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Abstract:  

The language policy in Rwanda states that English is the medium of Instruction (MOI) to 

be used in the Education system following the 2008 Language shift. However, this change 

in the MOI brought about extreme challenges to both Rwandan teachers and learners. 

Moreover, the extensive day to day usage of Kinyarwanda, the local dialect, has greatly 

inhibited the use of English. This has adversely obstructed the use of the English language 

as a MOI and the curriculum implementation for over 20 years hence adversely affecting 

the teaching and learning process. The proficiency of the teachers who are meant to teach 

in the MOI is quite questionable; many realize the need to learn English while teaching 

or risk unemployment. As such, this study purposed to examine the teacher competency 

and teaching styles in use of English as a MOI in facilitating  curriculum implementation 

in rural primary schools in Rwanda. Guided by the inter language theory and the 

Discrepancy theory, the study applied a descriptive survey research design. With a target 

population of 3,269, the study entailed a sample of 1470 randomly selected learners from 

Primary 4 to Primary 6, teachers and head teachers from 21 schools. The study used 

questionnaires, interviews, and observation to collect primary data. The study found that 

the teachers’ competency in using English language as MOI had significant influence on 

curriculum implementation in rural primary schools in Muhanga district and in the entire 

republic of Rwanda. The teaching styles factors positively and significantly influence the 

use of MOI in curriculum implementation when other factors are held constant. 
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1. Introduction 

  

English language began to spread in the colonized parts of the world and became more 

evident after World War II due to socio-political and economic factors that affected the 

society. It has thus continued to dominate even in non-colonized parts of the world and 

has ultimately developed as a worldwide lingua franca (Holmes, 1997). The language has 

also integrated more into the education system all over the world. As such, the 

widespread use of English coerces countries to revise policies about language in their 

education system. Nevertheless, Evans (2002) evidence that the political and social 

reformation after political independence from the British and U.S colonies increased the 

usage of English as a medium of instruction (MOI). 

 Inferring from Stoller (2008), policymakers, curriculum designers, program 

planners, teacher educators, teacher supervisors, teachers, material writers and learners 

still face the challenge of integrating content and language-learning objectives. 

Historically, the language education policy and practice across Africa has been in distress 

until recently whereby a series of studies have been developed to offer valuable new 

insights that assist policymakers and implementation officials (Brock-Utne et al., 2005). 

Imperatively, the medium of instruction in primary education, as outlined in the 

language education policy chiefly determines whether there is optimized access to the 

content of the curriculum or whether it prevents both access and equity to learners 

(Hornberger, 2008). 

 A majority of the African governments perceive that their countries have more 

complex and diverse language education issues when contrasted to others. However, 

each society is rich linguistically, and the cultural diversity is often ignored or even 

denied by its education system (Benson, 2012). Nevertheless, each country must find 

specific solutions to their challenges despite the possibility to learn from countries that 

appear to have similar challenges, since all societies have varying circumstances. 

 Considering the case of three East Africa countries Kenya with 42 languages, 

Uganda 32, and Tanzania with more than 100 languages. Sahle (2015) outlines how the 

linguistic diversity poses a challenge to formal education. The colonial era introduced 

formal education but has so far been challenged by the medium of instruction in schools 

regarding the numerous local dialects. As such, many debates have risen over this issue, 

such as the education language policy examination debates in the aforementioned 

countries with considerations to the globalization context, as Sahle (2015) argues. Being 

neighbors, these three countries share a similar history, including being colonized by the 

British. However, Tanzania was colonized by the Germans for a short period, before the 

British took over. 

 Sibomana (2010) posits that English language as a MOI in Rwanda is still far from 

satisfactory. He cites Kagire (2008) who argues that the English proficiency of teachers 

and many educated people in Rwanda remains questionable. Resultantly, the English 

language is barely used in Rwandan’s everyday communication. Bennell and 

Akyeampong (2007) on the other hand argue that typical rural Rwandan teachers and 
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learners still use English exclusively for the classroom. They solely use Kinyarwanda at 

home, in the streets and with friends. 

