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Abstract 
Even a quick glance at international data reveals something troubling: There is an increasing economic 
and educational gap between Africa and the rest of the world. If we look just a bit deeper, we find that 
economic and educational stagnation may simply be the inevitable outcomes of broad educational failure 
for millions of rural African children. Behind that educational failure is a “gap,” a chasm that most African 
learners must leap in order to succeed academically to benefit the entire continent. I suspect it is linguistic 
to its very core.   
 
This research follows a backward trail all the way from university level to the point of entry for early grade 
teaching across Africa. It asks three questions: 1) Why isn’t L1 reading instruction giving students success 
in the primary school years? 2) Why are students not gaining adequate oral L2 for use as medium of 
instruction beyond primary?  And 3) How might a reading transfer curriculum close the final gap, 
providing meaningful access to L2 textbooks for all African students? As these questions are answered by 
current research, the findings suggest solutions. I propose a series of three language-related strategies 
aimed at closing the education gap—a yawning chasm—for all African youth. 
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Illiteracy, academic exclusion and 
poverty 

Enrollment rates for higher education in 

Sub-Saharan Africa are by far the lowest in the 

world, at 6% (Bloom et al., 2014). The causal 

connections between lack of education and 

poverty have long been acknowledged (USAID, 

2018; World Bank, 2011). These connections are 

certainly believed by the parents of those 

children entering sub-Saharan Africa’s 

education systems continent-wide, but they 

don’t seem to understand the power of their own 

languages to enable learning (Muthwii, 2002). 

Educational impoverishment is visible to 

researchers in three areas: enrollment rates for 

higher education, academic research across the 

continent, and a failure to use the languages 

people speak in children’s education.  Trudell, 

Schroeder & Mercado (in press) carried out an 

extensive desk review of multilingual education 

programs on the continent in order to propose 

any changes which could lead to long-term 

academic success for millions. This article 
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follows up on the data gathered there, suggesting 

a series of three macro strategies which could 

lead to equal access to quality education for 

millions of young people. 

 

1.1 Limited access to higher education 

Enrollment rates for higher education in 

Sub-Saharan Africa have been found to be the 

lowest in the world (Bloom, Canning, Chan & 

Luca, 2014; Gandhi, 2018).   

 Low enrollment in higher education and 

a lack of academic research papers (Bloom et al., 

2014) suggest a widespread disempowerment of 

thousands of language communities across Sub-

Saharan Africa. Sub-Saharan Africa contains a 

populace of over 611 million people, speaking 

2,368 languages (Eberhard, Simons & Fennig 

(eds.). 2020). 

There is a language connection behind 

these indices, and it can be tracked back from 

university level to early primary classrooms. 

UNESCO data on urban vs. rural access to 

education is a strong ethnolinguistic indicator of 

unequal access to higher education for linguistic 

minorities.  The impact of linguistic 

disempowerment shows up quite clearly in the 

articles of several Africans. Kenya (in East 

Africa) provides one example, described in the 

following paragraphs.  

Kenya’s ethnic groups have historically 

resided in certain counties, all “ethnically based” 

(Taaliu, 2017). In Kenya, colonizers settled first 

in the Gîkûyû area near Mt. Kenya, good for 

growing coffee, tea, and cotton. A regional 

imbalance for equal access to education began 

there, and its impact is still felt at every level, 

from primary through secondary school and 

university. Taaliu found that Gîkûyû, which 

represents an ethnic and linguistic group 

comprising 17% of Kenya’s population, enjoy 

23.6% of all jobs in the public universities and 

colleges. 

Ten ethnic groups and their languages 

take up 96.3% of the total workforce in Kenya’s 

public universities (National Cohesion and 

Integration Commission, 2016). This means that 

36 other language groups are often 

geographically isolated from higher education. 

Of Kenya’s 47 counties, only 20 have a public 

university or constituent college. Seventeen do 

not have a single one. Nairobi alone has five 

major public universities, so the linguistic 

isolation of the most rural language groups is 

obvious. 

 

1.2 Secondary level attendance in 

minority language areas 

Equal access to secondary education for 

these groups is of course limited as well.  

