, 2006: 46; Kadenge, 2015). 

Typically, the focus of language policy research has been on the nature of policies that African 

governments (colonial and post-colonial) pursued in regard to the role English and African 

languages play in relation to their current national status and education (see, for example, 

Chimhundu, 1993; Hadebe 1998; Viriri, 2003; Makoni and Mashiri 2006; Makoni, Makoni and 

Mashiri, 2007). This state of affairs is also corroborated by Mkanganwi (1992) and Kadenge and 

Nkomo (2011a) who observe that most of the literature on language policy and planning that was 

published in the colonial and, to some extent, the post-colonial era in Zimbabwe emphasises the 

imposition of English on indigenous languages.  

The status of most indigenous languages of Zimbabwe has imminently changed, owing to the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe Amendment (No. 20) Act of 2013. The Act took the radical step of 

acknowledging and recognising 16 languages as official languages. This constitutional 

pronouncement joins about 125 of the world’s constitutions that, as Spolsky (2004: 11-12) notes, 

‘express some policy about language, and about 100 of them name one or more official 

languages with special privileges of use’. Before this, Zimbabwe’s constitution was largely silent 

on language issues. In fact, Maseko and Ndlovu (2013: 153) aver that ‘most indigenous 

languages were grouped under the minority languages cluster, with the exception of Shona and 

Ndebele which were hitherto assigned the status of national languages’ and English as the sole 

official language, of course. 

LANGUAGE POLICY AND PLANNING 

Language policy and language planning are inseparable. Both language policy and planning are 

language management instruments, defined by Spolsky (2004: 11) as ‘the formulation and 

proclamation of an explicit plan or policy, usually but not necessarily written in a formal 

document, about language use’. According to Shohamy (2006: 45), ‘language policy (LP) is the 

primary mechanism for organizing, managing and manipulating language behaviors as it consists 

of decisions made about languages and their uses in society’.  It is through language policy that 

decisions are made with regard to the preferred languages that should be legitimised, used, 

learned and taught in terms of where, when and in which contexts. Language policy is generally 

construed as a declaration about language use and status within a country or institutions such as 

universities. More precisely, a language policy can also be looked at as an official decision made 

by the government or responsible authority concerning the use, status and promotion of 

language(s). It contains decisions, rules, regulations and guidelines on the status and use of 

languages. Ultimately, language policies are political decisions that can only be pronounced by 

governments (UNESCO, 1997). A language policy, as articulated by Spolsky (2004: 11), may 

take for instance, ‘the form of a clause in a constitution, or a language law, or a cabinet 

document, or an administrative regulation’. Laws are especially powerful mechanisms for 
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affecting language practices, as they are supported by penalties and sanctions and can therefore 

ensure that policies are carried out and turn from ideologies into practice (Shohamy, 2006).The 

view that language policies are instruments of social control and political activity is given 

credence by the close involvement of government and other influential stakeholders in the 

shaping of language use and status (Ricento, 2006; Tollefson, 2002; Masoke-Kadenge and 

Kadenge, 2013). Others, such as Kamwangamalu (2001), note that language policies are 

transitional tools that facilitate the move from old language functions that need to be discarded to 

new language functions that are aspired.  

Language planning is defined by Haugen (1989: 29) as ‘the activity of preparing a normative 

orthography, grammar, and dictionary for the guidance of writers and speakers in a non-

homogeneous speech community’. In most instances, language planning is usually a response to 

language policy. That is, the type of planning has to march in step with the goals spelt out in the 

policy. Status planning is responsible for prescribing official and national languages. Such 

prescription may occur before or after a policy declaration. For corpus planning purposes, there 

is need to purify, standardise, unify and modernise terminology and any other such goals.  In 

acquisition planning, however, the focus is on increasing the number of speakers, possibly for 

national imperatives set in the relevant documents as unity and education. Zimbabwe as a 

multilingual and multicultural society with a long history of language contact through trade and 

colonisation is not immune from the need to have a functional language policy. This article is, 

therefore, intended as a small but significant empirical contribution to the current language 

policy and planning debate in Zimbabwe in particular and Africa as a whole.  

