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Foreword

Multilingualism is simply a matter-of-fact in many nation-states.
Multilingual societies require multilingual education if they

are to provide accessible, quality and equitable education for

all. Despite this need, the 2016 Global Education Monitoring
Report indicated that up to 40% of learners across the globe
lacked access to education in a language they could comprehend
or articulate. The need for multilingual learning is supported

by research across various disciplines, demonstrating the
cognitive benefits of acquiring literacy in a first language before
learning a second language and the value of respecting the

knowledge systems, culture and identities of minoritised peoples.

Nevertheless, providing effective multilingual education is far
from straightforward. NS/ 11: Multilingualism and Language
Transition: Innovations and Possibilities addresses the major
challenges and opportunities inherent in implementing
multilingual education in ways that respect learners’ rights to
education (UDHR §26; ICESCR, §13, 14; CRC § 28, 29), cultural
expression (UDHR §27; ICESCR, §15) and livelihoods (UN 1948,
UDHR §23; ICESCR, §6).

The guest editors of this NORRAG Special Issue have curated a
selection of 24 articles from 58 contributors across four continents
that explore the multifaceted challenges and opportunities

of multilingual education in 21 diverse contexts, the majority

of which are characterised by histories of colonial oppression
that involved marginalising and minoritising autochthonous
languages. The authors analyse how the effects of these colonial
pasts persist in contemporary classrooms around the world

and how they affect the learning opportunities of millions. They
examine the impact of language policies on learning outcomes,
inclusion of minorities, cultural rights, sustainability, life chances
and livelihoods. The authors highlight the benefits of mother-
tongue-based instruction—particularly in combination with
other languages—while addressing the complexities involved

in the politics, policy and practice of implementing multilingual
education. The articles in this issue address the challenges
involved in language transition, such as those involved in the shift
in the language of instruction from a learner’s first language to
their second, and propose strategies to mitigate these challenges.
Several case studies in this Special Issue illustrate successful
ways of implementing multilingual education, emphasising the
importance of culturally respectful pedagogy, translanguaging (or
moving fluently between different languages) and appropriate
paper-based or digital teaching materials.

Chanwoong Baek

NORRAG Academic Director

Assistant Professor

UNESCO Co-Chair in Comparative Education Policy
Geneva Graduate Institute

The authors underline the need for pre- and in-service training
for teachers to develop both the technical skills and normative
orientations necessary for developing effective and inclusive
curricula, pedagogies and assessments that support learning
progress across all subjects and in all languages relevant to their
students. Nevertheless, effective multilingual education cannot
be achieved in the absence of sufficient resources. The authors
advocate for policies and practices that recognise multilingualism
as a lived reality in the Global South and North and also as an asset
that must be promoted if equitable access to quality education is
to be provided and to foster inclusion and social justice.

Overall, this collection of articles constitutes a valuable resource
for researchers, policymakers and practitioners looking to fulfil
the transformative potential of multilingual education. Part 1
explores the relationship between language practices in schools
and the communities they serve, examining how multilingual
education can create inclusive spaces. Part 2 focuses on first-
language (or mother tongue)-based multilingual education
programming in primary schools and emphasises literacy in
children’s first languages as a crucial starting point for a gradual
transition for their learning of—or in—a second language. Part

3 unpacks the theories and practices of language transition

in education systems in which the main language of learning
and teaching is not the learner’s first language and explores
pedagogical innovations designed to support multilingual
learners. Part 4 investigates multilingualism’s potential to
enhance inclusion in higher education and teacher professional
learning, thereby contributing to more equitable societies.

Part 5 examines the links between multilingual education
policy, planning and curriculum implementation, discussing
the systemic nature of multilingual education. By addressing
both the theoretical and practical challenges of multilingual
education, this volume contributes to the growing body of
literature on how to create more just and equitable education
systems for all learners.

We thank the editors, contributors and reviewers of this NORRAG
Special Issue. Most of all, we thank you, the reader, for your
interest and action in this critical topic.

Moira V. Faul

NORRAG Executive Director
Senior Lecturer

Geneva Graduate Institute
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Introduction

Multilingualism is a central feature of diverse, mobile, and
changing societies. Multilingual education (MLE) leverages
multilingualism for classroom learning. It makes learning
more inclusive, can improve school-community relations,
and contributes to social cohesion. For these reasons and
more, if formal education institutions are to help achieve
SDG4, they must embrace the languages that learners are
speaking outside their gates.

Global influencers and agencies are recognizing the value

of multi-language learning in basic education (World Bank,
2019), especially for learning to read and write. Promising
examples of MLE pedagogy and curricula are proliferating,
as are theoretical insights into multi-language learning. This
NORRAG Special Issue brings together theoretical debate on
language in education, examples of innovative MLE programs
and practices, and critical analysis of MLE policies and

their implementation. All the contributions move beyond
arguments defending MLE to address questions around

how to design and implement MLE in ways that strengthen
inclusivity and contribute to sustainable development and
reparative futures.

Understandings of Multilingualism and MLE
For learners around the globe, multilingualism can be an
enormous asset for learning. Multilingual practices can
be found in all phases of education, from pre-school up
to vocational and higher education, as the contributions

to this Special Issue demonstrate. However, MLE can be
understood in very different ways depending on one’s
underlying assumptions about language and multilingualism.
Specifically, monoglossic and transglossic understandings of
language and multilingualism have different implications for
MLE (Garcia, 2009).

The monoglossic perspective views languages in terms of
standardized systems of vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation,
and orthography, each associated with one or more
communities of speakers. This perspective sees languages

as “naturally” distinct, with clear boundaries between them.
In this perspective, monolingualism is the assumed norm;
multilingualism is seen as an aberration, rather than a readily
available resource for learning. Distinct languages should

be kept separate in the education context. This perspective
underpins transition MLE systems, where transition from a L1
to a less familiar L2 is subtractive, with learners “exiting” one
language and “entering” another. The transition year, the first
year of schooling in which L2 displaces L1, can be particularly
challenging for teachers and learners.

Transglossic or functional perspectives on language

are supported by psycho-linguistic research, which
demonstrates that language is infused with affective and
cognitive resources in the brain as part of a single, dynamic,
and integrated system (Cook, 2012; Herdina & Jessner,
2002). Learners’ familiar languages are seen as resources
for learning additional languages and gaining subject
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Box 1: A Few Notes on Terminology
Afew key terms related to language and learning are found
throughout this NORRAG Special Issue (NSI):

« The terms familiar language, home language, first
language, mother tongue/language, and L1 refer to
the language that learners have learned outside of the
school environment, including in the home context, and
that they use regularly in those contexts.

« The terms second language and L2 refer to a language
that has been learned outside of the home context of
the learner; this language is often the primary language
of learning and teaching in school.

« Theterms language of teaching and learning (LOLT),
language of instruction (Lol), and medium of instruction
(Mol) all refer to the choice of language made for
learning, teaching, and assessment.

« Globally dominant languages are the standard forms
of major languages that are used widely across many
countries as LOLT. These include the languages of former
and current colonizing powers.

» Nationally dominant languages or national languages
refer in this NSI to officially designated languages that
are mandated as a LOLT in formal education.

« Non-dominant or minoritized languages are locally
spoken languages that have little or no legal recognition
in a nation state and are not typically permitted as LOLT
in formal education.

+ The terms multilingual education and MLE refer to
education systems where the formal curriculum
includes more than one language of instruction:
typically, the official language of the nation as well as a
regional or local language.

+ Inthe typology of MLE:

° Transition MLE refers to the initial use of a home
language of the learner as LOLT, with a transition
to a regional or official LOLT. When this takes place
before or in grade 4, it is called early-exit; when it
takes place closer to the end of primary school, it is
termed late-exit. Transition MLE is a subtractive form
of MLE, because at some point in the curriculum it
removes the L1 and substitutes the L2 as LOLT.

° Maintenance MLE or L1-based MLE refer to the
use of the learner’s home language as LOLT
throughout primary school, with the addition of an
official language of instruction in the later years.
Maintenance MLE is an additive form of MLE, as it
adds the L2 to the existing L1 medium of instruction.

+ In many Bantu languages, a prefix is used to indicate
‘language’. For example, the ‘Ki-’ prefix in Kiswahili and
Kinyarwanda, ‘Chi-’ in Chibemba or ‘Lu-’ in Luganda.
Different articles in this NSI follow different conventions
when translating the names of Bantu languages into
English. With respect to Kiswahili language, most
articles, although not all, follow UNESCO (2021) in
naming it Kiswahili.

competences, and language transition is seen as additive
and flexible as learners’ multilingual repertoires expand. This
perspective underpins maintenance MLE systems, where the
use of L1 is continued after an L2 has been introduced for
learning and teaching.

Multilingualism as an Asset for Learning
Multilingual Learning

The notion of multilingual learning aligns with the
transglossic perspective. The recognition and leveraging

of children’s language fluencies for learning removes the
either/or choice between learners’ familiar languages and a
nationally or internationally dominant language. It provides
the rationale for moving education policy and practice
beyond discrete “linguistic boxes” (Makalela, 2015) to enable
learners to develop language skills for an expanding range of
social, educational, and professional contexts.

Multilingual learning is supported by research from across
the disciplines of cognitive psychology (e.g., Herdina &
Jessner, 2022), sociolinguistics, and education (e.g., Garcia

& Wei, 2015). Meta-analyses of research evidence show that
it is easier for children to acquire foundational literacy in

an L2 if they have first achieved literacy in an L1 (Collier &
Thomas, 2017; May, 2017). The same research also shows
that the principle of cross-linguistic transfer also applies to
advanced literacy practices, such as those associated with
specific subject disciplines. This means that the continued
use of L1 after the introduction of a nationally or globally
dominant LOLT into secondary education and even post-basic
education can strengthen learning of both languages and of
non-language subjects. Learners’ developing multilingualism
is an asset for learning across the curriculum and across
educational phases.




Translanguaging as a Multilingual Learning Resource
Translanguaging refers to “the deployment of a speaker’s full
linguistic repertoire without regard for watchful adherence to
the socially and politically defined boundaries of named (and
usually national and state) languages” (Otheguy et al., 2015,
p. 281). This use of multiple languages simultaneously is

heard on streets and homes across much of the Global South.

As a pedagogy, translanguaging involves the intentional and
strategic use of total linguistic resources of bi-/multilingual
students in the classroom (Garcia & Wei, 2014). Pedagogical
translanguaging is distinguished from code switching, a term
used by some education researchers to describe teachers’
classroom talk that alternates between learners’ L1 and L2 in
an unplanned way (Clegg & Afitska, 2011).

Translanguaging transgresses the boundaries between
named languages and allows both teachers and learners

to utilize their total repertoires in learning both language
and contents in multilingual classrooms (Heugh, 2015).
Translanguaging creates an inclusive classroom space
where students from all language backgrounds can make
their languages and language practices visible without
being judged. In facilitating students’ use of diverse home
or community language practices for learning purposes,
teachers can create an environment of co-learning (Wei,
2024). Such an environment nullifies the question of which
and whose languages should be used in the classroom and
mitigates the prioritization of some languages over others.
Phyak (2023) reports that translanguaging practices support
Indigenous Nepalese learners to feel a sense of belonging

in school. Heugh (2015) also observes that in South African
schools, translanguaging pedagogy promotes inclusion by
bridging the gap between home and school epistemologies.

