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Overview

• What are we talking about?
• Who are we talking about?
• Why are we talking about it?
• How are we talking about it?
• What’s known?
• What’s new?
• What’s next?

– Discussion



What are we talking about?
Gender equity in education, health and

development
Proposition: Mother tongue based early childhood care and development programs

(ECCD) are especially promising for promoting educational engagement and success
among girls.

Research shows: Effective language-in-education policy supports children learning in the
language with which they are most familiar – namely, their home language.

Research shows: Transition to education in a second language (regional or national) is
best done gradually, first introducing the second language as a subject of study, and
introducing learning in the second language after children are fully literate in their
home language.

 Explore these propositions
 Explore implications for policy & practice



Who are we talking about?

All children.
Especially girls.
• More likely to speak ONLY their home language
• Less likely to be enrolled in school
• More likely to terminate education early
• Parents are less likely to value schooling for girls

 Persisting low rates of educational enrolment,
attendance, active engagement and years of completion
among girls.

In most countries, we most urgently need to design early
learning opportunities with the needs and goals of girls
and girls’ parents in order to achieve EFA 2015.



Why are we talking about it?

Girls and women are disadvantaged on nearly all indicators
of quality of life:

• Social inclusion/exclusion
• Social & cultural belonging
• Literacy
• Educational attainment
• Labour force participation
• Civic participation



Education for All
World Forum in Dakar, 2000

Goal: To ensure that by 2015 all children,
 especially girls…..have access to complete free and

compulsory primary education of good quality
(UNESCO, 2000).

Goal: Improve levels of literacy, particularly among 
women.
Learners’ mother tongue holds the key to making

schooling more inclusive for disadvantaged groups,
most conspicuously the poor, Indigenous and
minorities, and girls.



Educational equity

UNESCO: championed mother tongue based early learning & primary school
since 1953.

Schools, kindergarten, preschool and even parenting  education programs:

- too often the first context of vulnerability for girls, especially minority and
Indigenous girls

- language-in-education policies denigrate their home languages and
cultures,

- demand that children enter unfamiliar learning environments in an unfamiliar
language to learn content from an unfamiliar social and cultural context.

Exclusive language-in-education policies and practices are  significant
contributors to persistent high rates of early school non-attendance, non-
engagement, and failure among minority & Indigenous children & especially
girls.



How are we talking about it?

Several frameworks offer rationales for advocating &
supporting Mother-tongue based education:

• Child Rights
• Psychological development, social belonging
• Cultural & linguistic endangerment / loss
• Educational equity
• Economics: Labour force participation
• Civil society, community empowerment



What’s known?
Practice-based research findings about girls

• When education is offered in girls’ home language,
girls are more likely to:

 Enrol in and attend school
 Engage actively by expressing their thoughts
 Develop self-concepts as capable learners
 Take pride in their home culture
 Talk to family members about school



Practice-based research findings about teachers

Teachers from the same linguistic and cultural communities
as their students are

 more acceptable to parents
 Tend to treat girls more fairly as capable learners
 Less likely to exploit or abuse girls
 more effective communicators with local community

members
 more attuned to local learning styles, needs and goals
 More relevant curriculum
 More community appropriate teaching methods
 More community involving learning journeys for girls



Practice-based research findings about parents

Mother tongue based education encourages parents to:
 Exert influence in favour of girls’ enrolment, attendance,

continuation in school
 Engage in home-school liaison
 Contribute culturally relevant curriculum content and

learning activities

 Many examples in Asia-Pacific of high parent
participation in mother-tongue based materials
production and school decision-making. Parents can
ensure that what girls are learning is culturally
meaningful and practically useful.



International Consultative Group on  Early
Childhood Care and Development (CG)

Four Cornerstones



Cornerstone 1: Start at the beginning

 Mother-tongue based parent education
 Parent participation programs to promote oral

language & emergent literacy activities at home, in the
home language

 Provide out-of-home, quality child care in the mother
tongue involvement



Cornerstone 2. Get ready for success

Ensure access to at least 2 years of quality early childhood
programs prior to formal school entry.