THE HISTORY OF THE LANGUAGE QUESTION IN ZIMBABWE 

As intimated in the introduction, the state of language policy and planning in Zimbabwe, like 

many African countries, has been influenced by colonial history (Hungwe, 2007; Chabata 2008; 

Ndhlovu, 2009). Due to factors such as history and politics, indigenous languages ‘remain in the 

shadows of the various “colonial”, “official” languages’ (Maseko and Ndlovu, 2013: 151). By 

extension, the colonial language situation in Zimbabwe is well-documented (see for example, 

Chimhundu, 1993; Hadebe, 1998; Magwa, 2006; Mutasa and Ogutu, 2008; Ndhlovu, 2009; 

Ndlovu, 2013). By contrast, specific developments that have occurred after Zimbabwe gained its 

independence, spanning from 1980 to present day, are sparsely treated. This article seeks to 

contribute to filling this lacuna. For instance, the question of what the self-governing era 

introduced and promoted as far as language is concerned is still open. We review the post-

independence language policy in Zimbabwe, bearing in mind that general characteristics of 

African language policies are notorious for ‘avoidance, vagueness, arbitrariness, fluctuation and 

declaration without implementation’ (Bamgbose, 1991: 11). In any case, most of the 

recommendations that are made to solve language problems are never implemented for the 

benefit and advancement of indigenous languages (Nhongo, 2013: 1210). One result is that 

policies remain as declarations of intent that have little functional use beyond political 

symbolism. The Zimbabwean government, on its own part, prefer to do nothing to promote or 

develop African languages (Chimhundu, 1992). If a government does nothing about the language 

question, normally there are no expectations for it to implement any language-related policy. 

There is, thus, no accountability. 
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Ndhlovu (2009: 130) cites a number of documents that he believes are reflective of the country’s 

national language policy and language planning strategies. These are: 

 The 1987 Education Act (Section 55 of Part XI); 

 The Cultural Policy of Zimbabwe; 

 The Position Paper on Zimbabwe’s Language Policy; 

 The National Language Policy Advisory Panel report (hereafter referred to as NLPAP); 

 The Nziramasanga Report on Education and Training in Zimbabwe, 1999; 

The following documents also embody Zimbabwe’s national language policy: 

 Ministry of Education and Culture report of 1990 on the ‘Teaching and learning of 

minority languages in Zimbabwe’; 

 Ministry of Education Circular Number 1 of 2002 on ‘Policy regarding teaching and 

learning’; 

 Ministry of Education Circular Number 3 of 2002 on ‘Curriculum policy: primary and 

secondary schools’; 

 Director’s Circular Number 26 of 2007 on ‘Policy guidelines on the teaching of local 

languages in primary and secondary schools in Zimbabwe’; 

 Ministry of Education, Sports, Arts and Culture Quality Assurance Division Language 

Policy. 

Kadenge and Nkomo (2011b) put these documents into two main categories. On the one hand are 

documents which reflect the country’s national language policy on which prevailing language 

practices in education, media, law, administration, sports and business are predicated. On the 

other hand are documents that reflect the desired policy by advocating changes to the policy.  

The linguistic landscape and language practices in Zimbabwe reflect a hierarchical policy. 

English was placed at the pinnacle of languages, functioning as the sole official language. Shona 

and Ndebele, on the other hand, were privileged as national languages. One could be misled by 

politics to think that the government sees Shona and Ndebele on par (Hachipola, 1998: xxi). 

Chitiga (1995), Hachipola (1998) and Mushunje (2001), for example, condemn the diglossic 

situation in Zimbabwe whereby English takes the most prominent position in people’s lives. 

Shona comes in the second place followed in the third position by Ndebele. The rest, such as 

Kalanga, Nambya, Sotho, Sena, Shangani, Tonga, among several others, were regarded as 

minority or community languages (Thondhlana, 2000; Ndhlovu, 2013). It is no surprise that 

policy documents that have been produced to inform the formulation of a national language 

policy, such as the Cultural Policy of Zimbabwe (Government of Zimbabwe, 1999), the Position 

Paper on Zimbabwe’s Language Policy (Government of Zimbabwe, 1997), the National 

Language Policy Advisory Panel (Government of Zimbabwe, 1998) report, and the 

Nziramasanga Commission Report on Education and Training (Nziramasanga, 1999), have 

criticised the language practices in education and other public sectors for entrenching the 

dominance of English (Kadenge and Nkomo, 2011a).  