 There are hardly any TV programs, street signs, newspapers and even dialogues 

held in English in the rural setting. Factors such as poverty levels, inadequate learning 

and teaching resources, teacher, learner and parental attitudes, environment and most 

importantly, lack of English proficiency teachers has made it impossible to comply with 

the policy change and curriculum implementation fully. Pearson (2014) notes that 

teachers tasked with teaching in English are untrained and unqualified and more often 

than not only have some years of secondary education, mostly up to school certificate 

level.  

 Lastly, conversational skill in a second language does not equate to the academic 

literacy which is more important but takes much longer to develop. Without serious 

infrastructure, teacher training, educational materials, supervision and teacher support 

by head teachers and other education officers, schools fall short of the requirements to 

add English as a MOI. As such, the quality of education relies on; teachers’ qualifications, 

teaching styles, availability of learning resources, teachers’ motivation, planning, 

management, and administration, at any educational level (Samuelson, 2012). 

 While several aspects contribute to the varied challenges in implementing the MOI 

Policy, few researchers in Rwanda have tried to investigate this problem. As such, it is 

imperative that these challenges in addition to those which have not been mentioned be 

addressed and subsequently overcome to achieve a successful instructional language 

move in Rwanda’s schools. Therefore, the research steered towards assessing the use of 

English language as a medium of instruction and curriculum implementation in rural 

primary schools in Muhanga district. 

 

2. Literature Review 

 

2.1 Teacher Competence in Use of English as a Medium of Instruction 

In the teaching profession, new teachers and head teachers are subjected to many years 

of experience that are imperative for gaining the skills needed for effectively performing 

their roles. The complexity of teaching is so great that even experienced teachers are 

confronted with great challenges each year including changed laws and procedures, new 

instructional methods, changes in subject content, advanced technology and students’ 

learning needs, posits Mizell (2010) who is cited by Harerimana (2013). As such, 

Harerimana (2013) continues to evidence that educators with limited professional 

development opportunities are less likely to better their skills. 

 Similarly, Lynd (2010) conducted a survey in 2009 under the British Council to 

which he identified teachers as the weakest chain link in the language implementation 

policy in Rwanda. Deducing from the outcomes, teachers, therefore, hinder the general 

progress of the quality of education in the country. Moreover, this survey indicates that 

many Rwandan teachers lack intermediate level of English proficiency since 85% of the 

primary school teachers had only beginner or elementary proficiency. From this, it is 
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evident that these same teachers who lack the competency of using the language are 

responsible for teaching with this MOI. 

 Additionally, many teachers are seen to having insufficient classroom experience. 

A survey by MINEDUC (Republic of Rwanda, MINEDUC, 2009) evidenced that a 

shocking 40% of teachers from both primary and secondary schools had less than 5 years 

of teaching experience. Imperatively, it is these same teachers who are directly tasked 

with facilitating the teaching and learning process, evidencing how their quality, 

measured by task qualification and dedication, is directly proportional to the academic 

performance of learners. Therefore, it is vital to understand that most elements of 

classroom learning involve the teacher, and as such, they must be competent in their 

duties. 

 Teachers are the main drivers of curriculum implementation where they are to use 

English as a MOI and therefore need to have the language competence. This measure of 

competence in language involves two major categories: 1. Grammar/system division and 

2. Conceptual division. According to Thomas (1987), there are possibly four components 

of pedagogic competence which are (1) Management, which includes classroom 

management skills. (2) Teaching pedagogic skills involved in using various languages 

with learners. (3) Preparation; skills involved in preparing for teaching and (4) 

Assessment; teachers’ ability to assess their performance of the various skills mentioned. 

It is therefore important that a teacher using English, as a MOI, depicts the most effective 

skills in the use of English language. One can only ascertain the disadvantaging of the 

young learners, as it is known to all that the most challenging age of learning the language 

is between 04-05 years (Pearson, 2012). 

 There is a simple logic that, if all the teachers who the learners interact with are 

fluent in English language, then the learners easily grasp the language.  On the contrary, 

if a non-English teacher teaches and communicates in mother tongue (as most teachers 

in rural areas in Rwanda do), lessons taught in English proved ineffective. Therefore, the 

role of the teachers becomes critical in the whole learning process especially in the rural 

regions (Samuelson, 2012). This compulsory subject and its requirement to study through 

it, however, do not strongly motivate the teachers and learners in rural primary schools 

of Rwanda (Rosendal, 2009). 

