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Introduction
You would think that it was important to be able to speak a language fairly well in order to use it as a
medium for getting your education.  That is not the case in sub-Saharan Africa.  There, wherever children
are learning through a language of wider communication (LWC) such as English, French or Portuguese, it is
common for them to be less than fluent in these languages.  

This chapter is about what happens when learners - and often teachers - struggle to use the language of
learning.  It is also about solutions to this problem.  And finally it is about a mystery: why so few people
want to take this question seriously.

I should say at the outset that I am going to be saying critical things about English-medium education in
Africa and I will be risking the criticism that I am speaking badly of teachers in Africa.  I certainly do not
want to do that.  I am criticising systems, not teachers.  I have worked with a lot of teachers in different
African countries and my impression of them is that they are doing pretty well in very difficult
circumstances.  

A word about terms.  I will be using Africa as a shorthand for sub-Saharan Africa.  I will be talking about
English - rather than about European languages or LWCs in general - but much of what I say is equally
applicable to these languages.  I will be using the term second language (L2) to mean English, whereas it is
often a third, fourth, fifth (etc.) language for learners in African classrooms.  I will use the term mother-
tongue (L1) to refer to the language which a child finds most comfortable on entering school, whereas this
may be a community language rather than a home language.  And I will be using the term bilingual to refer
to contexts which are often effectively ‘multilingual’.  And crucially, I am talking about teaching subjects
through English, rather than about English teaching.  

Achievement in African schools
Levels of achievement in African schools are much too low.  Various measures give us an idea of this:

• numbers of children out of school are high

• dropout rates are high

• matriculation rates are low

• literacy rates are low (Bamgbose 2000; Williams 1996)

• levels of English language ability are low (Heugh 1995; Williams & Cooke 2002)

• students’ language and learning abilities on entry to tertiary education are low (Rollnick & Manyatsi
1997).
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Why is this? It is clearly to do with, for example: 

• socio-economic causes such as poverty and illiteracy, especially in the rural population

• resourcing, including teacher-pupil ratio, class size, schoolbook supply, school fabric etc.

• inadequacies in teacher education.

What I want to suggest is that it is also - some would say mainly (Harlech-Jones 2001; Brock-Utne 2002) -
to do with language ability: that is to say, the ability of teachers and learners to use a European language
for teaching and learning (Williams & Cooke 2002).

Linguistic disadvantage in education

In a lot of African countries school learning takes place largely through a European language.  In most
countries where English is the main language of learning, education takes place through an African
language in the early years - often for the first three or four years of schooling - and English takes over
after that, though widespread code-switching blurs this boundary.

Education through the medium of English in Africa, as it is currently practised, depresses school
achievement.  Every minister of education, NGO manager, educational aid consultant or TESOL expert
needs to have this written in front of their desk in big letters.  If you require children to learn through an
additional language which they don’t know well enough, without offering them support, you are making it
difficult for them to get an education.  When this situation is enshrined in education policy, it amounts to
institutional discrimination: a particular form of educational disadvantage, built into the education system.  I
will call it ‘linguistic’ or ‘language disadvantage’.

We can see linguistic disadvantage at work in L2-medium education when:

• learners are not fluent enough in the medium of instruction (MoI) to use it as a medium for learning, or
when

• teachers are not fluent enough in the MoI to use it as a medium for teaching.

In a school in which either or both of these circumstances occur, a fundamental, far-reaching, decisive
barrier is placed in the way of education.  It affects every aspect of learning and - crucially - it radically
undermines the effectiveness of any other attempt at improving that education system.

Language for learning

The level of English language ability of many learners in African schools from year 1 right through to
matriculation falls below what would be considered sufficient for them to use it adequately as a language of
learning (Heugh 1995, 1999, 2001; Williams & Cooke 2002).

Language disadvantage is amplified by the fact that learners need to master not only general-purpose
English language use, but also the use of English for educational purposes, or language for learning - what
Cummins (1984) called cognitive academic language proficiency.  (See Table 1 for an outline of the
ingredients of this crucial variety of language use.)
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In the right conditions, a child can achieve general-purpose L2 ability relatively quickly and in a high-
exposure context this can happen without the intervention of a teacher.  Acquiring an L2 for learning,
however, takes much longer and relies on teaching which is specifically focussed on that goal.  In North
America it is now widely accepted (Cummins 1996; Thomas & Collier 2000) that a second language learner
may take two years to become proficient in the social variety of English, but seven years to use the
educational variety successfully for school learning at the level expected of English-fluent learners.  This is
in a high-exposure context with good resourcing.  It is not unproblematic to translate this finding to the
context of sub-Saharan Africa, but the point should not be lost: learning in English in African classrooms is
difficult and learning through the academic variety of it is even more so.