The Realities of Education in Multilingual
Environments

Multilingual Education and Global Education Practice
International organizations are increasingly supporting MLE
programs that are focused on reading and writing in the
early years. As the discourse of foundational learning has
gained prominence (see NSI#09 on Foundational Learning),
uptake of L1-based MLE programming has extended to
accelerated learning programs for children who, for various
reasons, have not achieved foundational literacy by the time
they are old enough for upper primary or secondary school.
These trends are emerging in a context where education
outcomes, particularly in the Global South, are declining.

A 2020 UNICEF report, Addressing the learning crisis,
observes that “[a]lthough more children than ever before are
enrolled in school, for too many, schooling does not equal
learning” (p. 2); the report notes that in 2016, an estimated
600+ million children and adolescents were failing to reach
minimum proficiency levels in reading and mathematics. The
Sustainable Development Goal for education (SDG4) was set

to address this crisis in learning by 2030. However, according
to the 2023 SDG4 Scorecard Progress Report, “only a minority
of countries were making enough progress prior to the onset
of COVID-19 to achieve their set targets” (p. 32), with less
than 50% of countries likely to achieve SDG4 benchmarks by
2025. The COVID-19 pandemic presented a huge additional
obstruction to global progress in education.

In response, a coalition of international education and
development agencies initiated an effort to end “learning
poverty” (World Bank, 2019) by increasing the proportion of
children who are able to read a sentence with understanding.
However, this definition of learning poverty begs the question
of language, since reading with understanding assumes fluency
in the language of the text and the classroom. Researchers are
clear that using the learners’ first or home language (L1) as
language of instruction across the curriculum results in better
learning outcomes. In a study of effective learning in Africa,
Schroeder et al. (2021) examined more than 50 MLE programs;
of the handful of programs that were producing the desired
learning outcomes, all featured the use of the pupils’ L1 as

the LOLT across the curriculum and throughout the primary
grades. Such research findings are leading global influencers
and resourcing institutions, including the World Bank,! to
advocate for multilingual learning.

Even so, it is too easy to implement L1-medium literacy and/
or numeracy programs, ignoring the critical importance of
language of instruction choice through the entire curriculum.
Despite research findings on the value of using the L1 for as
long and as widely as possible (ibid), reading instruction-
only models of multilingual learning are prevalent in
education policy and practice. The “MLE” programs most
often implemented by governments and their counterparts
in international education today consist only of early-grade
reading instruction. Such programs do not attend to other
equally important components of effective multilingual
learning: use of the L1 as the language of instruction across
the curriculum, subject textbooks in the L1, teachers’ oral
and written fluency in both languages, the programmed
acquisition of oral and written skills in the L2, and an
extended process of transitioning from L1-medium to L2-
medium teaching and learning.?

Reparative and Transformative Multilingual Education
This neglect of the range of components of MLE programming
is based on the notion that foundational literacy is the most
central feature of basic education; curricular content beyond
foundational skills seems to be off the table where MLE is
concerned. However, broader understandings of education
and inclusion speak to an agenda for MLE that extends well
beyond foundational learning. The recent UNESCO-led
debate on the Futures of Education has highlighted how
education that is epistemically inclusive contributes to
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transformative and reparative futures. Epistemic inclusion
refers to the recognition of the knowledge practices of
diverse communities, including their language practices
(Milligan, 2022). In education, epistemic inclusion also

concerns learners’ access to the curriculum. It has profound

implications for language choices in the classroom.

Reparative education contributes to reconciliation by
recognizing and addressing current and historic violence
(Sriprakash, 2022). Milligan et al. (2024) argue that
burdening learners with a LOLT that is not widely spoken
in the community beyond the school gate is a form of
cultural violence that can legitimate other forms of violence
in schools (see also Isingoma et al. in this NSI). Hence,
imposing monolingual education on multilingual learners
is incompatible with reparative education. Proponents

of transformative education focus on education’s role in
transforming social and ecological norms in order to live
sustainably on this planet. Mbembe (2023), in his working
paper Pathways of Tomorrow, argues that the use of a small
number of “global” languages in education is inadequate
to address issues such as climate change and the loss

of biodiversity—issues that are often more immediately
experienced as life-changing by marginalized speakers of
non-dominant languages. Transformation, thus conceived,
must involve minoritized Indigenous peoples and must
honor, develop, and use their languages in collaborative
and multilingual ways. Cultural violence, direct violence,
and environmental violence are complexly intertwined with

particularly when the drivers of that commitment are not
founded in long-term goals related to national identity
and aspiration.

Stakeholders who are invested in existing education
structures and the knowledge hierarchy that they sustain:
Invariably, any move toward significant MLE policy
implementation will confront those whose interests in
the educational status quo are threatened by the promise
of sociopolitical equity and the pedagogical potential
that MLE represents. Such opponents of the potential
educational equity that MLE brings may be influential

at national levels. For example, in countries where the
number of young people of secondary school age far
outstrips the availability of school places, policymakers
may be reluctant to make secondary education inclusive
for learners from a wider cross-section of society.

Choice of language(s) to be included in the MLE policy:
The principle of educational inclusion mandates that
most or all community languages in a country should be
part of an MLE policy. Yet the challenges of implementing
MLE in large numbers of languages across a nation

are significant and daunting (Zeme, 2020) and can be
aggravated by a linguistic perspective that necessitates
a choice between languages. Responding to those
challenges, policymakers may choose one or a few
favored regional or local languages, they may decide

on an open door for any national language, or they may
avoid the decision altogether and choose any “language

of the immediate environment” or “language of the
community” (Trudell, 2024).

epistemic exclusion. Hence, embracing multilingualism within
education is a step toward creating education systems that are
both reparative and transformative. The contributions to this
NSI demonstrate that it is a step that many learners, educators, Implementation-Related Challenges

and education programmers are ready to take. « Incorporating and balancing stakeholders’ policy

priorities: Successful MLE policy implementation is
Ongoing Challenges in MLE Programming

As the papers in this volume demonstrate, a number of
enduring challenges confront MLE programming. Some
of these challenges are pedagogical in nature, others are
more linguistic, and still others have to do with political will + Language development: Where education is to be offered
and prioritization. Some examples of such challenges are in languages other than those with a long history of
described below. being written, their development as written languages is
necessary. Standardized writing systems, representation
of any varieties of the language in accepted spellings,
development of written materials, and more linguistic
and sociolinguistic issues arise.

notoriously complex and difficult, and the perspectives
of local, national, and international stakeholders in the
process are likely to vary widely (Trudell, 2024).

Policy-Related Challenges

« The rationale for a multi-language education policy:
Inclusive language in education policy may be built on
fundamental national beliefs about language and the
nation (e.g., Ethiopia and South Africa); such policy
may also be made largely in response to advocacy from
international allies or national stakeholders for more

+ Developing academic registers for pedagogical materials:
Academic registers needed for learning non-language
subjects at the lower secondary level may not have
been developed in non-dominant languages, or agreed
technical vocabulary may not have been established or
communicated to teachers.

inclusive education. The degree of state commitment to
such policy varies widely and can be readily diminished,



https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000387026_eng

« Development and provision of teaching and learning
materials for the indicated languages of instruction: This
requires both linguistic and pedagogical expertise, particularly
for reading instruction and mathematics instruction in local
languages. Maintaining an adequate inventory of these
teaching and learning materials over the years, beyond initial
print runs, requires sustainable processes and facilities for
stocking, distributing, and storing.

Finance-Related Challenges

« Sustained financing for sustained MLE programming:
Given its systemic nature, MLE programming may
require substantial and sustained funding. For example,
designing, publishing, and distributing textbooks
designed for multilingual learners is expensive and takes
time. Most international and national donors, even
when they are strongly supportive, are often unready to
commit to the long-term financial support needed for the
establishment of effective MLE programming.

These specifically language-related challenges may
exacerbate other, enduring challenges in education, such as
limited teacher agency for adapting practices to be inclusive
of learners, unjust educational structures that ensure that
children from more privileged families benefit the most
from formal education, competition for resources in under-
resourced education systems, and the significant influence
of donors on educational agendas. Creating space for
multilingualism in education is a step toward meeting at least
some of these enduring challenges. Contributions to this NSI
demonstrate that our shared knowledge on how to design
and implement MLE is both expansive and expanding.

Organization of the SI

The papers that are included in this volume document the
challenges described above and more, as well as efforts
to overcome them. A range of contexts and programming
features are the setting for the many programs and issues
described in this volume.

The contributions to this Special Issue have been organized
into five parts:

« Part 1: School-community boundaries sets the scene by
comparing language practices in schools with those of the
communities they serve. Some articles discuss examples
of schools and systems where a LOLT rarely used outside
of school dominates within school. Others demonstrate
the transformative benéefits for learners and communities
realized when schools embrace multilingualism.

« Part 2: MLE for foundational learning focuses on L1-based
MLE programming. Articles refer to specific programs
that are delivered through primary schools and that

target literacy in children’s L1 as the starting point for a
gradual transition to a widely spoken L2. Each focuses on
a different implementation challenge.

+ Part 3: Language transition and multilingual pedagogies
unpacks theory and practices in basic education
systems, where the main LOLT is unfamiliar to some or
all learners. Taken together, the articles give insights
into the implications of language transition for learning
across the curriculum and provide examples of pedagogic
innovations designed for multilingual learners.

+ Part 4: Multilingualism in adult learning explores the
potential of multilingualism to strengthen inclusion in
higher education and to transform teacher professional
learning and how, in both settings, MLE can contribute to
more just and equitable societies.

« Part 5: Policy and planning for MLE examines the
links between MLE policy, planning, and curriculum
implementation. Articles in this section critically discuss
the challenges posed by system-level changes to
language-in-education policy and make recommendations
for the sustained implementation of MLE.

Together, the papers presented here contribute a range of
contexts and perspectives related to the opportunities and
challenges involved in developing and implementing MLE.

Endnotes

1. Illustrated by the World Bank’s (2021) report, Loud and clear: Effective
language of instruction policies for learning. Retrieved from https://
documentsl.worldbank.org/curated/en/517851626203470278/pdf/Effective-
Language-of-Instruction-Policies-for-Learning.pdf.

2. For afuller discussion, see Trudell’s (2023) background paper for International
Mother Language Day 2023: Early-exit language transitioning programming.
Retrieved from https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000384816.


https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/517851626203470278/pdf/Effective-Language-of-Instruction-Policies-for-Learning.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/517851626203470278/pdf/Effective-Language-of-Instruction-Policies-for-Learning.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/517851626203470278/pdf/Effective-Language-of-Instruction-Policies-for-Learning.pdf
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000384816

Ale]

References

Clegg, J., & Afitska, O. (2011). Teaching and learning

in two languages in African classrooms. Comparative
Education, 47(1), 61-77. https://doi-org.bris.idm.oclc.org/10.
1080/03050068.2011.541677

Collier, V. P., & Thomas, W. P. (2017). Validating the power
of bilingual schooling: Thirty-two years of large-scale,
longitudinal research. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics,
37,203-217. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0267190517000034

Garcia, 0. (2009). Bilingual education in the 21st century.
Wiley Blackwell.

Garcia, O., & Wei, L. (2015). Translanguaging, bilingualism,
and bilingual education. In W. E. Wright, S. Boun, & O. Garcia
(Eds.), The handbook of bilingual and multilingual education
(pp. 223-240). Wiley Blackwell.

Herdina, P., & Jessner, U. (2002). A dynamic model of
multilingualism: Perspectives of change in psycholinguistics.
Multilingual Matters.

