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1 Introduction
The situation concerning languages and related speech varieties is very complex in Southern Ethiopia, especially where
Omotic languages are concerned. The problem of determining the linguistic affiliation of the numerous dialects in the Ometo
cluster, with its Northern, Eastern, Western, and Southern Ometo branches (Fleming 1976) has remained unsolved up to date.
Recently, the North Omo Administrative Region has inaugurated a new educational project on a trial level, where mother-
tongue education will be implemented by means of new material for yet another group of people. This project is of special
interest, because the North Omo Administrative Region includes a large variety of Ometo dialects: (a) the large “North
Ometo” cluster, (b) some varieties of the “East Ometo” cluster, and (c) one variety of the “West Ometo” (again according to
Fleming’s classification of 1976).∗

Fasold (1984:292) states that “one of the most crucial language planning decisions […] is the determination of a language to
serve as the medium of instruction in schools”.
The concern of this report therefore is threefold:

• to give a brief presentation of the language situation in this area,
• to relate this to some of the basic sociolinguistic concepts of language planning, and
• to sketch the implementation of this educational program as far as this is possible at this time.

2 The Language Situation—a Rough Sketch
According to Fleming (1976:310)

“[…] we find that Ometo is a language cluster which contains several dialect clusters: Basketo-Dokka on the west, Male on
the south, and the five varieties in the Rift Valley on the east are clearly distinct languages. The easterners (Zayse-Zergula,
Ganjule, Gatame, Gidiccho, and Kore) are distinct from each other. Central Ometo, however, is a huge dialect cluster with
rainbow-like transitions from Gofa and Malo in the West through the Gamo varieties in the east, then north to what is proba-
bly not a monolithic Welamo, to the Dawro (Kullo-Konta) varieties across the Omo in Kefa province. In genetic terms
Ometo has four descent lines, only one of which is represented by the central Ometo dialect cluster and the Oyda language
(near Male).”
Other names of varieties which belong to the Ometo cluster and can be found in the literature are: Balta, Borodda, Chencha,
Dache, Doko, Dorze, Ganta (Genta), Gemu, Koysha, K’utcha, Laha, Ochollo, Uba, and Zala.
Fleming’s “Central Ometo” dialect cluster is the cluster which Fleming and Bender have classified as “North Ometo”.

3 The Aim of the Survey
The main aim of this survey was to gain a better understanding of the language policy, as it is applied to the Ometo languages
of this area. It was planned to interview officials of the Educational Offices and the Teacher Training Institute (TTI) in Arba
Minch in order to gain this understanding. A considerable amount of educational materials has already been developed to
implement the mother-tongue education at primary schools of the North Omo Region.
Therefore, a specific goal of this survey was to obtain details about the initiative and the progress in the use of these newly
developed materials, by interviewing the officials involved.
The three ethnic groups which are in focus in this ambitious project and which chose to develop and share the same kind of
educational material are the Gamo, Gofa, and Dawro (Kullo) people. This kind of language planning is called “standardiza-
tion” by Ferguson (1968) and others, and “language development” by Jernudd (1973:16–17).

4 Excursus on Sociolinguistics: “Nations”, “Nationalities”, “Languages”, and Related Concepts

4.1 Ethnic groups and nationalities
The Gamo, Gofa, and Dawro people (henceforth: GGD; the abbreviation GGD will be used to represent equally the ethnici-

ties and their vernaculars) must be considered as presenting three different ethnic groups rather than three nationalities. Both
notions are closely related though: Nationalities are “sociocultural units that have developed beyond primarily local self con-
cepts, concerns and integrative bonds” (Fishman 1972:3). “Nationalities do not necessarily have their own autonomous ter-

                                                           
∗An earlier version of this report appeared in Survey of Little-known Languages of Ethiopia (S.L.L.E.). Linguistic Report 34,
June 1995. Addis Ababa: Institute of Ethiopian Studies and Summer Institute of Linguistics.
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ritory” (Fasold 1984:2). Fasold goes on to say that an ethnic group “is just like a nationality, except that it is a level of so-
ciocultural organization that is ‘simpler, smaller, more particularistic, more localistic’ (Fishman 1972:3)”, but Fasold also
points out that “ ‘nationality’ and ‘ethnic group’ are points on a continuum rather than discrete distinctions” (ibid.).

