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Empowering Africa:
The Importance of Mother Tongue Education
By Ria Sodhi

Background

Mother tongue refers to the first language a person 
learns and uses in their early childhood, typically from 
their parents or immediate family members. It is the 
language that a person is most familiar with, and it of-
ten carries cultural and emotional significance as well. 
Africa is a continent with great linguistic diversity, and 
as a result there are many mother tongues spoken across 
the continent. It is estimated that there are over 2,000 
different languages spoken in Africa, with some sourc-
es estimating the number to be as high as 3,000. Each 
language has its own unique history, culture, and way 
of expressing ideas and communicating. While some 
African countries have adopted a dominant official lan-
guage such as English, French, and Portuguese, in order 
to improve communication, many people still use their 
mother tongue in their daily lives, particularly in rural 
areas. 

In developing nations, teaching in an official language 
such as English has been shown to hinder children's 
overall educational advancement.1 In many isolated ru-
ral areas, children speak a language different from the 
dominant official language at home. Typically, children 
in K-2nd grade receive education in their native lan-
guage, but in third or fourth grade, they begin receiv-
ing instruction primarily in their national language . As 
a result, many students fall behind in their coursework 
and drop out since they can not communicate with their 
instructors clearly. In 2000, 84% of elementary teachers 
had the bare minimum of qualifications, but by 2019, 
only 65% did.2 In fact, 40% of students worldwide en-
roll in classes where the instructors expect them to learn 
in a language they do not speak.3 Organizations such as 
the United Nations and UNESCO advocate for mother 
tongue education because of the many benefits it can 
provide to both students and communities. 

The benefits of mother tongue education for African 
students are evident in research findings, which indi-
cate that the use of a student's first language for the first 
few years of schooling leads to better academic per-
formance, increased completion rates and ultimately 
equips students with the necessary tools to excel in their 
education.4 Implementing mother tongue education 
into practice can usually be expensive and time-con-
suming, especially for the educational institutions, and 
local governments, but studies show that teaching in the 

mother tongue increases academic success while lower-
ing dropout rates by as much as 50%.5 Mother tongue 
education is an essential aspect of education in Africa, 
proven to enhance academic achievement by disman-
tling language barriers and equipping students with the 
necessary tools to excel academically. 

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cul-
tural Organization (UNESCO) asserts that children 
learn more effectively when they receive instruction in 
a language they can comprehend. This is because chil-
dren's brains are naturally wired to acquire and process 
language more efficiently when they can understand 
what is being said, which helps them to build a strong 
foundation for learning. Numerous studies have shown 
that children's brains are naturally wired to acquire and 
process language more efficiently when they can un-
derstand what is being said. For instance, a study pub-
lished in the Journal of Educational Psychology found 
that students who received early literacy instruction 
in their first language had better reading comprehen-
sion skills in both their first language and the second 
language they learned later.6 This finding supports the 
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effective, the syllabus's approach and material must be 
tailored to the requirements and skills of the students, 
and the goals must be expressed in terms of how the 
students should behave. When learning begins in a lan-
guage that is unfamiliar to the student, students experi-
ence a much greater barrier and dissatisfaction. It would 
be detrimental to recognized educational principles to 
anticipate a child's acquisition of a new language while 
also establishing literacy and other abilities solely in this 
new language. Requesting fluency in reading and writ-
ing before acquiring a sufficient level of language com-
prehension is analogous to requiring one to run before 
mastering the art of standing upright. 
 