Heugh, K. (2015). Epistemologies in multilingual education:
Translanguaging and genre - companions in conversation
with policy and practice. Language and Education, 29(3),
280-285. https://doi.org/10.1080/09500782.2014.994529

Hudson, R., Hunter, D., & Peckham, S. (2019). Policy failure
and the policy-implementation gap: Can policy support
programs help? Policy Design and Practice, 2(1), 1-14.
https://doi.org/10.1080/25741292.2018.154037

Makalela, L. (2015). Moving out of linguistic boxes: The
effects of translanguaging strategies for multilingual
classrooms. Language and Education, 29(3), 200-217.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09500782.2014.994524

May, S. (2017). Bilingual education: What the research
tells us. In O. Garcia, A. M. Y. Lin, & S. May (Eds.), Bilingual
and multilingual education, encyclopedia of language and
education (pp. 81-100). Springer International Publishing.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-02258-1

Mbembe, A. (2023). Pathways of Tomorrow: Contribution to
thinking commensurate with the planet, Education, research
and foresight: working paper 32. https://unesdoc.unesco.
org/ark:/48223/pf0000387026_eng

Milligan, L. O. (2022). Towards a social and epistemic justice
approach for exploring the injustices of English as a medium
of instruction in basic education. Educational Review, 74(5),

927-941. https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2020.1819204

Milligan, L. O., Isingoma, B., Aciro, T., Mirembe, D. D., Krause,
N., & Nuwategeka, E. (2024). Learners’ everyday experiences
of violence in English-medium secondary education in
Uganda. Global Social Challenges Journal, 3,31-48. https://
doi.org/10.1332/27523349y2024d000000008

Otheguy, R., Garcia, O., & Reid, W. (2015). Clarifying
translanguaging and deconstructing named languages: A
perspective from linguistics. Applied Linguistics Review, 6,
281-307. https://doi.org/10.1515/applirev-2015-0014

Phyak, P. (2023). Translanguaging as a space of simultaneity:
Theorizing translanguaging pedagogies in English-medium
schools from a spatial perspective. The Modern Language
Journal, 107(1), 289-307. https://doi-org.bris.idm.oclc.
org/10.1111/modl.12830

Schroeder, L., Mercado, M., & Trudell, B. (2021). Research in
multilingual learning in Africa: Assessing the effectiveness of
multilingual education programming. In E. Erling, J. Clegg,
C. Rubagumya, & J. Reilly (Eds.), Multilingual learning and
language supportive pedagogies in Sub-Saharan Africa (pp.
33-60). Routledge.

Sriprakash, A. (2022). Reparations: Theorising just futures
of education. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of
Education, 44(5), 782-795. https://doi.org/10.1080/0159630
6.2022.2144141

Trudell, B. (2024). Language in education policy: Key issues
and their enactment in the Republic of The Gambia. UNESCO:
Global Education Monitoring Report. https://unesdoc.
unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000389729

Wei, L. (2024). Transformative pedagogy for inclusion and
social justice through translanguaging, co-learning, and
transpositioning. Language Teaching, 57(2), 203-214.
https://doi.org/10.1017/50261444823000186

World Bank. (2019). Ending learning poverty: What will it
take? World Bank. https://documentsl.worldbank.org/

curated/pt/395151571251399043/pdf/Ending-Learning-
Poverty-What-Will-1t-Take.pdf

Zeme, M. D. (2020). Exploring the challenges of mother-
tongue-based multilingual education in primary schools in
selected minority language areas in Southern Ethiopia. PhD
thesis, University of South Africa. https://uir.unisa.ac.za/
handle/10500/26991



https://doi-org.bris.idm.oclc.org/10.1080/03050068.2011.541677
https://doi-org.bris.idm.oclc.org/10.1080/03050068.2011.541677
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0267190517000034
https://doi.org/10.1080/09500782.2014.994529
https://doi.org/10.1080/25741292.2018.154037
https://doi.org/10.1080/09500782.2014.994524
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-02258-1
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000387026_eng
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000387026_eng
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2020.1819204
https://doi.org/10.1332/27523349y2024d000000008
https://doi.org/10.1332/27523349y2024d000000008
https://doi.org/10.1515/applirev-2015-0014
https://doi-org.bris.idm.oclc.org/10.1111/modl.12830
https://doi-org.bris.idm.oclc.org/10.1111/modl.12830
https://doi.org/10.1080/01596306.2022.2144141
https://doi.org/10.1080/01596306.2022.2144141
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000389729
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000389729
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261444823000186
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/pt/395151571251399043/pdf/Ending-Learning-Poverty-What-Will-It-Take.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/pt/395151571251399043/pdf/Ending-Learning-Poverty-What-Will-It-Take.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/pt/395151571251399043/pdf/Ending-Learning-Poverty-What-Will-It-Take.pdf
https://uir.unisa.ac.za/handle/10500/26991
https://uir.unisa.ac.za/handle/10500/26991

Multilingual education plays a significant role in connecting school with community. By

considering the relationship between language practices within school and beyond the
school gates, articles in this part offer critical insights into how multilingual education
creates a safe, inclusive, and reparative space for all children. Westbrook et al. outline
the sharp contradictions between the monolingual language in education policy in
Rwanda and the fluid multilingual language practices in a border town. Mugrabi et al.
discuss two approaches to multilingual education, implemented in Chad, that aim to
strengthen children’s cultural and linguistic connection to their communities, whilst
broadening their worldview. Reilly et al. draw on research from across three African
countries to argue for translanguaging pedagogies that draw on language practices
outside of school to improve learning. Isingoma et al. use the concept of cultural
violence to explain how monolingual school policies in Northern Uganda contribute
toward other forms of violence within schools. In the last article of Part One, Cijveschi
et al. report on an international network that is supporting schools to welcome all the

languages spoken in their community.
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Rwanda’s Multilingual Border Community
with the DRC

At the Rwandan-DR Congo border,
multilingualism flourishes. Little English is
spoken, despite its adoption as the medium
of instruction in schools in 2009, and in 2019
from Primary 1. Multilingual education is
discouraged, yet English has an uncertain
status and Kinyarwanda is nurtured.
Students are “a lost generation,” acquiring
neither sufficient Kinyarwanda nor English.
Legitimizing translanguaging would ease the
transition to English.

Language barriers

Language transition

English as medium of instruction
Kinyarwanda

Secondary school

Inequality

Within towns along the borders between Rwanda and

the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), multilingualism
flourishes. This facilitates the daily, dynamic trade taking place
across the short border bridge at the southern end of Lake
Kivu. Congolese traders cross to buy pork from young men
cycling down the steep hills that link the town of Kamembe
with Rusizi port, a live pig strapped to the back of their bike,
destined for the lakeside meat processing plant. In turn,
Congolese traders sell brightly colored “igitenge”—cloth—and
music to Rwandans. Living near a border is economically
advantageous, with one Rwandan woman teacher doing a
good side business with the DRC. Intercultural influences are
the norm here, as a male sector education inspector from
Rusizi District explained: “People here often reflect elements
of Congolese culture due to their frequent interactions

across the border.” This is despite occasional incursions by
paramilitary groups from the DRC into the forested border
area of Rwanda, patrolled by armed Rwandan soldiers to
assuage the nerves of those travelling through.

Along this border, Kinyarwanda, spoken by all Rwandans,

is sometimes mixed as a pidgin language with regional
dialects of Lingala and Kiswahili, which are seen, as a local
male headteacher said, as “a foreign language. But we speak
it as we have borrowed it.” Amashi, a local language that
blends Kinyarwanda with phrases from Eastern Congo, has



historically been located around Bukavu, the bustling city on
the Congolese side of Lake Kivu that borders Rusizi District.
Itis also spoken by the inhabitants of Rwanda’s Nkombo
Island and sung on the lake by fishermen from both sides of
the border. French remains widely heard in the DRC, Burundi,
and this part of Rwanda. People in Rusizi District are said

to be “direct” in their speech, pushing pleasantries aside

to get to the point amidst a mobile and diverse population.
In the recent past, this proximity also created employment
opportunities in the border districts for both French-speaking
DRC and Burundian teachers, who were well-educated and
filled teacher shortages post-genocide.

The 1994 genocide against the Tutsis, where over 1 million
people were killed in 100 days, defines the country. Two-
thirds of the population fled across borders to Uganda,
Tanzania, Burundi, and the DRC, returning only slowly to

a country reconstructing itself. Rwanda is also a refuge for
others, with 135,000 refugees from the DRC, Burundi, and
across Africa, including around 2,500 evacuated from Libya,
transferred to Rwandan transit camps.

Abrupt Changes to the Medium of Instruction

At this border with the DRC, little English is heard, despite

its adoption as the medium of instruction (MOI) by the
Ministry of Education in 2008 from Primary 4 onwards, with
Kinyarwanda as MOI from Primary 1 to Primary 3. This was

a politically astute economic move for a government “with
many partners,” many of whom are English-speaking donors,
as one sector education inspector told us (Rosendal &
Ngabonziza, 2023). It signified a shift away from the language
of the Belgian colonizers associated with the creation of
hierarchical ethnic grouping that led to the 1994 genocide
against the Tutsis. But it also meant a turn away from some
neighboring countries, as this long-serving woman teacher
from a border town explained:

“Amashi, Kiswahili, and French are spoken; and Burundi,
where people use Kirundi,? despite its similarities with
Kinyarwanda, and French. Then you use English, which is
different from the language used in a neighboring region
across the border.”

To implement this major language change, there was great
investment in lower primary level textbooks in Kinyarwanda,
and English language proficiency training for upper primary
teachers. However, much like the winding roads that
switchback down the thousand hills that make up Rwanda,
almost “overnight” in 2019 the government changed
language policy again and instituted English as MOI from
Primary 1. They argued that English had to be learnt more
rapidly as part of the economic development of Rwanda—
and to compete with its East African neighbors. The P1-P3
textbooks in Kinyarwanda became redundant overnight,

and borders became more tightly differentiated. Many
teachers from the DRC and Burundi have gone home, finding
less employment as teachers of French, or have “adapted”
themselves to teaching in English.

These abrupt policy changes are slow to embed outside
Kigali. Outside the capital, Kinyarwanda continues to flourish,
nurtured as a protected national language spoken by all,
including in local government offices, and used in official
documentation. As such, it plays a major role in contributing
toward social cohesion and reparative justice. Kinyarwanda
remains the de facto MOl in school, cultivated in primary
schools through eight hours of instruction a week in P1 to P3
and termly exams to assess students’ comprehension: “We
love Kinyarwanda, it’s true” said a woman school leader in
the northern province.

Challenges in the Transition to English as LOLT
Despite official policy, English has an uncertain status.
Primary school teachers’ English is not fluent, as one
district education officer pointed out: “... because we all
speak the same language this does not motivate people to
learn other languages.” English is copied from the textbook
onto the board and into students’ notebooks, and used

in examinations, but teachers often use Kinyarwanda to
instruct, explain, and teach. Consequently, as one primary
head teacher said, looking across Lake Kivu to Bukavu in the
DRC, his students are “a lost generation,” acquiring neither
sufficient Kinyarwanda nor English in school to learn much,
amounting to cognitive wastage (Alidou et al., 2006).

The 2021 Learning Achievement in Rwandan Schools (LARS)
assessment revealed “epistemic exclusion,” as used by
Milligan (2020) to describe the way in which students are
excluded from gaining knowledge in the classroom when

this is mediated through an unfamiliar MOI. There are
significant gender and geographic differences in performance

in Rwanda, with girls scoring much lower than boys in all
subjects and at all levels (P3, P6, and S3). Students from
districts outside Kigali, such as Rusizi, perform worse in most
subjects. Girls fear shame and ridicule in their use of English
due to their lack of exposure to the language, as do women
teachers (Uworwabayeho et al., 2021; Kuchah et al., 2022;
Milligan et al., 2023). The Competency Based Curriculum

of 2015 promotes learner-centered education but assumes
teachers and students have sufficient knowledge of English
for interactive teaching (Van de Kuilen et al., 2020). In a post-
conflict and post-colonial context, such inequalities may
exacerbate social tensions.

