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Benefits of Mother Tongue & Multilingualism: what you need to know

Mother tongue (MT) is best! Learning to read in the mother tongue is easiest (Mackenzie and Walker 2013; Ouane and Glanz 
2011; UNESCO 2016).

Skills transfer. Cummins’ interdependence theory (1979, 2000) matters: skills learned in first language can transfer 
into additional languages.

UNESCO: Mother tongue instruction is “essential” & multilingual education is a “pillar of intergenerational 
learning.” 

Not a zero-sum game. Language learning in one language will NOT negatively impact learning in another 
(Brock-Utne and Holmarsdottir, 2004).

Cases:
Studies in Uganda (Brunette et al. 2019), South Africa (Sailors et al.2010), and Kenya (Piper et al. 2016) = positive associations 
between learning in a local language and student outcomes. 
A study in Senegal shows that the lack of a strong MT language of instruction policy linked to poor educational 
outcomes (Fall 2020).

Studies in Zambia = home language could help to close achievement gaps and improve learning, in grades one, 
two, six, and seven (Delprato 2021; Hungi and Thuku 2010; Tambulukani and Bus 2012). 

(Mandyata, Masaiti, Habwanda, Kapamba, Walubita, Zulu & Simmons Zuilkowski, 2023)



Language “Transfer”Advantage

Common underlying proficiency (CUP)
• Oral language development in L1 

(concept knowledge) -> cognitive 
skills development -> transfer to L2

• Metalinguistic knowledge
• Language- neutral and 

language-specific acquisition 
processes



Challenges of Multilingualism: what you need to know 

Mother tongue language of instruction policies are often inconsistent in African countries (Okebukola et al. 2013; Piper et 

al. 2016; Trudell 2007) – and also in the U.S!

Parents often have strong preferences for their children to learn in English or other colonial language for a 
variety of reasons, (perceptions of long-term academic performance and employment outcomes, belief in 
zero-sum game, prestige) (Laguarda and Woodward 2013; Muthwii 2004; Naom and Sarah 2014; Trudell 2005; David-Erb 2021).

In Zambia as in several other countries in Africa, teachers have difficulty teaching in local languages in which 
they are not fluent (Thomas et al. 2014; Begi 2014; Cekiso et al. 2019; Jones and Barkhuizen 2011; Mackenzie and Walker 2013).

Schools often lack appropriate and sufficient materials published in the MT to support
instruction (Gacheche 2010; Kamwendo 2008; Nyaga and Anthonissen 2012).

(Mandyata, Masaiti, Habwanda, Kapamba, Walubita, Zulu & Simmons Zuilkowski, 2023)



Language Policy in Education in Zambia (Mambwe & Njovbu, 2024)

Although Zambia is home to over 60+ languages (grouped in 24 language clusters), 7 Zambian languages have 

official status for administrative purposes.

They serve as lingua francas in their administrative regions.

These are: Bemba, Lozi, Nyanja, and Tonga=, Kaonde, Lunda, Luvale.

Even though these are official, English is the only language recognized by the 1991 Zambian constitution

English is the dominant language of instruction in classrooms across all levels of education.

Growing consensus that children should be taught using a local of familiar language - this is supported by the 

Zambian 2013 Education Curriculum framework. 

https://elibrary.clce.ac.zm:8080/jspui/bitstream/123456789/42/1/The%20Zambia%20Education%20Curriculum%20Framework%202013.pdf