4.2 Languages and vernaculars
According to Ferguson (1966), three general categories exist, into which the language of a nation might fit:
A major language: spoken as a native language by more than twenty-five percent of the population or by more than one mil-
lion people, an official language of the country, is the language of education of over fifty percent of those completing secon-
dary school in the nation.
A minor language: meets none of the requirements for a major language, but has the following characteristics: spoken as a
native language by more than five percent of the population or by more than 100,000 people, used as a medium of instruction
above the first years of primary school, and has textbooks other than primers published in it.
A language of special status: does not meet any of the above qualifications, may be used as a language of religion, for liter-
ary purposes, widely taught as a subject in secondary schools or used as a lingua franca.
Until recently the three varieties Gamo, Gofa, and Dawro could be classified as vernaculars. A vernacular is defined as the
“unstandardized native language of a speech society” (Fasold 1984:62). Since the standardization of GGD is well underway,
GGD can no longer be called a vernacular, or vernaculars. If the above criteria are applied, GGD must be classified as “minor
languages”, or on the way to becoming “minor languages” in Ethiopia.

4.3 Language planning and standardization
Language planning has two major divisions: language determination and language development.
“Language determination refers to the choice of larger linguistic units, languages or dialects of languages, for particular pur-
poses” (Fasold 1984:261). “If a nation decides that a particular language…be used as the medium of instruction in all ele-
mentary schools, that is an example of language determination” (Fasold 1984:247).
But “[L]anguage development refers to the selection of variants within a language or dialect.” (Fasold 1984:261). Ferguson
(1968) sees “language development” in three categories: graphization, standardization, and modernization.
Graphization means that a writing system is adopted (which for GGD is the Latin script), and that spelling and other ortho-
graphic conventions are established.
Standardization “is the process of one variety of a language becoming widely accepted throughout the speech community as
a supra-dialectal norm, the “best” form of the language, rated above regional and social dialects” (Ferguson 1968:31).
Modernization, according to Ferguson (1968:32), is “the process of […] becoming the equal of other developed languages as
a medium of communication.” This does not mean that there are ‘undeveloped’ languages. As Fasold (1984:248) puts it:
“There has been consensus in the field of linguistics that the basic grammatical and pronunciation systems of any natural
language is adequate to allow any speaker to say anything.” What Ferguson has in mind when he speaks of “modernization”
is, firstly the development of the vocabulary, the expansion of the lexicon; and secondly, “the development of new styles and
forms of discourse” (Ferguson 1968:32).

5 The People Interviewed
The following list includes officials I met and interviewed during my stay in Arba Minch.

Ato Altaye Tadesse, Principal at the Teacher Training Institute (TTI)
Ato Philemon Hadaro, Deputy Principal at the TTI and head of the coordinators involved in the translation program
Ato Samuel Gondere, coordinator of the translation group preparing material for the Gamo, Gofa, and Dawro people
Ato Alemie Abate, teacher and actively involved in the translation program
Ato Israel Bafe, actively involved in the development of the teaching materials
Ato Hayle Gabriel, Head of Educational Programs in the North Omo Zone (at the Educational Office)
Ato Zenare, Administrator in Arba Minch
Ato Samuel Gimbo, Administrator for the South West Zone
Ato Alemie Abate, teacher, actively involved in the development of the teaching materials
Ato Jakob Negga, Administrator for the North Omo Region.
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6 Summary of the Findings

6.1 The different nationalities and their main areas
I first wanted to get information on what nationalities predominantly inhabit the twenty-eight woredas (adminsitrative units)
of the North Omo Region. Samuel Gondere gave me the totals of woredas grouped according to their main ethnic group. The
figures are:

in six woredas Dawro is being spoken predominantly,
in ten woredas Gamo is being spoken predominantly,
in five woredas Gofa is being spoken predominantly, and
in seven woredas Wolaytta is being spoken predominantly.

I also interviewed two other informants separately (Hayle Gabriel and Israel Bafo) to specify the dominant language use
within the twenty-eight woredas in the North Omo Region (according to the material I had received from Günther Schröder)
in order to verify the foregoing figures. The statements of the two informants correspond to a very large degree.
The Dawro mainly live in these woredas: Ela, Loma Bale, Isara, Marek’a, and Genebosa (five woredas).
The Gamo mainly live in these woredas: Kotcha, Kutcha, Boreda, Me’erab Abaya, Dita, Chencha Zuriya, Daramalo, Kamba,
Bonke, and Arba Minch Zuriya (ten woredas).
The Gofa mainly live in these woredas: Melo Koza, Gofa Zuriya, Zala, and Uba Male (four woredas).
The Wolaytta mainly live in these woredas: Boloso Sore, Damot Gale, Damot Woyde, Soddo Zuriya, Kindo Koysha, Ofa,
and Humbo (seven woredas).
The population in the Basketto woreda predominantly speaks Basketto, while the population of the Gomaide woreda is
mixed: Oromo, Amhara, Dirasha, Konso, and some Gamo are said to be living there.

