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Executive summary 
The Language Centre ran a series of workshops together with the Centre for Student Communities 

entitled ‘Building communities through multilingualism’ during April and May 2023. Twenty sessions 

of two to three hours each were facilitated to give all SU residence heads, house committee (HC) 

members and mentors an opportunity to attend a session with the Language Centre. Over 700 

participants attended in total, out of a possible 1 074.   

Engagement with different campus communities over the past three years has pointed out a need for 

sharing stories and experiences. These workshops therefore aimed at creating a safe space for the 

Stellenbosch University (SU) campus community to reframe conversations about language and 

discover the richness of their own language journeys and those of others. It further aimed to enable 

participants to explore how a multilingual mindset ties in with the values of integrity, respect and 

tolerance to build the inclusive, diverse, transformed and socially cohesive community we aspire to at 

SU, and to find support, partners and new inspiration in their multilingual journey.   

The Language Centre’s intent was not to lecture students or colleagues on the use of language, but to 
start creating a culture of conversation by sharing ideas and learning from one another, as well as 
invoking the house committee members’ leadership skills to solve language-related issues. The notion 
that hearing another language does not equal exclusion was expressed multiple times, by both 
participants and facilitators, and facilitators confirmed in no uncertain terms that it is unconstitutional 
to prohibit anyone from speaking any language. It was felt that the residences had already done some 
remarkable work regarding language inclusion and the appreciation of residents’ languages, and that 
these workshops were not the result of anyone being at fault.  
 
Feedback from the participants of the workshops highlighted how language connects with identity and 

how a multilingual mindset and the space to speak one’s preferred language can make people feel safe 

and acknowledged. It also showed that participants’ perception of multilingualism had changed from 

something rigid and controlled to something attainable that can connect rather than divide. A 

recurring theme was the realisation that English as a common language is not the only way to be 

inclusive. Participants repeatedly expressed the desire to learn more languages to grow in diverse 

cultural understanding; it was clear that participants support the importance of building a community 

where diversity in all aspects of life is appreciated and accepted. Participants had expected the 

workshops to be repetitive and prescriptive, but it was evident that participants not only enjoyed the 

workshops but instead found it imperative that the workshops be presented to the greater SU 

community. They also repeatedly recognised the Language Centre as a valuable partner to support 

them in navigating multilingualism.  

Feedback from the workshop facilitators centred around how impressed they were with the calibre 

and maturity of the student leaders and their ability to apply leadership skills; the overall positive 

reception of the workshops and the openness of participants to share and absorb; the sense of wonder 

experienced during the language journey activity; the large extent to which students were practising 

a multilingual mindset already; the overcompensation by Afrikaans students not to offend anyone by 

speaking Afrikaans and the resultant defaulting to English in the small groups; the willingness of 

students to meet each other more than halfway; the extent to which student leaders sometimes felt 

unsupported in their endeavours to promote multilingualism in their residences as well as the need 

for practical guidance and reassurance with regard to implementing multilingualism. 

The workshops confirmed that creating spaces and opportunities to have conversations about the 

values we link to culture and language is a very important starting point within the larger context of 

changing the institutional culture at SU.   

https://languagecentre.sun.ac.za/about/a-multilingual-mindset/
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1. Introduction 
The Stellenbosch University (SU) Language Centre has been offering voluntary workshops on 
multilingualism to student communities on a limited scale over the past few years. The SA Human 
Rights Commission (SAHRC)’s proposed remedial action in its recent report included training on the 
use of language at SU in residences. This prompted the Language Centre to collaborate with the Centre 
for Student Communities in a fresh new way. It must be stated that the previous SU Language Policy 
of 2016 was still in force during the events that brought on the recommendations of the SAHRC in the 
first place, and that the University has since adopted a revised language policy, the SU Language Policy 
of 2021. However, the value of dialogue on a contentious topic in a safe, respectful space should never 
be underestimated, and the Language Centre embraced the opportunity to reach out to student 
leaders in residences to create an environment to have conversations about multilingualism and the 
use of language in residences.  
 
