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Introduction 

According to UNESCO it is estimated that “if nothing is done, half of the 6000 plus languages spoken 

today will disappear by the end of this century. With the disappearance of unwritten and 

undocumented languages, humanity would lose not only a cultural wealth but also important ancestral 

knowledge embedded, in particular, in indigenous languages”. 

But UNESCO also states that “this process is neither inevitable nor irreversible: well-planned and 

implemented language policies can bolster the ongoing efforts of speaker communities to maintain or 

revitalize their mother tongues and pass them on to younger generations.” (UNESCO: Endangered 

Languages, http://www.unesco.org/new/en/culture/themes/endangered-languages/ ) 

But how much is really implemented on language saving policies and what can really be done? Is it 

worth saving languages? On 15th September 2010 the following discussion took place at the BBC: 

 

1. Are dying languages worth saving? 

Discussion on the BBC on 15th September 2010: 

Why should endangered languages be saved? Delegates at the Trinity College Carmarthen conference 

explain - using nine different languages 

Language experts are gathering at a university in the UK to discuss saving the world's endangered 

languages. But is it worth keeping alive dialects that are sometimes only spoken by a handful of people, 

asks Tom de Castella? 

"Language is the dress of thought," Samuel Johnson once said. 

About 6,000 different languages are spoken around the world. But the Foundation for Endangered 

Languages estimates that between 500 and 1,000 of those are spoken by only a handful of people. And 

every year the world loses around 25 mother tongues. That equates to losing 250 languages over a 

decade - a sad prospect for some. 

This week a conference in Carmarthen, west Wales, organised by the foundation, is being attended by 

about 100 academics. They are discussing indigenous languages in Ireland, China, Australia and Spain. 

http://www.unesco.org/new/en/culture/themes/endangered-languages/


"Different languages will have their quirks which tell us something about being human," says Nicholas 

Ostler, the foundation's chairman. 

"And when languages are lost most of the knowledge that went with them gets lost. People do care 

about identity as they want to be different. Nowadays we want access to everything but we don't want 

to be thought of as no more than people on the other side of the world." 

Apart from English, the United Kingdom has a number of other languages. Mr Ostler estimates that half 

a million people speak Welsh, a few thousand Scots are fluent in Gaelic, about 400 people speak Cornish, 

while the number of Manx speakers - the language of the Isle of Man - is perhaps as small as 100. But is 

there any point in learning the really minor languages? 

Last speaker dies 

"I do think it's a good thing for a child on the Isle of Man to learn Manx. I value continuity in a 

community." 

I speak one of the endangered languages in the world - Chabakano - of which there are several dialects 

Zamboanga , Cotabato , Ternate, Davao and Ermita” 

In Europe, Mr Ostler's view seems to command official support. There is a European Charter for Regional 

Languages, which every European Union member has signed, and the EU has a European Language 

Diversity For All programme, designed to protect the most threatened native tongues. At the end of last 

year the project received 2.7m euros to identify those languages most at risk. 

But for some this is not just a waste of resources but a misunderstanding of how language works. The 

writer and broadcaster Kenan Malik says it is "irrational" to try to preserve all the world's languages. 

Earlier this year, the Bo language died out when an 85-year-old member of the Bo tribe in the India-

owned Andaman islands died. 

While it may seem sad that the language expired, says Mr Malik, cultural change is driving the process. 

"In one sense you could call it a cultural loss. But that makes no sense because cultural forms are lost all 

the time. To say every cultural form should exist forever is ridiculous." And when governments try to prop 

languages up, it shows a desire to cling to the past rather than move forwards, he says. 

If people want to learn minority languages like Manx, that is up to them - it shouldn't be backed by 

government subsidy, he argues. 

"To have a public policy that a certain culture or language should be preserved shows a fundamental 

misunderstanding. I don't see why it's in the public good to preserve Manx or Cornish or any other 

language for that matter." In the end, whether or not a language is viable is very simple. "If a language is 

one that people don't participate in, it's not a language anymore." 

Wicked words 



The veteran word-watcher and Times columnist Philip Howard agrees that languages are in the hands of 

people, not politicians. "Language is the only absolutely true democracy. It's not what professors of 

linguistics or academics or journalists say, but what people do. If children in the playground start using 

'wicked' to mean terrific then that has a big effect." 

Minority language translators at work at the National People's Congress Minority language translators 

at work at the National People's Congress 

The former Spanish dictator Franco spent decades trying to stamp out the nation's regional languages 

but today Catalan is stronger than ever and Basque is also popular. 

And Mr Howard says politicians make a "category mistake" when they try to interfere with language, 

citing an experiment in Glasgow schools that he says is doomed to fail. "Offering Gaelic to children of 

people who don't speak it seems like a conservation of lost glories. It's very romantic to try and save a 

language but nonsense." 

But neither is he saying that everyone should speak English. "Some people take a destructivist view and 

argue that everyone will soon be speaking English. But Mandarin is the most populous language in the 

world and Spanish the fastest growing." 

There are competing forces at work that decide whether smaller languages survive, Howard argues. On 

the one hand globalisation will mean that many languages disappear. But some communities will always 

live apart, separated by sea, distance or other barriers and will therefore keep their own language. With 

modern communications and popular culture "you find that if enough people want to speak a language 

they can". 

In short, there is no need for handwringing. 

"Language is not a plant that rises and falls, lives and decays. It's a tool that's perfectly adapted by the 

people using it. Get on with living and talking." 

(BBC, 15 September 2010 (http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-11304255 )) 

 

However, while there is some pragmatic truth in what Mr Malik and Howard say, fact is that all too often 

speaking, developing and promoting languages was not done by free choice. Promoting the use of one 

language was usually done by discriminating other ones, by denying them status and giving some 

languages an elitist and scientific reputation while demoting others as rural and backward (a “dialect”). 

Most languages died out not by democratic choice but much rather by force, Irish Gaelic is a good 

example here or look at all the native American languages. 

Moreover, is saving those languages which are now marginalized and on the brink to die out really 

“nonsense”? Languages, even small ones and threatened ones are like an old piece of music or artwork 

and work the same way. They tell us something about our past, they include expressions which were 



designed to describe something important during that particular period which may not be important 

anymore just like Rembrandt’s Night Watch tells us something from the past. If we are to follow the 

arguments of Mr. Malik and Howard then the Night Watch is actually a valueless romantic peace of the 

past. But people are spending large sums of money to buy old paintings, preserve them and observe 

them. The same is valid for the music of J. S. Bach, it is been written in an old format with old 

instruments, the rhythm and chords are old and apply to tastes and dancing in a 17th century style so 

are we to accuse anyone listening to Bach as being romantic and unworldly? But how comes that 

millions of people still listen to his music and even spend large sums of money to acquire his music? 

There must be something which it is giving the people, something which is unwinding them and 

detaches them from their daily routine, may it only be by picturing themselves back into the 17th 

century. And how could we make an authentic film playing in the 17th century if we had not preserved 

the paintings and music of that period? 

If we have a look at a small minority such as Gaelic, only a few thousand people still speak it but there 

are people travelling to the Hebrides to exactly listen to this language, it is for them like Bach or 

Rembrandt, there is something they associate with it, something they discover, they enjoy listening to 

the tales and folksongs in that language, just like enjoying the sunset on a beach in California. And they 

want the old folk songs to be sung in Gaelic, they are spending money to enjoy exactly that, if the songs 

would be sung in English to them it would be like recreating van Gogh’s sunflowers to them, maybe a 

very good copy but never be like the original. Listening to the old folk tales and songs on the Hebrides is 

still possible, thanks to the maintenance of previous generations but nowadays also thanks to schools 

who provide teaching in that language with financial support from the general public through taxes. But 

according to Malik and Howard this is a useless past time but then would not spending money on music 

schools who teach students to play Bach or art schools who study the techniques of Rembrandt also be 

a useless past time which the government should no longer financially support? The conclusion would 

also be that when preserving small minority language is useless and governments should not spend 

money on preserving them, they might also close down the National Gallery in London or the Vienna 

Philharmonic Orchestra. 

Every language is a piece of art in itself, like a painting or a piece of music, rhymes and songs have been 

conducted in it, stories have been passed on over generations preserving old knowledge. Without this 

knowledge we would not know what place-names mean, which groups of people have settled there, the 

original functionality of the settlement, what distinguishes it from the neighbouring villages or towns 

etc., why certain localities grow better crops than others. If Mr. Malik is correct we might simply rename 

all our towns and cities to numeric numbers, would that not be much more functional? How popular 

would that be? 

Whatever setbacks we experience with continuous warfare in e.g. the Middle East, poverty in many 

parts around the globe, etc., the general tendency is nevertheless one of increasing wealth which brings 

about more time for leisure, for travelling and an interest in culture of the various regions in the world. 

But all this would be meaningless if everything is uniform, the same standardized language everywhere, 

the same standardized music as background, the same standardized paintings as decoration. This would 

result in the colourless grey world George Orwell was once describing in his novel “1984”. So if we want 



to have differences, variations, different styles of music and paintings, we also need to preserve the 

different languages we have and in this context investment in the diversity of languages is like investing 

in an art school or a music academy. 

Languages, of course, change and develop, just like art and music does and a lot of new expressions, 

forms of music and art works will appear each with a distinct value of itself but they are based on 

previous knowledge and skills and creating new expressions, art works and music must not mean to 

throw away the previous ones, they can happily co-exist. People can learn more than one language just 

like musicians can usually play old and new music and they learn the old music to create new music. Is it 

not like this how all languages also work and would it then not consequently make sense to preserve 

and learn old languages or minority languages and through this developed our modern languages? 

 

2. How do speakers of endangered or small minority languages feel 

about the situation? 

Here an example from the blog of The Progress Report article named “Most Languages Gradually Dying 

Out” from March 2002 (http://www.progress.org/tpr/most-languages-gradually-dying-out/ ): 

niaJuly 22, 2006 at 12:00 am 

(...) Im currently trying to write a thesis on the Welsh language and how, being one of the oldest 

languages in Europe, it is totally dismissed as unnecessary with non-welsh speakers in Wales. 

Reply  

CrystalSeptember 16, 2005 at 12:00 am 

True to this statement, I myself is Aboriginal (Cree) and i can barely talk my own language, my kids are 

no where near to speaking this language. I blame part of the educationally system, they should be the 

ones protects this language, but they rather have english speak teachers teach our children, even if they 

are aboriginals themselves they still talk english…. 

Reply  

ShawnmarieOctober 7, 2003 at 12:00 am 

(...) I myself dont speak my native language. why? first of all Im not around natives of my tribe, and 

english is the universal language. On a daily base I speak with the anglo & hispanic orgins and I feel I 

dont need to learn my language because I dont need it. and Yes I am learning to speak Spanish because 

its the second growing language in the world. I live in New Mexico, USA. 

I also see around my city that many Native Teens and youngsters try to use spanish slag and or accent. 

What does that tell us? Frankly Im tired of hearing spanish all the time. The small pueblos around us, I 

http://www.progress.org/tpr/most-languages-gradually-dying-out/


hear a few talk their language in stores, and I think highly of them because of course they “know” how to 

speak their language, yes the pueblos consist of 1000 ppl or less in each. They highly appriecate their 

cultures and beliefs, dont get me wrong, not all do this. I would like for Natives to appriecate their 

culture but most I know dont, and Yes there is racism about Natives, and I do feel at times when there 

are News Specials about the corruption of Native around the area, either homeless, bums, DUI arrests 

and I hear other races telling them to go back to their reservation. I get so mad and tell them to swim 

across the Rio Grande River and tell them to get the hell out!. Cant We All Just Get Along? Im sorry but I 

dont think speaking out Native Language is on the uprise. Its losing its sound everyday. Because to “fit” 

in with other races you have to speak very good english ro succeed in business, unless of course you work 

for the tribal counsil of some sort, Sorry No Offence. I mean where else in the “white” world are you 

gonna use the Native Language? unless on the reservation, areas of that kind. Well I wish the Native 

Language would become “popular”. I love hearing the Native women in stores talk. It makes me Smile! 

Reply  

nuno monizAugust 29, 2003 at 12:00 am 

i think the government shouldnt ban languages, since they are important to all of us, we identify 

ourlseves within them, and to me they are all important, i love languages myself, and i would love to 

contribute in learning an endangered language, or even more, whom knows? 

 

3. English and Regional or Minority Languages in Global Context 

 

3.1. The case of Welsh in the United Kingdom 

 

An interesting discussion about the social and pedagogical aspects of using the mother tongue as 

medium of instruction has been described by Ifan Morgan Jones in context of using Welsh as a medium 

of instruction in Wales: 

Why I send my kids to a Welsh medium school 

One of the kids - enjoying Cyw and Rapsgaliwn! 
 