 Begin with most vulnerable & disadvantaged: girls,
Indigenous, minority, poor, special needs

 Provide programs in the mother tongue.
 Introduce a second language as a subject but not as a

medium of program delivery



Cornerstone 3: Improve primary school quality

Improve transition from home or preschool to school.
 Offer program in the language most familiar to girls
 Provide teachers who speak girls’ mother tongue
 Allow oral language in the mother tongue
 Provide culturally relevant curricula
 Promote interactive pedagogy (vs rote, passive, didactic)
 Include learning activities meaningful to girls’ lives and

roles in home & community
 Ensure physical and cultural safety for girls
 Engage parents



Cornerstone 4: Include early childhood in
policies

Ensure adequate resources & multi-sectoral coordination to
provide mother-tongue based early learning programs
that engage girls from birth through the transition to
school and beyond
Part of EFA Plans, Fast Track Initiative Plans, Common
Country Assessments, UN Development Assistance
Framework, Poverty Reduction Strategy, etc.



What’s next?
Create & authorize gender sensitive pedagogy

 Raise awareness about gender in curriculum
 Involve pre-service & in-service teachers in problem

solving & goal setting regarding gender equity and
issues of inclusion/exclusion

 Train teachers in local languages & support for multi-
language acquisition Involve girls in planning learning
activities that are meaningful to them

 Train secondary school students to
assist in local early learning
programs using the mother tongue



Involve community members in initiatives to
increase girls’ participation in school

 Create community advisory groups to promote
communication, familiarity and safety for girls and their
families

 Recruit community members as teacher assistants &
advisors for mother-tongue based teaching & learner
support

 Involve mothers and fathers in home-based early
language & learning activities for girls



‘Generative Curriculum Model’
Canada: 1989-2009
10 University-Community Partnerships
52 First Nations
Collaborate to develop, deliver & evaluate a bi/multicultural/

bi/multilingual curriculum for training Early Childhood Educators and
for Early Childhood Programs.

‘Community-appropriate’ ‘Community-fitting’
State level accreditation
50:50  (50% locally generated: 50% dominant cultural content)

www.fnpp.org

Ball & Pence (2006). Supporting Indigenous Children’s Development:
Community-University Partnerships. Vancouver: UBC Press.



What’s next? Research

 Document outcomes of approaches to gender equity through
mother-tongue based early learning initiatives

 Gather gender disaggregated data
 - school enrolment
 - attendance
 - participation
 - critical incidents (e.g., exploitation)
 - years completed
 - occupational outcomes
 - fertility / family formation
 - multi-generational effects (e.g., language maintenance,  educational

attitudes

 Identify promising practices for varying levels of resource and
linguistic settings



Indigenous Language Immersion Programs
Canada

 Rural First Nations and northern Inuit children are more
likely to attend school if offered in their home language.

 Girls are seen as carriers of their ancestral language and
their education is especially valued if offered in the
ancestral language



 The relevance of formal schooling for preserving
Indigenous culture and language is a primary
consideration for Indigenous parents.

 Indigenous girls in Canada are more likely to be bilingual
by young adulthood.  Holders of the cultural community’s
most precious resource: Their language



Kaugel First Language First program,
Papua New Guinea

 Total family commitment
 Parents generated curriculum resources
 Availability of highly proficient speakers of the mother

tongue
 Parents supportive of education that honours their own

language & culture and prepares girls as well as boys to
function in their home communities.



Find out more: www.ecdip.org/reports



UNESCO online library

• UNESCO (2008b). Mother tongue instruction in early
childhood education: A selected bibliography. Paris:
UNESCO.

• UNESCO (2010).  Educational equity for children from
diverse backgrounds: Mother tongue-based bilingual or
multilingual education in the early years: Literature
Review. http://www.unesco.org/en/languages-in-
education/publications/


