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Multilingual Education efforts in other
developing countries of the world

Why Papua New Guinea has a unique chance to implement a
widespread Multilingual Education policy, and what it could

learn from other developing countries.
by Jens Meyer

Introduction

This article is the result of a presentation I gave for a bridging course
earlier in 2011. The presentation is meant to encourage Papua New
Guineans that they are not alone in their challenges with regard to their
multicultural, multilingual situation, and that with motivation it is
possible to provide good quality education for children, based on the
Multi Lingual Education principles. I will not be able to discuss the pros
and cons of MLE in detail, but want to establish first and foremost that
Papua New Guinea is not the only country with challenges, but that
other developing countries have recently gone through an evaluation of
their bi-lingual policies and have started to question these, striving
instead for a variety of solutions in order to enable greater access to
education for more children.

Assertion

Multilingual Education or MLE takes the idea of Mother Tongue
Education further. MLE assumes that societies have a number of
linguistic minorities present; whether they are recognised as such or not
does not really matter. For proponents of MLE raising awareness, and
building on informed involvement of both parents and teachers, is vital to
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children having a successful involvement in their education. Treasuring
cultural diversity, preserving and developing traditional languages are
just as much a focus as in the Mother Tongue Education model, but
brings in the recognition that there may be more that one mother tongue
present, through migration and higher mobility of populations. Just as
MTE, MLE builds on the idea that children will stay connected with their
mother-tongue culture, but proposes the connection to be longer, to grade
8 and beyond. MLE wants children to appreciate other cultures and
languages, as well as their own, which is why multiple numbers of
languages in one school are seen as an opportunity within MLE, not as a
disadvantage. 1

Monolingual societies are the exception in the world, not the norm.
Even countries traditionally thought of as being functionally
monolingual are no longer so, and often never really have been.

The USA always had language minorities, even though immigrants
tended to abandon their mother tongue very fast. However Native
American communities suffered and deteriorated, partly because of
suppression and neglect of language and tradition. In recent years
Spanish has become the de facto second language in large parts of the
USA.

Great Britain has had linguistic minorities ever since various
invasions in it’s very early history brought in different linguistic and
cultural groups. Today, apart from a move to revive Gaelic, Welsh,
Cornish and Manx communities, there are large areas of Hindi, Gujarati,
Urdu and other language communities in big cities, and principles of
MLE are starting to be considered. Similar trends, even though for very
different reasons, are emerging in Australia and Germany.

Previous efforts in other developing countries to have one unifying
language have resulted in minorities being neglected. The reasons for
such policies are logical, and sensible, since they were applied in
successful nation states all over the world for long periods of time. Papua
New Guinea is not the only developing country to face the challenges of
development, of being able to trade and to connect to the outside world
while having culturally and linguistically diverse people groups.
Education to a good standard in an international language therefore
makes sense. But other countries have gone in that direction, and with

More and deeper information can be found in Cummins, Thomas and Collier, and the UNESCO report,. all quoted in the bibliography.

It is beyond the scope of this article to discuss the other definitions of MLE.
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considerable pressure and investment, yet have had difficulties in
achieving the goals set out.

Countries like the Philippines, Kenya, Indonesia and Ethiopia all
have more than 50 languages, and although Papua New Guinea is by far
the linguistically richest country, with by far the smallest language
groups, even within Papua New Guinea’s history there are indicators
that a well-founded Multi Lingual Education policy could benefit this
country more than a unified, monolingual policy.2

The past situation in other developing countries

Developing countries, like Ethiopia, Philippines, Indonesia,
Thailand, and Kenya, just to give some examples, all followed very
similar policies. They used an international, often a colonial language
from Pre/ Prep school onwards for all children, and introduced a
national language (often just the most widely spread, or the one that was
spoken by the powerful) from Pre/ Prep School onwards, for all children,
which in most cases was unknown to them. As a result the mentioned
countries often used suppression, degradation and active disadvantage
when children only spoke a minority language.