While Zimbabwe may not have had a meaningful post-independence language policy, it did have 

a language-in-education policy based on Section 62 of the Education Act of 1987 (Chapter 25: 4) 
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(Government of Zimbabwe 1987) revised in 2006. The first three provisions of the Education 

Act pertain directly to the role of English in Zimbabwean education. They stipulate that: 

1. Subject to this section, the three main languages of this country, namely, Shona, Ndebele 

and English, shall be taught in all primary schools from the first grade as follows. 

a. Shona and English in all areas where the mother tongue of the majority of the 

residents is Shona; or 

b. Ndebele and English in all areas where the mother tongue of the majority of the 

residents is Ndebele. 

2. Prior to the fourth grade, either of the two languages referred to in paragraph (a) or (b) of 

subsection (1) may be used as the medium of instruction, depending upon which 

language is more commonly spoken and understood better by the pupils. 

3. From the fourth grade, English shall be the medium of instruction provided that Shona 

and/or Ndebele shall be taught as subjects on an equal-time-allocation basis as the 

English language. 

 

The above stipulations do not refer to English in isolation but together with the other indigenous 

languages. Nevertheless, they have been rightfully interpreted as responsible for English 

hegemony in the country’s education system and society at large. The stipulations make English 

a school subject throughout the education system, entrench it as the medium of instruction from 

the fourth grade upwards and position it as a barometer of educational achievement (Kadenge 

and Nkomo, 2011a). It has also been observed that practices in schools are such that English is 

even more dominant than is designated in the policy (see, for example, Mlambo, 2009). Shona, 

Ndebele and English are referred therein as main languages whose education is accessible from 

first grade even in areas where they are not first languages. In fact, Shona and Ndebele operate as 

languages of instruction up to third grade, after which English takes over (Government of 

Zimbabwe, 1987). The same statute empowers the Minister responsible for education to 

authorise the teaching of minority languages to third grade in areas where they are predominantly 

spoken before they shift to either Shona or Ndebele. Such minority languages are Tonga, Venda, 

Sotho, Kalanga, Shangani, and Nambya. However, in 2011, Tonga became the first minority 

language in the history of independent Zimbabwe to be examined at seventh grade (Maseko and 

Moyo, 2013).  

The language-in-education Act predictably sparked controversy. One of its most obvious results 

was an increase in language activism, with associations representing minority languages 

becoming more vocal and active. The bone of contention, was, as Nyika (2008: 6) puts it, that 

their languages were not being taught in schools to any significant level, and that this constituted 

discrimination on the grounds of ethnicity and language. Such concerns were justified, in light of 

the 2005 UNESCO Convention which strongly recommended embracing linguistic diversity and 

multilingualism, particularly taking the mother tongue as the primary communicative mode that 

unlocks an individual’s potential for normal human cognitive development. 
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ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

The discussion presented in this article is primarily based on sections pertaining to language in 

the Constitution of Zimbabwe Amendment Number 20 of 2013, namely, Chapter 1(6) and 

Chapter 4(63).   

Chapter 1(6) stipulates that: 

(1) The following languages, namely Chewa, Chibarwe, English, Kalanga, Koisan, Nambya, 

Ndau, Ndebele, Shangani, Shona, sign language, Sotho, Tonga, Tswana, Venda and 

Xhosa, are officially recognised languages of Zimbabwe. 

 

(2) An Act of Parliament may prescribe other languages as officially recognised languages 

and may prescribe languages of record. 

 

(3) The State and all institutions and agencies of government at every level  

 

must- 

 

(a) ensure that all officially recognised languages are treated equitably; and  

(b) take into account the language preferences of people affected by government 

measures or communications. 

 

(4) The State must promote and advance the use of all languages used in Zimbabwe, 

including sign language, and must create conditions for the development of these 

languages. 

Chapter 4(63): Language and culture, says: 

Every person has the right- 

(a) to use the language of their choice; and  

(b) to participate in the cultural life of their choice; but no person excising these rights may 

do so in a way that is inconsistent with this chapter. 

This article examines these constitutional provisions in light of current policy, planning and 

language practices in Zimbabwe. 

POLICY 

It is our observation that, first, the official recognition of sixteen languages by the government of 

Zimbabwe is not accompanied by modalities, methodologies and rationale used to come up with 

the list of languages. Ndau, for example, is structurally a dialect of Shona, along with other 

varieties like Karanga, Zezuru, Korekore and Manyika (Doke, 1931). Why, then, has Ndau been 

singled out as a separate language but not the other dialects of Shona? These distinctions needed 

to be spelt out clearly and rigorously justified. Secondly, owing to the diglossic nature of the 

Zimbabwean speech community, the domains where these languages should/can be used are 

conspicuously silent. Without a clearly articulated language-in-education policy in which these 
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newly recognised languages have an adequately characterised point of engagement and model of 

support coupled with a sound implementation agenda, the implementation of the whole policy 

becomes unfeasible.  