Students are admitted to high school after sitting 

for the Kenya Certificate of Primary Education 

(KCPE) exams, following seven years of 

instruction primarily using the English 

language. It is predictable, then, that students 

admitted in county and sub-county secondary 

schools “have fewer marks” on those exams than 

those admitted at the prestigious national 

secondary schools (Education for All, 2019). The 

exam process ultimately leaves those same 

students unable to enter national level 

universities as well. 

 

 

1.3 Limited enrollment and attendance in 

rural primary schools 

The trail of disempowerment can be 

followed all the way back through secondary to 

primary level education, where 88% of children 

ages 6-14 are not gaining minimum proficiency 

levels in reading. Secondary enrollment is also 

disproportionately low in rural, ethnic minority 

areas, paired with lower attendance rates and 

higher dropout rates. Predicting these indicators 

of disengagement, primary school success rates 

are lower in rural areas, which house a large 
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number of linguistic minority communities 

(Heugh, 2011). Another clue to the importance 

of the language issue can be the hardest to 

measure: a true passion for learning. 

Disengagement may go deeper than the 

traditionally embraced concepts of African 

formal education and be invisible to the 

authorities who forbid the use of learners’ 

languages in classrooms (Clegg & Afitska, 2011 

Since data-gathering is no substitute for 

children’s experiences, I include visual data 

here, gathered during a series of Maasai school 

visits where grade 2 children were so delighted 

with their L1 reading curriculum that they 

grabbed the teacher’s Big Book when he left the 

room and tried to read it for themselves. Grade 1 

children also appeared very proud of what they 

were learning. Our L1s, the first languages we 

hear and speak, often run as deeply as our 

worldviews and convey human emotions 

automatically. 

 

 

Figure 2 

Grade 2 Maasai students grab a teacher’s book 

to try L1 reading for themselves 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 

Grade 1 Maasai school children enjoy using 

their language. 

 

 

 

More importantly for this research, L1 is 

a proven vehicle for children’s intellectual 

development (Baker, 2006; Caldas, 2014; 

Dutcher, 1995). 

 

A Pathway for Change 

Gillies (2014) Envisioning a research-

based curricular sequence from preschool 

through upper primary school (Heugh, 2011), I 

propose that most secondary school students 

would truly understand their textbooks and be 

able to write comprehensible essays in the L2 of 

their countries if given enough exposure to these 

three language-based knowledge-and-skill sets 

and the learning strategies listed in Table 1.  

A hoped-for result would be lasting 

change to the trends described earlier, resulting 

in greater enrollment in national or 

international institutions of higher education. 

The harder-to-measure impact of equal access to 

higher education for young representatives of 

thousands of African language communities just 

might also enable those language communities 

to use their languages and cultures to support 

their education and development goals, making 

sustainable poverty alleviation possible. 
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Table 1 

The Big Picture 

 

Project 

Description 

Long-Term 

Indicators 

Sources of 

Verification 

Assumptions 

Overall 

objective: 

A pathway to 

develop 

children’s L1 

and L2 skills 

as they learn. 

Students will 

use L2 

textbooks 

well once 

they begin 

secondary 

school. 

Countrywide 

results: regional 

national exam 

averages, 

secondary school 

entrance stats and 

registration for 

colleges and 

universities 

National 

education 

institutions at 

secondary and 

university 

level, UNESCO 

data, 

internationally 

accepted 

exams 

National political 

and educational 

infrastructures 

will commit to 

and strategically 

support these 

changes which 

involve 

adjustments in 

multiple levels of 

teacher training, 

policy, and 

practice. 

Purpose: 

All African 

children can 

access 

learning via a 

language 

they speak 

(and read) 

fluently. 

Learners grade 1-

7 learn all subjects 

via their L1. 

Learners grade 1-

7 study oral L2. 

Learners grade 8 

transition to 

reading and 

learning via L2. 

See three 

charts of 

phases, in 

Figures 4, 5 

and 8. 

National 

achievement 

scores of learner 

cohorts 

completing 

grades 1-7 +2 

weeks of grade 8 

are significantly 

higher than 

average. 

At end of 

secondary school, 

average scores on 

national exams 

show significant 

improvement. 

Results: 

Raised exam 

scores, 

acceptance 

into 

institutions 

of higher 

education, 

raised 

employment 

figures. 