 

2.2 Teaching Styles in Use of English as a Medium of Instruction 

Benson (2012) posits that the effect of instructing in English Language as the MOI can be 

unfavorable for teachers since they are required to have varying methods and strategies 

while executing the curriculum. Otaala (2001) argues that these methods and strategies 

should consequently be assessed across different aspects such as learning and teaching 

activities, the role of instructional materials and procedures. However, teachers in rural 

Primary schools in Rwanda have limited proficiency in using the MOI when instructing. 

Consequently, they fail at varying their word choice or phrasing, or effect teaching 

methods other than didactic strategies and rote learning. These teachers also applied 

teaching strategies which included code-switching. 
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 Rote learning which Mayer (2002) explains as a form of memorization, where the 

learner can only remember the concept but can hardly apply it in any situation or for 

problem solving skills. Moreover, teachers also utilize “safe talk” to engage with learners 

whereby they ask simple yes/no questions and resultantly feed them with answers. This 

scenario provides limited participatory engagement with learners as it hinders the 

facilitation of improvised learning where teachers have to creatively step away from the 

script. This is attributed to the fact that the learners lack the language proficiency to 

engage in such lessons as suggested by Benson (2012) who deduces from Hornberger. 

Ellis (2001) describes interference as a transfer which he explains as “influence that the 

learner’s L1 exerts over the acquisition of an L2”. His argument is based on the reasoning that 

a learner’s perception of what is transferable in L2 learning is governed by the learner. 

 In the context under study, use of English language as a MOI and curriculum 

implementation, the MT, which is Kinyarwanda, is limited to the teaching and learning 

process. Therefore, Cummings (1964) deduces that language known and encountered in 

life by a child is the MT. Consequently, elementary schooling in a foreign language 

epitomizes a grave exit from the essential learning concept that best and effective 

situation is where learners come from known-unknown. As such, it is the MT, 

Kinyarwanda in this case, which can acquaint the learners with the concept of abstracts 

owing to its link to their environment and familiarities. Conclusively, Cumming (2000) 

argues that mother tongue interference impedes the advancement in speaking, reading, 

and writing since the patterns of MT hardly match with those of the target language. 

 

3. Material and Methods 

 

The researcher applied the inter language theory, supported by the Discrepancy theory. 

This research applied a descriptive survey research design whereby twenty-one primary 

schools were randomly selected. The target population comprised of 3,269 persons.  A 

sample size of 1470 was estimated using the Krejcie & Morgan (1970) sampling tables. 

The study randomly selected learners from Primary 4 to Primary 6, teachers and head 

teachers from 21 schools. A pilot study was conducted in 3 target school with similar 

characteristics for validity and reliability purposes. The researcher used questionnaires, 

interviews, and observation to collect primary data. Data was cleaned, coded, and 

analyzed using statistical package for social sciences (SPSS) version 20. 

 

4. Results and Discussion 

 

4.1 Language Used by Subject Teachers during their Lessons 

These results show that out of 189 teachers observed that English medium of instruction 

was widely used by teachers in the school environment, this argument was clearly 

substantiated by distribution of their means as illustrated in Table 1.  
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Table 1: Language Used by Subject Teachers during their Lessons 

Statements  Kinyarwanda 

(5) 

English  

(4) 

Kiswahili  

(3) 

Others 

(2) 
Mean 

What language does your  

teacher use when teaching 

English lesson? 

Freq. 107 767 15 21 

4.92 
(%) 11.8 84.3 1.6 2.3 

What language do the other 

subject teachers use while 

teaching? 

Freq. 204 689 17 0 

4.89 
(%) 22.4 75.7 1.9 0 

What language do you use  

when outside the class? 

Freq. 513 208 80 109 
3.86 

(%) 56.4 22.9 8.9 12 

What language is used to  

write exam questions? 