The ingredients of linguistic disadvantage

In Africa the socio-educational context in which children learn is often in itself capable of making it difficult
for them to succeed in school, quite apart from considerations of language.  I am talking about such
matters as:

• uneducated or illiterate family background 

• poor school fabric

• large class size

• poor textbook supply

• inadequate teacher education

• long walking distances to school

• home pressure to leave school early.

In the face of these powerful impediments to education, one would want to ensure that the schooling which
these children receive was highly supportive, comprehensible, accessible and securely embedded within
their local linguistic and cultural context.  Instead, however, what awaits them in school is a whole series of
further barriers which language disadvantage places in their way.  These are some of the main ingredients
of language disadvantage:

Table 1: Language for school learning

Vocabulary: 

• Subject-specific

• General cross-curricular

Cognitive processes, e.g.:

• Hypothesising

• Defining

• Classifying

• Comparing, contrasting

• Showing cause and effect

• Showing time sequence

• Listing

• Adding

Discourse:

• Genre: text-types for specific purposes 
(e.g. recounting, persuasion, argument)

• Signals of textual organisation (e.g. headings,
numbering, paragraphs, connectors, back-
reference)

Language skills 

for learning:

• Writing (e.g. planning, drafting, editing,
revising written work)

• Reading (e.g. predicting, following signals 
of organisation, skimming, scanning)

• Talk (e.g. groupwork talk: setting goals,
monitoring progress, keeping on track,
evaluating outcomes, reporting back)

• Listening (e.g. predicting, following 
signals of organisation)

Study skills:

• Making notes

• Summarising

• Using the internet, a library

• Using reference books

• Working with charts and graphs
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1. Learners may be exposed to little English outside the classroom, particularly in rural areas.  That means
that learning English and especially in English is much harder work (Trappes-Lomax 1990).
2. Early education through the medium of a first language may not give children strong foundations in early
L1 literacy and cognitive skills.  These are vital for learning generally and especially for learning through a
second language (Tucker 1999).
3. Most schools do not require children to use L1 for studying cognitively demanding subjects beyond the
first three or four years (if that).  This means that bilingualism does not offer them the intellectual benefits
which we know it can provide (Heugh 1995).  
4. Some children may have to handle the difficult task of learning English from the first day of schooling.
5. Most schools do not teach explicitly the language of learning (see ‘Language for learning’ above).
6. For this reason, the English which children learn up to the formal switch of medium is general-purpose
English which does not equip them adequately to learn subjects through English after that.
7. At the switch of medium, there will be a big gap between their English language ability and the language
demands of the English-medium curriculum (Macdonald 1990).
8. This gap can get bigger because the curriculum - and the language and conceptual demands which it
makes - can expand faster than the language and conceptual ability of the learners.
9. English-medium subject teachers may not use a pedagogy which recognises the fact that education is
taking place in a language which is a second (or third, fourth, etc) language for both teacher and learners.
10. The English language ability of both English and subject teachers may sometimes not be adequate for
them to use English for teaching (Heugh 1999; Young 1995).
11. Teachers are likely to use a pedagogy which relies a lot on teacher-talk and learner memorisation
(Arthur 1993).  This makes learning linguistically and cognitively difficult even for children working in their
first language.
12. Textbooks are not often written with second-language learners of English in mind and do not therefore
display the degree of accessibility and language-supportiveness which English-medium education demands
(Peacock 1995).

For many children in schools in Africa, a lot – and sometimes all – of these factors may apply.  It is difficult
to see how, under all these circumstances, social, educational and linguistic, the educational chances of
these children are anything but poor.  That is why using a language of wider communication such as
English is a major cause of under-achievement in African education.  

Language disadvantage, however, has consequences which go beyond the individual and the classroom.  In
the following section, I will outline what these consequences are.  

The consequences of linguistic disadvantage
I will mention ten consequences of linguistic disadvantage and say a little about each one in turn:

• It raises barriers to learning

• It reinforces unequal access to the curriculum

• It amplifies the effect of poverty on education

• It reinforces power relations in society

• It breaks the bond between school and community 

• It damages the child’s language and culture

• It inhibits school improvement initiatives

• It skews data on educational performance

• It reduces the effectiveness of teacher-education 

• It contributes ultimately to limiting the economic performance of a country.