Wales is lucky to be a bilingual nation. Having two languages, especially two languages that come with 
such deep and vibrant cultures attached, has been a great asset to this country. 
 
I consider myself lucky to have gone to a Welsh language primary and secondary school. 
 
Being able to speak Welsh gives you access to a whole other culture. Countless books, festivals, television 
shows, songs, stretching back decades, centuries, and millennia, all are made available to me by the 
simple fact that my parents decided to give me a Welsh medium education. 



 
Languages aren’t simply an interchangeable series of signs. They create meaning in different ways. A 
different language allows you to see the world differently. 
 
Having access to this second world hasn't hindered my ability to speak English in any way. I am now a 
university lecturer and teach through the medium of both languages. 
 
I can enjoy what the Welsh language has to offer as well as the English language. I can read the 
Mabinogi one minute and turn to Shakespeare the next. 
 
I can flick over from the X Factor to the Eisteddfod and back again (although the latter has by far the 
better singers). 
 
Learning a new language is a win-win situation. It doesn’t push any other information out of your brain. 
You get what you would have gotten anyway, and a lot more besides. 
 
Why I'd want to deprive my own kids of this same benefit, and confine them to one language when the 
local school offers a linguistic BOGOF, I can't possibly imagine. 
 
This may seem obvious to you, reader, but it seems that one particular anti-Welsh language 
‘campaigner’ in Ceredigion has a hard time swallowing these basic facts. 
 
A website run by this anonymous fellow received a large amount of press coverage in the Daily Mail and 
Telegraph last week, despite the fact that his claims were wholly unsubstantiated. 
 
Note: He refers to himself on the website and twitter account as ‘we’, but I’m quite sure that this is the 
royal ‘we’. There’s no one else involved. (Although there seems to be a remarkable correlation between 
his opinion and one other account he's retweeting). 
 
On his website he claims to be an entirely reasonable fellow who wants a discussion about Welsh 
medium education in Ceredigion. 
 
However, his website originally contained allegations that children had been punished for speaking 
English in the classroom – allegations which have now been removed (because they were untrue). 
 
Being a parent myself with children who are and will be attending a Welsh medium school in Ceredigion, 
I decided to challenge this fellow on Twitter. 
 
His responses revealed the true nature of his ignorance regarding welsh medium education. Consider a 
few of these pearls: 
 
“Join us on our glorious march out of the dark ages - we say ONE world ONE language.” 
 
I can imagine Spanish, French and Chinese may have something to say about this. 
 
“Let's talk economics - welsh is fine for songs and poetry at the Eisteddfod but English is the exciting 
language of science and progress.” 
 



So English isn’t allowed to discuss songs and poetry then? Or does this arbitrary rule only work one way? 
 
“When schools become all Welsh it is a statement to the world that says we do not want progress.” 
 
No, they think ‘Oh, there’s another language. There’s thousands of them’. 
 
So do French schools not want progress? Arabic schools? What about those Japanese schools? Urdu? 
Who wants progress and who doesn’t, hands up. 
 
Unsurprisingly, what is taught at these schools is actually a rather better indication of the quality of the 
education that the language in which it is taught. 
 
The ironic thing perhaps is that those opposed to Welsh medium education underestimate the spread of 
English. They seem to think you can live your life as a monoglot Welsh speaker. That hasn’t been the case 
since the middle of the 19th century. 
 
Every Welsh speaker can speak English! I cannot emphasise that enough. 
 
“If the world didn’t waste time catering to different languages, science would be more advanced. Its 
political correctness gone mad!” 
 
I wonder if scientists at the multi-lingual Cern laboratory are saying ‘If only we’d abolished all these 
pesky languages, we’d have found that damned Higgs boson by now!’ Probably not, they’re clever 
people after all. 
 
“I am proud to be Welsh but it doesn't look good to multinational businesses that we school our kids in 
Welsh.” 
 
What multinational businesses are these? McDonalds? Apple? Google? Microsoft? Exxon? 
 
Since these companies deal with hundreds of languages world-wide from day to day, the fact that a few 
kids were taught in Welsh is likely to be the least of their worries. 
 
So I doubt ‘multinational business’ are particularly perturbed to be honest. Even if they did have a 
requirement that staff can speak English, let us not forget that all Welsh speakers can also speak English 
too. 
 
And so on… 
 
As a lecturer in the history of journalism these statements are very familiar to me. In fact you could pick 
them out of a manuscript from the 16th century, or a 19th century newspaper. 
 
Here we have the age old and endlessly debunked, argument that the Welsh language is somehow 
holding back the people of Wales. 
 
In fact historically the opposite is true. This attitude helped to keep Wales in the “dark ages” far longer 
than it needed to be. 
 



The charitable trusts that were sent to educate the populace in the 17th century insisted on English only 
education, for the precise reasons outlined by our friend above. 
 
They failed, and Wales was only dragged out of the “dark ages” when pioneers such as Griffith Jones 
introduced Welsh medium schools in the 18th century. 
 
The idea that you have to speak only English to get a good job in Wales in also an anachronism, that 
dates back to the Acts of Union that legislated that only English speakers could hold important posts in 
the country. 
 
Luckily today we live in a more enlightened Wales where neither language is a barrier to progress. 
 
My children can attend a Welsh medium school in Ceredigion and I can be confident that they will be 
able to speak both English and Welsh by the time they’re five years old. 
 
The Welsh language is no more of a hindrance to speaking English and getting a job through the medium 
of English than, say, being able to drive a car hinders your ability to be able to climb a flight of stairs. 
 
It’s an extra skill, and a handy one to have in many cases. 
 
When I challenged our friend on this, he claimed that he represented “the silent majority” who are 
“campaigning for fairness”. 
 
As a journalist I’ve met people the length and breadth of Wales and can confirm that there isn’t an anti-
Welsh language majority in the country. Especially in Ceredigion, where roughly 50% of the population 
can speak Welsh themselves. Even amongst those who are able to speak English only, the vast majority 
are supportive of the language. 
 
He then argued that “the child cannot focus on the language of business. The science says two languages 
is at the expense of things like maths .” 
 
The science doesn’t say anything of the sort. In fact it seems to suggest that bilingualism enhances 
cognitive activity. 
 
When challenged to produce evidence he retorted: “we must not waste time arguing about minor 
details, we should think about grand ideas and plans for the future though”. 
 
Minor details? Either Welsh medium education is bad for our children or it isn’t. Unless he can provide 
any evidence that it is, it’s time to pack up the campaign and retire. 
 
He finished with a plea: “but does progress count for nothing? Does it mean anything to you?” 
 
Yes, progress does matter to me. And yes, it seems as if we have not advanced as far as I had hoped. I 
thought we were done rebutting arguments like this back in the Victorian age! 
 
 



(Ifan Morgan Jones: Why I send my kids to a Welsh medium school, 21/11/2012, 

http://ifanmj.blogspot.in/2012/11/why-i-send-my-kids-to-welsh-medium.html ) 

 

 

3.2. Considerations in the context of Medium of Instruction 

Apart from the cultural importance of language promotion there are some simple pragmatic 

considerations to be made what it means when education is not conducted in local language. Imagine 

the following scenario: 

There is a non-native English speaking student who is very talented in Physics and Mathematics but 

she/he is not talented for languages, speaking and expressing her/himself in English is very difficult for 

her/him. What will happen if the education is in English only? This person will never get anywhere 

despite her/him being so gifted in Physics and Mathematics because the English speaking elite does not 

accept her/him to express her/himself in the mother tongue. This would be a great loss of talent, a 

waste simply due to intolerance, arrogance and effective discrimination by an elite which is using the 

language (English) as a means to separate and exclude others from joining unless they accept the 

cultural dominance of English. Is this fair, is this how we want to conduct a future world? Is this 

behaviour not a recipe for future wars?  

 

There is certainly a difficulty to which degree education in local language can be provided. The more 

speakers of one and the same medium the more likely it is too offer quality education up to the highest 

level. But here another difficulty appears, borders have to be drawn to define “one and the same 

medium”, meaning to which degree is a common medium comprehensible to the inhabitants, where are 

the boundaries? A written standard (codification) is an essential item to educate the students in the 

local language but when there are several dialects, how can a compromise be reached? Otherwise, the 

result may be that students and their parents choose to be educated in another standardized language 

of a larger linguistic group which all too often is the language of the previous colonial times such as 

English, French or Spanish. The problems around Raetho-Romance in Switzerland (The Language Journal, 

Switzerland’s Romansh, Struggling to Survive, 

http://www.thelanguagejournal.com/2011/12/switzerlands-romansh-struggling-to.html ) are a good 

example.  

Moreover, all too often there are no clear linguistic boundaries and the transition in what you can 

consider one language and another are smooth and not abrupt. A good example of gradual language 

and dialect transition exists in Eastern Europe: When is a dialect to be considered “Ukrainian”, when 

“Belarusian” and when “Russian” (Ukrainian dialects, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ukrainian_dialects 

)? There are Russian dialects which show already a substantial influence of Ukrainian and there 

Ukrainian dialects which show a substantial influence of Russian and it is almost impossible to draw a 

http://ifanmj.blogspot.in/2012/11/why-i-send-my-kids-to-welsh-medium.html
http://www.thelanguagejournal.com/2011/12/switzerlands-romansh-struggling-to.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ukrainian_dialects


clear border line and define when is the dialect “Russian”, when “Ukrainian”. It is probably correct to 

state that in L’viv the dialect is almost entirely Ukrainian while in Moscow almost entirely Russian but in 

between, where is the real border? Do we want to draw a border? Does the national border between 

Russia and the Ukraine coincide with this presumed border? If only one of the standard languages is 

imposed on the local people, some, if not all, will experience this as an imposition and it will end in a 

conflict which can turn violent as we have seen in Eastern Ukraine in recent years. Thus, openness and 

tolerance is required to resolve such questions properly. The current crisis in Eastern Ukraine is an 

example what dire consequences the attempt to define boundaries can have if nationalism receives 

more attention than tolerance and pragmatism. 

 

3.3. Languages and Education in India 

In multi-ethnic and lingual India, language and education has always been an issue of heated debate. 

The Republic of India has, according to Ethnologue – Languages of the World  447 living languages which 

gives India an extraordinary wealth of different cultures and traditions.  

 

3.3.1. The historically the position of English in India  

The historically the position of English in India where has been explained by Annie Montaut in her essay 

“English in India and the role of the elite in the national project” in 2010: 

...“Besides, the abolition of the “Sanskrit system” (or the Persian system) 
did not altogether mean that vernacular modern languages should be ignored, and the 
British themselves were far from agreeing together on the role they should play in the 
educational system. We can hardly have any doubt that Macaulay (Thomas Babington Macaulay, 1st 
Baron Macaulay, PC (25 October 1800 – 28 December 1859) was a British historian and Whig politician.) 
himself – who confessed a total ignorance of either ancient or modern Indian languages – did not hold 
them in a high esteem. But the reform of the system of public education which was to 
be voted a few years later, known as the Vernacular Dispatch or Charles Woods 
Education Dispatch of 1854, clearly states that, even if the knowledge of English will 
always be an essential requirement for those Natives of India who want to achieve higher 
education (article 11), even if English cannot be dispensed with in urban surroundings, 
the knowledge of English remains essentially a means for acquiring a good education and 
should in no way be an aim in itself (article 12). Consequently, the knowledge of English 
should never replace a good knowledge of the vernaculars, because the languages 
understood by the masses are more important, and they are the ones which have replaced 
Persian in administration and in the Court20 (article 13); it is then desirable to teach 
English only where there is a demand for it, and to always teach it in combination with 
the vernacular languages of the district and the general culture conveyed by these 
languages. The 14th article of the Dispatch concludes that vernaculars should be used to 
instruct the larger classes of the population who ignore English or have no sufficient 
knowledge of it. As for the instructors, they should know both languages, because this 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Her_Majesty%27s_Most_Honourable_Privy_Council
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Whig_%28British_political_faction%29


double knowledge only will enable them to enrich the vernacular languages and cultures 
by means of ideas and words to express them.” 
 

(Annie MONTAUT, INALCO (SeDyL), Paris, 2010 

http://www.academia.edu/10026268/English_in_India_and_the_role_of_the_elite_in_the_national_pr

oject_the_elite_in_the_national_project, page 7) 

 

3.3.2. The constitutional position of language in India 

The constitutional position of the languages appear at first glance to promote the use of Hindi as 

national language while giving the individual federal states freedom to recognize and use local or 

regional languages: 

Article 120: Language to be used in Parliament - (1) Notwithstanding anything in part 17 (XVII), but 

subject to the provisions of article 348, business in Parliament shall be transacted in Hindi or in English: 

Provided that the Chairman of the Council of States or Speaker of the House of the People, or person 

acting as such, as the case may be, may permit any member who cannot adequately express himself in 

Hindi or in English to address the House in his mother-tongue. 