History

The history of mother tongue education in Africa ex-
tends back to the pre-colonial era, when African soci-
eties had their own languages, traditions, and educa-
tional systems. European powers forced their languages 
and education systems on African communities during 
the colonial period. As a result, African languages have 
been marginalized and stigmatized, and European lan-
guages have been used as the medium of teaching in 
schools. Rather than supporting the intellectual and 
cultural growth of African nations, the colonial edu-
cation system was designed to produce a workforce 
that would serve European interests. Following inde-
pendence, several African countries began to reconsider 
their educational institutions, as well as the importance 

of African languages in education.10 A mother tongue 
education movement gained traction in the 1960s and 
1970s, particularly in Tanzania, Kenya, and Zimbabwe. 
The goal of the movement was to promote the use of 
African languages in schools as a means of developing 
national unity, cultural identity, and academic accom-
plishment. In Tanzania, for example, in the early 1970s, 
the government implemented a strategy of Swahili me-
dium education.11 This policy sought to make Swahi-
li, a widely spoken African language, the predominant 
language of education. The policy was successful in ex-

idea that teaching in the mother tongue helps to build a 
strong foundation for learning, which can lead to better 
academic outcomes and lower dropout rates. UNESCO 
further emphasizes that mother tongue education is a 
key factor in achieving quality education and promot-
ing lifelong learning opportunities for all, especially in 
low-income countries. 

Additionally, a UNESCO report in 2019 found that 
only about 15% of African children complete prima-
ry education with proficiency in reading, writing, and 
mathematics and that mother tongue instruction could 
help improve educational outcomes in the region.7 
Starting school in a language other than the student's 
mother tongue creates a barrier because it shifts the 
emphasis of instruction from being learner-centered 
to teacher-centered. Even when students are confused, 
they do not seek clarification or ask inquiries. They do 
not discover a link between experiences at home and in 
school.This concept reinforces passiveness and silence 
in the classroom, which in turn suppresses the poten-
tial and freedom of expression of the young learners. 
The language barrier resulting from this circumstance 
lessens the young people's enthusiasm, stifles their in-
ventiveness, and makes learning unpleasant.

Despite research demonstrating that learning in their 
mother tongue is more effective, a majority of African 
students often commence their education in a foreign 
language. This unfortunate practice results in poor 
outcomes, high dropout rates, and diminished enthu-
siasm for learning. For instance, a survey conducted by 
KNEC in Kenya revealed that 52% of 3rd grade stu-
dents cannot read correctly, and up to 60% have failed a 
class and repeated it.8 The survey conducted by KNEC 
in Kenya revealing that a significant percentage of 3rd-
grade students cannot read correctly and have failed a 
class is not solely attributed to educational policies but 
also to the language of instruction. In Kenya, the offi-
cial language of instruction is English, which is not the 
native language for most students. Studies have shown 
that students who are not taught in their first language 
often struggle to grasp concepts and are more likely to 
fail or repeat classes. 

Additionally, lack of resources, overcrowded class-
rooms, and inadequate teacher training also contribute 
to poor academic performance. Therefore, language of 
instruction plays a crucial role in the educational out-
comes of students, and policymakers must consider it 
when formulating education policies. The issue was ex-
acerbated in rural places, when kids hardly ever have 
any contact with English outside of the classroom. For 
example, a former administrative region in Kenya, 
Nyanza Province: “Nyanza Province had the highest 
number of repeaters, at 69%, followed by Eastern 67%, 
Western 60% and Coast 58%.”9 For education to be 
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language of instruction at infant level.”16 According to 
the parents, “the child who uses English grows up un-
derstanding the subject matter better while the use of 
the mother tongue would hamper understanding in the 
child.”17

 
However, research has shown that starting education in 
a child's mother tongue can lead to better learning out-
comes and higher academic achievement.18 When chil-
dren are taught in a language that they are most familiar 
with, they are more likely to understand the material 
being taught and retain that knowledge. This is because 
they do not have to spend as much time translating the 
material from a foreign language to their own language, 
which can be a barrier to learning. By starting educa-
tion in a child's native tongue, they are able to develop 
a strong foundation in their language, which can help 
them to learn other languages later on. For instance, a 
UNESCO study revealed that children in Ethiopia who 
received instruction in their native language outper-
formed those who got instruction in a foreign language 
on standardized tests.19 Many parents, who are unaware 
of their children's linguistic abilities, think that adding 
too many languages to the school system will hinder 
students' ability to study. 