School achievement

If children are educated through a second language, without the benefit of language-supportive teaching
(see ‘Language-supportive teaching of subjects in the L2’ below), they find learning difficult and therefore
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slow, inefficient and often boring.  Many will drop out at the switch of medium or later (Bamgbose 2000;
Heugh 1999) and underperform in the classroom, in assessment and – if they make it – at matriculation.

Education through the medium of an LWC in Africa retards the performance of both individuals and schools
(Dutcher 2001).  It puts a brake on their learning and can place a low upper limit on what they achieve.
Schools with large numbers of children who are not fluent enough in the medium of instruction will
underperform in comparison with schools where these constraints apply less.  

Access to the curriculum

Language is also an equality issue.  Language disadvantage bears heaviest on the most disadvantaged
social groups and thus reinforces the unequal access to the curriculum which these groups can experience
for other reasons.  For example, children from educated backgrounds handle English-medium education
better than children from uneducated backgrounds (Brock-Utne 2002); and children in rural areas – partly
because of low exposure to English – face greater language barriers than those living in urban areas.

Poverty

Language affects poverty.  Poverty is associated with low levels of literacy and general education in the
family and this makes it difficult to learn through English.  So the better-off benefit from English-medium
education more than the worse-off.  Crucially, given the orientation of current development policy towards
poverty reduction, language disadvantage tends to thwart efforts to reduce poverty through education
(Dutcher 2001).  Poverty reduction strategies in education which do not address language disadvantage
will have less impact.  And conversely strategies which do address it can be more powerful.  

Power

If education through a European language reinforces distinctions between rich and poor, it is also a power
issue.  European languages are languages of power.  Education through a language of power thus
becomes a gatekeeper to socio-economic status (Tollefson 1991; Roy-Campbell 2001).  You do not get on
if you do not speak it well.  

Relationship between school and community 

A school needs to be in contact with the families of its learners.  It needs to respond to what those families
want from schooling for their children.  It also needs those families to understand and – where possible –
reinforce what is happening in school.  This bond between school and community is broken when the
school uses a language for learning which is not used a lot in the community and which parents may not
use confidently, if at all.

Language and cultural heritage

Children’s experience is shaped by the language, ideas and practices which are embedded in their family
and community and which link them to the past and future of that community.  School experience should
grow out of this language and culture and feed back into it.  When a school uses a language and culture for
learning which is different from the child’s, it not only makes learning difficult, but it severs the link between
child and community language/culture.  The school ceases to draw on it and to enrich it.  It may also cease
to value that language and culture as one which is good enough for school learning.  

Educational development

Language is important in development.  Because language disadvantage in schools is deep-seated, it can
undermine the success of other initiatives to improve the performance of schools in areas such as the following:

• Raising achievement

• School improvement

• Curriculum planning

• Textbook quality.
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If education development projects which focus on issues such as these do not take into account that
achievement is retarded by the language of instruction, their outcomes in terms of school performance will
be much lower than they should be.  School improvement projects in African schools often deliver less
than we expect, despite considerable and normally unpaid extra effort on the part of teachers to do better.
And yet we are still baffled by these disappointing results.  In the debate about school achievement (see
‘The debate about linguistic disadvantage’ below) we still rarely face the fact that children simply do not
understand lessons well enough (Dutcher 2001).

Educational measurement

Not only do we fail to draw the obvious conclusions about educational achievement, but we use unreliable
instruments to measure it.  The measurement issue is important: language disadvantage distorts the
measurement of individual and school potential.  Data on learning outcomes (e.g. literacy, matriculation) in
education which takes place through a European language do not reflect the levels of achievement which
could be reached if European languages were not acting as a brake on learning.  And here, as in the
debate on access, achievement and institutional improvement, there seems to be no public recognition of
the fact that the data on which international education policy is founded may be untrustworthy.