6.2 Other names of varieties within the Ometo cluster
Bender (1976:300) states that the Central Ometo cluster possibly might consist of more than forty varieties. Other linguists,
such as Fleming, also list considerable numbers, but not as many as forty. I suspected that several names of linguistic “varie-
ties” might actually be the names of areas or villages, and some informants, including Hayle Gabriel, Israel Bafe, and Samuel
Gondere, confirmed that the following names are indeed names of places or areas:
Boroda is the name of a woreda (Gamo area).
Balta is a place name in the Zergulla area.
Dache (Daje, Bonke) (also in the Ethnologue) was not known at all, except Samuel Gondere knew that this is a small area in
the Bonke district, because he is from Dache.
Dita, Dokko, and Ganta (Genta) are in the Gamo speaking area.
Kamba is the main place of the woreda bearing the same name (Gamo area).
K’utcha (capital Selamber) is an almost pure Gamo area.
Laha is one of the main places in the Melo area, and the variety spoken there is similar to Gofa.
Ochollo also is the name of a village near Chencha (Gamo area).
Zala is an area where only Gofa is being spoken (is in the Gofa Zuriya though).

6.3 The educational situation in the North Omo Zone
Newly developed educational material for grades one and five was prepared for the three varieties, Gamo, Gofa, and Dawro
(Kullo) (henceforth: GGD), in an effort to standardize the three varieties into a written form. According to Ato Zenare, this is
done using the Latin script. The educational material which had been prepared for the Wolaytta people was taken as a model
and then adapted for GGD. Apart from GGD and Wolaytta, it is also planned to have a third standardized language in the
North Omo Region: Basketto. This plan was developed by staff of the Southern Regional Educational Bureau in Awasa who
are in the process of  preparing the education curriculum for the entire “Southern Region”. It was said that the staff in Awasa
organize all their plans according to their own surveys for the eleven zones and the six special woredas of the Southern Re-
gion. Hayle Gabriel (a Wolaytta speaker) stated that a political rather than a linguistic rationale was the explanation that such
material had not (yet) been prepared for GGD plus Wolaytta, as it had been planned initially. Ato Hayle also conceded, how-
ever, that between these varieties, there exist some elementary grammatical differences, while on the whole, the dialect dif-
ferences were minor.
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The material for grades two and six for GGD is in preparation in Awasa right now (mid 1995). For next year, the target of
those responsible for the preparation of materials is to complete the materials for grades three and seven, and so forth. The
Wolaytta people have implemented the material for grades one to six in all Wolaytta-speaking areas, and have applied for
funds to continue with the preparation for grades seven and eight; but they said “the support is not yet there” (Hayle Gabriel).
The Wolaytta language has already been used as a medium of instruction at the TTI in Awasa for the last two years, while
GGD has been used on a trial level since last year for grades four and five. It is planned, however, to have GGD as a medium
of instruction on a regular basis.
The plan to standardize GGD was made after a comparison of the three varieties on the “morphological, syntactic, and lexical
level” (Samuel Gondere), a comparison which then led to the conclusion that the standardization project would be worth-
while. The survey material is being kept at the Educational Bureau (Awasa or Arba Minch).
In order to standardize the three spoken varieties into one orthographic norm, the project workers (mainly from the Educa-
tional Office and high school teachers but also office workers) chose, in each case, that particluar form of a word which
speakers of the other two varieties would be able to understand. This process could be seen as a kind of “code mixing”, de-
veloped and carried out through the educational authorities. Code mixing normally implies that “pieces of one language are
used while a speaker is basically using another language” (Fasold 1984:180). When the “language pieces” which are taken
from other languages are words (rather than phrases or larger units) the phenomenon is called “borrowing”. Now we have to
admit that GGD can hardly be classified as consisting of three distinct languages; but on the other hand the variation we face
is more than a variation within the “same” language. This is why the terms “code mixing” and “borrowing” only approximate
the linguistic reality, but not really reflect it.
Where lexical items from GGD prove to be too different from each other, the project workers have two different ways of
solving the problem. The first one is to create a new term by “coining” it. Coining is the creation of terms which are “made
up of elements already in the language” (Fasold 1984:249). The second way is to take the term of one of the varieties, include
the other two corresponding terms in a glossary and explain the meaning. In a further step, the new terms (whether they be
from a different area or a new expression) are checked out in the home areas, and this is done by reading them especially to
old people to find out whether they are comprehensible.
Currently a team of approximately thirty to forty individuals (“educational officers, curriculum evaluators, teachers, and edi-
tors”, according to Ato Hayle Gabriel) is evaluating this material which was tested in three schools. The “experimental
schools” are located at the following places: Waka (Dawro area), Mishi Kare (Gofa area), and Lante (Gamo area).
The report on this improved educational material will be sent to the ICDR (Institute for Curriculum Development and Re-
search) in Addis Ababa, and to the Curriculum Department of the Educational Bureau in Awasa which is responsible for the
entire Southern Region. The Educational Bureau will then send a report to the Ministry of Education in Addis Ababa. The
deadline for the report was set at June 6, 1987. A very first (preliminary) evaluation was made by evaluators of the ICDR
who stayed in Arba Minch for six weeks. Their report is the basis for the report which is currently being put together.
Questionnaires (I was not able to obtain any) were prepared and sent out to elicit feedback from the teachers who were actu-
ally teaching the material. But not all reports have been sent back yet. Especially reports from less accessible areas like Laha
(Melo/Gofa area) are still missing, these areas where there is no radio contact either. Those teachers who did answer the
questionnaires said the material is good and applicable. Hayle Gabriel found the training for the teachers to be inadequate,
since they were only instructed for three days. He, nevertheless, assumes that everything is going all right in those cases
where no reports are coming back.
The trial program, which now has been completed, is planned to be extended to all primary schools in the GGD areas for the
following year. Thus GGD will be the medium of instruction, and it will also be taught as a subject in the GGD-speaking
areas. In addition, it will also be used in those areas where Zayse, Zergulla, and Oyda (henceforth: ZZO) people live. The
ZZO, however, see themselves as distinct from the other groups in the Ometo cluster, and they would like to see some re-
gional administrative autonomy and see their own educational material developed; but according to Hayle Gabriel they lack
not only funds (they did not receive the budget they applied for), but also “skilled workers” and a strong organization to
lobby them. Hayle Gabriel stated that right now “we ordered them to teach GGD as a subject, in order to implement the pro-
gram, and they accepted it.” But he doubted whether this would be “effective”. As far as dialect grouping is concerned, Ato
Zenare grouped Ganta together with Zayse and Zergulla.
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6.4 Statements concerning linguistic affiliation and other aspects