Reasons for the adopted policies

The reasons for this were quite logical, and based on what highly
developed countries had followed as a formula of success. One national
language for all was meant to strengthen nation building, advance
children quickly to higher education, simplify curriculum development,
lesson planing, and school material production. As a result of
centralising policy and education it was thought that, with the lack of
resources there was greater success built in, when all materials would
have the same language, the same source, just as it had done in the
developed countries, and of course schools were easier to administer and
to control. Often the idea was to catch up faster with developed
countries.

The result of the policies

The results of the enforcement of these policies were, however,
unexpected. Instead of improving literacy rates and bringing a better
Thomas, Wayne P. & Collier, Virginia P., A National Study of School Effectiveness for Language Minority Students’ Long-Term

Academic Achievement, 2001
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educated population, there were high drop-out rates, especially from the
minority languages. High disillusionment and disengagement,
especially from minority groups followed and led to high amounts of
separatist activities. In other words, instead of forging a closer, stronger
nation, the monolingual policy would actually tear nations apart. In
education itself there was a slow-down of children's education, high
drop-out rates and lack of motivation of teachers, placed, often against
their will, in remote and for them foreign areas. High disconnection rate,
and estrangement from culture and tradition led to more gangs,
disillusioned and disaffected youth, which in turn brought deterioration
of respect for culture, tradition, dishonouring elders and parents and
isolation and confusion among even the parent generation, as well as
discouragement.

 Why was there change in the language policy of
developing countries?

Still, this does not automatically lead to change; often governments
just enforce harder what they perceive as the best policy. However, an
increasing awareness of how much the previous policies damaged the
chances of children on all levels of society led to discussion, as well as
how much the policy seem to damage the society and the nation.
Furthermore, a greater awareness by world wide organisations such as
UNESCO has led to a change of thinking, recognising that minority
languages have the same rights as other languages, and that fighting
poverty, under-development, and neglect can be most effectively done
with literacy in the mother tongue. Research confirmed that literacy is
most successful among those who are taught in their mother tongue first,
and for the first three years as a minimum. The greater the mother tongue
culture was valued and furthered, the more successful children became.
A strong willingness to change a critical situation among educators and
politicians made an impact and started a shift in perception.

Ethiopia
Challenges in Ethiopia

Even though the need for change in Ethiopia is starting to be
recognised, attitudes of some Community members and members of the
Ethiopian elite pose challenges for educators. Furthermore, challenges
during the process of establishing orthographies, especially for dialects,
often delay or hinder the implementation. There is a mismatch between
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the government curriculum materials, and the materials needed to be
produced, as there is a lack of resources. To a certain extend it is better,
Ethiopian educators have found, to have inadequate material, than to
have no material at all. Training of teachers to implement MLE has it’s
challenges, with teachers finding it hard to switch from what they have
learnt and observed, both as children themselves, as well as when they
learned to become teachers. Long practice in using the regional, the
national and the international language in the school environment
makes learning a completely new style of learning and teaching very
difficult; after all, it worked for them, why should the old method not
work for a new generation of children. Being one of the poorest countries
in the world also means a lack of MLE experts to offer on-the-job training
and a lack of appropriate MLE materials writers.3

Ethiopia faces repeated challenges such as lack of resources and food,
and the implementation of MLE principles may draw on assets the
country simply does not possess, however, the recognition of the failure
of the previous policy plays a major role for educators in Ethiopia to look
for better answers to the challenge of education in an impoverished
nation.

Kenya
Challenges in Kenya

In Kenya the problems seem to be that MLE is not a subject that has
an exam, and exams and results are a measure of success, and enables
businesses, citizens and government to evaluate someone’s education.
Teachers claim that Mother Tongue Education affects the accent of
English and Swahili, and they almost see MTE and MLE as an insult
against town children that speak English anyway, an assertion that
parents agree most strongly with. For the particular case study Mudogo
Peter Sigak did, the non-Sabaot teachers and education officials asserted
that MTE would breed tribalism, an assertion that seems to run contrary
to findings in other areas and countries. There are few teachers, and the
few teachers that are there are not trained, especially in the rural context.
According to teachers, school heads and education officials, there is not
enough material, and a certain type of jealousy arises when people ask
themselves what would need to be done for their own language.4  Who
will teach the children that are not from that language group, is a

3 Adapted from Zeme,  Mesfin Derash, The Ethopian MLE Experience,  2010
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challenge posed by non-Sabaot teachers, and parents alike.