Teacher-education

Language is also an issue in teacher education.  The impact of teacher-education in English-medium
education systems in Africa is inadequate – as measured by standard measures of educational
development (literacy rates, matriculation rates, and so on).  No doubt there are many reasons for this.  But
crucial among them is that few teacher-education courses recognise the fact that learners find it difficult to
understand lessons.  And thus, teacher-educators who are training teachers to teach particular subjects do
not, as a rule, train them to teach the subject using the specific pedagogy which is necessary wherever
learners are learning in a language in which they are not fluent (see ‘Language-supportive teaching of
subjects in the L2’ below).  A published illustration can be seen in Government of the Republic of Namibia
2000.  Teachers enter the profession, find that many of their students do not sufficiently understand the
language of learning a lot of the time, and do not know what to do about it.  

Teachers who cannot teach adequately through a second language get low results.  It is not, of course,
their fault.  But to train these teachers for three years at great expense, without alerting them to the
fundamental impediment to learning which the language issue represents, amounts to a waste of training
resources on a very large scale indeed.  

The economy

Finally language is an issue for the national economy.  Current literacy or examination pass rates in African
countries must cause concern to governments who aim to develop a skilled national workforce (Alexander
2001a, 2001b).  The struggle of many teachers and learners with the language of education (Heugh 1999;
Williams & Cooke 2002) is a major contributor to low performance not only in education but also in the
economy as a whole.

Appropriate education in bilingual settings
What can be done to improve this situation? I will mention three things:

• Introduce bilingual education

• Improve the effectiveness of education in the junior primary phase

• Train teachers to use language-supportive education to teach subjects through an LWC.

Bilingual education

The most appropriate form of educational response to bi- and multilingualism in society is bi- and
multilingual education (see, for example, Alexander 2001b).  It is difficult to argue against learning at least
partly through the mother-tongue from the point of view of its value:

• to the identity of the individual (Dutcher 2001)



National Development, Education and Language in Central Asia and Beyond

Chapter 8: Recognising and Countering Linguistic Disadvantage in English-Medium Education in Africa

84

• to community cohesion (Dutcher op.cit.)

• to cultural heritage (Dutcher op.cit.)

• to classroom atmosphere (Brock-Utne 2002)

• to early literacy and cognitive development (Tucker 1999)

• to later education through the medium of English (Cummins 1996; Tucker op.cit.)

• and generally as an entrance to the world of schooling.

In addition, as Heugh (1999) points out, the history of education in Africa is littered with reports which
emphasise the importance of learning through indigenous languages.  Above all, bilingual education works
(Dutcher 2001).  It works in industrialised economies where the child’s first language has high social status,
as in Canadian immersion schooling (e.g. Cummins & Swain 1986) or indeed in former bilingual
English/Afrikaans schooling in South Africa.  Equally, it works where the first language has low status as in
dual-language education in the USA (Thomas & Collier 2000) or in South America (Woodhall 1998, quoted
in Alexander 2001b).  It can also work in African L1 literacy (Williams 1996), in African L1-medium
education, as for example in the Nigerian 6-year primary project (Bamgbose 2000), and in gradually
spreading experiments in African bilingual schooling (Plüddemann & Mbude 2001).  In all these cases, basic
conditions have to be fulfilled (such as those outlined in ‘Effective education in the junior primary phase’
and ‘Language-supportive teaching of subjects in the L2’ below).  But when they are, it is perfectly
reasonable to assume that learners can achieve levels of literacy and subject-matter knowledge which are
equal to or better than those which they would achieve in education through an LWC (Dutcher 2001).

Bilingual education in African schools is probably also good for English-medium learning within a bilingual
school.  In other words, it is easier to teach and learn through English if this is done as one strand in a
bilingual school rather than if it is the main or only way of teaching and learning.  In largely English-medium
education, the language and learning skills which learners acquire in initial L1-medium learning in the early
years help them learn later through English (Tucker 1999).  Similarly in bilingual education, the skills they
learn in an L1-medium strand may well carry over to a parallel English-medium strand in the same way.

Some arguments against bilingual education are, at first glance, compelling.  These include:

• the costs of re-orientating major components of the education service, e.g.  teacher-education,
inspection etc

• the costs of mother-tongue medium textbook publishing

• the planning of African languages so that they can function as media of instruction in different subjects.