The picture alters slightly at secondary school, with teachers
who have better levels of English proficiency, but this
remains uneven and gendered: secondary school male
teachers outnumber women by more than two to one and



https://www.nesa.gov.rw/index.php?eID=dumpFile&t=f&f=80389&token=33599533361ce89777313c02eadbeba167e2961e

have higher qualifications and better access to training
opportunities. Female students have fewer female role
models to teach them—and fewer girls transition to upper
secondary (MINEDUC, 2022). In response, there is a concerted
effort by the Ministry of Education to ensure all secondary
school teachers rapidly improve their levels of spoken
English. Our process evaluation of a large-scale English
language improvement program for 6,000 secondary school
teachers, the Secondary Teachers English Language Rwanda

Improvement Rwanda (STELIR), explores how women
teachers and teachers with disabilities in rural and border
districts access and benefit from this program. Data cited
here come from emerging findings from the first three phases
of our ongoing research.

Languages of the Research

Those of us on this research project who were “native English
speakers,” without adequate understanding of Kinyarwanda,
necessarily became associated with, and even advocates

of, the government’s language choice. The expressed wish,
however, of most participants in the border districts to use
Kinyarwanda in interviews at system, district, and school
levels meant that two of us were kept at bay, hovering around
the research, just as English uncertainly hovers around, yet to
properly land in schools. Our participants expressed gratitude
and relief, but some embarrassment at not having sufficient
English, even in more populated areas: “The fact that you
respected time and allowed us to use Kinyarwanda, we
wouldn’t be able to fully express our views in English during
all these hours of interview. Of course, we know English, but
it’s not perfect” [Senior woman teacher, northern province].
Research must respect the language preference of its
participants even if the education policy does not.

Language “Slippage” Between Kinyarwanda

and English

In secondary schools in Rusizi District, as in other border
districts in the research, English is used in written forms

in exams, textbooks, and on chalkboards but, like the
landslides that block the main roads following heavy rains,
there is much “slippage” or translanguaging to and from
Kinyarwanda when teachers are unsure of English vocabulary
or pronunciation and when students complain, “No, we’re not
catching anything,” as a male teacher in Rusizi District put it.
A woman teacher in a mountainous area explained that:

“As English is not our native language, our pupils
sometimes get lost when we are explaining the content to
them. In this case, we use a little Kinyarwanda to give them
clearer explanation.”

Despite the reality of this slippage, and where students and
teachers do not use English at home, neither multilingualism
nor translanguaging in the classroom are permitted (Garcia

& Wei, 2014). Sector education inspectors regulate single
language use, inculcating concern amidst those teachers
whose English proficiency remains low:

“We also need to be able to use English as we check if
teachers are using English in class without code-mixing, as
this is bad. And since most of the new teachers have been
educated in English, there is some improvement, unlike
before”” (male sector education inspector, Rusizi District).

Such surveillance, when English is as yet still a foreign
language in many ways, reflects government imperatives for
English-only classrooms, but is not unique to Rwanda (e.g.,
Uganda; see Westbrook et al., 2022). English is used much
more confidently by younger male teachers, those emerging
from initial teacher education, and by younger secondary
school students who have benefitted from a previous project,
Building Learning Foundations, which focused on primary

English language and math.

However, secondary school women teachers remain
disadvantaged, despite child-friendly adaptations putin
place by the English language program, such as creches for
residential training and flexible online learning, innovations
that tend to confirm rather than challenge gender norms
(Rubagiza et al., 2022). The materials used by STELIR focus on
spoken English proficiency, but as modeled by international
experts who are “native speakers,” further raising the
benchmark for what counts as “proficiency”: “This is one

of the solutions ... to have access to native speakers, this

is what helps the most” [training college spokesperson].
Framed within this standardized form, native-speaker English
becomes almost unattainable. And yet, women teachers in
our research strove to participate in the program to reap what
they knew were tangible benefits—and requirements—for
their own English, their own practice, and for their careers.
This is despite having to make many sacrifices to do so,
including traveling across the country with small children to
attend training and rearranging their domestic, social, and
religious responsibilities—even giving up their cross-border
businesses! Learning another language that is not part of the
linguistic ecology, such as in Rusizi District, takes hard work.

Conclusion

At a time of language transition, it may be politically wise

for a further switchback and return to Kinyarwanda as MOI
for the youngest children, and within such a rich linguistic
ecology, legitimize translanguaging in the classroom even

at secondary school to bridge the inevitable transition to
English as MOI. However, it may take at least another 15 years
or so for English to become more embedded as a second—or
third—borrowed language.


https://www.britishcouncil.rw/programmes/education/secondary-teachers-english-language-improvement-rwanda-stelir
https://www.britishcouncil.rw/programmes/education/secondary-teachers-english-language-improvement-rwanda-stelir
https://www.britishcouncil.rw/building-learning-foundations-blf-rwanda
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2. Kirundi is the national language of Burundi. It is a dialect of the Rwanda-
Rundi dialect continuum closely related to and mutually intelligible with
Kinyarwanda to a large degree. It is also spoken in Rwanda and adjacent parts
of Tanzania, DRC, Uganda, and Kenya.
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This article examines the impact of the
plurilingual approaches of the Basic
education quality program (Programme pour
la qualité de ’education de base - ProQEB)

in Chad - bilingual education in national
languages and openness to languages -
compared with a monolingual approach.
These approaches strengthen pupils’ cultural
identity, improve their academic results, and
offer an education that is better adapted to
their multilingual reality.

Bi-plurilingual education
Culture

Inclusive education
Identity

Introduction

In African society, children are deeply anchored in their culture
thanks to rituals and practices where words, objects and actions
play a fundamental role. The ‘Man dee’ ritual, described in the
first section, illustrates how the identity of the child is built
through interactions, helping them find their place in society.
However, their first steps at school often create a rupture with
the initial identity: monolingualism, often imposed in a foreign
language, distances the child from their linguistic and cultural
reference points, compromising their success in learning. This
gap leads to serious consequences, such as failing their classes,
high drop-out rates and a feeling of marginalisation among pupils
(World Bank, 2021). High failure rates in end-of-cycle exams,
particularly in languages of instruction and in mathematics
(Noyau, 2006; Noyau, 2014), show the limits of this monolingual
approach to education. The examinations were even described
by the Deputy Minister for Higher Education as ‘weapons of mass
destruction’ aimed at African youth (Dakaractu, 2019).

Faced with this situation, it is essential to redefine the role of the
school, not only as a place to disseminate knowledge, but also as
a place to express a plural identity. Plurilingual approaches offer
a promising alternative, allowing the child to maintain a link with
their native culture while opening to other horizons, for a more
inclusive and meaningful education.

This article explores two plurilingual approaches of the Basic
education quality program (Programme pour la qualité de
l’education de base - ProQEB) in Chad, implemented by Enfants
du Monde, with the support of Swiss Agency for Development
and Cooperation (SDC) and the French Development Agency:
Instruction in a National Language (ILN) and an open approach
to languages, multilingual education (MLE). The ILN approach
proposes bilingual learning, whereas the MLE approach sensitizes
students to plurilingualism while conserving the official language
of the nation as the main language of instruction. Although their
impacts on educational results differ, these two approaches aim
to reinforce the connection between the child and their cultural
and linguistic roots, all while widening their world view.



Education and Cultural Heritage:

Reinventing School

In Chad, where over one hundred languages and cultures
co-exist, linguistic and cultural integration in education are
essential. Children are seen as a great family asset. In the
Mbaye culture, for example, the ‘Man dee’ ritual honours a
deceased ancestor to ensure the survival and protection of
newborn babies.

The ritual consists of offering the newborn baby symbolic
objects linked to the tastes of the ancestor, such as special
clothing, bracelets, a walking stick, or mats made of reeds.
These carefully chosen objects are presented to the child
during a sacred ceremony where the grandfather, or the
paternal aunt or uncle invokes the protection of the ancestor.
The designated person takes the child in their arms, says the
name of the ancestor, and presents each object while singing
their praises and recounting their exploits. These incantations
reinforce the spiritual link between the child and their
lineage, symbolised by the wearing of these objects for three
days for boys and four for girls.

Deeply rooted in the Mbaye culture, the ‘Man dee’ illustrates
how Chadian communities anchor the cultural and spiritual
identity of the child from birth. Through rituals such as this,
the childing is solidly linked to their ancestors and endowed
with an identity that puts their roots first.

How could schooling take inspiration from this model by
integrating local cultural languages and practices into
teaching? ProQEB strives to meet this challenge in two

ways: 1) by integrating the languages of the students into
learning; 2) by contextualising school knowledge within local
knowledge and everyday practices.

Two Languages are Better than One when it
comes to Learning at School

In Chad, learning to read and write in primary schools is
often based on memorising letters and mastering their
writing, repetitive and mechanical activities that are
disconnected from their real meaning. This approach
focused on the alphabet and grammar, to the detriment of
communication and the production of varied texts, limits
pupils’ understanding, not only of language, but also of other
subjects such as mathematics.

In schools in the provinces participating in ProQEB, reading
and writing take on a more significant dimension. Here,
students explore the production of a variety of texts, giving
real meaning to their learning. They are encouraged to
produce written material based on their everyday lives,
thereby reinforcing the complementary nature of reading and
writing from the start of their schooling.

The LOLT approach promotes biliteracy by integrating the
two languages into all subjects. Pupils learn to read and write
simultaneously in Sar (national language) and French (official
language) from the first year, gradually discovering the two
writing systems through the study of traditional Chadian
tales available in both languages. The study by Ndoubalo
(2019) shows how this approach enables pupils to compose
words, write their names and create short texts using both
languages. Analyses of their writing reveal linguistic transfers,
such as the use of Sar letters or sounds in French words,
demonstrating that bilingual pupils mobilise their first
language to overcome difficulties in French. This strategy is
not available to students in a monolingual system.

The examples below (Table 1) show how each language
enriches the other in a communicative task. By being free

to express themselves according to their knowledge and
thinking, the pupils transfer and combine skills from one
language to the other to produce meaningful writing related
to Chadian tales and stories.

Table 1. Analysis of students’ productions

The grapheme

«le coq fort » O represents a

Lecoqf?r sound in Sar

The French

sound /on/is
«garcon » X
equivalent to the

gars 0? Sarsound/ g/

The French
sound /ou/ is
«unjour Sou replaced by the
décide » /u/in Sar; in this
Un jour, suu decide case, itis along

vowel /uu/

Source: Ndoubalo (2019)

Nodjigoto (2019) highlights this phenomenon in natural
science assessments: children effectively mobilise their
multilingual skills to answer questions and express their
knowledge on familiar subjects, such as animal diseases
during transhumance. By alternating between languages

in their answers, they reveal not only their rich linguistic
repertoire, but also the link between the content taught and
their daily lives, which gives meaning to their learning.

In a monolingual system, this ability to navigate between
languages and to relate the knowledge learned in school to
their lived experience would be severely restricted, forcing
students to conform strictly to a single official language of
instruction.