In collaboration with the Centre for Student Communities, the Language Centre therefore ran a series 
of workshops aimed at the SU community entitled ‘Building communities through multilingualism’ 
during April and May 2023. Although the workshops took place after hours and at short notice, each 
workshop turned out to be an edifying experience for both facilitators and participants. Overall, the 
response to the workshops was overwhelmingly positive, and facilitators were impressed by the 
quality of student leaders in the residences. 
   
The Language Centre’s intent was not to lecture students or colleagues on the use of language, but to 
start having conversations by sharing ideas and learning from one another, as well as invoking the 
house committee (HC) members’ leadership skills to solve language issues. It was also felt that the 
residences had already done some remarkable work already with regard to language inclusion and the 
appreciation of residents’ languages, and that these workshops were not the result of anyone being at 
fault. The broad aim was to strengthen capacity to keep up and further the good work, promote a 
multilingual mindset and show how that dovetails with the 2021 Language Policy, and to raise 
awareness of the available support.  

2. Format and reach of workshops  
Attending the workshops was compulsory for residence heads, CSC coordinators and student leaders 

in residences. Apart from the short notice at which students had to fit in another after-hours activity 

into an already busy schedule, a number of other factors affected final attendance numbers, including 

a timetable clash with test week and Eid being celebrated on 22 April. Loadshedding was also an 

unfortunate reality. 

  

https://www.sun.ac.za/english/Pages/Language.aspx
https://www.sun.ac.za/english/Pages/Language.aspx
https://languagecentre.sun.ac.za/about/a-multilingual-mindset/
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2.1 Format  
Three types of workshops were facilitated: 

• Residence head and CSC coordinator workshop  

 

One two-hour workshop 
was facilitated for residence 
heads and CSC coordinators 
on 5 April from 17:00 to 
19:00 involving interactive 
sessions facilitated by 
Language Centre presenters, 
after an introduction by Dr 
Antoinette van der Merwe. 
This workshop also served 
as a pilot for the workshops 
to follow.  
 

 

• House committee workshops 

 

Seventeen workshops of three hours each 
with interactive sessions facilitated by 
Language Centre presenters, were 
presented for house committee members in 
groups of up to 30. A number of workshops 
took place simultaneously per timeslot (see 
Table 1). At least two Language Centre staff 
members were involved in each workshop. 
 
The image on the right shows a social 
media story published by one of the 
residences (Sonop) about the workshop 
their HCs attended.  
 
  

• Mentor workshops 

Two large-group workshops of two 

hours each with an introduction by 

Dr Antoinette van der Merwe and 

Prof Deresh Ramjugernath on the 

Language Policy, followed by two 

interactive activities facilitated by 

Language Centre staff members, 

were presented in lecture halls in 

the Jan Mouton Building, with 

mentors from Tygerberg campus 

joining one of the workshops via 

Teams. 
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2.2 Reach 
The totals for registration and eventual attendance for each of the workshops presented are listed in 

Table 1 below: 

Table 1: Workshop reach 

Workshop dates Number of 

workshops 

Registration 

numbers  

 

Attendance 

numbers 

 

Wednesday, 5 April 2023 (17:00 –19:00) 1 46 27 

Tuesday, 18 April 2023 (17:30 – 20:30) 3 83  49  

Thursday, 20 April 2023 (17:30 – 20:30)    4 129 97 

Saturday, 22 April 2023 (09:00 – 12:00) 5 150 91 

Saturday, 22 April 2023 (14:00 – 17:00) 3 87 72 

Tuesday, 25 April 2023 (17:30 – 19:30) 2 49 21 

Tuesday, 02 May 2023 (17:30 – 19:30)  1 310 142 

Wednesday, 03 May 2023 (17:30 – 19:30)  1 (hybrid) 220 230 

Totals 20 1 074 729 

 

 

3. Methodology and content 
The workshops followed an interactive peer-learning pedagogy. This included a ‘dialogue to change 
approach’ in terms of the content and format of the workshops. With this approach, facilitators could 
use the discussions to increase the chances that the engagement process would result in positive 
outcomes. The combination of people listening to each other, sharing their own experiences, and 
working together to solve problems could have a deep impact, both on the issue or topic at hand as 
well as on how the community continues engaging in future. Given the interactive nature of the 
workshops, the number of participants per workshop had to be kept to a maximum of thirty-five. 
 