I will not reproduce this debate here.  These questions are discussed at length elsewhere and have been
found to be solvable (Dutcher 2001).  Teachers can be trained to teach in African languages.  African
languages can be elaborated for educational purposes, as other languages have been (Heugh & Siegrühn
1995; Mwansoko 1990).  Textbooks in African languages can be published (McCallum 1995) and, with the
accessibility of desktop publishing, this is now possible for languages with small numbers of speakers.
What I will emphasise is that few of these arguments weigh heavily against bilingual education when
compared to the negative consequences of unsupported education through a European language (Heugh
& Siegrühn 1995) which I have outlined above.  In addition, money will have to be spent anyway.  Sticking
with English-medium education will cost money.  If, as I argue, it is not working as currently practised, it
must be improved (see ‘Language-supportive teaching of subjects in the L2’ below) and this will not be
cheap.

Furthermore, if bilingual education is going to be viable in the future, it is important to experiment with it
now (Dutcher 2001).  It would not be difficult in present circumstances for governments in Africa to initiate
it at least on an experimental basis (Alexander 2001a; Harlech-Jones 2001).  Indeed, in the face of the
ineffectiveness of current L2-medium education and of the damage it can cause, not to pilot bilingual
education could be seen as a dereliction of duty.
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At this point we should add that largely monolingual L1-medium education works too (Desai 2001).  It is the
medium of choice in most industrialised economies; indeed most people in these contexts cannot – unfortunately
– imagine any other form of education.  It should also be an option for countries in sub-Saharan Africa.  African
children would be able to achieve good levels of language ability in a European language through normal good
foreign language teaching, just as they do, for example, in European countries (Brock-Utne 2002).  They would
even have a head start, because the European language is used widely for important societal functions in their
country, which is not normally the case in Europe.  But if it is difficult to get bilingual education accepted as a
solution in Africa, monolingual education through an African language is at the moment almost unmentionable.  In
time, however, we should hope that it will become acceptable and that African children can also have the benefit
of using the educational language medium which richer countries prefer: their mother-tongue.

Effective education in the junior primary phase

The early years of education are important for all children, because they need to develop effective
foundations in cognitive and literacy skills.  Children in Africa need to develop these skills in their first
language and they need these skills to be especially effective because they will be necessary not only for
learning generally, but also for later learning through a European language (Cummins 1996).  

However, these African-language skills are often not strong enough.  The reasons for this include language
status, the quality of teacher-education and the quality of schoolbooks.  As far as status is concerned,
speakers of an African language may not see it as having educational value which is equal to that of a
European language.  At best, they see it as a bridge to learning in English.  In teacher-education, training
teachers to teach African languages may not be seen as a high status occupation (Bamgbose 2000).
Books in African languages are often not as well produced as those in European languages and may be in
shorter supply in the school (op. cit.).  There may be few available titles overall.  This is especially the case
if we are talking about languages for which schoolbooks have only recently been published (for example
Namibian languages), but it is also true of languages with a much longer history of educational publication.
In particular, even in countries where early education takes place in an African language, the quality and
quantity of books for teaching subjects through the language may be especially poor.  Thus, at the very
point where children need the best education, in order to prepare them to jump the hurdle of learning
through a European language, school may let them down.

However, I do not want to give the impression that good practice in learning through an African L1 is hard
to find, or that the language is never recognised as educationally valuable by communities.  There is plenty
of good L1 literacy development.  See, for example, Bloch 2001; the Molteno Project also does it
particularly well.53 Many communities respond enthusiastically to early years teaching in their local
language (Dutcher 2001).  They do not need convincing that it is good for their relations with school, for
strengthening their cultural heritage and for linking children with their families.  This is something that
governments can build on when they introduce bilingual education.

There is, however, another aspect to early language development in a school system which operates either
partly or largely through L2.  To prepare children for learning through the L2, they need a special form of
L2 development.  It needs to be one which focuses on language for learning across the curriculum, as well
as general-purpose language.  And it should be one which emphasises literacy and cognitive skills and
which is coordinated with literacy development in the L1.  There are plenty of examples of this variant of
ELT in African schools, but, by and large, it is not what teacher-education in Africa trains primary teachers
to do.  They are normally taught to teach a form of English which is not specifically related to subjects or to
cross-curricular cognitive development and which may be uncoordinated with L1 literacy teaching.  

This thin diet will not help children to switch medium half-way through primary education.  Instead, it will
face them with something of a chasm between the English ability they have and the ability they need to

53 See www.molteno.co.za
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deal with the linguistic and cognitive demands of the English-medium curriculum (Macdonald 1990).  As
long as education authorities do not recognise that teaching the main MoI up to and around the switch of
medium requires specialist skills orientated to the educational use of language, many children will continue
to respond to the switch of medium either with a slump in their performance or by dropping out.  