Ethnomathematics and Languages: Reconciling
Calculations and Cultural Practices

In the early years in primary schools in Chad, arithmetic

is taught mainly through the decimal numbering system,
writing numbers as digits and operations. In the second
year of primary school (CP2), pupils learn the value of coins
in French and practise solving mathematical problems.

For example, the official Etoile textbook (CNC, 2012, p.73)
suggests the following situation: a mother gives her two
children 70 francs, which she divides into coins of 25 francs
and 10 francs. The pupils must answer in French, indicating
the amounts received by each.

The monetary values and arithmetic operations carried

out in Chadian languages do not correspond directly to the
values in French. For example, there is an equivalence of 1

to 5 between the monetary value in Chadian languages and
that in French: ‘100 francs’ in French becomes ‘gursu 20’ in
Sar or ‘20 riyal’ in Chadian Arabic (5 francs = gursu 1 =1 riyal).
This disparity raises an important question: how can schools
help children navigate between these different linguistic and
numerical systems, while valuing their cultural practices and
everyday experiences?

In schools using the MLE and ILN approaches, pupils learn to
convert amounts in a Chadian language into their equivalent
in French and vice versa by using division or multiplication by
5. Concrete activities, such as calculating amounts based on
the coins available, encourage them to answer questions such
as ‘What is the total price of a purchase, expressed in French
and in your Chadian language’, thus preparing them for
everyday life. For example, the CP2 mathematics sequence
‘Les échanges au marché’ (Exchanges at the market) features
a dialogue in French between a customer and a seller: the
customer asks for the price of a bundle of garlic and a bundle
of onions, the trader replies 550 and 300 francs, then the
customer asks for the total to be paid. The pupils calculate
this sum in French and in their local languages (ProQEB, 2019,
pp. 64-80).

Another example of this connection between mathematics
and experience concerns the numbering systems in Chadian
languages. Children grow up learning numbers in their first
languages, which have different logics: in Sara-kaba, the
number seven is expressed as ‘mitikidjo’ (‘five and two’),
while in Gday it is expressed as ‘biyam-ta’ (‘there are three
missing to make ten’). French, for its part, uses a base of
groupings by tens, but this rule is not followed for certain
numbers: for example, 80 and 90 are expressed as multiples
of twenty (four-twenties [quatre-vingts; 4 x 20] and four-
twenties-ten [quatre-vingt-dix; 4 x 20 + 10]). In Sara-kaba,
they are based on thirties: ‘koh djo bi djoké’ for 80 (30 x 2 +
20) and ‘koh mouta’ for 90 (30 x 3).

The conceptual diversity of Chadian languages, with

their own mathematical logic, raises questions about the
integration of this linguistic wealth in schools. The MLE and
ILN approaches build on these experiences by using local
languages to contextualise the mathematical concepts taught
in French, thereby enhancing pupils’ understanding and
grounding their learning in their everyday reality.

Comparison of Educational Approaches

The data from the skills assessment conducted in Chad
(Nidegger, 2022) confirm the effectiveness of the bi-
plurilingual approaches compared with the monolingual
approach, and demonstrate the superiority of the ILN
approach over the MLE approach (Table 2).

These results lead to two key observations:

1. Bi-plurilingual approaches are particularly effective when
they integrate a contextualisation of school knowledge via
culturally relevant practices (Figure 1).

2. Children who learn to read and write simultaneously in
two languages (Figure 2) develop greater linguistic and
cognitive flexibility than their peers in monolingual or
language-aware education.

Table 2. Average percentage success in CP2 in language and mathematics according to the sub-domains tested and the types of school.

Language Mathematics
Decoding )
A Entry into . = s
and Reading ) . Numeration Arithmetic Geometry
k producing writing
Comprehension
MLE 46% 52% 70% 64% 60%
ILN 55% 62% 78% 78% 78%
Monolingual 45% 44% 59% 57% 54%

Source: Nidegger (2022).



Figure 1. Images of children in bilingual schools.
Writing the words cat, chicken, and crocodile after reading an African tale.

Source: Enfants du Monde image bank

Figure 2. Images of children in bilingual schools.
Writing the value of money in French and another African language.

Source: Enfants du Monde image bank

Conclusion

Aculturally appropriate bi-plurilingual education enables students
to strengthen their academic skills while celebrating their multiple
identifications, thus facilitating their personal development and
social integration.

Conversely, restricting the use of heritage languages in schools
limits the expression of children’s knowledge, experiences, and
perspectives on important global issues. Promoting the use of

local languages in the educational context enriches the school
environment, providing a platform for a diversity of voices and
knowledge to address the complex challenges of today’s world.
This approach also highlights the need to rethink teacher training,
curricula, and assessments to incorporate these essential elements.
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Introduction
In this paper, we critically reflect on the role of boundaries

The monolingualizing of education has in educational spaces and the extent to which boundaries

constructed artificial educational spaces
disconnected from the lived multilingual
reality of individuals. We discuss how
boundaries are created and maintained
and how this negatively affects learning

in Botswana, Tanzania, and Zambia. We
conclude by advocating for the introduction
of translanguaging spaces in education

to deconstruct boundaries and provide
more equitable, inclusive, and multilingual
approaches to education.

Translanguaging spaces
Boundaries
Primary education

create barriers and negatively impact the learning experience
for children. We employ the concept of “translanguaging
spaces” (Wei, 2018) to suggest approaches to education

that may draw attention to the limitations and potentials of
boundary work, highlighting where boundaries have negative
impacts and challenging, deconstructing, and delinking from
harmful boundary practices.

In the first section, we discuss how boundaries manifest in
educational spaces, drawing on research on multilingualism
and education in Tanzania, Botswana, and Zambia. In Section
Two, we discuss the concept of translanguaging spaces,
suggesting a further expansion of this notion based on
empirical data from the three country contexts. We discuss
the role which boundaries may have in the construction of
translanguaging spaces. We conclude by advocating for the
building of translanguaging spaces across education systems.

Research Contexts

The research we discuss here has its origins in the project
Bringing the Outside In: Merging Local Language and Literacy
Practices to Enhance Classroom Learning and Achievement,
which was funded by the British Academy and investigated
issues around multilingualism, education, and language
policy in Botswana, Tanzania, and Zambia. The project

ran from 2019-2022 and was a partnership between the
Universities of Botswana, Dar es Salaam, Essex, and Zambia.
The goal of the research was to investigate language
practices and language attitudes both inside and outside



of educational spaces and to see to what extent language
practices of students and their communities were used and
valued by education policy and in the school environment.
We adopted ethnographic methods and data collection
including classroom observations, questionnaires, interviews,
and focus groups.

The three countries differ in terms of their sociolinguistic and
language policy situation. In Botswana, there are around
25-28 named languages, with the official language being
English and the national language being Setswana. At the
time of the project, language-in-education policy stated that
Setswana should be used as the medium of instruction (MOI)
in standard 1 and that English should be used as the medium
of instruction from Standard 2 or as soon as is practical.*

In Tanzania, there are around 150 named languages. The
official language of the county is Swahili? and, in education,
Swahili is the MOI for primary school, while English is the
MOI for secondary school onwards. In Zambia, there are
approximately 72 named languages. English is the official
language, and there are seven national languages based on
regions. The language-in-education policy in Zambia states
that in the first four years of primary school a “familiar”
language can be used as MOI, which in practice has meant
one of the seven regional languages. English is taught as a
subject from Grade 2, and from Grade 5 English is the MOI.

While there are differences in the linguistic situations and
policy approaches, there are key similarities in each context.
We suggest that, in these multilingual contexts, language-in-
education policies have been constructed in an attempt to
monolingualize education. Across each country, the majority
of languages are not included in official legislation, MOls at
any given time are all monolingual with only one language
being used as the MOI, and all of the policies are English
dominant, with a switch to English at different points as
students proceed in their education.

Legislation, language attitudes, and language practices
intersect and influence one another (Spolsky, 2004) and
contribute to how language policy is implemented and
viewed in educational spaces. In the next section, we discuss
how boundaries are created in education, drawing on data
from our research.

Boundaries

Boundaries are widely prevalent in education systems across
the world. The creation and maintenance of boundaries helps
to uphold the status quo and perpetuate inequitable systems
through practices of exclusion, othering, and marginalization.
Boundaries manifest in many ways and can be “enacted
through linguistic ideologies, language policies, or curriculum
choice” (Windle et al., 2020, pp. xi-xii). We must recognize
that the creation of boundaries is not a neutral act but an

ideological one. Boundaries “are everywhere and they are
not only geographic; they are racial and sexual; epistemic and
ontological; religious and aesthetic; linguistic and national”
(Mignolo, 2018, p. 112). In educational spaces, multiple
boundaries are created and students must face these
boundaries as they engage with their learning. Boundaries
influence the choices that are made for education, and they
directly influence the learning experience. These boundaries
can include boundaries between home and school, between
subjects, between periods of school, between year groups,
between assessments, and between lessons and play.

The creation of boundaries between languages is well
established, with languages being separated, named, and
counted following a monolingual ideology. Language-in-
education policies help to maintain linguistic boundaries by
legitimizing a limited number of named languages as suitable
for education and by excluding other named and unnamed
languages, as well as fluid multilingual practices and
contribute to the “monolingualizing” of education systems
(Heller, 1995). Such language-in-education-policies ignore
the lived multilingual realities (Reilly et al., 2022) creating and
sustaining artificial monolingual spaces in education

Two boundaries that are particularly relevant to our
discussion are spatial boundaries and linguistic boundaries,
which intersect and reinforce one another. These boundaries
manifest mainly through the separation of named languages
and the separation of the home and the school. We can see
the ways in which boundaries manifest in education in the
following quotations. The first is taken from a classroom
observation and recording in a Standard 2 English lesson in
Botswana.

Teacher: Any other word that starts with D? A English word.
Yes? D for? It is a? Say it very loud.

Student 1: Tonki

Teacher: Do we say tonki in English? Who can help him? Do
we say tonki in English? Who can help him?

Student 2: Donkey.

Teacher: D for donkey. We are in an English lesson so if you
have to say out an answer you say it in English. Don’t say
a Setswana word. Donkey, D for donkey. D for donkey. For
donkey, donkey. Any other word?

In this lesson, after receiving an answer in Setswana, the
teacher explicitly states that this is not acceptable. The
teacher reinforces the boundary between named languages
and emphasizes that in English lessons, all answers must be
in English, and that speaking in Setswana is not permitted.



Here, clear boundaries are being established between the two
languages, with English being welcomed into the learning
space and Setswana being discouraged. Alongside the
linguistic boundaries, we also see that spatial and temporal
boundaries are established which dictate when and where
students are able to use different aspects of their multilingual
repertoires.

The spatial aspects of boundaries are also exemplified in
the following quotation from an interview with a parent in
Zambia:

Eeh tukutituti muwufupi tukupusana, ndiwafuma
walemba iciwemba kokoni cizungu, kootukulandavye
icinamwanga ampela

Yes we can say that, in short, we differ, when they do their
work in Bemba and English at school, here at home we just
speak Namwanga that’s all

(This interviewee is a middle-aged woman currently
working as a farmer. She reports mainly speaking
Namwanga, with some knowledge of Bemba.)

Boundaries here are established between the school space
and the home space. These boundaries are in part realized

by linguistic differences in those spaces. In school, teaching
and learning is done in Bemba and English, but at home these
languages are not used, instead “we just speak Namwanga.”
The languages of the school, of formal education, are not the
languages of the home. Again, we see boundaries that reflect
the physical spaces in which certain language practices are
expected and accepted.