Thirdly, our interpretation of Section 6 of Chapter 1 suggests that the official recognition of 

sixteen languages is contradictory. Section 6:2 states that, ‘An Act of Parliament may prescribe 

other languages as officially recognised languages and may prescribe languages of record’. This 

section, as far as it aims to designate domains of use among the recognised languages, is 

praiseworthy. However, this aim is directly contradicted by the succeeding Section 6:3a, which 

recommends that ‘The State and all institutions and agencies of government at every level must 

ensure that all languages are equitable’. Selecting some languages as languages of record does 

not create a level field amongst the officially recognised languages. Instead, those selected stand 

to gain a higher sociolinguistic status triggered by the esteemed function, leaving the other 

languages - in this case those of minority status – to the periphery. It is highly likely that all 

minority status languages that were not recognised as official or national languages – and were 

therefore relatively less standardised - before the new dispensation will stay that way. Thus, 

Shohamy (2006: 61) insightfully observes that ‘as is often the case, the mere act of declaring 

certain languages as official does not carry with it much meaning in terms of actual practice in 

all domains and it does not guarantee that officiality will be practiced. It often remains at the 

level of “declaration” even if the officiality is anchored in law’. Speakers of all official languages 

expect them to be used for official communication in private and public institutions including 

education, courts, media, sports, hospitals and prisons, among many others. 

A cursory study of the official languages inventory in the current Zimbabwean Constitution 

shows that there is no easy fix to certain soft issues to do with perceptions and attitudes towards 

some of the recently recognised official languages. First, the language identified as ‘sign 

language’ is conspicuously written with lower case, portraying an image that it cannot be treated 

in the same way as its oral counterparts. The initial letters of all oral languages are capitalised. 

The interpretation or inference would be that those responsible for penning this document were 

not convinced that Zimbabwe Sign Language is a surviving language just like any other variety 

they had listed.  

Lacking from the treatment of the language is also the notion of speech community or ethnic 

identification. For instance, all the other indigenous languages have clearly encrypted ethnic or 

regional identities inscribed within their names. Venda is spoken by the Venda people, Tonga by 

the Tonga, Ndau by the Ndau, Sotho by the Sotho, etc. Sign Language, however, has been 

generalised, probably as an international variety, erroneously assuming that it is universally 

homogeneous and therefore immune to variation. Like the oral languages, Sign Language has 

regional and international variations, which, depending on the country, have different 

standardisation levels. In most cases, its international variations are mutually unintelligible 

suggesting that they are different language varieties altogether. The standard practice would have 

been to name it as Zimbabwean Sign Language (henceforth ZSL) in similar fashion to American 

Sign language (ASL), South African Sign Language (SASL) (Reagan, 2007), Kenyan Sign 

Language (KSL), Tanzanian Sign Language (TSL), British Sign Language (BSL) (Jefwa, 

2009:162) and Australian Sign Language, etc. The users of ZSL are normally resident within 

Zimbabwe and are therefore influenced by Zimbabwean culture. ZSL is the natural language of 
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Zimbabwean Deaf people which is sometimes used by their hearing parents, off-springs and 

teachers. It is a complete and legitimate language whose grammar and vocabulary are 

independent of any other language spoken in Zimbabwe. Its visual-gestural units of 

communication are independent of these spoken languages. Consequently, there is no Shona 

Sign Language, Ndebele Sign Language etc. ZSL is one of the many, different and mutually 

unintelligible Sign Languages of the world which, as Akach (1997) says, share some features and 

signs although there is no universal Sign Language. ZSL (ZimSign, Coltart, 2011) has a number 

of varieties or regional variations (Coltart, 2011: iv; Miti, 2011: v), and some standard national 

dictionaries notably Chimedza (1998) and Mhlanga, (2011). In fact, ZSL is a normal candidate 

for Universal Grammar (UG), with universal language features such as arbitrariness, creativity, 

instinctive acquisition, etc. and all sociolinguistic aspects such as dialectology and general 

constraints governing language use. In line with the above arguments, we propose that the name 

be captured as ZSL as this is in tandem with the Universal Declaration on Linguistic Rights 

which considers the right to a language community on the basis of historicity, territoriality and 

self-identification as a people (UNESCO, 1996: 4). 