Language-supportive teaching of subjects in the L2

The need for a specialist form of teaching is even more urgent after a switch of medium.  Even in bilingual
education, there will always be a lot of L2-medium learning in schools in Africa.  Teachers who teach
subjects through the L2 need to use a very distinct pedagogy which supports learners in learning both
subject-matter knowledge and the language skills which are the vehicle for that learning.  This is what is
meant by ‘supported’ or ‘language-supportive’ or ‘language-sensitive’ English-medium education as
opposed to ‘unsupported’ pedagogy.

Language-supportive subject-teaching is familiar in ESL contexts such as multilingual schools in the UK, USA
and Australia, but even in these contexts it is often not widespread enough (Clegg 1996).  It is also used in
Africa, but few authorities acknowledge its central importance in curriculum design, teacher-education or
textbook publishing.  It requires subject teachers to do two main things:
a) Identify the main language and cognitive demands of their lessons 
b) Build in appropriate language and cognitive support to help their learners meet these demands (Burkett
et al. 2001).  

Teachers can provide this support in several ways, including the following: 

• Use a range of language-supportive tasks for reading, writing, listening, and talk within subjects

• Use a talking style which presents concepts and shows lesson structure clearly (for example by using
signals of organisation, signalling key logical moves, and so on; and by scaffolding learning through
employing a range of question types, cues and prompts)

• Use a wide variety of visuals

• Use a range of forms of interaction, including front-of-class teacher presentation, group- and pairwork,
and teacher-pupil 1 to 1

• Use the learners’ first language and encourage the learners to do the same, under specific
circumstances; in other words, refine pedagogically the bilingual practice which takes place in most
English-medium classrooms (Cleghorn & Rollnick 2002)

• Teach learners some strategies for learning subjects in a second language.

In addition, language-supportive subject teaching works best when it is embodied in school policy as a
whole; for example, by getting staff agreement on the use of specific cross-curricular teaching strategies.  

This is a very specialist kind of teaching for a very specialised context.  It is one in which learners are
engaging in two learning processes at the same time; they are studying subject-matter content as well as
the language by which that content is acquired.  It needs to be taught; it is not easily ‘caught’.  If teacher-
educators do not teach it then teachers will not use it; and in that case education through a European
language of the kind which characterises African schools will not work.  

However, although this is a pedagogical specialism, it is not difficult to learn.  Teacher-trainees can easily
learn it from scratch as an integral part of their subject-teaching pedagogy.  This is especially the case if it
is incorporated into textbooks, which then give powerful support to teachers working in this way in the
classroom.  The problem is not that this pedagogy is difficult; it is that education authorities and teacher-
educators do not acknowledge it.

The most difficult aspect of installing this kind of teaching in schools in Africa is to convince influential figures in
the education establishment - education authorities, teacher-trainers, inspectors, etc - that pedagogy matters.
We are not used to the idea that the detail of pedagogy is important.  Economic debate in particular fights shy
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of coming to grips with it and tends to leave it largely unexplored.  In development discourse, pedagogical
practice is felt to be too soft and elusive a thing to count for much.  But whatever the link is between
educational performance and economic achievement, the fine texture of classroom practice is a crucial
ingredient in it.  And, in education through a second language, pedagogy matters even more.  It can make the
difference between an education system which works and one which does not.  As long as development policy
avoids this crucial aspect of schooling, there will not be too much improvement in African education.

The debate about linguistic disadvantage
At this point I would like to say a few words about the public debate on language disadvantage.  The main
thing to establish is that it is not happening.  There is an eerie silence about it (Brock-Utne 2000; Dutcher
2001).  That is not the case in academic circles in Africa, however.  There is a debate there; it is not yet
powerful enough, but it is lively and informed.  

The absence of debate is especially noticeable:

• in government circles

• amongst educational aid agencies

• in much of African teacher education 

• amongst African textbook publishers

• in academic circles in the industrialised world

• and, oddly enough, in TESOL circles.

We do find occasional voices amongst experts in education in developing countries, in the World Bank and
the United Nations, and in particular in UNESCO (for example UNESCO 2003), which raise the issue of
language disadvantage.  But this acknowledgement remains mainly at the level of discussion and is rarely
translated into school practice.  It is also important to recognise the limits of this debate.  What these
voices are talking about tends to be the use of the mother-tongue for literacy development in the early
years of schooling.  Now, teaching children to be literate in their L1 is something which is difficult to
disagree with.  It makes sense for a smooth entry into schooling.  It also makes good cultural sense; it is
not nowadays politically correct to argue against it.