Learners progress 

through the 

primary grades, 

displaying 

superior 

knowledge, skills 

and attitudes 

(KSAs) for all 

subjects, 

including oral L2. 

See objectives 

and results for 

each phase 

Teachers support 

the program, 

parents support 

the program, 

politicians, 

Ministries of 

Education 

(MoEs) and 

teacher unions 

support the 

program. 

 

 

 

 

The author will show that learners’ first 

language (L1) is currently minimally used to 

develop children’s cognitive and communicative 

abilities, including literacy.  While normal 

intellectual development takes place through a 

child’s language, if that process is suppressed 

daily in schools, even the ability to acquire an L2 

suffers because that L1 hasn’t been developed 

enough to strengthen oral communication via a 

second, unrelated one (Milligan, 2016). 

Third, even in those coveted L2s, 

English and French, literacy isn’t really mastered 

by many, despite the fact that L2 textbooks are 

usually the only ones used in schools. When 

African children reach the secondary level, few 

in grades 1-6 can decode and comprehend 

English well (Walter, 2007). This means they are 

unprepared to use L2 textbooks for learning, as 

indicated by comprehension rates between 30-

40% by grades 5 and 6.   

Trudell, Schroeder & Mercado (in press) 

examined twenty five countries, only to find four 

in which African multilingual education (MLE) 

programs had sufficient power to produce 

students who could leverage their biliteracy 

skills to succeed academically in secondary 

school or to enter universities. Of those four 

programs, only one continues to be supported 

and implemented today in Ethiopia (Aaron, 

2019; Bender, personal comment with 

permission, 2020; Heugh & Skutnabb-Kangas, 

2010; Ilboudo, 2010).  

Researchers looked for factors in the 

success of the aforementioned four programs. 

Factors they were able to identify and study were 

(a) years of learning via L1; (b) L1 use for 

textbooks; (c) adequate teacher training; (d) 

years of L1-medium instruction across the 

curriculum, except for oral L2 learning; (e) delay 

of L2 reading instruction until L1 literacy is 

established; (f) adequate oral L2 skills 

development; (g) L2 academic skills 

systematically developed; and (h) L1 as an 
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examinable subject. One singular factor was 

present in all of the programs with successful 

long-term outcomes: number of years (i.e., 6-8) 

with L1 as medium of instruction (Trudell, 

Schroeder & Mercado, in press). 

They also identified five “less successful” 

programs for similar analysis. Most were 

missing the features identified above. Common 

weaknesses identified by data-gatherers across 

Africa were inadequate teacher preparation for 

MLE (Fafunwa, 1978), lack of ESL curriculum 

development, and lack of government support 

(Trudell, Schroeder & Mercado, in press). 

This paper follows those findings with 

three causal questions regarding long-term 

success/failure, and proposes a series of 

solutions. All revolve around the use of language 

in education. 

 

1. Why isn’t children’s L1 reading 

instruction giving learners long-term 

success in school? 

 

Context 1.1: Minimal time given to L1 

literacy 

Across most of sub-Saharan Africa, if L1 

reading is taught at all, children aren’t getting 

enough class time to use it for learning (Walter, 

2003), for cognitive development and self-

expression, or to gain true and lasting fluency 

and comprehension of texts, even though “first-

language literacy is essential to second language 

reading” (Koda, 2005). Local, institutional, and 

infrastructure support for the above is needed. 

Immediate and extended outcomes include 

children reading L1 well, and learning and 

communicating content area concepts and 

vocabulary via their L1 so that their learning is 

not linguistically impeded but facilitated. 

Phase 1 in an intervention should 

involve the following activities and intermediate 

outcomes (see Figure 4, which depicts the 

sequences of activities and their expected 

results). 

 

Figure 4 

Solution: Phase 1 

 

 

 

Phase 1 activities:  

• Preschool pre-reading curriculum 

development in L1; L1 reading curriculum 

development, alongside  

• use of L1 as medium of instruction for 

decoding accuracy, fluency, and comprehension 

skills  

• teacher capacity development for 

reading instruction, and  

• L1 textbook development for subjects, 

grades 1-7. 