The final quotation from a parent in Tanzania shares
similar themes:

Sukuma, Nyiramba, Dushi languages, my child should
leave them at home. At school, the child should follow

their teacher’s instruction, which is Swahili. | am a Sukuma
person, | speak Sukuma, but some Nyiramba people can’t
speak the Nyiramba in public, some Nyaturu people can’t
speak Nyaturu language in public, so my perspective is that
the community languages should be left at home and at
school Swahili should be used.

(This interviewee is a man in his 40s. He reports speaking
Sukuma as his natural language, and also speaking
Swahili.)

In this excerpt, the parent shares their attitudes toward what
languages should be used as the MOl in school. They favor
the status quo and the use of Swahili. Clear boundaries are
established between the school and home space, and the

parent’s view is that languages other than Swahili have no
place in the education environment and they should be “left
at home,” and children should then be motivated to construct
boundaries within their own linguistic repertoires and “leave”
certain linguistic resources in specific spaces. This view is in
line with the language-in-education policy in Tanzania, which
assigns individual languages to specific contexts and does
not promote concurrent multilingualism but only consecutive
multilingualism—one language after another—at a given

time in a given location. However, we also acknowledge

that this parent’s viewpoint is no doubt also shaped by their
experiences of education and their hopes and aspirations for
their child in this monolingualizing context.

Each of the above excerpts reflects the monolingualized
language-in-education policy present across the three
countries. Languages are viewed as separate, bounded
entities, and there are clear distinctions made between
different spaces that students inhabit—be that individual
lessons in school or between the school and the home. What
we see is that students’ multilingual linguistic repertoires or
lived multilingual realities are not welcomed or reflected in
the learning environment. This is in contrast to an established
body of research evidence that illustrates that students learn
best using language practices that they are familiar with (see
UNESCO, 2016). In the next section, we discuss the concept of
translanguaging spaces and suggest how this could be used
to establish more effective language use in education.

Translanguaging Spaces

Translanguaging spaces are defined as spaces that are “created
by and for translanguaging practices” (Wei, 2018, p. 23).

Not all educational spaces in which translanguaging occurs
will necessarily be created both by and for translanguaging
(Reilly, 2021), and both aspects should be considered when
developing learning environments that provide the conditions
and support for translanguaging practices to be welcomed
and encouraged. In light of the boundaries discussed above,
which we see being created through language-in-education
policies, language practices in classrooms, and attitudes
toward what languages should be used in school, we suggest
that translanguaging spaces could provide a mechanism to
dismantle, disrupt, or at least soften the restrictive boundaries
that prevent learners from making use of their full linguistic
repertoires in the classroom. Wei and Lin (2019, p. 212) state:

“When we talk about the classroom, we tend to have

an immediate image of a confined physical space with
specified and often hierarchical role sets and planned
learning objectives and tasks. Translanguaging classroom
discourse is not only about encouraging fluid multilingual
practices within the limits and boundaries set up by these
role sets, objectives and tasks, but to aim at challenging
and transforming them.”



Introducing translanguaging spaces into education in the
country contexts we have discussed would, in the first
instance, allow students to draw on their whole linguistic
repertoire to engage with their learning. It would also allow
teachers to draw on their own repertoires in their teaching
and not be restricted to keeping within the boundaries of an
artificial monolingualism dictated by language-in-education
policy. In this way, language practices that are more reflective
of the lived multilingual reality of children, their wider
linguistic practices, and their communities could be used in
the education space.

Language-in-education policy also has to extend beyond the
classroom and through the boundaries between language

in order to consider the ways in which the other boundaries
in educational spaces can be challenged and transformed.
Translanguaging spaces should be introduced not just in the
classroom but across curriculum design, teacher training, and
assessment practices. Translanguaging spaces are present
whether they are recognized and acknowledged or not. They
should be built wherever possible.

Endnotes

1. The Government of Botswana have recently begun implementing a new
“Botswana Languages Policy in Education,” which seeks to be more
inclusive, introducing additional Botswanan languages as MOI at early
stages of education.

2. Swahili here refers to the Swahili language, also known as Kiswahili. The
various Bantu languages named in this article use different prefixes to indicate
language. Hence, for simplicity and clarity, we are not using the prefixes when
translating the names of languages into English.
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Introduction
The use of English only (Anglo-monolingualism) as the LOLT

The English-only (Anglo-monolingualism) has normatively defined the language-in-education landscape
policy in Uganda’s secondary education in Uganda’s secondary schools. This has detrimental effects
system, together with its strict enforcement on students, as they experience violence in their everyday

b td
has inflicted physical, psychological,

lives, inextricably leading to undesirable learning outcomes.

emotional, and structural harm on students, Following the taxonomy advanced by Galtung (1990) and
while subjecting them to cultural dislocations. applied by Paulson and Tikly (2023) to educational settings, we
This situation ultimately leads to undesirable posit that Anglo-monolingualism triggers violence in secondary
learning outcomes. To mitigate these historical schools in Uganda, which manifests itself in three ways:
injustices, we propose the deployment of
reparative strategies where multilingual

pedagogies and practices should replace
Anglo-monolingualism. in class or anywhere on the school compound, thereby

leading to physical harm, as well as psychological and
emotional distress.

1. Directviolence: corporal punishments are meted out to
students who speak any language other than English

English-only policy
Violence

Multilingual resources
Reparative futures

2. Systemic violence: learners who cannot cope with
speaking English or understand what is taught in English
are excluded from meaningful learning in the classroom,
without any systemic efforts to use other linguistic
resources to take care of their needs.

3. Cultural violence: learners’ home languages are trivialized
and categorically excluded from any interaction at school,
thereby relegating the learners’ culture while exclusively
promoting an unfamiliar language and culture.




Not surprisingly, under the above circumstances, the desired
learning experiences and outcomes cannot be achieved
(Milligan et al., 2020). This is an injustice that should be
corrected.

This study draws on data from a qualitative study conducted
in four schools in Kitgum and Amuru Districts in Northern
Uganda, involving 64 students aged between 13 and 17 years.
The study used interviews and focus group discussions,
followed by thematic analysis. The interviews and discussions
were about epistemic justice-related issues. Anglo-
monolingualism, with its associated embodiment of violence,
emerged as a prominent issue and is the focus of this article
(for a fuller account of the research design and findings, see
Milligan et al., 2024). The issues of violence are particularly
important given the significant history and lasting effects of
violence and conflict in Northern Uganda between the Lord’s
Resistance Army and the Government.

Thus, we present typical examples of violence associated with
Anglo-monolingualism based on students’ lived experiences.
We argue that this situation requires the design and
implementation of reparative strategies that accommodate
multiple perspectives and narratives so as to repair these
past injustices (see, for example, Manning et al., 2024).

English-only Policy in Uganda’s Secondary Schools
English is the only functional official language in Uganda
(with Kiswahili* only used peripherally) (Isingoma, 2016).

The official status of English is extended to all educational
institutions, where the language policy requires the use of
English as the LOLT in all secondary schools.? It has been
claimed that English is a unifying force in Uganda, given the
ethnolinguistic diversity of Ugandan society coupled with a
history of ethnically related conflicts. Additionally, the leading
role of English in international communication has also

been advanced as a rationale for English LOLT in secondary
education (Isingoma, 2016).

The implementation of the above policy has seen schools

in Uganda draw up a rule that delegitimizes speaking any
language other than English. All four schools in the present
study enforced an English-only rule. Crucially, at two of the
schools, this rule appeared at the top of the school’s list

of rules, thereby reflecting its assumed importance by the
school leadership. The rule is not just restricted to classroom
engagements but covers the whole school environment,
including when students are on the compound, in the office,
in the toilets, and so on. One student revealed that “as soon
as you enter the gate you should speak in English.” Failure

to abide by the rule leads to punishment. Two of the schools
have “language prefects”, who are charged with the sole duty
of keeping watch on whoever tries to speak a home language.
A prefect who does not report fellow students to the teachers

for speaking home languages is severely punished, as
revealed by one of the prefects who had to wash latrines as
a result of not performing his/her duties well (i.e., catching
those “using vernacular” at school).

Allin all, there is strict enforcement of the Anglo-
monolingualism policy, and the consequent violence it
creates includes the delegitimization of home languages in
Uganda’s secondary schools. Since the policy goes hand in
hand with punishments geared toward eliminating the “vice”
of speaking home languages, students who are unable to
speak or comprehend English well have a price to pay.

Examples of Violence in the Implementation

of the English-only Policy

As is the case in a number of other African countries,

the English-only policy in Uganda’s secondary schools
requires the use of English only as the LOLT and language

of communication in all school spaces (Nabea, 2009). Any
violation of the policy is met with heavy punishments by
teachers (Namyalo & Nakayiza, 2014), as stipulated in school
rules and regulations. Moreover, the strict implementation of
the policy not only robs students of their cultural heritages
(i.e., by devaluing their home languages) but also instils fear
in them, as well as causing epistemic injustice (cf. Kuchah et
al., 2022). The secondary schools in our study demonstrated
the mutually reinforcing relationship between direct violence,
systemic violence, and cultural violence.?

Direct violence is associated with corporal punishments and
other forms of punishment cited by the students, despite

the existence of a law (cf. Government of Uganda, 2016) that
prohibits corporal punishments in Uganda. Punishments
may include, among others, cleaning the school compound,
including toilets; fetching water; writing apology letters; or
suspension. One student stated that their English language
teacher “teaches well but will slap you if you make a
mistake,” while another one at a different school said, “Using
vernacular can get learners punished, they are made to
sweep or are beaten ...” Coupled with these punishments is
the fear of being caught and the shame associated with not
being able to speak English. In fact, in some cases, students
are made to wear a bone around their necks. These situations
are seen as instances of emotional and psychological
violence, which is a subset of direct violence (Paulson &

Tikly, 2023). Revelations about direct violence in Ugandan
secondary schools in general have been reported before in
southwestern Uganda (Ssenyonga et al., 2019). Namyalo and
Nakayiza (2014, p. 13) state that secondary schools in Uganda
do not allow students to use their home languages while at
school; those who violate this rule are punished and “the
punishments include caning the offenders, making them wear
a sack, making a necklace out of an animal’s bones which is
worn by the offender, etc.” Our findings empirically confirm



what Namyalo and Nakayiza (2014) recounted about the
prevalence of direct violence in Uganda’s secondary schools.
At the same time, our findings relate to Nabea’s (2009)
revelations regarding a similar situation in Kenya. Thus, this
situation underscores the prevalence of this kind of injustice
and violence in this part of Africa.

Since English is a second language for most students in Uganda
(and all the students in our sampled schools) and proficiency
varies substantially, the strict implementation of the Anglo-
monolingualism policy means that some students fall behind
their peers in non-language as well as language subjects. Our
findings indicate that the learning needs of students with lower
levels of English proficiency are not supported. One student
revealed, “Some learners have a hard time understanding the
English ... making some learners drop out.” We view this as

a case of systemic violence, as some students are excluded

by the linguistic system from accessing the curriculum. Ina
similar vein, our findings indicate that many students choose
to keep quiet and cannot therefore interact with other students
or teachers during lessons since they cannot speak English
well. Hence, Anglo-monolingualism impedes progress toward
the SDG4, namely ensuring inclusive and equitable quality
education and promoting lifelong learning opportunities for all
(cf. UNESCO, 2021).

Cultural violence manifests itself as students being dislocated
from their cultures by robbing them of the right to speak their
home languages. As has been noted earlier by Kiramba (2018),
instead of looking at home languages as cultural and linguistic
resources that can support curriculum implementation,
secondary schools in Uganda consider them to be liabilities.
At the same time, students are compelled to use an unfamiliar
language even where such students find enormous difficulties
in coping with such school language rules.