Freq. 0 910 0 0 
4.97 

(%) 0 100 0 0 

Std dev  .450 .512 .372 .414  

 

The choice of English as language used to write exams was ranked first with a mean of 

4.97, Teaching English lesson using MOI was ranked second with a mean of 4.92. MOI 

being used by other subject teachers was rank third with a mean of 4.89. However, the 

use of English out of class was ranked last with a mean of 3.86. From the table, the 

closeness of deviation from the mean reveals that even though English medium of 

instruction is largely embraced, the use of other languages interchangeably with MOI 

during their lessons is significantly felt.  Kinyarwanda had a standard deviation of .450, 

English had .512, and Kiswahili had .372 while other local languages had a deviation of 

.414. For primary 4-6 classes, the observation also shows that most of the teachers used 

the MOI, and code mixing/switching, which is also a deviation from the Rwanda’s 

language of instruction policy for primary 4 and upper classes. It is also evident from the 

data that the pattern of the MOI used cuts across the various subjects taught in the schools 

involved in this study.   

 

4.2 View of English as Medium of Instruction by Teachers while Teaching 

The study intended to obtain information on perception and attitude of educators and 

learners towards the use of MOI in teaching all other subject including English lessons. 

To identify their perceptions and attitude in consideration of the importance of the 

feelings listed, a likert-scale type of question was used for answering where 5 represents 

Strongly Agree, 4 represents Agree, 3 Represents Neutral, 2 represents Disagree and 1 

represents Strongly Disagree. Hence, the mean and standard deviation were used in 

measuring this variable. The variables measured here was, If MOI was boring, 

interesting, alright, very interesting or very boring. This is illustrated in Table 2. 
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Table 2: View of English as Medium of Instruction by Teachers 

Statements  Strongly 

agree (5) 

Agree 

(4) 

Neutral 

(3) 

Disagree 

(2) 

Strongly 

disagree (1) 
Mean 

Std. 

Dev. 

Is the use of 

English as MOI 

boring? 

Freq. 123 177 412 0 0 

3.81 .719 Perc. 

(%) 
13.5 19.6 45.3 0 0 

Is the use of 

English as MOI 

interesting? 

Freq. 107 114 421 0 0 

3.19 .781 Perc. 

(%) 
16.7 17.8 65.5 0 0 

Is the use of 

English as MOI 

alright? 

Freq. 207 481 15 0 0 

3.06 .794 Perc. 

(%) 
29.5 68.4 2.1 0 0 

Is the use of 

English as MOI 

very boring? 

Freq. 97 91 487 0 0 

2.98 .802 Perc. 

(%) 
14.3 13.5 72.2 0 0 

Is the use of 

English as MOI 

very interesting? 

Freq. 113 117 431 0 0 

3.04 .796 Perc. 

(%) 
23.4 63.4 12.2 0 0 

The English 

language is for 

people in Towns 

Freq. 115 127 401 0 0 2.04 .896 

Perc. 

(%) 
23.9 63.1 12.2 0 0   

 

The results in Table 2 revealed that out of the 61.9 % of the respondents who claimed to 

be aware of MOI and its application in learning institutions of Muhanga district 

considering reference from section 4.3  the use of English as medium of instruction was 

given a varied perception and attitude with the MOI being  boring” was ranked first 

(3.81), “the MOI being interesting” was ranked second (3.19),  However “The English 

medium of instruction being alright” was ranked third (3.06), and on the contrary “ the 

MOI being very interesting or being very boring were ranked  fourth and fifth with  

means of (3.04) and (2.98) respectively. Thus, with regard to the findings, as much as the 

English medium of instruction is much acknowledged and perceived as MOI it is still 

facing challenges of acceptance and positive attitude from mainly learner and a minority 

of teachers. 

 The respondents were asked to provide their opinion on teachers’ competences in 

relation to the use of English as MOI. The findings are illustrated in Table 3. 
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Table 3: The Effect of Teachers’ Competency  

and Curriculum Implementation in Primary Schools 

Statements  Strongly 

agree (5) 

Agree 

(4) 

Neutral 

(3) 

Disagree 

(2) 

Strongly 

disagree (1) 
Mean 

Std. 

Dev. 

Do you mix English 

and mother tongue 

quite often when 

teaching your subject 

lesson? 

Freq. 17 85 13 0 0 

5.68 .416 Perc. 

(%) 
14.8 73.9 11.3 0 0 

Do you use 

Kinyarwanda when 

interacting with 

colleagues during tea 

and lunch breaks? 

Freq. 17 94 4 0 0 

3.75 .414 Perc. 