In the past, only the project coordinators for multilingualism in student communities, Helga Sykstus 
and Sanet de Jager (both Language Centre staff members), were responsible for presenting similar 
workshops to student leaders. Running enough workshops to ensure that the groups stayed small 
enough to create the kind of intimacy envisaged required a large number of Language Centre 
facilitators. Twenty additional Language Centre staff members volunteered to be trained to facilitate 
the workshops. The training involved attending a briefing on the presentation slides mainly developed 
by the project coordinators and observing at least one workshop where they also contributed by acting 
as small-group facilitators. After the pilot workshop with residence heads, the workshop format was 
further tweaked and developed, and then standardised to be used for all student workshops.   
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Project coordinators, Helga Sykstus (left) and Sanet de Jager (right), in action at 
the workshop for residence heads 

 
The workshop content aimed for participants to equip each other with ways to manage language-
related scenarios holistically, with a focus on the house values of the residence, in alignment with a 
multilingual mindset. To do this, the activities focused on creating a sense of individual identity within 
group belonging, reframing multilingualism as one leg of the University's holistic drive for 
transformation and diversity and tapping into what student leaders already know and practice to 
rethink language-related conflicts and opportunities.  
 

3.1 Workshop activities 
There were three main activities. Throughout the activities, the notion that hearing another language 

does not equal exclusion was expressed multiple times, by both participants and facilitators, and 

facilitators confirmed in no uncertain terms that it is unconstitutional to prohibit anyone from speaking 

any language.  

3.1.1 Activity 1: Language journey 
 

 

The first activity 

was an opportunity 

for participants to 

reflect on their own 

language journey 

and how it relates 

to their identity, 

and to explore what 

aspects of their 

language identity 

are shared among 

the group. 

   

       A participant reflecting on her  
      language journey 

A language journey one of the 
participants shared 
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3.1.2 Activity 2: House values and multilingualism 
The second activity engaged with the pre-workshop activity for which participants added their 
associations with the word ‘multilingualism’ to a shared space. The participants were asked to 
discuss what associations resonate with their house values and to rethink the attainability of 
multilingualism through the lens of a multilingual mindset.  
 

 

 
Participants engaging in the second activity: House values and 
multilingualism 
 

 
For the residence heads, a different approach was taken with the second activity. Instead of having 
small-group discussions, participants divided into two groups debated for and against the topic, ‘Using 
only English is more effective in achieving an inclusive, diverse, transformed and socially cohesive 
residence space.’ 
 

    

Residence heads participating in a debate 

 
The debate created an opportunity for participants to rethink stereotypical arguments against 
multilingualism and to reimagine what inclusive multilingualism would entail. 
 

3.1.3 Activity 3: Real-life scenarios 
The third activity asked participants to exchange ideas on how to deal with real-life scenarios they 
could encounter in their space. The scenarios ranged from decisions about navigating inclusion during 
Welcoming and finding innovative ways to negotiate multilingual settings, to finding ways to connect 
with and trust each other in a space where you often encounter people and languages that you don’t 
necessarily identify with. Students were encouraged to think of solutions through the lens of their 
house values and leadership skills, and to consider how multilingualism supports their goals, instead 
of trying to think of language ‘rules’. The workshops for mentors did not include this activity as their 
responsibility for resolving conflict and presenting new opportunities does not typically stretch to the 
residence level. 
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3.1.4 Resources and support 
During the last 10 minutes of the workshops, participants were invited to reflect on the workshop (see 

the next section for their feedback), after which Language Centre staff briefly explained the Language 

Centre resources and support available to students, both on a social and academic level, in support of 

multilingualism. Hard copies of the infographic summarising the 2021 SU Language Policy in English, 

isiXhosa and Afrikaans were available at the workshops, and links to those documents were shared. 

