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Introduction

Countriesof thegloba south havelong histories
of educating their children through local or
regiona languageswhichareusadinthevillages.
They also have a rich literary tradition of
scholarship, which pre-dates the colonial
intervention that invariably resulted in the
introduction of European languages,
administrations and education systems. Today,
withtherapidincreaseinthemobility of people,
and the spread of globa technol ogies, European,
North American and Australasian education
systems are grappling with how to manage
linguisticand culturd diversity inthebest possible
manner. Books on bi-/multilingual education,
mainly from Western-Northern perspectives
(Heller, 2008; Garcia, 2009; Blackledge &
Creese, 2010), offer contributions on the
utilization and the importance of inclusive
approachesto education. However, thesestudies
havelimited traction in countriesof the* South’
becausethey focusontheneedsof linguistically
diverse studentswho areregarded asminority
students in a sub-set of majority mainstream
systems. Despite increasing evidence of
substantial ‘ South-led’ research (Agnihotri,
2007; Mohanty et al., 2009; Ouane & Glanz,
2010; Heugh & Skutnabb-Kangas, 2010),
academic contributionsof the‘North’ continue
to disregard what has already been practised
andlearnt from valuableresearchinthe* South’.

Inthisarticle, | discusssomeof themost recent,
large-scal e research conducted on literacy and
multilingual education systems in Africa; |
believethey may offer comprehensivefindings

which may be relevant for countries where
multilingualismand multilinguality (Agnihotri,
2007) arethe norm, rather than the exception.
Kenyan scholar Alamin Mazrui (2002) argues
that solutionsto the current failure of education
to meet the needs of school pupilsin Africa
includethe dissemination of research regarding
what workswell and what does not work. He
further emphasizes the importance of
multidirectional exchange of information,
research and experience, i.e., from Africato
the diaspora (South-South and South-North),
rather than the mono-directiona North-South
exchangewhich hasundermined development
inAfricasincethe nineteenth century.

‘Invisible’ African education practices

We know that Africahas experienced at | east
three well-defined periods of multilingual
educational practice which pre-date colonial
intervention. Thesebeginwiththeearly Egyptian
useof hieroglyphics, throughthe Coptic Chritian
use of Ge' ez, to the spread of education in
variousAfrican languageswrittenintheArabic
script as evidenced in the manuscripts of
Timbuktu in Mali. Scholarship in various
languages, which peaked in thetwelfth century
inMali, was ahead of the Italian Renaissance.
Yet, the late nineteenth century European
partition of Africa‘invisibilized’ (Skutnabb-
Kangas, 2000) African educationd practicesand
records of this period. European or North
American model sof education, entirely out-of -
kilter with the continent, and designed for
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societiesin which therewasas ngle dominant
language, were superimposed on the diverse
African communities. Suchill-fitting models, of
which ‘outcomes-based’ or ‘constructivist’
curriculumisthemost recent, havenot only been
costly and haveincurred an Africa-wide debt,
but they have a so underserved studentsfor one
hundred and thirty years.

Nevertheless, recent Africanresearch (inliaison
with devel opment agencies such asUNESCO
and the United Nations Development
Programme-UNDP) has uncovered extensive
datain language and literacy education, which
maly be useful for theoretical developmentsin
international education and applied linguistics
where these engage with linguistic diversity
beyondAfrica.

Part of international contemporary wisdomis
that thelonger children arein school, themore
likely they areto accessmainstream society and
the economy. It is believed that successful
studentsin mainstream state-provided education
arethosewho succeed in devel oping high level
literacy skillsinthelanguage(s) of theimmediate
community, which can later be transferred to
high level literacy in a language of wider
communication such asEnglish, French, Spanish,
Russian, Arabic or Mandarin. Whileresearch
in Northern Europe and North America has
pointed towards such findingsin alternative-to-
mainstream programmes (e.g., immersion
bilingud, two-way immersion), in neither setting
have data been drawn from system-wide
(mainstream) studies.