Assumption #1.1. Strong, research-

based reading methodologies are already in use 

in some places and can be applied consistently to 

this context, so essential components of literacy 

skill development are present from pre-reading 

onward. The most effective, research-based 

approaches must be applied in this phase.  The 

following skills, either for alphabetic or alpha-

syllabic scripts, must be taught: (a) phonological 

awareness; (b) phoneme-grapheme recognition; 

(c) recognition of all taught letters/graphemes 
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within the context of L1 syllables and words; (d) 

ability to identify those syllables within words, 

blending syllables left to right for quick whole 

word recognition; (e) various comprehension 

skills; (f) various fluency skills; (g) spelling 

skills; and (h) age-appropriate creative writing 

ability (Seymour, 2006). 

L1 reading instruction should guide 

learners to recognize chunks larger than 

individual phoneme/graphemes, because 

research has substantiated the effectiveness of 

syllable recognition for decoding fluency. This 

certainly applies to African languages, often 

having metered syllables and distinctly 

enunciated vowels. 

Recognition of a larger “grain size than 

the single letter will later facilitate transfer to L2 

reading, with European orthographies” (Fender, 

2008). These inputs can significantly affect 

outcomes of readers in the final phase of this 

plan. Such recognition of syllables as 

pronounceable chunks can benefit African 

literacy significantly. Strategic syllable practice 

doesn’t violate the alphabetic principle but uses 

it to full advantage while avoiding awkward and 

slow phoneme “blending” in favor of simple, 

pronounceable consonant and vowel 

substitution in syllables (Lee, 1982; Schroeder, 

2013). Instead of awkward isolation and 

“blending” of consonants, consonant 

substitution in simple rhyming activities does 

the “isolating.” 

Assumption #1.2. Adults’ language 

attitudes have played a central role in 

implementation of MLE programs in Africa.  In 

“The Impact of Language Policy and Practice on 

Children’s Learning: Evidence from Eastern and 

Southern Africa,” Barbara Trudell says, 

“Education stakeholders and institutional 

partners must think together and act 

collaboratively in order that all the crucial 

features of quality education, including language 

instruction, may be successfully addressed” 

(Trudell, 2016, p.120). For this reason, there 

must be coordinated high-level support from 

national-level African institutions for full L1 

literacy skill development, with curricula which 

develop spelling and creative writing, using a 

variety of literature. 

Assumption 1.3. The educational 

infrastructure would also need to recruit 

sufficient numbers of L1-speaking teachers, and 

place them strategically in all of the primary 

grade classrooms affected. 

 

 

2. Why are Students not gaining 

adequate oral L2 skills for use beyond 

primary level? 

So much of the potential for success or 

failure, whether we analyze exams, matriculation 

rates, or employment stats, hinges upon mastery 

of L2 literacy and vocabulary. Below is a 

summary of the challenges the authors found in 

children’s L2 acquisition across the continent. 

Prominent observations from multiple 

researchers include the following: (a) not 

enough time for L2 language, literacy, and 

content; (b) lack of teacher proficiency in 

speaking the L2; (c) lack of teacher proficiency 

in teaching L2 language, literacy, and content; 

(d) lack of curriculum planning for teaching L2 

skills; and (e) lack of materials to support L2 

reading and content acquisition (Trudell, 

Schroeder & Mercado, in press). 

A cross-cutting theme through each of 

these observations is the issue of linguistic 

distance, which increases the difficulty of 

ensuring students have adequate proficiency in 

the dominant language.  

 

Context 2.1: Language distance 

The term “language distance” implies 

geography. The literal distance is certainly 

measurable, with an ocean between the North 

American continent, and a distance of 9,881 km 
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by air between sub-Saharan Africa and the 

British Isles. The distance is also great in terms 

of numbers of people speaking English (or 

French) in Africa.  

American teachers explicitly teach less 

than 400 new words per year, following 

curriculum guidelines (K. Walter, 2005). The list 

is small because the curriculum developers 

expect children to acquire thousands of words 

naturally, in their environment. On the other 

side of the Atlantic, African children aren’t 

immigrants, so they do not see or hear English 

used outside of schools, unless they live in urban 

areas.     