(%) 
14.8 81.7 3.5 0 0 

Do you use French 

when interacting 

with colleagues 

during tea and lunch 

breaks? 

Freq. 17 97 1 0 0 

4.87 .372 Perc. 

(%) 
14.8 

84.3 

 

 

0.9 0 0 

Do you use English 

when interacting 

with colleagues 

during tea and lunch 

breaks? 

Freq. 17 91 7 0 0 

5.57 .427 Perc. 

(%) 
14.8 79.1 6.1  0 

Do you use Kiswahili 

when interacting 

with colleagues 

during tea and lunch 

breaks? 

Freq. 210 590 110 13 0 

3.13 .364 Perc. 

(%) 
23.1 64.8 12.1 1.4 0 

Is the subject content 

in the books easily 

delivered in the 

lesson? 

Freq. 213 590 110 0 0 

3.93 .364 Perc. 

(%) 
23.4 63.4 12.1 0 0 

 

The revelation from results in Table 8 ranked the aspects of teachers’ competences as 

follows; mixture of English and mother tongue while teaching was ranked first with 

mean of (5.68) and a deviation of (.416) from the central tendency. The use of English 

language while interacting with colleagues was ranked second (5.57) and a deviation of 

(.427) from the true mean, the use of French, Kinyarwanda and Kiswahili while 

interacting with colleagues were ranked third, fourth and fifth respectively with means 

of (4.87), (3.75) and (3.98). “The ease of delivering the subject content from the textbook” 

was rank sixth with (3.13). Thus, justifying the reasons why teachers use multiple 

languages interchangeably with the MOI to ensure that content if delivered with 

intended meaning to the pupils during the lesson and to others while interacting with 

fellow colleagues.  

 The results were triangulated with the interview results from the head teachers. 

One of the head teachers had this to say, “Use of English language is important and dominate 
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in instructional process”. However, another stated, “The use of other languages like using 

mother tongue is used to improve the understanding of concepts in English. For instance, 

explanations that demonstrate a certain English vocabulary word is common in the instructional 

process”. Corroborated with observation schedule results, the chalk boards contained 

some English words elaborated and explained in mother tongue. 

 

4.3 Teaching Styles used by Teachers in Relation to the Use of English as Medium of 

Instruction 

The respondents were asked to provide information on the teaching styles they used in 

relation to the use of English as medium of instruction; the findings are illustrated in 

Table 4. 

 
Table 4: Teaching Styles used by Teachers  

in Relation to the Use of English as Medium of Instruction 

Statements  Strongly 

agree (5) 

Agree 

(4) 

Neutral 

(3) 

Disagree 

(2) 

Strongly 

Disagree (1) 
Mean 

Std. 

Dev. 

Do you use Rote 

Learning as method 

of teaching your 

subject lesson? 

Freq. 178 20 12 0 0 

5.88 .333 Perc. 

(%) 
84.8 9.5 5.7 0 0 

Do you use code 

switching as method 

of teaching your 

subject lesson? 

Freq. 101 94 15 0 0 

5.41 .803 Perc. 

(%) 
48.1 44.8 7.1 0 0 

Do you use code 

mixing as a method 

of teaching your 

subject lesson? 

Freq. 17 92 60 41 0 

5.95 .263 Perc. 

(%) 
8.1 

43.8 

 
28.6 19.5 0 

Does English subject 

in your class 

perform more 

exemplary as 

compared to other 

subjects? 

Freq. 13 20 30 147 0 

5.71 .503 Perc. 

(%) 
6.2 9.5 14.3 70 0 

 

From the findings in Table 4, the method of code mixing, was ranked first with mean of 

(5.95) followed by the use of rote learning (5.88), as the main teaching styles applied by 

majority of teachers in rural public primary schools in Muhanga district, Rwanda. 

However, code switching was ranked fourth with a mean of (5.41) and the English 

performance in comparison to other subjects was ranked third with mean (5.71) the 

deviation of the mean showed that code mixing, and rote learning contributes 

significantly to exemplary performance of English subject as compared to other subjects 

taught in primary schools in Rwanda. Their deviations were (.263) and (.333). The study 

findings depict Mayer’s (2002) explanation of rote learning as a form of memorization, 

where the learner can only remember the concept but can hardly apply it in any situation 
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or for problem solving skills. This could be implication for the challenges facing the use 

of English as a language a MOI.  