Multilingual Education as a Reparative Strategy
There are increasing calls for a focus on repair and renewal
within educational settings as part of UNESCO’s new social
contract for education (UNESCO, 2021). Advocates of reparative
pedagogies highlight the need to support learners to engage
with difficult knowledges, recognize multiple “truths,”

attend to dignity, and develop empathy (Manning et al.,

2024; Zembylas, 2017). These are pedagogies that hold high
language demands, for example, through evidence-based
debates and collective problem solving. We would argue that
these are very difficult, if not impossible, for young people who
are learning in a language that they do not fully understand.

Crucially, some scholars also suggest that such strategies can
not only help to repair historical injustices and violences but
also build capacities for future peaceful actions (Manning et
al., 2024; Walker, 2024). We believe that for such temporal
links between violent pasts and more peaceful futures to

be possible, it is essential to build peaceful presents in the
classrooms where such issues are being taught. This may be
particularly important when schools are situated in places of
significant contemporary violence and structural inequalities
and where there are distinct histories of conflict, such as in
Northern Uganda. Multilingual approaches to education—
particularly through the removal of the strict and violent
enforcement of an English-only language policy—could be
one necessary ingredient for reparative learning to succeed.
We thus suggest a change to the strict enforcement of school
language policies and for pre-service teacher training to
highlight the ways that multilingualism is a resource and can
be a reparative measure rather than a liability and source of
shame for learners.

Conclusion

The endowment of Uganda with multilingual repertoires is

a resource that, if put to optimal use, will provide positive
learning experiences and outcomes in Uganda’s secondary
schools. This is one way of dealing with historical injustices
and violences that have characterized Uganda’s education
system, where the English-only policy has been the norm.

In view of this, we propose that Uganda should leverage

the full spectrum of its multilingual repertoires available

in all its secondary schools. We hold the view that different
dimensions of multilingualism should be adopted as
resources that resonate with critical orientations toward
reparative futures that will stop these kinds of violence while
concomitantly leading to desirable learning outcomes. By
embracing the available multilingual resources, Uganda will
respond to our call for reparative futures that advocate the
recognition of multiple truths so that past mistakes such as
the English-only policy in Uganda’s education system and the
resultant injustices can be repaired for a better future.

Endnotes

—

. Also known as the Swahili language.

2. Inthe primary cycle, English is used as the LOLT in urban schools at all levels,
while in rural primary schools, it is required from grade 5.

3. We follow Paulson and Tikly (2023), who identified three types of violence

in educational institutions, namely direct violence, systemic violence, and

cultural violence (see also Galtung, 1990).
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Worldwide, nearly 40% of the population does not have
access to education in their first language (Walter & Benson,
2012, p. 282) and children are still punished for using a
language different from their school’s language of instruction
(Hurwitz & Kambel, 2020). The Language Friendly School
(LFS) is a response to this increasingly multilingual reality
with the objective of quality education for all to achieve the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (UNESCO, 2017).

LFS serves as both a quality label and a global network

for schools committed to embracing and supporting all
languages spoken within their communities. The LFS
program is managed by the Rutu Foundation for Intercultural
Multilingual Education, a non-profit organization based in
the Netherlands. As with other large-scale global challenges,
providing inclusive, multilingual education requires “a
cooperative, democratic culture of collaboration” (voXmi,
2024). Established in 2019 with a pilot project in two schools
in Amsterdam, the network now consists of more than 60
schools in 11 countries, including public and private schools,
as well as asylum center schools, serving over 30,000 pupils.

The Language Friendly School (LFS) is a
global network dedicated to valuing and
supporting all languages spoken within
school communities. With over 60 schools in
11 countries continually learning from each
other, LFS provides an adaptable whole-
school approach to inclusion that promotes
learning, socio-emotional development,
and the well-being and participation of all in
the school community.

Multilingual education
Inclusion

Education networks
Whole-school approach
Parental engagement

This article explores LFS’s whole-school approach. After defining
the conceptual framework of LFS, we introduce a school in an
Indigenous community in Suriname, which inspired the creation
of the LFS program. Following this, we present a school in Canada
with a diverse group of newcomers, which is representative of
most school communities in the network. We analyzed teachers’
and principals’ reports, presentations and video recordings
illustrating their classroom practices, school-level strategies,

and activities within the broader LFS network. Therefore, this




research primarily highlights the impact on the school staff
and their perceptions of the wider school community. Finally,
we reflect on potential barriers for schools joining LFS.

Conceptual Framework

The basis of the work of LFS is the understanding that using
home languages in school constitutes both a right and a
resource (Ruiz, 1984) for students, their families, teachers,
and other school staff (Le Pichon & Kambel, 2022). The right
to education is fundamentally linked to “[t]he right to be
educated in and through one’s mother tongue” (Hurwitz &
Kambel, 2020, p. 7). Members of the school community also
have a right “not to be discriminated against, excluded,
restricted or punished for using their mother tongue on
school grounds, including in the classroom” (Hurwitz &
Kambel, 2020, p. 7). This is why schools who apply for the LFS
label agree not to prohibit, discourage, or punish students or
their parents for using their languages at school. Schools also
commit to nominate a Language Friendly School Coordinator,
to develop a Language Friendly School plan, and not to allow
exclusion or bullying around languages, dialects, or accents.
These criteria not only protect the use of all languages

but also help schools establish the structures to put their
commitment into practice over a period of two years. The
principles allow for all types of schools to join the network,
regardless of their location, size, pupil population, resources,
and previous knowledge of the subject.

Research shows that including all languages of a school
community is beneficial for socio-emotional development

and enhances learning (Cummins & Early, 2011; Le Pichon &
Kambel, 2022). By viewing language as a resource, individual
differences, such as linguistic and cultural funds of knowledge,
are not seen as an extra challenge but rather as an asset for
learning (Auger & Le Pichon, 2021). While it is common for
schools to promote multilingualism, for example through
teaching prestigious languages, minoritized students are often
discouraged from maintaining and developing their home
languages (Cummins, 2019, p. 1). Schools in the network thus
make it a point to value all linguistic and cultural backgrounds
equally so that individuals “feel accepted” and “develop a
sense of belonging and feel included in the school community”
(Le Pichon & Kambel, 2022, p. 46).

LFS foregrounds the active participation and leadership of all
school members. Such a “whole school approach to social
relations [...] values equally the knowledge and contributions
of parents, teachers and pupils” (Laluvein, 2009, p. 10).
Involving everyone in its implementation contributes to a
sense of ownership. This approach allows for the inclusion

of all parents independently of their language skills in the
school language (Le Pichon & Kambel, 2022, p. 47) and
empowers them as “primary partners in their children’s
academic journey” (Le Pichon et al., 2024, p. 23).

Although it may seem that language-friendly pedagogy is
primarily aimed at multilingual students, it is in fact valuable
for all. Students of all linguistic backgrounds can benefit from
methods that facilitate the learning of the school register,
which is crucial for academic development (Cummins, 2008).
Pedagogies that make creative use of all available linguistic
resources strengthen students’ diverse linguistic repertoires
and improve learning for all students (Bosma et al., 2022).
Research at schools in the Netherlands that adopted a
“multilingual approach,” among them an LFS, shows that
both monolingual and multilingual students improved their
learning achievements, particularly in spelling (Gaikhorst et
al., 2023, p. 333).

The collaborative approach of LFS extends beyond the level
of individual schools: operating as a network encourages
co-creation, knowledge sharing, and mutual support across
distances, pushing for educational change (voXmi, 2024).
Schools joining LFS pay a membership fee for two years, with
higher fees for private schools. In turn, the schools receive
organizational and professional development support
through one-on-one online meetings. They also have access
to regular network meetings to share and discuss mutually
inspiring practices. Additionally, schools are invited to
participate in international projects.

Foundations

The LFS approach was inspired by the highly diverse language
situations of schools in Suriname. Suriname’s Dutch-based
education system is a remnant of colonial times. Most of

its population does not grow up speaking Dutch, leading

to high dropout rates, especially in rural areas (Le Pichon &
Kambel, 2016). One of the schools serving as an inspiration
for LFS is St. Antonius School, a primary school located in
Galibi, which is a small community formed by the Indigenous
villages of Christiaankondre and Langamankondre. While
the lingua franca Sranan is most widely used in the country,
Galibi presents a unique case: all generations speak Kari’na,
a severely endangered Indigenous language. Established in
1925, St. Antonius School is the only school in Galibi, making
it crucial for local children’s education. Even though most
teachers do not know any Kari’na and were not trained to
teach children speaking other languages than Dutch, they
find ways to bridge the language barriers and value the
Kari’na language in the school.

The LFS program was founded in 2019 by the co-authors of
this article, Ellen-Rose Kambel and Emmanuelle Le Pichon.
After working on a bilingual math education project with
Galibi and other Indigenous and tribal' communities in
Suriname (Le Pichon & Kambel 2016), and considering the
radically different language situations they had experienced
in Surinamese schools, they were looking for an approach
that could work anywhere. They discussed with the school



community of St. Antonius School, including parents,

what inclusive education should look like. This led to the
co-creation of the “Golden Rules of Galibi” (see Figure 1),
encouraging parental involvement, the free use of languages,
and the adaptation of school themes. The central role of
Galibi in creating LFS challenges the colonial perception

that countries in the Global South require input from the
Global North, instead amplifying the voice of a minoritized
Indigenous community. In 2023, St. Antonius School was
awarded an honorary LFS membership in recognition of their
contribution. This makes them the first and, to date, the only
Indigenous school in the network.

A Case Study of LFS

Silver Creek Public School, located in Mississauga (Ontario),
became the first Canadian school to join the LFS network

in 2020. The school has around 320 students and 25 staff

Figure 1. The Golden Rules - St. Antonius School Galibi

Source: Authors

members, representing over 30 languages including English,
Arabic, Urdu, Hindi, Tamil, and Telugu. Operating in a
newcomer context, Silver Creek actively promotes inclusion
and multilingualism through initiatives at the classroom,
school, and broader network levels. Since the school is
particularly active on all three levels, it serves as a case study
to illustrate the different components of LFS.

Before joining the network, some teachers were already
aware of the benefits of using students’ home languages. For
instance, teacher Karen James recalls: “l would encourage

students to use their first language when they were learning
new vocabulary words, participating in discussions, working
on writing activities or having social conversations, [and] |
found that they were excelling” (ESL/ELD Resource Group of
Ontario (ERGO), 2022). She notes how sporadic support grew
into a “domino effect” among teachers, leading to broader
acceptance. James concludes: “[S]ince we’ve become a
Language Friendly School I've seen that Silver Creek has
changed in a positive way. It has changed the mindsets of
educators and students, which has created a climate that
embraces diversity” (ERGO, 2022). This shift highlights how
individual efforts, when recognized within a whole-school

initiative like LFS, help build an inclusive environment.

On a school-wide level, Silver Creek created the Welcome
Tree, displaying multilingual welcome messages from
students in the lobby. Their “Language of the Month”
initiative further highlights linguistic diversity, with students
researching and showcasing different languages. Students
can volunteer as language ambassadors, welcoming
parents during meetings at school in their home languages,
encouraging parental involvement (ERGO, 2022). These
efforts demonstrate how teachers creatively use the
resources of the community to empower students, parents,
and fellow staff members to actively participate in the school
community.