Kenya seem to have the same resource challenges, and maybe some
issues of envy, much as Papua New Guinea may have in parts, and
arguments against both Mother Tongue Education and MLE. Mudogo
Sigak, the main co-ordinator for the Sabaot language in Kenya, describes
how teachers complain that MTE is not a subject that can be examined,
and that speaking the local language for longer affects the English accent
and pronunciation. Parents feel insulted as they assert that town
children already speak English fluently and are intelligent. While
outlining the proposal for MLE in his mother tongue, Mr Sigak
encountered accusations of possible tribalism from non-Sabaot teachers
and education officials. There are too few teachers in any case, according
to teachers and officials, and the orthographies are posing serious
challenges. Lack of books in the mother tongue and teachers not
adequately trained for the new methods is also an objection leveled by
teachers and parents, and there are questions raised by parents and non-
Sabaot teachers alike: what would happen to languages other than
Sabaot?

First results are promising in Kenya, especially in the Sabaot
area

Despite initial criticism and skepticism, the Sabaot of Kenya have
taken on the challenges, and raised awareness on a broad level:

Mudoku Sigak describes the awareness that was necessary to start to
change the perception of parents and teachers alike:

• Advocacy targeted all stakeholders in education, such as
parents, teachers, politicians and opinion leaders in the various
communities

• These were accomplished through activities such as Education
forums, cultural days, promotional materials, such as calendars,
brochures, and posters, and stakeholders’ meetings supported these
activities.5

4 Adapted from Sigak, Mudogo Peter, MTE Advocacy in Kenya, 2010

5 Sigak, Mudogo Peter, MTE Advocacy in Kenya, 2010
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As we can see below, the results are an encouraging start:

• A rapid increase of the number of teachers willing to be trained,
from 26 to 114 in 3 months.

• A significant increase in the number of course books ordered by
schools

• The number of schools actively teaching Mother Tongue as a
subject, and using it as a Medum of Instruction rose to over 80 in three
districts, although admittedly that number dropped afterwards

• Some Education officials, who were initially against the project,
actively supported and promoted the programme.

Conclusion for Papua New Guinea

For Papua New Guinea the same challenges are present like all the
examples given in this article. I am aware I have not explicitly given
examples from the Philippines, Indonesia and Thailand, however, the
situations are similar, and comparable. In those countries the process is
in a different stage, and the development of the countries is on a different
level and exploring the MLE examples there would warrant another,
maybe deeper article.

Papua New Guinean educators, teachers and officials should draw
encouragement from these examples. Papua New Guinea has still a very
high respect among MLE experts for its forward looking, progressive
policies , and it would be a shame to lose that status.  Resources ought to
be invested in training and closer monitoring of MLE projects, and
teachers and parents could be encouraged by these, and could monitor
the results. It is often the determination of teachers and educators that
will set a nation to better, and more widespread education, despite
reservations, criticisms and political ambitions present. Papua New
Guinea could be the model for MLE education because of its rich cultural
heritage. Even the teacher guide for Elementary teachers states clearly
that children are to be taught in their own language, and that teachers
are supposed to be able to speak and teach in the language of the
children in the classroom .

The legal framework is already in place, the freedom to change the
perception and the curriculum is already in place, to be able to create a

6  Sigak, Mudogo Peter, MTE Advocacy in Kenya, 2010
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model of Multilingual Education that could become the envy of other
developing countries.

I therefore strongly encourage Papua New Guinean teachers and
educators to step up to the challenge. Papua New Guinea has far greater
resources than for example Ethiopia, and NGOs, churches and mission
organisations would be more than willing to support training and
awareness of teachers and teacher trainers. Attempts to use MLE and
MTE as an excuse for past failings in the training of teachers can only
jeopardise the future of children in this country.
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