
Migrant workers on a construction site in Johannesburg

•

People migrate for many reasons - from
the non-essential, including escaping the
weather or joining family, to the life-
critical, forced to move country because
of political upheaval or civil unrest. 

Poverty and lack of economic advantage
are often drivers for migration, to go
where the work is, or to find better rates
of pay or a higher standard of living.
Such economic migrants, are sometimes
looked down upon and viewed in a
negative, even parasitic light. But the
truth is that economic migrants are often
highly-skilled individuals without whom
an economy could not survive.

Migrants to South Africa

South Africa's rich natural resources of
diamonds, gold, platinum, chromium,
nickel and coal, as well as its
manufacturing industries and strong
economy, have drawn migrant workers to
the country for centuries, so it is likely that
many South African companies will
employ at least some foreign nationals.   

According to 2012 data1, working
migrants to South Africa largely originate
from other parts of Africa, especially
Zimbabwe, but also Congo, Nigeria and
Cameroon; also from Europe, chiefly
UK, Germany, Netherlands, Belgium and
France, as well as China, India and
Pakistan. 

Morally at least, migrant workers are
owed the same duty of care that native
South African workers are owed. This
extends to protecting their health and
safety by making sure they are made
aware of workplace risks and trained in
the use of the relevant equipment and
procedures to help manage those risks.  

Different languages 

English is at least one of the official
languages in many sub-Saharan African
countries including South Africa, which
itself has 11 official languages, all

positively encouraged by the South
African constitution, which does not
favour one language over another. Add
to this the hundreds of regional African
languages and dialects and there is a lot
of diversity of language to deal with when
teaching migrants.  

The misconception is common that as a
foreigner if you speak one of the official
languages of a multi-lingual country,
everyone will be able to understand you
and communicate with you. This view is
especially widely held of English, where
English-speaking people often wrongly
assume that it is the primary language
spoken everywhere.

Although In South Africa English is taught

in schools and is the common language
of business, that does not necessarily
mean everyone speaks or understands it.
On top of this, English does not
necessarily mean standard English, since
South African English is considered a
unique dialect.  

Communication is key

Communication, especially of technical
concepts, can become an issue for
foreign migrants entering South Africa
even if they speak standard English as a
first or second language. And if their
grasp of the language is only
rudimentary, then the problems are
compounded.    
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•

Communication involves far more than
merely speaking the same language. We
all interpret words and gestures through
our cultural mindset and context;
understanding is interpreted through the
filters of shared national attitudes, values,
identity, culture and experiences, which
make communication deeper and easier.  

And even if you are being taught in your
native language, misunderstandings still
happen – not everyone gets a joke, for
example – but they are usually easily
corrected. The teacher can approach the
problem in many ways, using the full
richness of your native tongue.  

But for migrant workers, the
communication language, say English or
Afrikaans, may be their second or third
language. As well as unique local dialect
words and phrases, there are also few
shared cultural references, which could
make communication easier.

Approaches to training

The options that a teacher might try
depend very much on the level of
language fluency in the group. Sufficient
time must be allowed for effective
training.

Options may include:

• Providing training in the native
language of the migrant group, if such
trainers are available and costs not
too prohibitive.  

• Hiring an interpreter, although
teaching like this can be extremely
hard work and costly.  

• A buddy system – this will help a
colleague explain a concept to their
buddy in their native language.

• Making supplementary written or
graphical information available in
different languages - including that on
health and safety.

• Ensuring at least a minimum standard
of language capability for training
attendees using standard tests, such as
the International English Language
Testing System (IELTS).

• Checking students have understood at
every stage and are fully engaged in
lessons.

• Learning a little about the migrants’
culture, so that appropriate examples
can be used to make a point in a
more effective way.

For those migrants who are not as
proficient, there may be an
embarrassment factor to consider. A
person who may be intelligent and
extremely confident when speaking their
native language may appear shy,
uninterested or uninvolved in lessons
conducted in a second language.
Teachers must be alert to this and not
assume, by a lack of questions, that
everything is understood.  

Language classes

When it comes down to it, a goal of
migrants who intend to work in South
Africa for long periods must surely be to
learn a relevant language(s). So it may
be a good idea to provide, or at least
encourage people to attend, language
classes in the first instance to help
improve the proficiency of those who
have only a rudimentary grasp of the
language.  

This is obviously not a quick fix, but a
long term investment.
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