Such data have however been gathered from
studies conducted in African countries,
particularly in SouthAfricaand Ethiopia, aswell
as from other multi country studies covering
Sub-Saharan Africa(Alidou et al 2006; Heugh
etd.,2007; Reevesetd.,2008; Ouane& Glanz,
2010, 2011). In additiontothis, in anexchange
of South-South research, the findings of a
particularly interesting systemic study of

language education in Ethiopiahave recently
been debated inrelation to multilingual education
initiativesin Latin and North America, India,
Nepal, South-East Asia and Burkina Faso.
Scholarsfrom these settings have contributed
research and theory fromthe‘ peripheriestothe
centre(s)’ (Heugh & Skutnabb-Kangas, 2010).
The implications of the Ethiopian and other
studies of this volume point towards:
decentralization of education to regional and
local authorities, local skillsdevelopment and
community involvement in schools, provison of
multilingual education, and improved rates of
achievement. Whilethiscollection of studies
may surprise stakeholderswho are accustomed
to looking North or West, it is generating
international interestinwhat wedoin the South.

TheEthiopian study

The Ethiopian study, whichisbacked with data
collected from urban, rural and pastoral
(nomadic) communities, demonstratesthat it is
possibleevenin oneof the poorest countries of
theworld, to accommodatelow cost linguistic,
ethnic and faith-based diversity acrossan entire
education system, and within a ten year
timeframe (Heugh et a., 2007). The Ethiopian
(federal) Ministry of Education adopted anew
education policy in 1994, whichincluded eight
yearsof mother tongueeducation (MTE) along
with the teaching of Amharic as a national
second language, for al studentswhose mother
tonguewasnot Amharic (thiscovered two-thirds
of school students). Inadditiontothis, thepolicy
included the teaching of English asaForeign
Language from grade one, with atransitionto
English asamedium of ingtruction for secondary
education (by grade nine). Like Afrikaansin
South Africa, Amharic was used asalanguage
of privileged political power and control in pre-
1990 Ethiopia. Since Ethiopia had not
succumbed to colonid rule, Englishhad alimited
roleprior to thispoint. Political and educational
changesin Ethiopia occurred along asimilar
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timeline to those in South Africa during the
1990s, withinteresting comparisonsover thelast
two decades. By 2010, MTE had been
implemented for at least six yearsof primary
education in eight out of eleven Ethiopian
regions, and for eight yearsin four out of these
(accompanied by language development in 32
languages). The uptake of this policy in an
environment whereonly Amharic, Afan Oromo,
and alittle English had been used aslanguages
of education prior to thispoint isphenomenal,
given theminimal resourcesat the disposal of
thefederal and regiona governments.

During the datacollection phase of the study on
themedium of instruction in Ethiopian primary
schoolsin 2006, what was particularly striking
for theresearcherswastheavailability and daily
useof locally produced textbooksand learning
materiasinlanguagesof thelocal community.
What was even more remarkable wasthat, in
contrast with the results of the field research
conducted in the schoolsin South Africa, these
bookswere used in class and taken home for
homework tasks on a daily basis. In South
Africa, wherecommercia publishersproduce
expensive school textbooks, these are usually
locked away in cupboards, seldom giveninthe
hands of students, and rarely allowed home
(Reeves et al., 2008). While there have been
considerable challenges within the Ethiopian
education system, and it has seriousflawsand
risks, including arecent changein publishing
policy, South Africahas agreat deal to learn
about effective education reform from this
resource-poor country. So do other countries
from the South and North, where youth whose
languages and cultures receive less
acknowledgement either exit school
prematurely, or facesocial alienation.

The Ethiopian case offersamicrocosm of each
of the language education models currently
implemented acrossAfricaandin other diverse
settings. Whilethereisasinglefedera language
education policy, theregionshaveimplemented

it todifferent degrees. Systemic assessment in
grade four and grade eight in the years 2000,
2004 and 2008 have provided the largest
multilingual education datasets, across the
world. These datasets illustrate the relation
between the medium of instruction and student
achievement across each of the language
education models(zeroMTE; 4 yearsof MTE;
6 years of MTE; a mix of 6 and 8 years of
MTE—certain subjectsinMT/MT for 6 years
and another languagefor 8 years; and 8 years
of MTE). The findings are historically and
chronologically important.

Firstly, the datashow that studentswith eight
yearsof MTE outperform thosewith fewer than
eight yearsof MTE. Studentswith amix of sSix
to eight years of MTE outperform those with
six yearsof MTE, and studentswith six years
of MTE outperform those with four years of
MTE. Thisdatacorrelateswiththeearlier data
onAfrican studieswhichindicatesthat students
demonstrate higher levelsof achievement with
six yearsof MTE under ideal (well-resourced,
experimenta) conditions(Bamgbose, 2000), and
with eight years of less well-resourced
conditions(Alidou et a., 2006; Ouane& Glanz,
2010).