Their languages are as distant from ours 

as the Western reader can imagine! The 

“linguistic distance” (Koda, 2005) is discernible 

in the language family to which an African 

language or a European language belongs. In the 

United States, most immigrants receiving ESL 

instruction are Spanish-speaking. Spanish, like 

English, is Indo-European, from the same 

language family as English or French. African 

languages are grammatically and phonologically 

very different from both English and French. 

The challenge of L2 acquisition, again, is far 

greater in Africa than it is in the United States, 

the United Kingdom, or France because Indo-

European grammar and phonology and writing 

systems are very different from theirs. 

A grammatical example of the distance 

for Africans is the important role of tone for 

more than half of Africa’s languages. For many, 

tone signals whether a word is subject or object 

of a sentence, singular or plural, past or future 

(Schroeder & Schroeder, 2016.). Another 

grammatical example of the distance is that of 

affixation. African languages not only use 

prefixes and suffixes, but also infixes to convey 

all kinds of meaning, including probability, 

causation, plurality, tense, or intentionality. 

Westerners primarily use individual words to 

convey these concepts. Bantu languages, on the 

other hand, spoken by nearly 240,000,000 

Africans (Nurse & Philippson, 2003), contain 

verbs with dense grammatical information 

(Schroeder, 2013). For example, <a-li-ni-pik-

ia>, contains the verb root -pik-, and includes a 

person marker, a tense marker, an applicative 

(like an indirect object), and a verb-final mood 

marker. 

African languages contain several 

examples of phonological distance. For instance, 

a single consonant may be pronounced as a 

distinct syllable, and that syllable may be an 

auxiliary verb or a pronoun. Other consonants, 

unlike our consonant clusters, contain 

consonant sounds pronounced simultaneously 

rather than sequentially, such as Dagbani <gb>, 

<kp>, and <ŋm> (Pazzack, 2013). Even 

melodies or individual tones distinguish 

meanings in over half of Africa’s languages. For 

the Maasai, tone distinguishes singular and 

plural nouns, negativity or positivity in 

commands, and identifies the subject and object 

in sentences (Payne, 2012). 

The phonology of English also makes it 

“distant” from African languages. Consonants 

are more frequent than vowels in the average 

English word, but this is not the case for most 

African words. Count the vowels for the same 

Swahili and English words, in bold: 

Examples here from Swahili:   kuku      

fikiri   kuketi   uende       taka (13) 

 

The same words in English:   chicken    

think    sit       go (imp.)    want (6)  

 

Context 2.2: Lack of curricular planning 

for second language acquisition 

We have established that the need for 

strong oral L2 curricula is very high across the     

continent. English is rarely explicitly taught to 

children as a second language beyond Ethiopia 

and Eritrea, and the importance of teaching it 

(listening, speaking, reading, and writing) in the 



8                                                                                                                                                                                Global Education Review 7 (3) 

 

content areas is often ignored (Uys, M. et al, 

2007; Kembo & Ogechi, p. 104; Orwenjo et al., 

2014. There is plenty of evidence supporting use 

of well-developed curricula, though. Teaching an 

L2 orally, with a focus on vocabulary 

development, syntax, and grammar has been 

shown to significantly contribute to reading 

success in that L2 (Lee & Schallert, 1997). 

A reality anywhere in the world where 

an L2 is a foreign language to most of the 

population is that learners need plenty of time to 

acquire vocabulary and grammar and the 

phonemic awareness required for 

comprehension (Anthony et al., 2009). Kelly 

Walter (2003) assessed the academic readiness 

of Eritrean children who had experienced L1 as 

the medium of instruction through grade 5. She 

studied all the English-language textbooks for 

content areas, beginning with grade 6. 

Walter compared data from the Eritrean 

National Reading Survey and the vocabulary 

counts from the curricula of grades 2-5 and 

grade 8. The National Reading Survey provided 

results on vocabulary mastery and reading 

comprehension from a sample of students in 

each language group for grades 2, 3 and 5.  Her 

findings, using relevant correlations, word 

counts, density and frequency measures, showed 

clear evidence that the material in the grade 6 

curriculum was beyond the level that grade 5 

students had attained in relation to vocabulary 

(Walter, 2003). 