Fourthly, the language recognised as Koisan is elsewhere identified as a language family, 

comparable to other families such as Bantu. Koisan language (also spelt Khoisan, Khoesan) 

speakers are spread across Southern Africa in countries such as Angola, Botswana, Namibia, 

South Africa, Zimbabwe and Zambia, and according to Colclough and McCarthy (1980: 7), ‘they 

are the earliest group of people to inhabit parts of Southern Africa’. The Koisan are also referred 

to as ‘Bushman’, though the term has become unpopular due to its derogatory nature (see, for 

example, Raper, 2009). Koisan languages such as Kua, Shua, Tshwa, Gwi, Gana and Hua, etc. 

are concentrated in Botswana (Batibo, 2005: 70). Elsewhere, as Mafela (2009: 231) notes, ‘the 

Penduka Declaration on the Standardization of Ju and Khoe languages challenged the use of the 

referent label Khoesan, noting that each language family has different and unrelated grammars, 

word orders and vocabulary (WIMSA, 2001: 2)’.  

There is also controversy associated with the compound treatment of the term Koisan itself. 

Among the groups classified as speakers of the language, the San group is actually an 

autonomous linguistic variety with a divergent structure from that of Khoe, as such, its speakers 

feel belittled when their language is treated under the Koisan label. Compounding this desperate 

situation is the view that the term Koisan inherently suppresses the San people’s right to self-

determination and autonomy as observed in the Penduka Declaration (WIMSA, 2001: Appendix 

3) The language is written with a small letter ‘s’ in the compound name, against the standard 

procedure befitting other languages. The use of the term in the Zimbabwean constitution is 

therefore oblivious to the raised issues. More so, Chimhundu (2005) notes that Tshwawo, a 

Koisan language, is the only non-Bantu African language spoken in Zimbabwe, so, naming it as 

such in the constitution would only be fair to the community. 

In Zimbabwe, there are ongoing efforts to rescue the Tshwawo language, which is on the verge 

of extinction. It is spoken in the Tsholotsho district of the Matabeleland North Province of 

Zimbabwe. The language was reported to have had 14 fluent native speakers at the beginning of 

year 2014, all of whom were in their advanced ages, by the time of writing, they had been 

reduced to 12. The African Languages Research Institute (ALRI) situated at the University of 

Zimbabwe is spearheading a maintenance project aimed at creating an orthography and to 
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document the language for the benefit of approximately 2000 non-fluent speakers and for the 

heritage of the country. However, if the goal to document this highly threatened language is to be 

achieved before the fluent generation is lost, there is need for concerted efforts by other 

stakeholders, which include academics, government, NGOs and the Tshwawo community itself. 

The stakeholders need to walk the talk, so to speak, and break the declaration without 

implementation cycle that has inadvertently become the norm. 

PLANNING 

The development of the 2013 Constitution of the Republic of Zimbabwe Number 20 in which 16 

languages are recognised as official, is socio-politically speaking, quite an achievement. 

Precisely, it is both a cause for optimism and a respectable starting point. However, optimism 

and starting point are not enough. There is need to proactively embark on an all-encompassing 

approach to planning that involves all stakeholders that would consummate in the 

implementation of the policy. As already noted, deliverables have always been the blind-spot 

plaguing language planning in Zimbabwe. Added to this, is the need for comprehensive and 

genuine consultation of, and buy-in by, all stakeholders. Experience suggests that it would be a 

mistake if some stakeholders are bypassed, whether by design or mistake.  

Our recommendations are predicated on the conviction that the Zimbabwean language policy, if 

it is to enjoy non-refutable legal basis and gain maximally sound (socio) linguistic traction that 

ensures its feasibility during implementation, needs to be overtly well-articulated. The template 

for achieving this involves the selection of a competent implementation team comprising 

linguists (theoretical and applied), educationists, language rights experts and activists, 

politicians, community leaders and social workers. This implementation team should develop an 

effective, time-bound, feasible and workable plan for the implementation of this policy. Such a 

plan should be accompanied by appropriate infrastructure for managing and monitoring the 

implementation of this policy. A pilot programme may be necessary to test the feasibility of the 

project’s terms of reference.  