(2) Unless Parliament by law otherwise provides, this article shall, after the expiration of a period of 

fifteen years from the commencement of this Constitution, have effect as if the words “or in English” 

were omitted there from. 

 

Article 210: Language to be used in the Legislature 

(1) Notwithstanding anything in part 17 (XVII), but subject to the provisions of article 348, business in the 

Legislature of a State shall be transacted in the official language or languages of the State or in Hindi or 

in English: 

Provided that the Speaker of the Legislative Assembly or Chairman of the Legislative Council, or person 

acting as such, as the case may be, may permit any member who cannot adequately express himself in 

any of the languages aforesaid to address the House in his mother-tongue. 

(2) Unless the Legislature of the State by law otherwise provides, this article shall, after the expiration of 

a period of fifteen years from the commencement of this Constitution, have effect as if the words “or in 

English” were omitted there from : 

Provided that in relation to the Legislatures of the States of Himachal Pradesh, Manipur, Meghalaya and 

Tripura this clause shall have effect as if for the words “fifteen years” occurring therein, the words 

“twenty-five years” were substituted: 

http://www.academia.edu/10026268/English_in_India_and_the_role_of_the_elite_in_the_national_project_the_elite_in_the_national_project
http://www.academia.edu/10026268/English_in_India_and_the_role_of_the_elite_in_the_national_project_the_elite_in_the_national_project


Provided further that in relation to the Legislature of the States of Arunachal Pradesh, Goa and Mizoram, 

this clause shall have effect as if for the words “fifteen years” occurring therein, the words “forty years” 

were substituted. 

 

Article 343. Official language of the Union- 

(1) The official language of the Union shall be Hindi in Devnagari script. The form of numerals to be used 

for the official purposes of the Union shall be the international form of Indian numerals. 

(2) Notwithstanding anything in clause (1), for a period of fifteen years from the commencement of this 

Constitution, the English language shall continue to be used for all the official purposes of the Union for 

which it was being used immediately before such commencement: 

Provided that the President may, during the said period, by order authorise the use of the Hindi language 

in addition to the English language and of the Devnagari form of numerals in addition to the internationl 

form of Indian numerals for any of the official purposes of the Union. 

(3) Notwithstanding anything in this article, Parliament may be law provide for the use, after the said 

period of fifteen years, of the English language, or the Devnagari form of numerals, for such purposes as 

may be specified in the law. 

 

Article 344. Commission and Committee of Parliament on official language- 

(1) The President shall, at the expiration of five years from the commencement of this Constitution and 

thereafter at the expiration of ten years from such commencement, by order constitute a Commission 

which shall consist of a Chairman and such other members representing the different languages specified 

in the Eighth Schedule as the President may appoint, and the order shall define the procedure to be 

followed by the Commission. 

(2) It shall be the duty of the Commission to make recommendations to the President as to the 

progressive use of the Hindi language for the official purposes of the Union; restrictions on the use of the 

English language for all or any of the official purposes of the Union; the language to be used for all or 

any of the purposes mentioned in article 348; the form of numerals to be used for any one or more 

specified purposes of the Union; any other matter referred to the Commission by the President as regards 

the official language of the Union and the language for communication between the Union and a State 

or between one State and another and their use. 

(3) In making their recommendations under clause (2), the Commission shall have due regard to the 

industrial, cultural and scientific advancement of India, and the just claims and the interests of persons 

belonging to the non-Hindi speaking areas in regard to the public services. 



(4) There shall be constituted a Committee consisting of thirty members, of whom twenty shall be 

members of the House of the People and ten shall be members of the Council of States to be elected 

respectively by the members of the House of the People and the members of the Council of States in 

accordance with the system of proportional representation by means of the single transferable vote. 

(5) It shall be the duty of the Committee to examine the recommendations of the Commission constituted 

under clause (1) and to report to the President their opinion thereon. 

(6) Notwithstanding anything in article 343, the President may, after consideration of the report referred 

to in clause (5), issue directions in accordance with the whole or any part of that report. 

CHAPTER:2 - REGIONAL LANGUAGES 

Article 345. Official language or languages of a State- subject to the provisions of articles 346 and 347, 

the legislature of a State may by law adopt any one or more of the languages in use in the State or Hindi 

as the Language or Languages to be used for all or any of the official purposes of that State: 

Provided that, until the Legislature of the State otherwise provides by law, the English language shall 

continue to be used for those official purposes within the State for which it was being used immediately 

before the commencement of this Constitution. 

 

Article 346. Official languages for Communication between one State and another or between a State 

and the Union- The language for the time being authorised for use in the Union for official purposes shall 

be the official language for communication between one State and another State and between a State 

and the Union : 

Provided that if two or more States agree that the Hindi language should be the official language for 

communication between such States, that language may be used for such communication. 

 

Article 347. Special provision relating to language spoken by a section of the population of a State- On a 

demand being made in that behalf the President may, if he is satisfied that a substantial proportion of 

the population of a State desire the use of any language spoken by them to be recognised by that state, 

direct that such language shall also be officially recognised throughout that State or any part thereof for 

such purpose as he may specify. 

 

CHAPTER:3 - LANGUAGE OF THE SUPREME COURT, 

HIGH COURTS, ETC 

Article 348. Language to be used in the Supreme Court and in the High Courts and for Acts, Bills, etc.- (1) 

Notwithstanding anything in the foregoing provisions of this Part, until Parliament by law otherwise 



provides all proceedings in the Supreme Court and in every High Court, the authoritative texts of all Bills 

to be introduced or amendments thereto to be moved in either House of Parliament or in the House or 

either House of the Legislature of a State. Of all Acts passed by Parliament or the Legislature of a State 

and of all Ordinances promulgated by the President or the Governor of a State, and of all orders, rules, 

regulations and bye-laws issued under this Constitution or under any law made by Parliament or the 

Legislature of a State, shall be in the English language. 

(2) Notwithstanding anything in sub-clause(a) of clause(1), the Governor of a State may, with the 

previous consent of the President, authorise the use of the Hindi language, or any other language used 

for any official purposes of the State, in proceedings in the High Court having its principal seat in that 

State: 

Provided that nothing in this clause shall apply to any judgment, decree or order passed or made by such 

High Court. 

(3) Notwithstanding anything in sub-clause(b) of clause(1), where the Legislature of a State has 

prescribed any language other than the English language for use in Bills introduced in, or Acts passed by, 

the Legislature of the State or in Ordinances promulgated by the Governor of the State or in any order, 

rule, regulation or bye-law referred to in paragraph (iii) of that sub-clause, a translation of the same in 

the English language published under the authority of the Governor of the State in the Official Gazette of 

that State shall be deemed to be the authoritative text thereof in the English language under this article. 

 

Article 349. Special procedure for enactment of certain laws relating to language- 

During the period of fifteen years from the commencement of this Constitution, no Bill or amendment 

making provision for the language to be used for any of the purposes mentioned in clause (1) of article 

348 shall be introduced or moved in either House of Parliament without the previous sanction of the 

President, and the President shall not give his sanction to the introduction of any such Bill or the moving 

of any such amendment except after he has taken into consideration the recommendations of the 

Commission constituted under clause(1) of article 344 and the report of the Committee constituted under 

clause(4) of that article. 

 

CHAPTER:4 - SPECIAL DIRECTIVES 

Article 350. Language to be used in representations for redress of grievances- Every person shall be 

entitled to submit a representation for the redress of any grievance to any officer or authority of the 

Union or a State in any of the languages used in the Union or in the State, as the case may be. 

Article 350A. Facilities for instruction in mother-tongue at the primary stage - It shall be the endeavor of 

every State and of every local authority within the State to provide adequate facilities for instruction in 

the mother-tongue at the primary stage of education to children belonging to linguistic minority groups; 



and the President may issue such directions to any State as he considers necessary or proper for securing 

the provision of such facilities. 

Article 350B. Special Officer for linguistic minorities- (1) There shall be a Special Officer for linguistic 

minorities to be appointed by the President. 

(2) It shall be the duty of the Special officer to investigate all matters relating to the safeguards provided 

for linguistic minorities under this Constitution and report to the President upon those matters at such 

intervals as the President may direct, and the president shall cause all such reports to be laid before each 

House of Parliament and sent to the Government of the States concerned. 

Article 351. Directive for development of the Hindi language- It shall be the duty of the Union to promote 

the spread of the Hindi language, to develop it so that it may serve as a medium of expression for all the 

elements of the composite culture of India and to secure its enrichment by assimilating without 

interfering with its genius, the forms, style and expressions used in Hindustani and in the other languages 

of India specified in the Eighth Schedule, and by drawing, wherever necessary or desirable, for its 

vocabulary, primarily on Sanskrit and secondarily on other languages.  

(Department Of Electronics & Information Technology, Government Of India, August 2014, 

http://deity.gov.in/content/constitutional-provision ) 

 

But when it comes to education the situation suddenly appears very different: The “Indian Certificate of 

Secondary Education for class 10”, an examination conducted by the Council for the Indian School 

Certificate Examinations, a private, non-governmental board of school education in India, has the 

following provision in its affiliation: 

05.The medium of instruction in the school must be English and the scheme of studies must be in 

accordance with the scheme laid down by the Council for Secondary and Higher Secondary stages. 

Special importance must be given to English (including oral and aural English) for which a high standard 

is required to be maintained. 

(Council for the Indian School Certificate Examinations, Affiliation, http://www.cisce.org/affiliation.aspx , 

2013) 

Moreover, the Indian federal state of Karnataka tried to impose the dominant regional native language 

Kannada as medium of instruction on all schools in the state but that was declared unconstitutional in 

May 2014 since it would violate the fundamental rights after an association of private schools 

challenged the state law in court because in their opinion knowledge of English is very essential and the 

children should not be deprived of it (IBN Live, article from 6th May 2014, 

http://ibnlive.in.com/news/kannada-cant-be-compulsory-medium-of-instruction-in-schools-sc-to-

karnataka/469901-62-129.html ). 

http://deity.gov.in/content/constitutional-provision
http://www.cisce.org/affiliation.aspx
http://ibnlive.in.com/news/kannada-cant-be-compulsory-medium-of-instruction-in-schools-sc-to-karnataka/469901-62-129.html
http://ibnlive.in.com/news/kannada-cant-be-compulsory-medium-of-instruction-in-schools-sc-to-karnataka/469901-62-129.html


The effect of the provision and court rulings is that the language of instruction has become effectively 

English in India as a whole and that will have profound consequences on the language diversity of India. 

Fact is that all over India the language of instruction at all schools has effectively become English, even 

in the Hindi speaking areas and this could in the long run not only endanger all the small minority and 

regional languages of India but even Hindi itself.  

 

3.3.3. The controversial discussion of the use of English as medium of instruction in India 

In response to the on-going debate in India about the use of English as medium of instruction, 

Dhanaraju Vulli wrote the following in his article “English and Medium of Instruction: Dalit Discourse in 

Indian Education” (English and Medium of Instruction: Dalit Discourse in Indian Education by Dhanaraju 

Vulli, Research Journal of Educational Sciences ISSN 2321-0508, Vol. 2(2), 1-6, May (2014) Res. J. 

Educational Sci., International Science Congress Association 3) in support for the pro-English-as-

medium-of-instruction case:  

 

Importance of English Medium Education 

In the present days, English has become the common language of the global science and technology 

market and the overall economy. As Government schools do not teach in English medium, those who 

study in them are denied the opportunities given to their richer counterparts in English medium schools. 

Students in regional language schools cannot therefore think of achieving anything in the globalised 

economy. The Dalit society are very keen to let their children study English medium because Dalits thinks 

feels that who have been educated in English they get the good opportunities in the globalization. They 

consider English as the important factor for their social mobility in the world. 

There is another reason why Dalits prefer English. English is an unbiased language in India in terms of 

multi lingual perspective, whereas many Indian languages in India are inherited from Sanskrit, the 

language, dominated by Brahmins for thousands of years and Dalits were not allowed to learn Sanskrit 

language. It has become dominant and ruling class language in the ancient India. 

As Dalit Freedom Network20 (DFN) has strongly believed in the concept of English medium education. 

DFN argues that English education combined with learning of the local vernacular language or mother 

tongue is the way forward to promote socioeconomic equality. According to DFN’s report, the upper cast 

residents of the village noticed the excellent academic standard shortly after the DEC opened. They saw 

the Dalit children’s behavior improve, and the Dalit parents have been taking an active responsibility in 

their children’s education. DFN’s report also reveals that the upper caste leaders of the village invited the 

Dalit residents to dinner in an upper caste home. Since time immemorial, Dalits are usually denied to sit 

together with upper caste community in such occasion like dining or temples. Therefore, never in the 

history of the village had the upper caste and lower caste eaten together, let alone in the home of an 

upper caste member. This example indicates the impact of English education on such relationship. Here 



attention must be paid to the fact that Dalits’ effort in the quest for social justice and equality was 

recognized by upper cast community, and brought about the change in the attitude of upper caste 

toward Dalits. Therefore the English has become an egalitarian language in the country like multilingual. 