 The findings are triangulated with the interview with the head teachers. One of 

the head teachers had this to say, “While there are spelt out styles of delivery in various subjects 

in the schools, the teachers are at liberty to make choice of what they preferred”. This implies that 

the intent to integrate ICT in teaching English is more effective if focused on teachers 

rather than the school management. The teacher choice of particular method of delivery 

means that they can easily be wooed into the use of ICT in teaching English. Another 

interviewee noted that the concern of integrating ICT in teaching English requires more 

attention to ease of use of the equipment among the teachers. Ensuring that the use of 

ICT in teaching English is easily adopted makes it a positive bias for teachers to adopt 

the various teaching styles. 

 

4.4 Likelihood of Use of Various Instructional Styles Related to Teaching English 

In another perspective, the subject teachers were asked to indicate the likelihood of use 

of various instructional styles related to teaching English in their class. The questionnaire 

item was measured Likert-scale using 1 – extremely unlikely, 2 – unlikely, 3 – neutral, 4 

– likely and 5 – extremely likely. The collected data was analyzed and presented using 

Table 5. 

 
Table 1: Likelihood of Use of Various Instructional Styles Related to Teaching English 

 Extremely unlikely Unlikely Neutral Likely Extremely likely 

Participation in  

the Learning Process 
9(7%) 30(25%) 23(19%) 24(20%) 31(26%) 

Relating to Experience 14(12%) 36(30%) 34(29%) 17(14%) 16(13%) 

Create Learning Climate 24(20%) 40(34%) 23(19%) 11(9%) 19(16%) 

Learner-Centered Activities 11(9%) 40(34%) 32(27%) 27(23%) 7(6%) 

Personalizing Instruction 13(11%) 34(29%) 21(18%) 20(17%) 29(25%) 

 

Table 5 shows that the likelihood of use of various instructional styles relates to teaching 

English as MOI varied from the extremely unlikely to extremely likely. The extremely 

likely was the Participation in the Learning Process at 31(26%) followed by personalizing 

instruction at 29(25%). The most unlikely style to be used was create learning climate at 

24(20%). The study findings have implications on the use of English as a MOI in the 

schools as various styles call different preference for teachers. The study findings are in 

line with Otaala’s (2001) who posits that these methods and strategies should 

consequently be assessed across different aspects such as learning and teaching activities, 

the role of instructional materials and procedures.  

 Triangulation of the quantitative results with the interview results shows that the 

participation in learning process is the most significant pointers to adoption of ICT in 

teaching English. One of the headteachers had this to say, “ICT use in teaching English may 

have a variety of areas of application, However, the use of ICT and other instructional material to 

ensure improved participation in learning of the students is very critical”. The emphasis is also 
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noted in a number of studies which focus on making the learning environment interesting 

for learners. This helps in attracting their attention and hence improved participation. 

 

5. Recommendations 

 

The study recommends that the language of instruction, including local or indigenous 

languages and the English language, should be implemented in accordance with the 

provision in the National Education Policy in Rwanda. The effective implementation of 

English as the MOI in this regard is the responsibility of the Rwandan government, local 

stakeholders, and other international communities so that standards can be established 

and maintained. Any program for the effective implementation of MOI should give 

adequate attention to training and retraining of teachers, policy makers and primary 

school administrators / proprietors. Another recommendation is that both teachers and 

pupils should be exposed to appropriate and adequate instructional materials for using 

MOI, particularly in primary 4-6 classes. Teachers should be professionally trained on 

how to cope with English being the MOI as well as being proficient in the language. 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

The study concludes that the use of English as MOI has enhanced the curriculum 

implementation in rural primary schools of Muhanga district in the republic of Rwanda 

and is regularly applied in order to enhance academic performance. On teachers’ 

competency,  quality pre-service training and in-service training coupled with periodic 

review of qualification thresholds ensures that teachers are kept updated and in return 

enhances quality service delivery ,and lastly in consideration of the teaching styles, the 

research findings concluded that proper use and management  of rote learning, code 

switching and mixing of MOI and other languages coupled with “broken English” and 

mispronunciation  will enhances proper use of MOI in curriculum implementation. 
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