Other links that were shared included a link to a range of Language Centre multilingual mindset 

resources containing practical examples, and the multilingual mindset landing page. A follow-up email 

containing the presentation slides and additional information on support was also sent to all 

participants.  

4. Reception and feedback 
Facilitators experienced some reluctance and apathy on the part of some participants at the start of 

all the workshops, and it was clear that participants were tired of speaking about language in the way 

they usually did. The language journey activity (Activity 1) served as an excellent icebreaker each time, 

and enabled participants to view language from a different perspective. This helped participants to 

reposition themselves and start viewing and speaking about language and multilingualism in new and 

creative ways – instead of multilingualism being a set of language ‘rules’, it is one more vehicle through 

which residences can channel their house values in support of the type of community they want to 

stand for. After each workshop participants remarked that they had dreaded attending the workshops, 

but in the end really enjoyed it. This change was also palpable in the venues.  

4.1 Feedback from facilitators 
Feedback from the workshop facilitators centred around how impressed they were with the calibre 

and maturity of the student leaders and their ability to apply leadership skills; the overall positive 

reception of the workshops and the openness of participants to share and absorb; the sense of wonder 

experienced during the language journey activity; the large extent to which students were practising 

a multilingual mindset already; the overcompensation by Afrikaans students not to offend anyone by 

speaking Afrikaans and the resultant defaulting to English in the small groups; the willingness of 

students to meet each other more than halfway; the extent to which student leaders sometimes felt 

unsupported in their endeavours to promote multilingualism in their residences as well as the need 

for practical guidance and reassurance with regard to implementing multilingualism. 

Some comments by facilitators on their experience of facilitating the workshops:  

“Students are thinking on a high level and are impressive. The small group I facilitated agreed among 

themselves that it is up to you not to feel excluded when you hear a language that you don't 

understand and to ask someone to repeat or explain. They feel that their generation tends to be too 

fragile, and that they should ‘go for anti-fragile'. They approach language with a practical mindset and 

one of ‘just be reasonable, kind and not too easily offended’.  One even expressed his gratitude that 

the session was not boring!” 

“Students still seem afraid of breaking away from only using English. For example, the group I observed 

could all speak and understand Afrikaans, even though they were not all native speakers of the 

language. One of the students commented on the irony that they are attending a multilingual 

workshop, yet everyone is too scared to speak Afrikaans.” 

https://languagecentre.sun.ac.za/multilingual_mindset_resources/
https://languagecentre.sun.ac.za/multilingual_mindset_resources/
https://languagecentre.sun.ac.za/about/a-multilingual-mindset/
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“The students have shown that there is such receptiveness and positiveness when talking about 

language and culture. It was a joy to engage with the students in this way. This is fertile ground to grow 

a multicultural and multilingual mindset among our students. I hope we can honour their positivity 

and honesty as an institution.” 

“It was felt that if other languages are attempted to show respect for one another, there should be no 

judgement, but rather appreciation that people are trying to accommodate speakers of other 

languages.” 

“I definitely found a sense of ‘shame’ attached to being Afrikaans under some white female students. 

Because I am a white, Afrikaans-speaking female I assume that it was easier for them to be honest 

with me about this, therefore I believe that there might also be similar emotions attached to many 

other languages that students are not yet ready to be honest about in the group context. I strongly 

believe that we will only really be able to move forward with this if students don’t just display the 

positive side of multilingualism and language, but also the pain that is sometimes experienced.”   