In the age of globalization, people must use English language along with their mother tongue to settle in 

good positions. In India, English is the global language and it plays an important role in higher education. 

Parents and children perceive English as a ‘language of opportunity’. English medium education is the 

key factor for espouse the modernization which is important in the present context of globalization in 

India. The upper castes have been handling the contradiction between English and mother tongue 

language quite carefully. But when it comes to teaching English to the Dalit they have been arguing that 

English is the responsible for the obliterate the mother tongue. It has not been proved in reality. But their 

children study in the foreign universities and occupy the good positions in India. 

The first generation Dalits in higher education have been struggling in the universities because of English 

language. They have not been able to cope up with the knowledge system where the upper caste elites 

dominate over the Dalits in the class room. It has been proved with my experience in the Hyderabad 

Central University when I was studying there. Dr Ambedkar is the best example in this context. He 

studied in English medium and became a world’s most popular figure in the intellectual community. He 

has extensive studied western ideas and suited them for Indian context. Without command over English 

language it would not have been possible. 

 

In contrast to Dhanaraju Vulli, Sahith Aula (Sahith Aula, graduate of the University of Cambridge, The 

Sandra Day O’Connor College of Law and Emory University) argues as follows in his article  

“The Problem With The English Language In India”: 

Imagine living in a nation where you, a member of the majority, are unable to read the label of the 

medicine you must give your child, the menu at a local restaurant or even the warning signs of the road; 

a place where you are unable to comprehend the government document officiating your driver’s license, 

tax filing or marriage. This is the world that hundreds of millions of Indians live in simply because the 

elite prefer English. This discrimination has become so systemic that the elite and middle classes send 

their children to English private schools while the vast poor send theirs to the government schools of 

their mother tongue. One need not mention that universities and even government jobs require fluency 

in English, as mandated by the ruling elite. Therefore, a person’s socioeconomic status in Indian society is 

approximately in line with his or her fluency in the language. In other words: a new caste system. 

It is incomprehensible that the majority of people in India are being oppressed by the mere lack of 

knowledge of a language. By not having medical instructions, food ingredient labels and nutritional 

information, government forms, access to the courts and politicians, street signs, and even movie tickets 

in their mother tongue, they are being harmed in the most discriminatory of manners. This goes beyond 

a basic democratic right to just being inherently illogical and prejudiced. Make no mistake, simply 

because an auto driver, a maid or a store employee knows his or her numbers, colors and a few other 



cursory words in English does not mean they truly speak it, let alone read it. Moreover, the academic 

conversation on this matter is controlled by those in the cities while the situation is much more dire in the 

towns, villages, hamlets and tribal regions. 

Why English has become the language of the elite 

There is an enormous range of nuanced reasons as to why English has become the language of the elite 

and of governance in India, even putting aside the original Macaulyism. It remains that Indians have 

come to believe that their nation’s prosperity, as well as their own, is wholly dependent upon not just 

learning English, but exclusively learning it as a first language. It began with the travelled elite, boomed 

within the middle class that was hired by multinational companies, and trickled to the vast majority 

hoping to escape their destitution but unable to afford private English education. Curiously, many states 

in India have attempted to make English the medium of instruction for all schools in an attempt to 

assuage the demands of the poor; however, the shortage of teachers who can even speak English is 

surreal. All of this while the vast majority is able to communicate in their respective mother tongues. 

The most spoken languages in India, according to India’s census data, are Hindi (422m), Bengali (83m), 

Telugu (75m), Marathi (71m), Tamil (60m), Urdu (51m), Gujarati (46m), and Punjabi (29m). As such, the 

states in India are generally drawn on linguistic lines with each state having a history of literature, art, 

dance, politics and value system that is its own; being similar to the European Union in this regard. Take 

Andhra Pradesh and Telangana, for example, where Telugu is the local language: These two states 

combined have a larger population than France, South Korea and Turkey. However, unlike these nations, 

the language of the majority is falling into disarray because of strict English use with a prejudice due to 

governments and companies needlessly conducting intrastate business (with great difficulty) in English 

when they could reach far more people in the local language. While it is true that English is integral for 

communication between states, the Central Government and foreign companies, is it really necessary to 

use it within a state where most people have the same mother tongue? To be perfectly clear, no 

reasonable person could advocate that English should not be taught. In fact, it would be imprudent not 

to teach the modern lingua franca (or inglese if you so please) but there is no reason to believe that 

people could not be fluent if they learn it from their early years onwards as a second language. That is 

what is done in so many other nations like Sweden, Germany, Japan, Thailand, Greece, Finland, Italy, 

Egypt, and so forth. 

Only about 30% can speak English 

The statistics on English speaking ability tends to be unreliable for a host of political reasons, but it is 

generally accepted that somewhere in the range of 30% are able, to varying degrees, speak English—

though only a third have some semblance of reading and writing aptitude. Still, it is unadorned 

disenfranchisement and an embarrassing plight for the other 70-80% of Indians. Contextually, this would 

mean anywhere from 770-900 million people are being oppressed on a daily basis. Even if one subtracts 

the 25-30% who are illiterate (another matter entirely), this is still about 577-630 million. For argument’s 

sake, let us say that this affects only 200 million people: this is still thrice the population of the U.K. Is this 



acceptable for a purportedly “socialist democracy?” Of the myriad of India’s social constructs this is 

possibly the simplest matter to amend and remedy. 

To explore the matter at a more foundational level, all development begins with education, and 

education, of course, stems from language. Yet, language is much more than a means of communication; 

it determines the books one reads, the television programs one watches, the ideas one is exposed to, the 

values one holds, one’s personal interests, and one’s career opportunities. In essence, it defines our 

identities. Therefore, what is perhaps most damning is that because of this favoritism afforded to the 

English language the cultures of India are dying as they lose out on generations of authors, activists, 

actors, artists, playwrights, innovators, orators, and businesspersons who would have otherwise 

contributed to, and enriched, their own language. 

What the private sector is doing to help 

What is most fascinating in all this is that it is companies like Google, Facebook, Microsoft and Samsung 

which are reaching out and providing the tools to the people and the state governments to advance the 

local languages. Consider that Google revamping Andhra Pradesh’s IT system to make it Telugu input 

friendly or that Samsung is leading the charge in providing phones with local language capabilities even 

while local leaders post their campaign signs in English. 

It seems evident that in the case of India and elsewhere, multiple languages ought to be taught and be 

taught well to allow individuals not only to operate in a globalized world but to also bring together local 

communities that have been fractured and segregated by the economics of language. It remains the 

obligation of the local governments to guarantee the enfranchisement of the people, remove the 

artificial socioeconomic barriers of language, and encourage social mobility. In the mean time, Indians 

have private sector ingenuity to thank for the advancement of their languages. 

http://www.forbes.com/sites/realspin/2014/11/06/the-problem-with-the-english-language-in-india/  

 

The social and pedagogical aspects of using the native language as medium of instruction are discussed 

in the following article by Dhanaraju Vulli of the Department of History, Assam University (Central 

University), Diphu Campus, Assam, INDIA: 

Mother Tongue as the Medium of Instruction 

There is a popular perspective that advocates the use of mother tongue as media of instruction in early 

education as well as to encourage linguistic diversity in schools. This perspective argue that mother 

tongues are not merely speech varieties but are languages that provide social and emotional identity to 

individuals, express the essence of their cultures, and give them a sense of rootedness. Schooling in the 

language of the child reflects respect for her and an appreciation of her culture. The exclusion of the 

mother tongues from school hence is seen as ‘harmful to the child’s self esteem’. According to Pattanaik5 

children are thereby “reduced to minorities in their own homes”. Extending the realm of pedagogy, the 

argument links the acknowledgement and acceptance by the school of the language and culture of the 

http://www.forbes.com/sites/realspin/2014/11/06/the-problem-with-the-english-language-in-india/


child to a positive identity of self and thereby to effective educational achievement. As Edward says, “the 

rejection of a child’s language is unlikely to enhance feelings of self worth which are important for 

educational success”6. Further, this perspective argues that “the right to education in a language that 

the child understands is a basic human right and an essential ingredient of equality in education”. 

Pattanaik forcefully observes that to “control and dictate the language of access” to knowledge is a 

“positive suppression of human talent. It deprives individual and society of free choices, curbs creativity 

and innovativeness and restricts participation or potential participation in multiple spheres of human 

interaction, thus imposing limits on freedom”. The Chennai Declaration (2012) has emphasized the 

importance of mother tongue in the multi-lingual country like India as “One of the significant 

commonalties of the Common School System will be the plurality of mother tongues in dynamic interface 

with multilingualism of child’s neighbourhood. This would duly include Braille and other sign languages 

as well. According to this radical and dynamic conception of language education, mother tongue with a 

multi-lingual interface is acknowledged as the most potent medium of education to enable the child to i. 

think, analyze and act; ii. acquire, internalize and transform modern language knowledge critically; iii. 

Learn other languages, including English, proficiently; iv.catalyze cultural and literary renaissance; v. 

Negotiate with the dominant process of alienation with advantage, thereby avoiding being pushed-out; 

and vi. Question and resist oppression and explore the path ofliberation”7.This approach believes in 

quality education. The quality education begins with mother tongue. Mother tongue is very important 

that gives high levels of ability in learning many languages in India. Indian constitution also 

acknowledged the importance of mother tongue language as the National Curricular Framework, 2005 

and the Right of Children to free and Compulsory Education Act, 2009 provided the mother tongue as 

tool for development critical thinking. However, for most children, particularly for the tribal and minority 

language children, there is no provision for education in the mother tongue. Education of such children 

imposes an unfamiliar school language on them, which often leads to large scale dropouts. Mother 

tongue based multilingual education for at least 6 to 8years is education of quality for all children. This 

position was vehemently criticised by Dalit discourse in Indian Education. The present paper argues in 

favour of English as the medium of teaching in school education in India. 

(http://www.academia.edu/7927009/English_and_Medium_of_Instruction_Dalit_Discourse_in_India

n_Education) 

 

3.4. The use of English in Africa: “Rethinking languages of instruction 

in African schools” 

Evode Mukama (Lecturer at the National University of Rwanda, Faculty of Education) wrote in 2007 the 

following article about 

“Rethinking languages of instruction in African schools”: 

Introduction 

http://www.academia.edu/7927009/English_and_Medium_of_Instruction_Dalit_Discourse_in_Indian_Education
http://www.academia.edu/7927009/English_and_Medium_of_Instruction_Dalit_Discourse_in_Indian_Education


In most African countries, languages of instruction come from overseas.  The variety and the use of those 

languages depend very much on the colonialist legacy.  Languages of instruction in African schools 

include English, French, Spanish, Portuguese, and Afrikaans.  In some countries also, African languages 

are used as the language of instruction but only at the elementary school level.  What does it mean to 

learn in foreign languages and in a foreign context?  To what extent do languages of instruction 

contribute to the qualitative transformation of personal and social processes? 

            The idea about the use of indigenous languages in Africa is not new. By the end of the 1960s and 

through the 1970s, the debate attained its highest point.  The major obstacle was that most of the 

countries in Africa have many languages, except a few such as Rwanda, Burundi and Somalia, where all 

people speak one language throughout the country.  It would be very ambitious, even superfluous to 

reduce the complexity of African languages to one single language used in one single nation.  Maybe, the 

debate should be contextualised and arguments supported according to the needs of the population 

concerned.  Feasibility is another issue which needs to be addressed (for further development).  In this 

paper, the Rwandan context is an illustrative case.  However, this paper is not a result of an empirical 

study. It is rather a reflection based on the literature, and on my own experience as a teacher. 

Language policy in Rwanda 

Rwanda is small country of 26,338 square kilometres and 8 million people. It is located in Central/Eastern 

Africa.  The native language is Kinyarwanda, which is spoken all over the country by all people.  In 

addition to Kinyarwanda, English and French are recognised by the constitution as the official languages.  

According to the education policy, Kinyarwanda must be a language of instruction in the lower primary 

school; this is the first three years of elementary level.  From the first year of the upper primary school, 

pupils are expected to choose either English or French as a language of instruction. From then on, 

Kinyarwanda and one of the two foreign languages become subjects to be taught.  However, in some 

prestigious private schools, one of the foreign languages is definitely a language of instruction from even 

the pre-school up to the university and Kinyarwanda is not taught at all. 