Language rights enshrined in Section 3:1a of Chapter 1 cited and Section 63a of Chapter 4 which 

states that, ‘Every person has the right to use the language of their choice’, need to be 

systematically observed. It constitutes a serious breach of human and constitutional rights to 

linguistically exclude some sections of the populace from central and critical national 

programmes. For instance, the singing of the national anthem is limited to the two previously 

designated official national languages, Shona and Ndebele. As yet, there is no indication that the 

situation would be changed to incorporate the other 14 officially recognised languages. At 

present the new constitution is available in three languages – English, Shona and Ndebele and we 

hope that it will be translated into the other 14 official languages.  

The petition to the Parliament of Zimbabwe by the Deaf Youths in Zimbabwe (Deaf Zimbabwe 

Trust, 2014) is testimony that there is serious need for systematic, proper and rigorous language 

planning. The petition reflects lack of tangible progress regarding the implementation of the 

constitutional provisions on Sign Language. The grievances are, inter alia, that there are no 

teachers who are proficient in Sign Language and teacher training curriculum does not offer such 

training, and there are inadequate interpretation facilities on national broadcasting stations. The 



 
M Kadenge & V Mugari 

 

Per Linguam 2015 31(2):21-34 

http://dx.doi.org/10.5785/31-2-658 
30 

 

Deaf Youths in Zimbabwe (Deaf Zimbabwe Trust, 2014) petitions for the realignment of the 

Education Act with the new constitution and to introduce Sign Language training at teacher 

training institutions, are in line with the government’s position on supporting inclusive 

education.  

Policy implementation is affected significantly by the extent to which resources are committed to 

the policy (Masoke-Kadenge and Kadenge, 2013). One of the excuses that the government of 

Zimbabwe has given for not promoting and developing indigenous languages has been lack of 

financial resources. Financial resources are an important means by which implementers are 

enabled to initiate, promote and manage the implementation of a policy. Fishman (1987) rightly 

notes that there is no serious language planning without a budget. Likewise, Madiba (2010: 331) 

argues, ‘allocation of resources is critical for any successful language policy implementation’. It 

is noteworthy that the provision of resources distinguishes between language policy 

implementation and mere window dressing (Masoke-Kadenge and Kadenge, 2013).  

Elsewhere, poor and unimpressive results have been reported after efforts had been made to 

empower indigenous languages through enhancing their status and extending their domains of 

use (Bamgbose, 2011: 1). Spolsky (2004: 11) corroborates this by noting that ‘even the existence 

of such an explicit policy does not guarantee that it will be implemented, nor does 

implementation guarantee success’. In most instances, the officialised colonial languages, 

because of the diglossic nature of the societies, retain their dominance as they are languages of 

higher status used in prestigious domains. The success to the planning and implementation of the 

constitutional mandate on language relies on reviewing these previous attempts effected 

elsewhere and build on their strongest points, attempting along the way to rewrite the colonial 

policies from planning through language-in-education policy to dealing with attitudes and 

community involvement. 

CONCLUSION 

This article has attempted to unpack the implications and complications of recent constitutional 

changes in Zimbabwe on language policy and planning. It was noted that Zimbabwe has for a 

long time been dogged by a lack of a holistic, well-articulated and documented language policy. 

That could all change. For change to happen, however, declarations need to be accompanied by 

deliverables. The article noted the need to amend or standardise the constitutional clause on 

language especially with regards to Sign Language and Koisan. It was also evident in the 

discussion that the language-in-education policy needs to be remodeled to reflect the 

constitutional changes. This article also highlighted the lack of clearly spelt out domains of use 

of the officialised languages and, therefore suggests that such domains need to be clearly laid out 

since the society is polyglossic. Without laid-down domains, some languages would continue to 

be overshadowed by the stronger ones, inadvertently creating internal colonialism and failing to 

avoid language death. On a planning perspective, the languages have already been given official 

status, so there is need for stakeholders to embark on corpus planning in a bid to smoothen 

implementation. Most of the languages that have been officialised have very low degrees of 

standardisation as compared to others like Shona and Ndebele, so they would require 

dictionaries, grammar books, literature and even orthographies. Adequate financial resources, 

political will and stakeholder buy-in are needed for successful policy implementation. We 
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recommend that the government walk the talk of implementation. More research, along rigorous 

quantitative and qualitative lines, would be needed to map out the implementation trajectory.  
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