Another common misconception is that speaking in 
one's mother tongue while in school prevents one 
from learning since mother tongues are unable to ex-
press the sophisticated concepts that are taught in of-
ficial language education. There is a misunderstanding 
that these native tongue languages cannot be used in 
modern commercial, technological, and educational 
endeavors, however, linguistically, this misunderstand-
ing is false. A report by UNESCO found that moth-
er tongue-based multilingual education can improve 
access to quality education and increase the retention 
and achievement rates of students.20 Furthermore, there 
are many examples of successful modern-day usage of 
mother tongue languages in various fields, such as tech-
nology, medicine, and commerce. Therefore, the idea 
that mother tongues are unable to express sophisticated 
concepts is a misconception that does not align with the 
current linguistic research and practical experience.

Mother tongue education

Using mother tongue instruction in the classroom al-
lows children to connect their experiences of learning 
at home with learning at school, resulting in better ac-
ademic development, higher levels of literacy, increased 
participation, and reduced workload for teachers. Re-
search has shown that a strong foundation in the first 
language can facilitate learning in subsequent languag-
es and improve reading and comprehension skills. In 
addition, mother tongue instruction has been found 
to be more effective than colonial language systems in 
promoting literacy and cognitive development, and it 

tending access to school for rural children who could 
not speak English, the colonial language of teaching.12 
Other countries, such as Ethiopia and Rwanda, adopted 
similar approaches. Many African countries have now 
implemented laws that encourage the use of mother 
tongue instruction in early childhood education, with 
the goal of establishing a strong foundation for academ-
ic accomplishment and cultural identity. However, due 
to a lack of competent teachers, insufficient resources, 
and the dominance of European languages in higher 
education and the labor market, implementing these 
goals remains a struggle.

African children are exposed to the cultural customs, 
myths, and histories ingrained in their language when 
they are taught in their native tongue. This encour-
ages kids to value and respect their language and cul-
ture while instilling a sense of pride in their cultural 
history. This, in turn, promotes cultural diversity and 
understanding, both of which are necessary for the de-
velopment of strong and cohesive civilizations.13 The 
development of mother tongue education has been 
considered as a strategy to mitigate the detrimental im-
pacts of colonialism on African languages and cultures 
in many African countries. European powers forced 
their languages and education systems on African cul-
tures during the colonial era, resulting in the margin-
alization and stigmatization of African languages. This 
resulted in Africans losing their cultural identity and 
feeling inferior.

Many African governments are now developing laws 
that encourage the use of mother tongue instruction 
in schools in order to reaffirm the relevance of African 
languages and cultures. In South Africa, for example, 
the government has adopted a multilingual education 
programme that aims to promote the use of African lan-
guages in classrooms. The employment of Swahili as a 
medium of teaching in Tanzania has aided in the pro-
motion of national unity and cultural identity. Overall, 
mother tongue education is critical to preserve Africa's 
rich cultural history. African countries are taking vi-
tal steps to maintain their unique cultural identities and 
to establish strong and cohesive communities based on 
cultural diversity and understanding by encouraging 
the use of African languages in schools.14

Myths on multilingualism 

Rural parents in Kenya and Uganda are concerned that 
their children may fall behind their urban peers who 
begin their education in English and won't be able to 
compete because they may not understand the class ma-
terial adequately.15 These parents prefer that their chil-
dren skip their mother tongue education altogether and 
go straight to learning English. In Zimbabwe, studies 
showed that “parents and children had a more positive 
attitude towards English than the mother tongue as the 
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and makes the transition from the home to the class-
room easier. This prepares young students for learning 
to read by fostering fluency and confidence in both their 
home language and, eventually, other languages as needed.