            From the secondary school level, students are supposed to be (theoretically) perfectly bilingual in 

English and French, but the reality on the ground is different; firstly, because teachers do not have the 

same characteristics of being bilingual.  Teachers cannot give to students the characteristics that they do 

not have.  Secondly, the school environment is not conducive for practising foreign languages.  Outside 

the classroom, at home, at the church, on the street, in administration and business, briefly, in students' 

everyday life, Kinyarwanda is almost exclusively the only language of oral communication.  Thirdly and 

most importantly, if Kinyarwanda is spoken by the majority of Rwandan people, not more than 10% of 

the population can read and speak fluently English or French.  What happens to those 90% of the 

population who can only speak Kinyarwanda?  It is important to stress here that, according to the 

UNESCO figures, only around 50% of Rwandan people can read and write. 

Language of instruction in the construal of a person 

When I ask my students to discuss an article in small groups, they do it in Kinyarwanda, even though the 

article is written in English or French.  One day, I asked some of them to answer some questions in line 



with a short lecture I gave them in English.  They tried and I realised that they were struggling with 

English and not with the content per se.  They explained that they did not understand English because 

they were basically French speaking though they were supposed to be bilingual according to the national 

policy.  Another day, I gave a short lecture in French to the same students.  Then they became more 

dynamic than they were before.  The last time, I used Kinyarwanda, their mother tongue, to explain the 

lecture rather than English or French.  The students became not only dynamic but also excited to talk and 

discuss critically issues under study. 

            This experience brought me to reflect on the purpose of languages of instruction.  English and 

French are of course important in order to be able to open students' horizons, and to exchange views 

with the world.  However, it seems that Kinyarwanda should not be left behind if the purpose of 

education is to bring students to understand, see the reality in different ways, and shift their mindsets in 

order to cope with change within and around them.  Most of the scientific books we come across in 

African schools have been written by Europeans and Americans in their particular contexts and in their 

specific languages.  The meanings assigned to this literature through examples, stories, analogies, 

metaphors, application, theorization, and even the style of writing are primarily embedded in their social 

realities. 

            Marton et al (2004) point to an issue which deserves more attention in the African context, 

especially in Rwanda: 

“A space of learning that is semantically rich allows students to come to grips with the critical features of 

the object of learning much more effectively than one that is semantically impoverished” (p.32). 

How much more beneficial would it be for students to learn in the language they understand better?  

How effective would the outcomes of learning be when they work in a rich semantically learning space? 

            The social situation or the culture within which the child is educated is the foundation of meaning.  

Moreover, Halliday explains that: “The context plays a part in determining what we say; and what we 

say plays a part in determining the context” (Halliday quoted in Wells, 1999: 8).  Language is therefore a 

cultural means that has been developed and refined to serve the purpose of social action and interaction.  

When we learn the language, we appropriate also the social context within which the meaning is 

created.  By learning French or English, for example, we also acquire the French or English cultures.  We 

try to integrate their social contexts so that we can understand what is said and why.  This discussion 

explains partly how the competence of African graduates becomes sometimes “inefficient competence” 

due to semantically impoverished classroom situations they experience when they come back to their 

countries of origin. 

Conclusions 

The mastering of language and the mastering of human behaviour are mutually linked. The difference in 

ability to master tools (such as language) and use them effectively can portray, to some extent, the 

difference in qualitative developmental changes.  Languages of instruction, if not well used, can 

discriminate among potential students and even create social classes among the population: those who 



can learn with foreign languages and those who cannot; those who have good teachers of foreign 

languages and those who do not.  Foreign languages of instruction contribute to excluding students who 

fail to master them from the educational system.  Those students who cannot or who fail to master 

foreign languages also have the right to learn, especially in their native languages. 
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Approval Committee based at the Ministry of Education in Rwanda. His research interests include 

teacher professional development, learning and teaching with information communication technology in 

schools, peace education, adult education and reeducation and vocational training with school drop out 
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4. Are there examples of successful language saving policies or even revivals?  

Faeroese on The Faeroes 

 

Are there examples of successful language saving policies or even revivals? Yes there are, one 

of most exceptional language revivals is the case of Hebrew in Israel which has become the first 

language of Israel in a matter of 70 years after it effectively had ceased to be an everyday 

spoken language somewhere between the first and fourth centuries CE and survived medieval 

times and the renaissance only as the language of Jewish liturgy and rabbinic literature. Then, in 

the 19th century, it was revived as a spoken and literary language and is now spoken by about 5 

million people in Israel as the first language.  

There are other examples that even languages with a relatively small number of speakers can 

be saved and maintained into the modern world if the right steps are taken. Most striking are 

the cases of Faeroese (native language of the Faeroes, an island group out in the Northern 

Atlantic which belongs to the Danish Kingdom but has home rule granted by Danish law) which 

constitutes only about 50,000 speakers and Romansh in the South-Eastern Swiss canton of 

Grisons maintained by an equal limited number of speakers. Other examples are Catalan in the 

Catalan region of Spain, Greenlandic (Kalaallisut) in Greenland or, as already discussed above, 

Welsh in the UK. But in general, these are exceptions and the rule is the opposite.  

https://www.developmenteducationreview.com/issue/issue-4/rethinking-languages-instruction-african-schools
https://www.developmenteducationreview.com/issue/issue-4/rethinking-languages-instruction-african-schools


 

 

4.1. Education on the Faeroes 

 

The Faeroes, an island group in the Northern Atlantic and self-governing part of the Danish 

Kingdom (Home Rule), maintain an education system fully based on the native Faeroese 

language as medium of instruction although the population is only about 50,000. In that sense, 

it is quite unique since the spread and use of the Faeroese language is solely confined to the 

islands. Nevertheless, there are currently no intentions in discontinuing to use Faeroese as 

medium of instruction on the Faeroes. A general overview about the Faeroese education 

system is given on the official government page of the Faeroes “Faroeislands.fo”:   

 

Free Education and Personal Development 

In the Faroe Islands, education is of highest priority, enjoying an absolute consensus regarding the aim to 

provide every individual with the opportunity to explore their own unique potential. The foundation of 

the education system in the Faroe Islands rests on the belief that education is a universal right. Hence, 

schooling on all levels, from primary school to higher education, for every Faroese citizen, is free of 

charge. 

The education system of the Faroe Islands consists of three main levels: primary and secondary 

education, upper secondary education, and higher education. Children normally start school the year 

they turn 7 years old, and school attendance is mandatory until ninth grade is completed. Thereafter, 

students have the option to enrol in upper secondary school, which normally takes three years to 

complete, and with an upper secondary school diploma, a student is qualified to access higher 

educational institutions in the Faroe Islands as well as abroad. In addition to the traditional upper 

secondary school, a number of alternative schools offer education and training in various more specified 

fields, such as fishery, business, technology, healthcare, and more. 

Diversity and personal development 

The main task of the school is to help students acquire knowledge, capacities, working methods and to 

assist them in their language formation. This is done in a way that enables diversity and supports each 

student’s personal development. 

Faroese is the official language of the ‘fólkaskúli’, and it is the first language that students are taught. 

Students then begin to learn Danish in third grade and English in fourth grade. In eighth and ninth grade, 

the curriculum consists of a number of compulsory subjects, which prepare the students for upper 



secondary school, and a range of optional subjects, from which the students can choose. At the end of 

ninth grade, students need to pass an exam that gives them entry to upper secondary schools. 

 

Primary and Lower Secondary Education 

The ‘fólkaskúli’ is the official institution for primary and lower secondary education in the Faroe Islands. 

It provides the compulsory schooling from first to ninth grade as well as the optional tenth year. Some of 

the schools also offer optional preschool education. 

 

A school in each village 

According to Faroese education policy, every child should be able to attend a primary school in his or her 

own village, but it is common for children from the smaller villages to move to a larger school when they 

enter eighth grade (lower secondary school). There are 54 schools in the Faroe Islands that provide either 

primary or lower secondary education, and many of them offer both. This number includes three “free 

schools”, which charge a small tuition fee but are primarily state-funded. 

 

The Ministry of Research, Education and Culture 

It is the Ministry of Research, Education and Culture, which has administrative and financial control of all 

the schools. The Ministry manages the consultation process involved in setting the schools’ overarching 

aims and objects, and it ensures that rules, regulations and exams are upheld. It also arranges the 

appropriate teaching for each level and ensures that the necessary educational material is available. 

 

Upper secondary school 

There are many options available for those wishing to pursue upper secondary education in the Faroe 

Islands, with eight different schools offering different types of courses that qualify students for higher 

education. 

 

The ‘Studentaskúli’ 

The ‘Studentaskúli’ is a 3-year academically oriented upper secondary education, which prepares 

students for higher education. When students graduate from the ‘Studentaskúli’, they can apply to go to 

university anywhere in the world. Students can choose between doing a mathematical or linguistic line of 

study. However, there is generally a large overlap in the curricula of the lines. For example, all students 

have to pass a basic level of both languages and mathematics, in addition to taking a range of other 



obligatory and optional subjects. The classification of the ‘average mark’ is based on oral exams, written 

exams and yearly awarded marks. There are three ‘Studentaskúli’ schools in the Faroe Islands: 

· Føroya Studentaskúli og HF-skeið (Tórshavn) 

· Studentaskúlin og HF-skeiðið í Eysturoy (Eysturoy) 

· Miðnámsskúlin í Suðuroy (Suðuroy) 

 

The ‘HF’ course 

‘HF’ is a 2-year academically oriented course especially intended for adults wishing to pursue higher 

education. The course comprises a range of obligatory subjects as well as optional ones. The 

classification of the ‘average mark’ is based on oral and written exams only. The ‘HF’ course is offered by 

two schools: 

· Føroya Studentaskúli og HF-skeið (Tórshavn) 

· Studentaskúlin og HF-skeiðið í Eysturoy (Eysturoy) 

 

Business College 

This education consists of one basic year (FHS), after which the student can either continue at the 

business college for two more years (HH), or leave for training in a shop or an office. It is also possible to 

take individual courses at the business college. The three-year course is academically oriented and upon 

graduation students can pursue higher education. The Business Colleges also offer individual higher 

education courses in subjects relating to business, management and economics. There are two business 

colleges in the Faroe Islands: 

· Føroya Handilsskúli (Tórshavn) 

· Føroya Handilsskúli á Kambsdali (Eysturoy) 

 

Technical College 

The Technical Colleges offer courses in carpentry, electronic cabling, plumbing, motor mechanics, 

hairdressing, and other vocational areas. These courses must be studied alongside an apprenticeship in 

the relevant industry. The colleges also offer 2-year introductory courses in clothes making, design, 

metal, electricity, car mechanics and carpentry. These courses give access to study technical and creative 

subjects in higher educational institutions. Finally, the Technical College in Tórshavn offers 2-year long 



higher education courses in production technology and building technology. There are two technical 

colleges in the Faroe Islands: 

· Tekniski skúlin (Tórshavn) 

· Tekniski Skúlin í Klaksvík (Klaksvík) 

 

Fisheries College 

The Fisheries College in Vestmanna offers a 3-year upper secondary education specializing in the fishing 

industry and food science. Upon graduation, students can pursue higher education, especially in subjects 

related to the fishing industry. 

 

 

  

Higher education 

Many Faroese people move abroad to pursue higher education. They go to a wide range of countries to 

gain expertise in their field of interest, and the continual flow of knowledge from different places helps 

the Faroe Islands stay dynamic and up-to-date in a globalised world. There is one university in the Faroe 

Islands, which provides excellent opportunities for those wishing to pursue higher education in Faroese 

language, history, the social sciences, the natural sciences, nursing and education. The University is also 

a hub for the large number of Faroese people with international qualifications to come together to 

collaborate and share their expertise and experiences. 

 

The University of the Faroe Islands 

The University of the Faroe Islands is a state-run university located in Tórshavn, the capital of the Faroe 

Islands. The student body is small with about 140 students in total, and the official language of the 

University is Faroese, making it the only university in the world to conduct its classes in that language. 

The University works closely with higher educational institutions in neighbouring countries on research 

and teaching, and it is involved in a growing number of collaborative projects and exchange programs 

with international all over the world. It is the Faroese government which funds the University with an 

annual operating budget of approximately 19 million DKK. 