In their efforts, Silver Creek staff is supported by the LFS
network. By attending network meetings, they not only learn
from others but also reflect on their own practices. Roberto
di Prospero, the principal at the time, described attending
these meetings as a connection to a broader network: “As an
educator, it feels like you’re part of something larger than just
your own classroom or your own school, and I find that very
joyful and rewarding” (ERGO, 2022). They also participated
in collaborative projects, such as “LERI - Peer Learning in
Language Friendly Networks,” led by the Rutu Foundation
and Austria’s voXmi network. As part of the project, teachers
visited other schools, attended workshops, and created
lesson plans for their classrooms. These language-friendly

lessons include activities such as developing classroom
language policies and teaching others how to pronounce
names correctly. The Silver Creek team has further shared its
experiences at the first and second Language Friendly School
conferences in 2022 and 2024.

Over time, Silver Creek has grown into a LFS that values the
active participation of all its members—from classroom-level
involvement to network-wide collaboration—strengthening
partnerships and fostering inclusivity at every level.

Potential Access Barriers to the Network
The LFS network is built on principles that schools can
adapt to their unique contexts, respecting local practices
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and priorities. Many schools that join the network already
have language-friendly practices in place, while other
schools outside the network develop similar approaches
independently. This contributes to a broader movement for
linguistic inclusion in education.

Despite these developments, there is still relatively little
awareness among educational institutions and limited
political support for language-friendly approaches, which
also affects the visibility of the LFS network. Most LFS
resources are in English, Dutch, or French, the habitual
languages of the LFS team and indicative of the areas where
most schools in the network are located. At the same time,
there are current initiatives to create focal points for various
regions or countries to improve accessibility for speakers of
other languages.

While LFS provides the necessary structure and support,

the outcome still depends on the schools’ long-term
commitment—that is, the actual implementation of the
declared goals. Teachers driving this change need support
from school leadership, including dedicated time and

staff discussions to develop a clear vision for their school.
Financial and infrastructural constraints (e.g., lack of internet

Endnote

1. In Suriname, Indigenous and tribal peoples are two distinct groups.
Descendants of African enslaved people (also called “Maroons”), who freed

themselves in the 18th and 19th century and formed their own nations in the

interior, are internationally referred to as tribal peoples, with the same right
to self-determination as Indigenous peoples.

connection) may also limit access to the LFS network and
its resources. LFS originated in an Indigenous context and
is working to expand further participation through the Rutu
Foundation’s Indigenous-Led Education Network (ILED).
Financial costs may prohibit participation for schools in
marginalized contexts. To this end, a Language Friendly
School Fund has been set up.

Conclusion

The LFS network aims to promote educational equity

and social justice, ensuring fair treatment and access to
educational opportunities to all students. This contributes to
the achievement of the SDGs, particularly quality education
(SDG4). LFS creates school environments that are inclusive
of all members through the recognition and use of their
home languages. Its bottom-up approach values everyone’s
knowledge and strengthens the connection between parents
and schools. LFS emphasizes learning together, forming
networks of cooperation to address the issue of creating
inclusive education systems for all.
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The articles in Part Two discuss different aspects of L1-based MLE in primary education.

L1-based MLE commences literacy acquisition in children’s L1 and continues to use

L1 across the curriculum as L2 becomes incrementally more prominent in teaching
and learning. Hevia et al. discuss tools for assessing reading ability in an endangered
Indigenous language in Mexico. They comment on the close synergies between
language revitalization and foundational learning. Wandi et al. outline how an L1-
based MLE approach is integral to two “Teaching at the Right Level” (TaRL) programs
in Uganda. Dixit and Jhingran discuss the pedagogical beliefs of teachers working with
Adivasi communities in India. Adivasi is a collective term adopted by minoritized groups
in India, who regard themselves as the or earliest dwellers or inhabitants of the Indian
sub-continent. Ancarno and Jatta describe a teacher training toolkit for early years
teachers in The Gambia. Finally, Zhao et al. comment on the potential of digital media
to facilitate L1-based MLE, drawing on findings from a recent international literature

review.
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This article examines the importance

of linguistic revitalization through
foundational learning. It describes an
intervention that developed formative
assessment tools and learning interventions
in the Bats’i K’'op language in Mexico. The
MIA intervention exemplifies the crucial

role of mother tongue education in literacy
development, cultural inclusion, and
student motivation.
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Introduction

This article examines the importance of educational projects
that improve foundational learning and help revitalize
endangered Indigenous languages. Focusing on the Bats’i
K’op language in Mexico, it analyzes a project that developed
formative assessment tools and learning interventions.

This project, known as the Medicién Independiente de
Aprendizajes (Independent Measurement of Learning) (MIA)
intervention, serves as an example of how mother tongue
education can be used in foundational learning programs and
to revitalize endangered languages.

Context: Marginalization of Indigenous Peoples
In Mexico, as in the rest of Latin America, structural
inequalities systematically disadvantage Indigenous peoples.
Seventy percent live in poverty and with more limited access
to health, housing, social security, food, and essential
services than the rest of the population. In education, the
inequality is evident in lower school attendance among the
Indigenous population. Only 5.2% of the monolingualin
Indigenous language population aged 15-17 attends school
regularly (See Figure 1).

According to a recent report from the National Commission
for the Continuous Improvement of Education (Comision
Nacional para la Mejora Continua de la Educacion, 2024),
Indigenous peoples in Mexico have a lower average level

of schooling, with a gap of about four years of schooling
between speakers of Indigenous languages (6.2 years) and
the rest of the population (10 years). The illiteracy gap is also
huge. Nationally in the school year 2021-2022, 7.5% of the
population 15 years of age and older could not read or write
a simple passage. Among Indigenous language speakers this
percentage rose to 33.7%, and 43.2% among women speakers
of Indigenous languages.



Figure 1. Percentage school attendance in Mexico by ethnic adscription.

Source: Authors based on data from Comision Nacional para la Mejora Continua de la Educacion (2024)

Low performance is partly due to the education system’s
struggle to provide instruction in minoritized or Indigenous
languages. The importance of learning in one’s mother
tongue, is highlighted in UNESCO’s 2021 report on The
International Year of Indigenous Languages. As Nishanthi
(2020) argues, learning in a familiar language is critical for

a child’s development, particularly cognitive development,
and overall well-being. Speaking the mother tongue in school
increases self-confidence and thinking skills and conveys
freedom of speech (Ozfidan, 2017).

Globally, the number of Indigenous languages that are
spoken is decreasing, with much of the decline in the Global
South (UNESCO, 2021). Many languages are in danger

of disappearing as they face multiple threats, including
from the enduring coloniality of government, society and
education(Flores Farfan, 2011).

Avaluable cultural legacy is lost when a language ceases to
be spoken. The survival of a community’s language is linked
to economic, demographic, and ecological benefits for that
community. Efforts to revitalize Indigenous languages are
therefore valuable, and education has an important role to
play. However, to fulfill this role, educators need educational
materials and assessment instruments designed for
Indigenous languages (Hinton et al., 2018) and with the active
participation of Indigenous peoples.

The MIA Project

The University of Veracruz and Center for Research and
Higher Studies in Social Anthropology (known as CIESAS)
developed MIA as an action-research and social advocacy
project. The intervention aims to reduce the disadvantage

of children from Indigenous language communities with
respect to fundamental learning. Fundamental learning
encompasses essential skills, values, and attitudes needed
for lifelong learning and healthy personal and psychosocial
development. These extend beyond traditional literacy and
numeracy to include life skills such as citizenship, self-care,
and socioemotional skills. Without these foundational skills,
learners risk social exclusion. We work with the Bats’i K'op
language spoken in Chiapas, a state in the southeast of the
Mexican Republic (De Ledn Pasquel, 2005). Bats’i K'op belongs
to the extensive Mayan linguistic family, and it is estimated to
have 531,662 speakers in Chiapas.

Together with the educational authorities of the state of
Chiapas, we seek to generate educational interventions in
the Bats’i K'op language that are based on the “Teaching at
the Right Level” (TaRL) approach. According to a World Bank
working paper (Angrist et al., 2020), the TaRL approach has
been implemented across diverse contexts in the Global
South and in myriad languages (see for example, Wandi et
al., in this NSI). It is expected that, once children complete
this program, schools will be able to teach in Bats’i K'op,
the children’s L1, and introduce Spanish as L2. In simple
terms, the TaRL model has two main characteristics: it uses
formative assessment to indicate to students, teachers, and



their families the fundamental learning level of each child,
and to organize pupils by learning level rather than by school
grade. In the TaRL methodology, the first step is to design and
validate a simple-to-apply but robust assessment instrument
to identify the level of mastery of reading and comprehension
skills in Bats’i K'op. We have chosen to start with reading
because of its importance in the acquisition of new learning
and because it is a fundamental element in the process of
linguistic revitalization. This language has standardized
writing rules shared by the speech community, developed by
the National Institute of Indigenous Languages (INALI). This
standardization makes it possible to use writing in the mother
tongue as an effective means of cultural and educational
production and reproduction.

Table 1. Content and sub-competence of the assessment instrument

Content

Sub-competency

Performance

The instrument ranges from simple syllables to simple
narrative and informational texts, with comprehension
questions that involve retrieving explicit and implicit
information. For further details, see our report, Lessons
Learned from Teaching at the Right Level (TaRL) in MIA
Interventions (Hevia de la Jara et al., 2023). We assembled a
team of educators and linguists to develop an instrument to
assess reading ability and learning needs. This instrument
allowed us to detect a range of difficulties, from the most
straightforward (reading monosyllabic words with a simple
pattern) to the inferential comprehension of informative texts
(See Table 1).

Evaluation criteria

Reads aloud monosyllabic
words in a simple pattern

Choose two syllables and
read them aloud

Reads at least two of three

Simple pattern syllabl
syllables fluently impre pattern syfabies

Reads aloud words with
bi-syllabic words (CVC-VC/
CVC.CVC pattern)

Choose two words and
read them aloud

Reads at least two out of

three words fluently Simple words

Reads aloud words with
glottalized consonants

Choose two words and
read them aloud

Reads at least two out of

C [ d
three words fluently ompiexwords

Reads aloud short

Reading fluenc
& y sentences of simple

Choose two statements

Reads at least two out of

linked statements

structure (VOS) with at least Statements
and read them aloud three statements fluently
one glottal consonant and
in the present tense
Reads the text clearly (i.e.,
Reads aloud a simple no pronunciation errors)
story of at least four Read a short story carefully | and does not miss/change History

words more than four
times while reading

Locates explicit and Correctly answer an
implicit information in inferential comprehension Answer correctly Comprehension 1
narrative text question

Reading comprehension
Locates explicit and

implicit information in
informative text

Read aloud the following
text ... now answer the
following question:

Answer correctly Comprehension 2

Source: Authors

The team created a bank of items, and the instrument
underwent a rigorous process of validation and reliability
employing various statistical procedures, including through the
application of item response theory. This process resulted in a
robust instrument that was administered verbally, one to one.
The results allowed us to identify the percentage of success
that each student has in reading Bats’i K'op and adjust the
educational intervention for each student (Figure 2).

We administered the first version of this instrument to 410
children from grades 3 to 6. Although 92% could read one-
syllable words, only 38% could read sentences, and only 25%
could answer a simple comprehension question (See Figure 3).

With this information, the second step was to design a series
of educational interventions for each learning level, ranging
from simple to complex, with collective learning actions. In




Figure 2. Bats'i Kop measuring instrument

Source: Authors

2024, the MIA project, together with the Ministry of Education,
developed these interventions, which are expected to be
impl