Conclusion

In order to promote mother language education in Af-
rica, governments, educators, and communities must 
work together. It is crucial for Africa's education system 
to value native languages as critical learning aids. Local 
languages should be recognised as crucial components 
of the education system by African governments, and 
they should be recognised and promoted in the same 
manner that other languages are. One strategy to ac-
complish this is to enact policies that encourage the use 
of local languages as a medium of instruction. African 
governments should promote the use of local languag-
es in the classroom and ensure that children have the 
opportunity to learn and use their mother tongue as a 
learning tool.24

 This can be accomplished through enacting rules that 

encourage the use of local languages as a medium of 
instruction, as well as by giving incentives and sup-
port to teachers who specialize in teaching in local lan-
guages. African governments should not only promote 
the use of local languages as a medium of education, 
but also provide resources and help to instructors who 
specialize in teaching in local languages. This can be-
come a possibility through providing instructors with 
training and professional development opportunities, as 
well as ensuring that instructional materials and text-
books are available in local languages. By respecting 
local languages as vital learning aids, African countries 
can ensure that all students have access to high-quality 
education that is relevant to their local context. Local 
languages can assist children develop a feeling of pride 
and identity while also contributing to the preservation 
of local cultures and customs. Finally, considering in-
digenous languages as key learning aids is critical for 
developing inclusive and culturally responsive educa-
tion in Africa.25

can improve both student and teacher performance in 
non-native language learning situations. Rajesh Ra-
machandran, a postdoctoral researcher at Heidelberg 
University, has also looked into the effects of colonial 
systems and found that mother tongue instruction has 
a positive impact. Ramachandran calculated that 69% 
of adults with five years of schooling in systems that 
used indigenous languages could read a whole sen-
tence, compared to 41% in colonial or mixed language 
systems, in international research released by UNES-
CO.21 This literacy difference increased from 28 to 
40 percentage points once age, religion, and place of 
residence were taken into account. Children who are 
studying in their mother tongue are also encouraged 
to actively participate in the learning process since they 
understand the topic being taught and can confidently 
respond to questions.22 It is worth noting that teaching 
in native languages does not necessarily have to cause a 
decline in English or French proficiency. Many African 
countries use English or French as the official language 
of instruction alongside the local languages. In these 
cases, students can still learn English or French as a sec-
ond or third language while receiving primary educa-
tion in their mother tongue. Additionally, some studies 
have suggested that students who learn in their mother 
tongue tend to be more proficient in other languages as 
well because they have a strong foundation in language 
learning.23

A study conducted in Kenya, a nation with two offi-
cial languages and 66 regional dialects, revealed that 
there are frequent linguistic hurdles in the classroom. 
The majority of kids in Marsabit speak Borana as their 
first language. Once they begin school, they must learn 
Swahili and English so that they can communicate with 
their teachers. The outcomes are devastating in terms 
of education. The idea of teachers leading earlier grades 
in the kids' first language is one way to overcome these 
language hurdles. As explained by Wendy Erasmus in 
Kenya, “children can get comfortable with reading and 
writing in a language that they know.” “Then over year 
three and four they phase into English and Swahili. 
What we’ve seen is terribly exciting… an impressive 
increase in these children’s ability to read and write.” 
This approach is in line with the UNESCO recommen-
dation for early mother tongue instruction. Gains from 
this early instruction will be maintained as pupils go 
into national language programs. Additionally essential 
to success is bilingual teacher training.

Overall, success in early learning depends on a curric-
ulum that is based in the child's own language, culture, 
and surroundings as well as on reading and teaching 
resources that are suitable and created locally. Early ed-
ucation in the home language supports child-centric 
strategies in multilingual settings. It starts off with the 
well-known before gradually introducing fresh facts. It 
encourages curiosity, encourages more participation, 

African governments 
should not only promote 
the use of local languages 
as a medium of education, 
but also provide resources 
and help to instructors 
who specialize in teaching 

in local languages.