 

The Departments and Schools 



The University is made up of three Departments and two Schools, which offer Bachelor’s and Master’s 

degrees. It is also possible to do Doctoral degrees at the University, and there are several Ph.D. students 

and postdocs currently working in the University departments. The different departments and schools at 

the University offer the following Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees: 

 

Department of Faroese 

· BA in Faroese Language and Literature 

· MA in Faroese Language and Literature 

 

Department of Natural Sciences 

· BSc in Earth Science 

· BSc in Oceanography 

· BSc in Biology 

· BSc in Software Engineering 

 

Department of History and Social Sciences 

· BA in History 

· BA/BSc in Social Sciences 

 

School of Education 

· B.Ed. specialising in Teaching 

· B.Ed. specialising in Pedagogy 

 

School of Nursing 

· BSc in Nursing 

  

Research and Innovation 



There is a thriving and growing research culture in the Faroe Islands, with several institutes, labs and 

museums working on exciting, original research projects. Many research ventures that are connected to 

the Faroe Islands are funded by the Faroese Research Council, which manages the largest research 

foundation in the country. 

  

The Faroese Research Council 

The Faroese Research Council administers the government-funded Research Foundation, which funds 

research, development and innovation connected to the Faroese context. The Research Foundation was 

established in 2002 and receives a yearly funding from the Faroese government of approximately 6.5 

million DKK. The Research Council awards research grants to Faroese researchers and research students, 

as well as to research projects at or connected to Faroese research institutes and commercial enterprises. 

In addition to awarding grants, the Research Council also advises the Government and industry on 

matters relating to research policy. 

 

 Medicine, Public Health and Genetics 

The Department for Occupational Medicine and Public Health has considerable experience in Faroese 

and international medical research. 

The National Hospital of the Faroe Islands has in recent years been involved in a growing number of 

research projects, many in collaboration with the Genetic Biobank. 

The Genetic Biobank is an independent unit within the Faroese health services which has a coordinating 

and administrative function. One of its main tasks is to evaluate applications from researchers that wish 

to use the Faroese genealogy database, the clinical database and the biobank. 

 

Museums 

The Museum of Natural History conducts research, documents findings and disseminates knowledge 

about biology to the public. The specific focus areas of the museum’s research are Faroese ecosystems 

and biodiversity, whales and seals, climate change, nature in the north and bird ringing. 

The Historical Museum collects, catalogues and exhibits archaeological as well as more recent specimens 

that shed light on the way of living, working conditions and culture of the Faroe Islands. 

 

Earth and Environmental Sciences 



The Faroese Earth and Energy Directorate is a governmental directorate under the Ministry of Trade and 

Industry. It administers research into hydrocarbon activity, natural resources, petroleum exploration and 

other geological subjects. 

The Environment Agency is a governmental agency under the Ministry of the Interior. Its research areas 

include examinations of pollution in animals, humans, nature and urban areas. It also maintains an 

environmental specimen bank with various biological items suitable for further research. 

 

Marine Biology 

Faroe Marine Research Institute is a governmental research institute which conducts marine research 

and provides the government with scientific advice on marine resources, environment and sustainability. 

The aim of the research is to provide a basis for responsible fishing in Faroese oceans. 

Kaldbak Marine Biological Lab is a governmental institute under the Ministry of Culture. Its overall 

objective is to gather knowledge about the marine invertebrate benthic fauna in Faroese territorial 

waters. The institute provides services to governmental bodies as well as the industry. 

The Aquaculture Research Station of the Faroes is a public company that conducts research into 

aquaculture and related areas. The aim is to use scientific knowledge to increase the quality of 

aquacultural products from the Faroe Islands. 

  

Other schools 

There are many options for those, who want to pursue a different education than that offered by the 

upper secondary schools, and those, who wish to pursue their interest in a topic outside of the 

conventional school system. 

 

Vocational schools 

The Maritime School in Klaksvik offers a half-year course in maritime affairs. It also provides a one and a 

half year long course to become a qualified captain. In addition to this, the school offers short courses in 

maritime-related subjects. 

The Centre of Maritime Studies & Engineering in Tórshavn offers a three-year long education to become 

a shipmaster and a three-year long education to become a marine engineer. It also offers shorter 

versions of these educations, as well as shorter courses in subjects relating to the maritime industry. 

The Public Health School in Suðuroy offers courses in health and caring. They offer a basic one year and 

three months course in healthcare and a further education of one year to become qualified as a health 

visitor. 



 

Boarding Schools 

The School of Home Economics is a boarding school, which offers a half-year course in food and diet, 

hygiene, and crafts such as sowing and embroidering. 

The Folk High School is a boarding school that emphasises personal development. It is located in 

Tórshavn and offers half-year courses and shorter courses focussing on the humanities, arts and creative 

subjects. 

 

Music and Recreational Schools 

The Faroese Music School administers and develops music teaching for students around the Faroe 

Islands, enabling them to attend individual classes and to play in ensembles. The teachers at the Music 

School are qualified musicians, who have been educated at music conservatories or equivalent higher 

educational institutions. The school offers internationally recognised music exams for students. It also 

gives student the possibility to prepare for a higher education in music while attending upper secondary 

school. 

The Evening School is available to all residents of the municipality of Tórshavn. The School offers courses 

in a vast array of subjects, from arts and crafts to languages and genealogy. It also offers Faroese 

language classes for foreigners. 

 

(Source: http://www.faroeislands.fo/people-society/education-research/ 

http://www.faroeislands.fo/people-society/education-research/education/ ) 

 

It has to be noted that the whole education system from primary to higher education is conducted in 

Faeroese. The system was developed with the financial support of the Danish state but also through 

their own tax revenue. Financing the education is regulated in the Home Rule act of 1948. It also has to 

be noted that, although the standard of living appears to be very high, that was not always the case, lack 

of modern communication and infrastructure made it much harder to implement the education system 

when it was started in 1870. Education was first conducted in Danish but after petitions were raised 

Faeroese was permitted as assisting language in education until 1938 when Faeroese became the 

medium of instruction in all sectors of education. 

(Source: https://da.wikipedia.org/wiki/F%C3%A6r%C3%B8ernes_historie#Skolev.C3.A6senet_opbygges) 

However, as mentioned above, many Faroese people move abroad to pursue higher education because 

not all aspects of higher education can be offered by the Faeroese university and this, in turn can shed 

http://www.faroeislands.fo/people-society/education-research/
http://www.faroeislands.fo/people-society/education-research/education/
https://da.wikipedia.org/wiki/F%C3%A6r%C3%B8ernes_historie#Skolev.C3.A6senet_opbygges


some light on the effects of using a small native language as medium of instruction when students are 

required to use a different language to pursue higher education. 

Most of the Faeroese students are choosing to study in Denmark if their subject is not available on the 

Faeroese university (although some may choose going abroad as a means to widen their horizon despite 

their subject being available at the Faeroese university). Since the Faeroes are a constituent part of the 

Danish Kingdom the links to Denmark have always been strong and Danish is thoroughly taught at 

Faeroese schools ever since general schooling was introduced. But since it is being taught as a “foreign 

language” attending a Danish university exposes the students to education in a “foreign language”. The 

following research shows how this is perceived by the students:   

 

4.2. Research at a public discussion about promoting Faeroese students to 

return to the Faeroes after finishing their studies (Vi velja Føroyar) at the 

Føroyahúsið in Copenhagen on 15th May 2015, 19.00. 

Attendance: appr. 50-60 persons, including representatives from the Faeroese government 

 

Questionnaire introduction text: 

Dear student! 

I am currently working on a project about minority languages and the role of languages as a medium of 

instruction. I became alarmed when my wife returned from a recent visit to Ladakh in the Indian 

Himalayan region of Kashmir & Ladakh and told me that Tibetan-Bhoti (nor any other native Indian 

language) is not used as the language of instruction at the schools there, instead the language of 

instruction is English. From other sources, I got to know that it is common practice in many countries in 

Africa, Latin America or Asia to use the former colonial languages such as English, Spanish or French as 

sole medium of instruction and thus declare more or less consciously the indigenous local or regional 

languages as unfit for educational purposes. 

I currently live in the Netherlands but I am a native Low Saxon speaker from the Northern German state 

of Sleswick-Holsten, close to the border of Denmark. I have seen the demise of our native languages (Low 

Saxon, Frisian and Southern Jutish) at the expense of (standard) German to the degree that today they 

are only maintained by a handful of enthusiasts and the denial of use for education in our native 

languages played a crucial role in this. 

However, there are several examples in Europe where a language with a relative small number of 

speakers is used as the language of instruction. Most striking, in my opinion, is the case of Faeroese 

which, as you may know, constitutes only about 50,000 speakers. But in order to attest which effect the 

use of a small language as medium of instruction has I would like to know more about your experiences 



when attending higher education abroad in a language other than Faeroese. Therefore, I would very 

much appreciate if you could answer the following questions: 

Questionnaire: 25 replies 

Questions and replies in detail: 

1. Have you been educated on the Faeroes with Faeroese as the language of instruction in all 

subjects (apart from foreign language lessons)? 

 

Yes: 19 

No: 3 

Partly: 2 

 

 

 

2. From which age did you receive Danish lessons and for how long? 

 

From 8 years old: 8 

From 9 years old: 13 

From 10 years old: 1 

DK educated: 1 

 

 

3. Which other languages have you been taught in and for how long? 

English: 23, of these 10y.: 4; 9y: 5; 8y: 7; 7y: 2; 6y: 1; 4y: 1 

German: 22, of these 8y: 1; 6y: 1; 5y: 6; 4y: 7; 3y: 2; 2y: 3 

Spanish: 13, of these 3y: 6; 2y: 6; 1y: 1 

Latin:  11 for 1 year 

French: 3, of these 3y: 1; 2y: 2  

 

 

 

4. Are you a student at a Danish university? 

 

Yes: 22 

No: 1 

Have been in the past: 2 

 

 

5. If yes, which is the language of instruction at the university? 

 

Danish: 11 



Danish & English: 6 

English: 1 

 

 

6. Did you find it difficult to get used to have this language as the medium of instruction? 

 

No: 15 

Yes: 1 

Yes, in the beginning: 2 

 

 

7. Did you feel that you had a serious disadvantage in comparison to the native speakers of the 

language of instruction? 

 

a) Yes / no 

 

Yes: 3 

Yes - but got used to it / only in the beginning / did not affect performance: 5 

No: 10 

 

 

b) Why? 

 

- Sometimes difficulties to speak and express yourself in discussions: 5 

- Sometimes a disadvantage but not a serious one: 3 

- Had to focus on understanding the material more than native Danes: 1 

- Only in the beginning: 1 

 

 

 

8. Would you agree to the following statement: “depriving students at primary and secondary 

school from Danish as language of instruction will hinder the educational and career prospects 

for the Faeroese students” or would you recommend other countries to also use a small 

language such as Faeroese as a medium of instruction at schools and instead teach languages 

knowledge which may be required for higher education as separate foreign language subjects? 

 

Recommend to use small languages such as Faeroese as medium of instruction: 10 

Yes: 2 

No: 3  

Question Mark (?): 2  



Difficult to categorize the “Yes” and “No” statements because it appears that the informer did 

not comprehend or misunderstood the question as a whole just like the two question marks as 

answers indicate that as well. However, all of them replied to 9. with a “Yes”. 

 

 

9. Do you think it is important to keep the heritage of smaller languages such as Faeroese and if 

yes, why? 

 

Yes: 24 

 

Why: 

Reference to culture: 13 

Reference to identity: 10 

Reference to “because it is special”: 6 

Reference to heritage: 5 

Reference to “language dying out”: 2 

Reference to social factor: 2 

Reference “to teach my children”: 1 

Reference to “express myself best in it”: 1 

 

 

 

10. Additional comments: 

 

- Various email addresses and tow comments encouraging the research and its importance. 

 

 

4.3. Conclusions from the Research:  

 

24 out of 25 participants agreed to the statement “Do you think it is important to keep the 

heritage of smaller languages such as Faeroese?” (with one simply not filling in the answer) and 

ten out of them also agreed to the statement “would you recommend other countries to also use 

a small language such as Faeroese as a medium of instruction at schools and instead teach 

languages knowledge which may be required for higher education as separate foreign language 

subjects?”. However, it appears that quite a few participants did not comprehend the whole of 

question 8, while others did not answer at all (some of them have obviously totally overlooked 

the questions on page 2 of the questionnaire) so agreement to the statement is somewhat more 

ambiguous. Nevertheless, since there is no one pointing out her/his support for the first 

statement or disagreement to the second statement of question 8. It can be concluded that the 

participants overall fully agree to have Faeroese as a medium of instruction and would also 



agree to have it continued on the Faeroes with some of them also recommending that other 

linguistic minorities should adopt the Faeroese practice.  

 

The cultural importance of the Faeroese language and the identity are given as the main reasons 

for support of question 10 by the students. Some mentioned also “that it is special” to have 

Faeroese as the first language and have been raised and taught in it showing clearly that the 

uniqueness is an important factor for their identity, something which might even become more 

apparent and important in an increasingly globalized world and its pressure for conformity. 