What is not discussed is what happens after that, when education through a European language begins.  The
idea of continuing bilingual education is avoided.  The concept of language-supportive education in the L2 is
barely mentioned.  And the idea of monolingual education (see ‘Bilingual education’ above) in the mother-
tongue - as we prefer it in much of the industrialised world - is largely unheard of.  So the kind of early years
education in the L1 - which is not now widely contested - is in fact a transitional form of bilingual education:
you learn in your L1 as a bridge to the L2.  It does not produce an additive bilingualism.

Additive bilingual education enables you not only to add a language to your repertoire, but also to use both
languages for cognitively demanding purposes throughout schooling and in society.  In schools in English-
medium education systems in Africa, a mother-tongue is normally acceptable as a medium, but only until an
early switch of medium to a European language.  After that, even if you carry on using the L1 in its own
curricular slot, it no longer has crucial educational value.  And the form of English-medium education which
it gives way to often leads to the low achievement levels and the wider social, educational and economic
damage which I have discussed.

In some countries of the world – including countries in Africa – getting a mother-tongue accepted as a
language of education at all is an achievement.  Similarly, when governments and international agencies
acknowledge the value of early L1 literacy, they present this as a step which leads to educational gains.
But in English-medium education in Africa, where the language has for a long time been a medium of
learning in the early years as well as a language taught throughout schooling, even this role must now be
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seen to have very limited long-term educational and economic advantages.  It is an initial step to raising
achievement and no more.  If this is the only place a school system can offer to the L1, it will continue to
damage the status of the language in the community and raise barriers to learning.  So what is often
praised as an advance amounts in fact only to a limited reduction in the degree of language disadvantage.

It is still accurate to say that in Africa it is common:

• for governments to develop curricula

• for teachers to be educated

• for publishers to produce textbooks 

• for aid agencies to design education projects

• for academics to discuss education

• and for researchers to gather data
(all with relation to African education systems which operate through a European language) without
seriously taking on board the fact that this form of education - as it is currently practised - can be fatal to
long-term widespread educational improvement (Heugh 2001).  Even in South Africa, where so much
emphasis has been placed and so much money spent on a new outcomes-based curriculum to suit the new
political dawn, the fact that most people in schools are either learning or teaching through an L2 has hardly
entered this debate (Heugh 1999, 2001).  This is a country in which academic debate on language in
education is sophisticated and where government educational language policy encourages the use of
African languages as media of instruction.  

I have always found it difficult to put my finger on why the necessary debate on language choice in
education in Africa is not taking place in the circles which are most influential.  Alexander (2001b) is surely
right to suggest that it stems partly from a sense of resignation in governments at the powerlessness of
indigenous languages.  It also has something to do with ignorance at high levels, since not enough key
people in education departments understand the issues (Dutcher 2001).  It is also related to a lack of
expertise, since knowledge about how to teach and learn in a second language in developing countries is
still thin on the ground both in Africa and in the industrialised North.  

It may also be linked to racism.  That is certainly the case in Southern Africa where apartheid governments
used mother-tongue medium education to put a cap on levels of education among Africans (Heugh 1999),
and where this has now tainted the concept of learning in local languages.  Amongst former colonial
governments it is also a form of racism to claim that, although in their countries children are educated
through their mother-tongue, in Africa that is not possible.  Here too, the language issue is an eminently
political one.  It is unlikely to suit the interests of Western countries – nor of Western publishing houses – to
adopt a policy towards education in Africa which undermines the role of European languages (Brock-Utne
2002; Alexander 2001a).

With TESOL specialists, especially those from the UK, I think it is a problem of tunnel vision.  We are trained
to deal with issues of English as a foreign language, not as a second language.  We tend not to know what
learners are doing with English in the African science or history classroom, or even in multicultural
classrooms in our own countries.  We are still offering language-teaching solutions to what are fundamental
problems of education in multilingual settings and in doing so we are prolonging the current misery of
English-medium education (Phillipson 1992).