Walter’s analysis focused on vocabulary 

used in grade 6 curricula and related words used 

in the grades 2-5. Results showed a large 

number of words which would be completely 

new to grade 6 learners. Clearly, they would be 

unprepared to master thousands of English 

words for only two subject areas. Her conclusion 

was that 75.9% of the word families used in 

grade 6 had never been presented in any formal 

way in the earlier grades. Not only that, but it is 

clear that not all of the word families that were 

presented in grades 2-5 had actually been 

mastered. 

 

Context 2.3: Lack of Teacher Proficiency 

in using the L2 

Some attempts at getting teachers ready 

to teach oral English have been met with 

difficulty (Benson et al, 2010) due to the 

vastness of the language chasm , yet “everyone” 

sees the need for access to all the economic and 

academic doors English opens for African 

children (Wolff, 2006).  Despite the desire for 

English communication skills in schools, teacher 

capacity can’t be assumed. It must be built, step 

by step. ELIP, Early Learners International 

Preschool, was a program in Ethiopia which 

endeavored to do this (British Council, 2019). 

Teachers in Canada, the United States, 

Australia, New Zealand, and the United 

Kingdom are usually L1 speakers of English. But 

we can’t make that assumption about a 

continent of over 2,140 living African languages, 

where relatively few speak it, either as a first or 

second language according to Eberhard et al. 

(2019). Population percentages are taken here 

from five African non-Francophone countries: 

Kenya, with 6% of the population speaking 

English as an L1; Ethiopia, .2%; Nigeria, 32%; 

and Uganda, 7%. The case among rural public 

school children is of course more extreme than 

that of their teachers. 

Further evidence of the L2 “distance” 

teachers experience shows up in several 

countries studied. Ugandan teachers had trouble 

combining advanced subject content with 

developing students’ English (Orwenjo et al., 

2014). In Kenyan coastal schools, researchers 

observed that there was an emphasis on oral 

language skills, but limited opportunities for 

students to interact with text, and deficiency in 

teaching letter-sound relationships in English 

(Dubeck et al., 2012). Some Kenyan teachers did 

not teach English phonics at all, because they 
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didn’t remember it from teacher training 

(Dubeck et al., 2012). Tanzanian secondary 

teachers believed there should be in-service 

training so they could improve their teaching 

approaches. Primary head teachers also believed 

that in-service courses for English teachers 

would help (Qorro, 2006). Researchers also felt 

that Namibian grade 4 teachers needed 

additional training in bilingual teaching 

(Wolfaardt, p. 2005).  

Finally, though the need for L2 

instructional training is widespread, there is 

already evidence that such training makes a big 

difference in student outcomes. South African 

teachers who received coaching in English as a 

second language had students with better 

English listening comprehension and English 

vocabulary (Kotze et al., 2018). 

A realistic assessment of the “language 

distance” should be the first step toward 

bridging the gap. Now that the need for oral L2 

instruction in many African public schools is 

obvious, we can examine the effectiveness of 

such programs in the rare cases where they’ve 

been implemented. 

 

Context 2.4 tested and proven prototypes 

for something better 

The Ile-Ife experiment in Nigeria gives 

much hope for a heavy emphasis on oral English 

before learners are exposed to it in writing: 

One of the major responsibilities the English 

teacher had was that of ensuring that the 

correct staging of the learning process was 

adhered to. For example, the Project had the 

policy of extensive oral exercises to promote 

the functional use of oral English and to 

prepare pupils adequately for reading with 

good comprehension. But, because reading 

normally started a few months earlier in the 

average primary school than was 

recommended on the Project, a great deal of 

pressure was brought by the parents on the 

teachers, for reading to begin at the usual 

time. Teachers had to be encouraged by the 

supervisors to abide by the Project policy 

until the extended oral language scheme 

could be proved superior. When the first set 

of pupils eventually began to read and they 

proved to be efficient and avid readers, the 

parents relaxed their pressure and the 

teachers felt more confident to continue with 

the scheme (Fafunwa, 1978, pp. 88). 

Crosslinguistic research shows that 

competence in the target language accounts for 

30% of L2 readers’ proficiency (Lems et al., 

2017), which is larger than the 20% of 

proficiency that L1 literacy accounts for, showing 

how critical it is that learners have strong L2 

language skills before they read the L2. 