Social factors, maintaining the heritage for their children and the fact that it is their mother 

tongue have also been named as reasons. The answers also show that they are aware that there 

might be little use for Faeroese outside their community or when following a career outside the 

Faeroes. The figures returned of the languages learned at school also show that there is an 

emphasis on learning languages in order to be able to communicate with the outside world, 

almost all students had, beside Danish, substantial English lessons, some German and to a lesser 

degree Spanish and French. The fact that all the questionnaires were returned in good English 

shows awareness for the need to learn languages other than Faeroese.     

 

Another interesting aspect are the answers to questions 6. and 7. Most of the participants 

replied that there was no problem to adapt to Danish as medium of instruction at university, 

however three did mention that it was difficult in the beginning. They also remarked that there 

was too much focus on reading and writing during Danish lessons at primary and secondary 

schools on the Faeroes while speaking and freely expressing in Danish was somewhat neglected 

although that would have been very useful once they started studying at a Danish university. 

 

Finally, the author was surprised by the enthusiasm of the students to participate in this 

research which shows that their language and unique culture is of great importance to them and 

they appear committed to maintain the heritage of it because it obviously really defines their 

identity.  

 

 

4.4. How do students perform at Universities which uses a different medium of 

instruction then the one the students were primarily educated?  

Icelandic students in Denmark and their experiences 

 

In 2012 the Icelandic researcher Auður Hauksdóttir made a research about the experiences of Icelandic 

students when studying in Denmark to pursue higher education and published the results in “Dansk som 



fremmedsprog i en akademisk kontektst – om islændinges behov for danskkundskaber under 

videruddannelse in Danmark”. 

 

The research focused on how much language formed an obstacle when being educated in a language of 

which the knowledge was only acquired as second (foreign) language.  

 

Iceland, one of the five so called “Nordic Countries” has only been a fully sovereign state since 1918 and 

fully independent as a republic since 1944. Originally settled by Vikings from Norway from 870 onwards 

Iceland enjoyed a high degree of independence with the “Althing” serving as a parliament until it was 

brought under Norwegian control in 1262. Norway then entered a union with the Danish crown in 1380 

and in 1662 the Danish King assumed hereditary power and Iceland was effectively ruled by an absolute 

monarchy. In the beginning of the 19th century Iceland slowly began to emancipate itself from the 

Danish Rule leading to re-establishment of the Althing in 1843 and effective independence in 1918 

(Iceland on the Web: Short History, http://www.icelandontheweb.com/articles-on-

iceland/history/short-history ).  

While being ruled by the Kingdom of Denmark, which had Danish as its official administrative language, 

the Icelandic language prevailed nevertheless as the means of all communication in Iceland. However, 

due to its relatively small population (currently 320 000) and, thus, limited facilities, going abroad, in 

particular to Denmark, when acquiring higher education was a popular option from early on. The 

Icelandic loan fund for students (LIS) which is responsible to distribute study loans in order to cover 

study costs, makes no difference whether the student is studying in Iceland itself or goes abroad, loans 

are available regardless where the study is to be conducted and makes the option to study abroad 

attractive for many Icelanders (Auður Hauksdóttir: Dansk som fremmedsprog i en akademisk kontektst, 

page 9). This, in turn, makes it mandatory to learn foreign languages in order to be able to follow the 

education. Since the number of Icelandic speakers is in principle limited to the Icelandic population in 

Iceland (currently 320 000) plus about 15 000 Icelanders living abroad, Icelandic can be categorized as a 

small language in compare to other languages. 

Traditionally, Danish is taught as an obligatory subject in Icelandic primary school and during secondary 

education. The educational aim is to provide Icelanders with a “key” for contact with the other fellow 

Nordic peoples. Thus, the students are supposed to attain enough knowledge to be able to 

communicate with Danes and other Nordic people (Auður Hauksdóttir: Dansk som fremmedsprog i en 

akademisk kontektst, page 7).  The fact that Danish, like Icelandic, is a Northern Germanic language 

certainly helped the students when learning Danish but nevertheless, in order to follow complex 

subjects in higher education a good knowledge of the language was required before moving to 

Denmark. 

In 2013 there were about 500 Icelanders in higher education in Denmark (Statistics Iceland: Students 

abroad by country, broad fields of study and sex 1997-2013, 

http://www.icelandontheweb.com/articles-on-iceland/history/short-history
http://www.icelandontheweb.com/articles-on-iceland/history/short-history


http://px.hagstofa.is/pxen/pxweb/en/Samfelag/Samfelag__skolamal__4_haskolastig__0_hsNemendur/

SKO04107.px/table/tableViewLayout1/?rxid=cc037712-1808-4a51-b567-6e4e04b52e0f ). 

Most Icelandic students have had contact with Denmark in one form or another before they started 

studying there, either through school- or holiday trips or temporary holiday-jobs. This also motivated 

the students to choose a Danish university to pursue higher education. Other reasons are the good 

reputation of Danish universities, other family members who studied in Denmark before and relatively 

cheap costs for studying and living. Surprisingly, only 11%, resp. 18% of the students named their Danish 

knowledge as a reason for studying in Denmark (Auður Hauksdóttir: Dansk som fremmedsprog i en 

akademisk kontektst, page 232).  Most students believe that they will need their Danish knowledge to 

understand Danish, to speak it, to use subject specific terminology and to read and write in Danish. 

Thus, most valuate knowledge which enables them to spontaneously and directly communicate with the 

Danish people. Others also highlight good pronunciation, adequate language use including a good 

command of spelling and grammatical rules while some students highlight knowledge about Danish 

culture and society (Auður Hauksdóttir: Dansk som fremmedsprog i en akademisk kontektst, page 234). 

While 1/3 of the students view their preparation as adequate before they started studying in Denmark 

another 1/3 views their preparation as relatively or very bad. Most have a much better command of 

their receptive skills and regard their reading skills (86% resp. 81%) as good or very good and about 75% 

regard their comprehension of spoken Danish as good or very good. The figures are different with 

regard to their proficiency when expressing themselves in Danish. About half of the student view their 

spoken Danish as good or very good while a little less view their writing skills as good or very good and 

these results are reflecting general trends in language learning research. However, only few students 

regard their listening skills as very good and many view them as low which for many was the cause for a 

communicative barrier, in particular at the beginning of their studies. Another barrier was caused by 

difficulties to express themselves in spoken Danish, about 40% of the students regard their spoken skills 

as the biggest barrier (Auður Hauksdóttir: Dansk som fremmedsprog i en akademisk kontektst, page 

236). The results of the research show that after two years studying in Denmark the command of Danish 

has improved significantly. Most student experience a noticeable improvement of understanding spoken 

Danish after 2-3 months and in expressing themselves after about half a year and they first notice that 

they are able to activate the vocabulary they learned at school in Iceland more rapidly than at the 

beginning  (Auður Hauksdóttir: Dansk som fremmedsprog i en akademisk kontektst, page 239).  

In retrospect most Icelandic students view the Danish lessons they received in Iceland as being focused 

on grammar, writing and reading while less focus was given towards spoken Danish and comprehension 

of spoken Danish. They see the lack of focus towards spoken Danish and comprehension of spoken 

Danish as a reason for the barrier they experienced at the beginning of their studies in Denmark (Auður 

Hauksdóttir: Dansk som fremmedsprog i en akademisk kontektst, page 243). Despite this lack many saw 

the emphasis on reading as a key to succeed in their studies and to improve their Danish knowledge at a 

later stage, and the emphasis on writing also contributed for developing good Danish skills (Auður 

Hauksdóttir: Dansk som fremmedsprog i en akademisk kontektst, page 244).  

 

http://px.hagstofa.is/pxen/pxweb/en/Samfelag/Samfelag__skolamal__4_haskolastig__0_hsNemendur/SKO04107.px/table/tableViewLayout1/?rxid=cc037712-1808-4a51-b567-6e4e04b52e0f
http://px.hagstofa.is/pxen/pxweb/en/Samfelag/Samfelag__skolamal__4_haskolastig__0_hsNemendur/SKO04107.px/table/tableViewLayout1/?rxid=cc037712-1808-4a51-b567-6e4e04b52e0f


Another interesting aspect is the fact that many Icelandic students mentioned as a motivation to learn 

Danish their positive attitude towards the Danish language, Denmark, the Danish people and the Danish 

lessons they have received including the lesson material and the teachers. This demonstrates that 

attitude and the quality of the lessons are an important factor for motivation to learn a language (Auður 

Hauksdóttir: Dansk som fremmedsprog i en akademisk kontektst, page 244).  

When asked how Danish lessons can be improved in Iceland most students suggested more emphasis on 

spoken Danish. Many suggest that spoken Danish should receive more emphasis in general while others 

also suggest that spoken Danish should reflect more the genuine spoken Danish in Denmark which they 

will encounter once they move to Denmark for their study. One third believes that listening skills lessons 

should be modeled on everyday-day speech in Denmark, including the use of dialects in Denmark (Auður 

Hauksdóttir: Dansk som fremmedsprog i en akademisk kontektst, page 246).   

Another area of improvement for Danish lessons are the contents of the lessons itself and then use of 

more sophisticated educational methods to produce more lively lessons. The use of Danish films, the 

internet and other media which could raise the interests of the students. Danish culture should be more 

present and interesting through involvement into Danish society and culture where the language is used 

to directly communicate with the Danish people through, e.g. school journeys (field trips), placement or 

school-exchange in Denmark. This, in turn, would demonstrate the usefulness of the Danish language, 

something which also agrees with modern motivation theories (Auður Hauksdóttir: Dansk som 

fremmedsprog i en akademisk kontektst, page 246/247). However, this may in particular be important 

when using smaller languages (which Danish in global context still is) while the usefulness of English is 

often already demonstrated in daily life in the increasingly global economic development which uses 

primarily English as language of business communication. Thus, the above can also be something to be 

considered when teaching smaller minority and regional languages and using them as medium of 

instruction. 

Some students (about 15%) also suggested that despite the importance of grammar lessons and its 

correctness new education methods and materials should increasingly be used which emphasis on direct 

communication with the Danish people. Here, the importance of exclusively using Danish during the 

lesson was highlighted. 

A smaller group of students suggested that, in order to improve the quality and the authentency of the 

Danish lessons native Danish speakers should be used as teachers. This may be important in particular 

for lessons in languages which the students only encounter to a limited degree outside the classroom 

where the quality of the lessons can be a decisive factor for the success of the lessons.    

 

 

4.5. Comparison to the Faeroese survey 



First of all, can the situation of Danish teaching in Iceland and the Faeroes been compared? In 

general yes because in both cases the medium of instruction is the local language while Danish 

is taught as a subject from primary school onwards.  

 

Are there differences? What could be the cause?  

The fact that the Faeroes are a part of the Kingdom of Denmark while Iceland is a fully 

independent republic may make a difference in importance of Danish knowledge and influence 

attitude and motivation. Some facilities on the Faeroes are supplied by the Danish government 

and in certain situation it may be necessary for the Faeroese people to communicate with 

authorities representing the Kingdom of Denmark and this will have to be conducted in Danish, 

the official language of Denmark. Moreover, exclusive links towards Denmark, often purely due 

to infrastructure are stronger on the Faeroes than in Iceland. With 50.000 inhabitants the 

population of the Faeroes is significantly smaller than that of Iceland (320.000) and thus 

establishing e.g. air-links to other countries apart from Denmark are more costly for the Faeroes 

and often not viable. This results in a stronger orientation towards Denmark than is the case in 

Iceland.  

Auður Hauksdóttir’s surveys did not raise the question whether education with Icelandic as the 

medium of instruction has been experienced as a hindrance or benefit, neither do the 

interviewed students comment in this direction. It appears as given that Icelandic is the medium 

of instruction in Iceland, however the question of the quality of secondary language education 

in Iceland is discussed extensively. But the figures shown can certainly be compared to figures 

from students in a similar situation such as the Faeroes.  

While 1/3 of the Icelandic students in Denmark view their preparation for their studies in 

Denmark with Danish as medium of instruction as relatively of very bad, only 3 out of 18 

Faeroese students reported it to be difficult at the beginning to study in Denmark with Danish as 

medium of instruction. Thus, it appears that the Faeroese students are in general better 

prepared for their studies in Denmark than their Icelandic counterparts. 

Interestingly, both Icelandic and Faeroese actually highlighted that there was too much focus on 

reading and writing during Danish lessons at primary and secondary school on while speaking 

and freely expressing in Danish was somewhat neglected although that would have been very 

useful once they started studying at a Danish university. 

It can be concluded that naturally difficulties arise when studying at university where the 

medium of instruction is other than the medium of instruction in primary and secondary school, 

but neither  the interviewed Faeroese students nor Auður Hauksdóttir  mentioned that this 

caused any students to abandon their studies, instead, it appears that they were usually 

overcome after a certain period of familiarization with the “foreign” language. 