 
Some Language Centre facilitators  

“It was beautiful to see the ‘aha’ moments during the 
language journeys and the recognition on the faces of 
students who came from different language 
backgrounds, but who realised they are not alone. 
Great to hear the stories and realisations. Also, 
interesting to see how assumptions prove to be wrong 
many times.” 
 
“With all the sessions I attended the positivity and 
energy of the LC staff members could really be ‘felt’ 
and I think the motivation with which I could see they 
engaged with the students really did make a 
difference. I could see groups that were slow to speak 
or who tiptoed around the more sensitive stuff 
managed to open up a bit more with a facilitator who 
participated.” 
 

 

4.2 Feedback from participants  
Feedback was collected before the workshop and at the end of the workshops. 

4.2.1 Pre-workshop activity 
Before the workshop, participants were asked to indicate some of their associations with the word 

‘multilingualism’, positive, negative or neutral, on a padlet, an online tool where multiple respondents 

can add their thoughts simultaneously in real time using their mobile devices. Participants also 

completed a brief survey to give facilitators more insight into their expectations for the workshop and 

how they believe their role as residence head, house committee member or mentor ties into advancing 

a multilingual mindset. 

4.2.2 Reflection after the workshop 
During the last ten minutes of the workshop, participants were encouraged to reflect on whether the 

workshop had changed how they felt about multilingualism, their expectations of the workshop, what 

they were still anxious about, as well as what they still hoped could be achieved. Another padlet was 

used for this activity, and participants responded using their mobile devices.  

https://padlet.com/
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4.2.3 Feedback via padlets  
Feedback from participants highlighted how language connects with identity and how a multilingual 

mindset and the space to speak one’s preferred language can make people feel safe and 

acknowledged. The also feedback showed that participants’ perception of multilingualism had 

changed from something rigid and controlled to something attainable that could connect rather than 

divide. A recurring theme was the realisation that using English is not the only way to be inclusive and 

participants repeatedly expressed the desire to learn more languages to grow in diverse cultural 

understanding. It was clear that participants supported the importance of building a community where 

diversity in all aspects of life is appreciated and accepted. Participants had expected the workshops to 

be repetitive and prescriptive, but it was evident that participants not only enjoyed the workshops but 

instead found it imperative that the workshops be presented to the greater SU community. Participants 

also continually recognised the Language Centre as a valuable partner to support them in navigating 

multilingualism. 

4.2.3.1 Workshop for residence heads 

When the residence heads of 37 residences and the two heads of the 11 PSOs (private student 

organisations) who attended the workshop shared their associations with the word ‘multilingualism’, 

this contribution stood out, capturing the essence of having a multilingual mindset:  “Multilingualism 

and multiculturalism is an attitude of appreciation and openness to engage and connect across 

language, accent, social class, ethnicity, gender, culture, religion, and other aspects of identity. It has 

to take into account how historic power dynamics and the domination of certain languages and 

cultures have shaped the confidence and lack thereof of students.” See more associations in Figure 1 

below.   

 

 

 

Figure 1: Residence heads’ associations with the word ‘multilingualism’ 

 

The reflection by residence heads contained comments making suggestions such as “Get a 

conversation together with the student leaders. Jointly so that we can all be vulnerable and celebrate 

making mistakes in advance.” See the prompts for feedback and more comments below in Figure 2.  

“I feel different about ...” “I hope ...” 
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“I still feel anxious about ...” 
 
“I will apply what we talked about today by ...” 

 

 

Figure 2: Residence heads’ reflection with prompts 

 

4.2.3.1 Workshops for student leaders 

Student leaders also shared their associations with multilingualism as a pre-workshop activity, and 

showed great insight into how multilingualism resonates with the University’s transformative vision: 

“At its core, multilingualism represents a recognition of the rich cultural diversity of our world and an 

acknowledgement of the value that each language and culture bring to our shared human experience. 

By learning and speaking multiple languages, we open ourselves up to new perspectives, new ways of 

thinking, and new opportunities for connection and understanding with people from different 

backgrounds.” See more associations in Figure 3 below. 