Secondly, the data suggest that students who
learn three languages in the school system
(including at least two scripts/orthographic
systems) have higher levels of academic
achievement than those who learn only two
languages.

Thirdly, students’ achievement in science
declines sharply with fewer than eight years of
MTE.

Fourthly, studentswho have at least six years
of MTE beforethey switch to English medium,
do best in mathematics.

Fifthly, wherethereisahigher concentration of
rural and small urban centres, studentsexhibit
higher level s of achievement than studentsin
the more urbanized contexts. These findings
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correlatewith higher community participation
in schoolsand education in therural and small
towns. Despite frequent misconceptions about
the low levels of involvement and interest of
nomeadiccommunitiesin education, the Ethiopian
study revealed that even in pastoral societies,
communitieshold strong andinformed viewson
education and theroleof languagesin education.

There is yet another critical phenomenon in
relation to the dataemerging from the Ethiopian
study. Whilethe M T/homelanguage policy was
implemented and given strong federal
government backing between 1994 and 2002, a
change in the education minister was
accompanied by achangein focus towards a
greater prioritization of English throughout the
education system from 2003. A new set of plans
wasput in placetoincreasetheroleof English
which emphasized the teaching of Englishin
primary schools. By 2004, an Englishlanguage
consultant from the United Kingdom was
brought in to develop an in-service teacher
education programme to improve teachers
proficiency in English. Thisdiverted 42 per cent
of the teacher education budget towards a
cascade model Englishlanguageimprovement
from 2005, involving one hundred and twenty
hours of intensive contact time for English
language tuition and eighty hours of distance
education. Withintwo yearsall primary school
teachersin the country had participated inthis
programme. The data collected in 2006 elicited
disturbing informetion about thisprogrammeand
itsefficacy. Thereport (Heugh et a., 2007) and
thevolume (Heugh & Skutnabb-Kangas, 2010),
reveal the impact and ‘washback effect’ of
greater prioritization of English on the
achievement of studentsin the system at the
time. Despite the enormous cost of providing
in-serviceteacher education in English across
thesystem, student achievement inthe 2000 and
2004 assessments showed significant decline
subsequent to thefocuson Englishinthe 2008
systemic assessment, particularly inmathematics

and science. Thishas occurred subsequent to
therall-out of the English languageimprovement
programme acrossseveral regions, and aswitch
to English medium, especially in mathematics
and science (see Coleman, 2011 for critiquesof
over-dependency on English in developing
countries.)

L essonsfrom the Ethiopian study

The Ethiopian case offers international
educationa theory not only largedatasetswhich
validate contemporary theory of bi/multilingual
education, but also four valuablelessons.

e Thefirstlessonisthatitispossible, even
with minimal expenditure, to develop, and
implement multilingual education in
resource-poor countries.

e The second lesson is that high cost
intervention provided by expertsfrom other
countries(in thisinstance, acascade model
for English languageimprovement) doesnot
awaysshow positivereturnsoninvestment.
Infact, inthiscase, the evidence pointsto
lower levelsof student achievement.

e Thethirdlesson contributesto new theory
that students who learn three languages
havehigher levelsof academic achievement
than those who learn two languages,
particularly in mathematicsand science.

e Thefourth lesson indicates that students
withlonger MTE followed by atransition
to English have higher achievement levels,
particularly in mathematicsand science.

Thelast two points counter earlier unsupported
claims that the learning of more than one
language detracts from students' potential
achievement in mathematicsand science.

Findly, Alamin Mazrui (2002) recommendsthat
in order to transform the education systemin
Africa, more attention ought to be directed
towards what can be learned from within the
continent and from South-South exchanges of
expertise, rather than looking towards models
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outsdeAfrica Infact, alot can belearned from
Ethiopia, and from athorough investigation of
education on the African continent through
different historical periodsdating asfar back as
ancient Egypt. Similarly, exchange of research
experience between South Asia and Africa
would also offer insights to European, North
American and Australasian investigationson
how besttoincludelinguisticand culturd diversity
in the curricula of Northern systems of
education, both in respect of indigenous and
migrant minority education.
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