• The people in the areas of Dorze, Gamo, and the Highlands are almost speaking the same language, it “differs only a
bit on the suffix level”  (Samuel Gondere).

• Ato Alemie Abate stated that ZZO is “inside the Gamo area” and that the ZZO people speak Gamo perfectly in addi-
tion to their own language. “Rumours”  said that they want to have their own educational material developed, but
“the Government also has to consider population figures” (Hayle Gabriel).

• Chara is said to be different from the other varieties in the Ometo cluster (Samuel Gondere).
• Oyda and Zayse communicate without problems despite the fact that the Male and Zala areas separate them geo-

graphically. Oyda and Zayse are somewhat different, but they are said to be similar on the lexical level. It is thought
that on linguistic as well as economic grounds, they should accept the GGD educational material; but at the same
time it is generally acknowledged that the people have the right to get their own material since they see themselves as
distinct from other groups (Samuel Gondere).

• The Malo people were said to have “just accent differences”, but they can communicate perfectly with the Gamo and
Gofa people.

• The Shele Mela area (Ganjule area) is Koyra area (Samuel Gondere).
• Haruro (Kachama, Gatsame) is the same as Zayse and Zergulla (Samuel Gondere).
• All highland areas (Gamo, Gofa, Dawro) are densely populated, and so is the Wolaytta area as a whole.
• Among the twenty-eight woredas in the Southern Region, the majority of the people live in the North Omo Zone.

7 Conclusion
The development of GGD materials, currently undertaken by the Educational Authorities, is well underway towards a stan-
dard orthography for a number of communities of the Ometo cluster. Despite the fact that the project only bears the name of
the “GGD”, several varieties spoken by other groups of this area (like Dorze, Ochollo, etc.) are also affected in that their ver-
naculars are also undergoing the fundamental change of having their mother tongue developed from an oral form into a stan-
dard orthography.
It would be worthwhile to monitor the process, from its initial and tentative stages to its final results. This could be an exten-
sive case study of language planning, and it could also help to refine theoretical aspects of graphization and standardization
in general.
Despite the fact that only three ethnic groups, Gamo, Gofa, and Dawro, bear the name of this ambitious project, many other
groups are part of the plan, since they are also included in this project in some way.
Tim Girard (1993) made a lexico-phonostatistical analysis of several Ometo word lists and the results were published in the
S.L.L.E. reports of 1993. Girard (1993:11) concluded that GGD belong to the same speech community: “[…] since CD and
Wolaytta share such a high percentage of cognates (88 plus/minus 2), we can consider them to be the same speech commu-
nity. This community […] is significantly different from Gofa, Gamo and D/K” [i.e., Dawro/ Kullo - R.S.].
Concerning Zayse, Zergulla (and Oyda?) it is not yet clear whether the material developed for GGD would also suffice for
the ZZO areas. The governmental language policy decisions probably need to be reviewed in the near future to adjust to the
realities of this particular area. Government officials in the Educational Office in Awasa, in the Ministry of Education of Ad-
dis Ababa, and in the Administration of Arba Minch probably will have to seriously consider the results which will be ob-
tained in the ongoing evaluation of the educational material. This will serve to reach satisfactory conclusions on the educa-
tional level for all parties involved.
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