 
 

 

 

Figure 3: Student leaders’ associations with the word ‘multilingualism’ 
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The reflection padlets completed by students showed a change in mindset in terms of how they view 

multilingualism and contained comments such as, “I feel different about the way I view multilingualism 

because today it was explained to me as more of a ‘willingness’ than an enforcement.” Students also 

showed an eagerness to embrace diversity with comments such as, “[I will apply what we talked about 

by] embracing the different languages around me and using it as a tool to connect with bigger groups 

of people.” See more (inspiring) comments in Figure 4 below. 

 

“I feel different about ...” 
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 15 

“I hope ...” 
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“I’m still anxious/worried about ...” 

 
 

 
 

“I will apply what we talked about by ...” 
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“I still need ...” 
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“I expected this workshop to be …” 
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“I will reach out to ...” 

 
 

 

Figure 4: Student leaders’ reflection with prompts 

 

 

A note left on a table after one of the HC workshops 
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5. Way forward 
There was consensus that the workshops were very successful and made a valuable impact, and many 
of the residence heads and student leaders commented that it would have been helpful to receive this 
type of positive input on multilingualism earlier on in their terms of office. Accordingly, a decision has 
been taken to run a similar series of workshops in September/October 2023 for the new student 
leaders who will take up their positions in residences then. Thereafter, the workshops will be run on 
an annual basis. Options to co-create online resources with student leaders, a ‘refresher’ workshop 
during welcoming week, interactions with parents during welcoming week and the general 
involvement of the Language Centre during welcoming week will also be explored. The importance of 
opening dialogue and conversation about language rather than communicating ‘language rules’ was 
emphasised time and again. It seemed that environments sometimes made rules because they were 
not sure how to deal with the issues at hand in another way. 
 
During the residence head workshop specifically there was a realisation that language discussions 
dovetail with all the issues that help to build communities, from initiatives to curb gender-based 
violence to promoting inclusion. A novel suggestion was made, namely that applicable Language 
Centre staff members be matched with the different residence clusters to become official friends of 
those clusters. This would create a close partnership between the Language Centre and the residences 
and make the Language Centre more approachable from a student viewpoint to give language support.  
 

Important links 
Language at SU: www.sun.ac.za/english/about-us/multilingualism      

2021 SU Language Policy: www.sun.ac.za/language 

2021 SU Language Policy infographics in: 

• English:  

https://www.sun.ac.za/english/Documents/Language/Final_Language%20policy%20infograp

hic%20English.pdf 

• IsiXhosa: 

https://www.sun.ac.za/english/Documents/Language/Language%20Policy%20infographic%2

0isiXhosa.pdf  

• Afrikaans: 

https://www.sun.ac.za/english/Documents/Language/Finaal_Taalbeleid%20inligtingsgrafiek

%20Afrikaans.pdf  

A multilingual mindset: https://languagecentre.sun.ac.za/about/a-multilingual-mindset/  

Video on the Language Centre’s approach to multilingualism: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VLlFkD-wP0E  

 

 

 

 

http://www.sun.ac.za/english/about-us/multilingualism
https://www.sun.ac.za/language
https://languagecentre.sun.ac.za/about/a-multilingual-mindset/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VLlFkD-wP0E

	Executive summary
	1. Introduction
	2. Format and reach of workshops
	2.1 Format
	2.2 Reach

	3. Methodology and content
	3.1 Workshop activities
	3.1.1 Activity 1: Language journey
	3.1.2 Activity 2: House values and multilingualism
	3.1.3 Activity 3: Real-life scenarios
	3.1.4 Resources and support


	4. Reception and feedback
	4.1 Feedback from facilitators
	4.2 Feedback from participants
	4.2.1 Pre-workshop activity
	4.2.2 Reflection after the workshop
	4.2.3 Feedback via padlets
	4.2.3.1 Workshop for residence heads
	4.2.3.1 Workshops for student leaders



	5. Way forward
	Important links