Droop and Verhoeven (2003) note that 

“because reading instruction strongly builds on 

oral language proficiency, second-language 

speaking children may...experience a 

considerable gap” (p.1). We have described the 

“gap” between native English speaking countries 

and African ones as very large indeed. Below we 

explore current attempts to narrow it for 

primary school children, with the hope that by 

the time they reach grades 6 or 7 and transition 

into English only as medium of instruction 

(MoI) in grade 8, they may continue learning in 

all areas of a secondary curriculum.  

Two kinds of capacity building are 

essential: 1) proficiency in oral English, and 2) 

ability to teach English reading and specialized 

English vocabulary during the Primary school 

years. So Phase 2 should involve the following 

activities and intermediate outcomes shown in 

Figure 5. 
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Figure 5 

Solution: Phase 2 

 

 

 

 

Phase 2 key assumptions. Because of 

the phonological and orthographic distance of 

English and French from all African languages, 

it will be important that no English reading is 

introduced while children are still learning to 

decode and process their L1 orthography (classes 

1-5), avoiding interference from conflicting 

orthographies. Implementers will insist upon 

adherence to the plan to delay English reading 

until a strong transfer curriculum can be 

introduced (Fafunwa, 1978), and until enough 

oral English grammar can be mastered to 

support reading comprehension. 

Kusumarasdyati and Ramadhani (2018), while 

recognizing that L1 reading skills promote 

successful reading in an L2, note that “reading 

teachers should ensure that the learners’ FL 

[oral] proficiency passes the threshold level to 

facilitate the learners’ reading comprehension” 

(p.5). Many researchers have reached that same 

conclusion: Learners need time to master an L2 

in order to read it with comprehension. 

Research support for Cummins (1976) and 

Toukomaa & Skutnab-Kangas’ (1977) Threshold 

Theory is evident in the literature (e.g., 

Bialystok, 2001; Clarkson & Galbraith, 1992; 

Walter, 2003). As competence in two languages 

increases, so do the reasoning skills for the 

content areas, such as mathematics. Cummins’ 

Threshold Hypothesis seems to be borne out in 

the decades of research carried out around the 

world by the above mentioned researchers and 

many others. 

Phase 2 activities. ESL curriculum 

development begins with class 2. Teacher 

capacity is developed via college-level and/or in-

service training (preferable from British 

trainers). Classroom ESL instruction begins at 

class 2 and continues through class 7. 

Phase 2 outcomes.   

• Teachers or L2 specialists 

capable of involving children in learning and 

using English to understand and express 

themselves in L2.   

• Children progressing in 

mastering the L2 orally.  

• Their vocabulary and (oral) 

awareness of phonemic contrasts between 12 

English or 16 French vowel phonemes, including 

4 nasals (Collins & Mees, 2013). 

 

3. How might a reading transfer 

curriculum provide meaningful access to 

L2 textbooks for all African students? 

If a strong, fully developed L1 reading 

program has been undertaken, and the oral L2 

has   been taught well over several years, 

students will have the vocabulary and grammar 
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background they need, and away they go toward 

L2 reading.  

Research by Laufer (2003) suggests that 

adult L2 readers must master a base vocabulary 

of 3000 word families or about 5000 individual 

word form, in order to reach a threshold level of 

reading ability. Below this level, a reader cannot 

fully comprehend a typical adult text. At the time 

of their research, conducted with adult English 

learners, if a good L1 reader knows around 5000 

words in English, he/she will be able to perform 

well enough to achieve a minimum passing 

grade on a comprehension test, with 56% 

comprehension as the standard.  

 

Context 3.1: There is a big orthographic 

distance between the colonial languages’ 

writing systems and those of most 

African languages. 

Orthography researchers and 

psycholinguists agree that “transfer can be 

defined as automatic activation of well-

rehearsed first-language mapping procedures, 

triggered by (oral) second-language input” 

(Koda, 2005). However, African readers face 

another hurdle to this “automatic” activation.  