Thus, in general, if the foreign language is taught practicably and efficient, using it when 

studying abroad is not a real obstacle and the use of the native language as medium of 

instruction did not obstruct the students’ performance at a foreign institution of higher 

education.      

 

 

5. Frisian in Fryslan, The Netherlands: A different approach and 

another model of successful Minority Language Policy? 

The Frisians and their language are an officially recognised minority in The Netherlands. The number of 

Frisian speakers in The Netherlands is currently estimated to be around 480,000 of which 350,000 are 

estimated to have learned it as their mother tongue (Mercator: Minority languages → Language 

Factsheets → The Netherlands, http://mercator.fryske-akademy.eu/1769/), see also The Lower Rhine 

And South Sleswick: Two Border Regions And Their Relation To Their Neighbours And Minorities: 10.2. 

Frisian (https://minoritylanguages.files.wordpress.com/2017/03/10-germanic-e28093-north-sea-

germanic-e28093-low-dutch-e28093-frisian-e28093-low-saxon-e28093-low-franconian-danish.pdf ).  

 

5.1. The Official Status Of Frisian 

The position of Frisian in The Netherlands is that of an official minority language recognized in 

accordance with 1. Part III of the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages (ECRML) since 

1998 (http://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full-list/-/conventions/treaty/148/signatures ). 

Previously it had already enjoyed an official status in the Province of Fryslan.  

On 4th June 2013 the Dutch Parliament voted unanimously in favour of a law on the use of the Frisian 

language. The law confirms the status of Frisian as a second official language in the Province of Fryslan 

and regulates the use of the Frisian language in public administration and in the legal system. 

The Province of Fryslan has a certain degree of autonomy on matters concerning the Frisian language. 

To obtain a clearer picture about language use in the Province it recently (source) conducted a 

questionnaire to all parents in the Province of Fryslan when they registered their newborn babies 

concerning the language they are going to use when communicating with their child. The result is as 

follows: 

 “Subsequently it appears that of all children born in 2008 and 2009 more than a quarter will be raised 

exclusively in Frisian and another quarter in Dutch. Almost half of the children will be raised in a 

combination of Frisian and Dutch. The remainder will be raised in another language or dialect (Bildts, 

http://mercator.fryske-akademy.eu/1769/
https://minoritylanguages.files.wordpress.com/2017/03/10-germanic-e28093-north-sea-germanic-e28093-low-dutch-e28093-frisian-e28093-low-saxon-e28093-low-franconian-danish.pdf
https://minoritylanguages.files.wordpress.com/2017/03/10-germanic-e28093-north-sea-germanic-e28093-low-dutch-e28093-frisian-e28093-low-saxon-e28093-low-franconian-danish.pdf
http://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full-list/-/conventions/treaty/148/signatures


Stellingwerfs, foreign language). The Mother tongue is hereby a key factor. In families where either 

parents or caregivers use Frisian as their mother tongue half of them will raise their children in Frisian. If 

one of the parents uses Frisian as the mother tongue, then three quarters will raise their children in a 

combination of Frisian and Dutch. If none of the parents uses Frisian as the mother tongue, 16% of the 

children will also be partly raised in Frisian. A clear majority (84%) declares that it is beneficial to the 

child’s development when they are raised bilingual.”     

The same article also has a map displaying the percentage of formidable Frisian speakers per 

municipality. It appears that Frisian is maintained best in rural environments with a peak in the 

Dantumadiel municipality where 90% of the inhabitants declare to speak Frisian “very well” or “well”. 

(Provinsje Fryslan: Informatiedossier, 2.4. Friese taal, http://informatiedossier-fryslan.nl/staat-van-

fryslan/cultuur-taal-onderwijs/friese-taal/)  

 

5.2. Frisian in Education 

Since the 1955 amendment to the Dutch Education Act, Frisian can be used as a medium of instruction 

in grades 1-3 and be taught as a subject in grades 1-6. In 1974 it was made an obligatory subject in all 

primary schools in Friesland. The guarantee of educational freedom in the 1920 Dutch Education Act 

prevents the government from strict prescriptions of educational content and curriculum, and gives 

public and private education equal access to government funding. The right to teach any subject in 

Frisian is, however, usually employed in a subject of lesser frequency and importance like for example: 

biology and history. (Provinsje Fryslan: Informatiedossier, 2.5. Basisonderwijs, http://informatiedossier-

fryslan.nl/staat-van-fryslan/cultuur-taal-onderwijs/basisonderwijs/ ) 

However, the Dutch language is the general medium in secondary education. Since 1948 secondary 

schools have been allowed to teach Frisian. As of 1993 Frisian must be taught as a compulsory subject in 

the lower level of secondary school, although the amount is not and cannot be specified. (Provinsje 

Fryslan: Informatiedossier, 2.6. Voortgezet onderwijs, http://informatiedossier-fryslan.nl/staat-van-

fryslan/cultuur-taal-onderwijs/voorgezet-onderwijs-en-mbo/ ) 

An important achievement in the past 10-15 years was the establishment of trilingual schools (Frisian, 

Dutch and English) (Provinsje Fryslan: Informatiedossier, 2.5. Basisonderwijs, http://informatiedossier-

fryslan.nl/staat-van-fryslan/cultuur-taal-onderwijs/basisonderwijs/ ).  

However, the degree of using Frisian as a medium of instruction appears to vary greatly and there is not 

one school that uses Frisian as the general medium of instruction as e.g. is the case of Welsh in Wales, 

Danish in South Sleswick in Germany or Basque in the Basque Country in Spain. The Dutch government 

and the authorities in the province of Fryslan appear to have decided on a different approach which 

would not separate the medium of instruction per school but an all-inclusive approach which would 

http://informatiedossier-fryslan.nl/staat-van-fryslan/cultuur-taal-onderwijs/friese-taal/
http://informatiedossier-fryslan.nl/staat-van-fryslan/cultuur-taal-onderwijs/friese-taal/
http://informatiedossier-fryslan.nl/staat-van-fryslan/cultuur-taal-onderwijs/basisonderwijs/
http://informatiedossier-fryslan.nl/staat-van-fryslan/cultuur-taal-onderwijs/basisonderwijs/
http://informatiedossier-fryslan.nl/staat-van-fryslan/cultuur-taal-onderwijs/voorgezet-onderwijs-en-mbo/
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enable all students to have a perfect level of Dutch and to also acquire a good if not perfect level of 

Frisian skills regardless of whether it is the student’s mother tongue or not. 

There is no university in Friesland. There are Frisian studies programmes at the State Universities of 

Amsterdam, Groningen and Leiden. There is no official encouragement or support for the 

teaching/learning of Frisian beyond Fryslan in The Netherlands. 

 

5.3. The Current Situation 

Despite The Netherlands having signed the ECRML and the status of Frisian as the official second 

language, doubts about the success of the hitherto policies towards Frisian, in education, have recently 

arisen. 

The Council of Europe recently assessed the situation of Frisian education as follows: “However, most of 

the primary and secondary schools only offer Frisian for about one hour per week and, in secondary 

education, only during the first year. This is not sufficient for the development of an adequate level of 

literacy. [Now the Province is also allowed to grant partial exemptions. As a result, different profiles 

have been developed for the schools in Fryslân. The process of implementing these provisions has only 

just begun. It is expected that the first exemptions will come into force in the 2017-2018 school year. 

The Committee of Experts notes, however, that most profiles are focused on oral use and developing a 

positive attitude towards Frisian. This might not be in line with the … the Charter (ECRML).” 

(https://sistsiis2016.wordpress.com/ ) 

 In this context one should keep in mind that one of the obligations when signing the ECRML is the 

following:  

 FUNDAMENTAL RIGHTS 

Minority protection as part of human rights in general ensures the following fundamental rights to the 

autochthonous, national minorities/ethnic groups: 

2.  

The right to education/the right to schools and the right to classes given in the mother tongue. 

  

Thus, it appears that “teaching Frisian lessons in schools in Fryslan: In 2016 that means a maximum of 

one hour per week. Schools increasingly request an exemption from the obligation to teach Frisian due 

to lack of time and means”. (“…De Friese taal leren op school. Het is anno 2016 hooguit een uurtje per 

week. Scholen vragen steeds vaker ontheffing aan van de verplichting om Friese les te geven, omdat het 

hen ontbreekt aan tijd en middelen.”) (http://gptv.nl/demonstratie-voor-beter-fries/).  

https://sistsiis2016.wordpress.com/
http://gptv.nl/demonstratie-voor-beter-fries/


Further, the lessons provided and exemptions do not take into account the individual Frisian skills the 

students have which can vary to a great extend depending on whether Frisian is the student’s mother 

tongue or not. There are several levels of exemptions available ranging from non (A) to complete (G). 

The level E, for example, limits Frisian lessons to listening skills without any teaching in how to speak 

and write Frisian. This again conflicts with the Dutch government’s ambition to deliver education 

tailored to the needs of the students and with its official statement in reference to the European Charter 

that “in the context of increasing competition with other languages, teaching how to read and write 

Frisian will be essential for the continued existence of Frisian as a language”.  

This attitude towards Frisian contrasts greatly with the attitude towards English where there is often a 

similar situation concerning the level of English among the students but no exemptions are made for 

English lessons. Considering the provincial’s government’s aim to treat Frisian as an equal medium of 

instruction one can argue that there obviously exist two different standards when it comes to Frisian 

and English. 

Another aspect of criticism towards the practice of Frisian education is a legal obligation to check 

whether there is “enough support for Frisian education” at the individual schools which is to be judged 

by the school’s administration itself and not by any public body. This may lead to the school’s staff 

actually measuring the support of Frisian among themselves and not among the students and the public, 

which in turn can lead to discrimination of Frisian. According to the activists of “Sis Tsiis” this article 

should be abolished as soon as possible.       

 

5.4. Reasons for Decline 

One can conclude that the situation of Frisian has in fact not improved in recent years and if any 

education in it and support for it has declined. What are the reasons? 

In 2013 the researchers Nanna Haug Hilton and Charlotte Gooskens investigated the “Language Policies 

and Attitudes Towards Frisian in The Netherlands” and concluded:  

“The lack of positive attitudes by the Dutch speakers in Fryslân can only be viewed as disappointing for 

language policy makers and educators in the province. The position that the minority language has been 

given in education, judicial and political life could have had a negative influence on attitudes with the 

groups who do not master the minority language, rather than a positive. What can be noted here, 

however, are that the negative attitudes of Dutch speakers towards Frisian are not new. Gorter & 

Jonkman (1995) also reported these in their investigation conducted nearly 20 years ago. Further 

research must be conducted to investigate what the reasons are for the negative attitudes that Dutch 

speakers hold towards Frisian.”  



(Nanna Haug Hilton & Charlotte Gooskens: Language policies and attitudes towards Frisian in the 

Netherlands, http://www.let.rug.nl/gooskens/pdf/publ_peterlang_2013d, page 155/156) 

Besides the logistical issues concerning teaching materials and lack of qualified teachers, “the lack of 

positive attitudes” may have an impact on decision making towards language policies in Fryslan. Since it 

can be expected that a significant number of political decision makers in Fryslan are not native Frisian 

speakers themselves, they may therefore feel obliged to concede towards or represent the groups who 

do not master the minority language and thus take over their attitudes. 

Taking the assessment of the Council of Europe and Nanna Haug Hilton & Charlotte Gooskens into 

account it appears that current policies towards Frisian have at best only partially achieved what the 

ECRML is aiming at and, contrary to its intentions, may have resulted in an increase of negative attitudes 

of the non-Frisian speaking population in Fryslan and provoked subsequently a retreat from the Frisian 

lesson obligations. However, with this retreat the province of Fryslan and with it The Netherlands may 

no longer fulfil the obligations of the ECRML and the dissatisfaction with this was recently(source) 

expressed during a pro-Frisian demonstration in Leeuwarden. 

 

6.5. What Can Be done?  

Due to these issues the civil rights group “Sis Tsiis” was established and on 12 May 2017 it handed over a 

petition to the Provincial Government of Fryslan in protest to the non-compliance concerning the use of 

Frisian in all forms of education in the Province of Fryslan and to the Exemption Rule for primary and 

secondary education concerning the subject Frisian according to the publication in the Provincial 

Guidelines effective from 26 June 2015.  

Thus, the petition is not as such necessarily aiming at changing the current education format but to 

make it compliant to the legally binding rules and laws concerning the promotion of minority languages 

at a national and European level. Subsequently the petition does not attempt to promote the alternative 

format currently used in the State South Sleswick in Germany, Wales and the Basque Country in Spain: 

Dedicated schools which offer all education with Frisian as the medium of instruction. 

But whether the current format is adequate to comply with those rules and regulations has certainly 

become increasingly debatable. 
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