With parents, it is surely a question of wanting the best for their children and mistakenly thinking that
English-medium education is the best.  But, in addition, it is probably also a deep-seated and often tacit
conviction that people use languages for different purposes (Munganda 2001; Robinson 2003).  It is
perceived that African languages are used in the intimate surroundings of the family and for the lively cut-
and-thrust of family, street and community life; they are not thought appropriate for the rather distant and
high-flown domain of education.
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Appropriate language policy for education in Africa
Two main things should be done: 

• Stimulate public debate on the issue of language medium in education

• Formulate and implement appropriate education policy.

Public debate

Key stakeholders in education (e.g. education authorities, teacher-educators, educational publishers,
teachers, parents, NGOs) need to acknowledge that L2-medium education tends to act as a brake on
learning, and they need to launch a public debate about it.  The debate will have to deal with some
widespread myths (Phillipson 1992).  I will mention four of them.

Myth 1: The more English-medium teaching children receive and the earlier they receive it, the

better they will learn through English.

More and earlier English-medium education will not necessarily lead to better English-medium learning
(Bamgbose 2000).  What will do this is (see ‘Appropriate education in bilingual settings’ above):

• Bilingual education

• Better L1-medium education in the early years

• Language-supportive teaching of subjects through L2.

Myth 2: Teaching through the medium of a second language requires the same skills as teaching

through the first.

Teaching in an L2 and using the same pedagogy as teaching in the L1 - i.e.  same assessment, textbooks,
teacher-education and school policy - are what makes learning difficult, not easy.  Education through a
second language is very different from education through the L1.  It possesses a describable, teachable
body of pedagogical expertise in its own right which teacher-education should teach.

Myth 3: Improving English language teaching is the best way to improve English-medium learning.

If we improve the practice of English language teachers, it does not have much impact on the ability of
students to raise their level of achievement in subjects (Clegg 2001).  A lot of money has been poured over
decades into the black hole of the English language slot in the curriculum.  By contrast, we can get reliable
improvement in English-medium learning if we increase subject teachers’ expertise in the language-
supportive teaching of subjects in English.  Even if we improve the general-purpose English language ability
of students, it does not easily increase their performance in the educational use of the language.  And
finally, in the USA, UK, Australia, Canada and New Zealand, schools have for many years very much
restricted the teaching of English language per se to minority language students.  They prefer cross-
curricular and subject-specific solutions (Clegg 1996).

Myth 4: Improving English medium teaching is the best way to improve English-language learning.

We can easily achieve good levels of ability in English if it is taught in a foreign language slot in the
curriculum, especially in countries in which English is used outside school, such as in current ‘anglophone’
Africa (Brock-Utne 2002).  Learning English by using it as a medium for learning can help a great deal, but
it is not necessary.  

Education policy

I will mention four policy measures which can help improve school effectiveness:
a) Start implementing bilingual education through pilot schemes in the short term and plan to expand it in
the longer term.
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b) Train teachers - especially in initial training - to use language-supportive practice to teach subjects in English.  
c) Introduce language-supportive principles to the other mainstays of the education system, for example,
the training of trainers and inspectors, curriculum development and the production of textbooks.
d) Finally, nurture expertise in effective education in multilingual settings in developing countries.  There is
not enough of it about either in Africa or elsewhere.  And nurture it especially at the most influential levels
of the education service, including government, universities, teacher-education institutions, educational
publishing and inspectorates.

Excellent practice exists, of course, in Africa.  It is found in some higher education institutions including, for
example, the University of Port Elizabeth (Burkett et al. 2001) and PRAESA, the Project for the Study of
Alternative Education in South Africa, at the University of Cape Town (Beckett 2001).  But more commonly it
is found at the lower levels of the education service, in good schools and in NGOs (Dutcher 2001).  It is not
common in teacher-education.  What this means is that, in the immediate term, there is a need for teacher
education to learn from schools by embracing good practitioners and helping them to become trainers.  The
traditions of teacher-education institutions and education departments are often hostile to this bottom-up
process of taking expertise up the system from the base.  But in the short term this is probably the only
quick way of getting expertise in language-supportive teaching and bilingual education into teacher-training.

I have linked under-achievement in African schools with the question of language medium.  It is important
to take up this question urgently in the practice of education and especially at levels which make policy on
Education for All.  But it is also important to debate it in those agencies which are engaged in larger social
processes such as poverty reduction and the battle against HIV/AIDS.  Education is vital if there is to be
progress in these enterprises.  Language medium is a fault at the heart of African education.  To repair this
fault will not only improve education; it will also make it easier to achieve other broader goals for which
effective education is necessary.  
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