For most recently developed writing 

systems, there is a fairly close matching of 

symbols and sounds. English and French 

orthographies are not transparent, shallow or 

consistent, because those languages used a 

Roman alphabet to represent their sound 

systems, and that alphabet did not have enough 

vowel symbols to represent all their vowel 

contrasts. This means that children who have 

developed fluency using a system with fairly 

close one-to-one correspondence between 

symbols and sounds must now look at a larger 

grain size within words and memorize many 

spelling patterns. In all cases of the example 

below, the reader must look beyond a simple 

vowel symbol to a letter or letters which follow it 

in order to access pronunciation and meaning. 

Figure 6 

Grain sizes necessary to indicate English short 

vs. long vowels 

 

Man main mane Champagne 

Pan pain pane Campaign 

Ran rain lane Reign 

Plan plain plane Feign 

can 

List 1.1 

Cain 

List 1.2 

cane 

List 1.3 

Duquesne 

List 1.4 

 

 

Orthographic processing has been 

shown to contribute to reading fluency for 

students of either high or low ability, and for 

reading accuracy in good readers (Cardoso-

Martins, et al.,   2019; Probert & de Vos, 2016). 

For readers of African languages to transfer to a 

very deep and inconsistently spelled 

orthography, they will need to make some 

changes in their decoding and word recognition 

strategies.  

Rakhlin et al. (2019) noted that “this 

finding [that readers will need to use new 

reading strategies] suggests that interventions, 

particularly for students past the initial phase of 

reading instruction, should include training for 

new orthographic processing skills and unitized 

reading to a much greater extent than is 

currently done.” These new readers of English or 

French must now balance their decoding 

prowess with attention to context clues and 

memorized spellings for both meaning and 

pronunciation, using a sub-lexical route to 

reading (Probert & de Vos, 2016; Randall, 

2005). 

English has 12 simple vowel phonemes 

(DSF Literacy Resources, 2019) and several 

complex syllable onsets and codas. Expected 

problems include consonant clusters, short and 

long vowels distinctions, and substitution of 

certain vowel letters, and word-final clusters 

which often indicate grammatical meaning, such 
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as tense or plurality (Randall, 2005).  

Presumably the harder vowel grapheme 

combinations would follow simple ones, i.e., 

<ay>, <ai>, <ee>, <ea>, <oo>, <oa>, <aCe> and 

many more (Schroeder, 2007). For more 

information, see Cook, 2004; Johnston et al, 

2009; Bear et al, 2012; and Tyner, 2012. 

A significant orthographic feature of 

English is the fact that virtually none of the 

vowel letters and sounds of English (less 

significant for French) match the sounds those 

letters are given in their L1s. Maasai, a Nilotic 

language, is an example of this. The chart below 

compares the way 5 of our 12 English vowel 

sounds are written, with the symbols used to 

write those sounds in the Maasai language, 

which has many more distinct vowel sounds, 

including tone and length, so this chart gives 

only a partial example of the contrasts between 

the ways African languages are written, and 

English writing (Payne, 2008). 

 

Figure 7  

English vowel sound/graphemes vs. Maasai 

vowel sound/graphemes 

 

 

For orthography-related reasons, I 

suggest a combination of two simultaneous 

pedagogical approaches: a) Treat the English or 

French orthographies as if they were simple and 

regular at first, using English CVC short-vowel 

words in rhyming patterns to build confidence in 

the decoding abilities they already possess; and 

b) using global techniques, help L1 readers to 

transfer their decoding skills to a deeper, more 

complex writing system such as English or 

French, while also helping them quickly 

recognize frequent words which are often 

grammatical but not simply decodable.  

Optimal age for transfer is around age 

12-14, by which time children are strong readers 

of their own language (Koda, 2008; Stephen L. 

Walter, 2013) and can understand the L2 

enough to gain metalinguistic awareness during 

L2 reading study (Koda & Zehler, 2008). A good 

placement for literacy transfer teaching is at the 

start of “upper primary” level or “secondary 

school” so learners and their teachers get off to a 

running start with a new orthography, all of 

them understanding the unique orthographic 

features of the L2. 

Of course, if learners have truly become 

strong in L1 literacy skills, and have learned oral 

English fairly well, the job will no longer be as 

daunting as it sounds. The chasm will have 

narrowed considerably. The author proposes 

that if children are given enough time to really 

read for meaning with fluency, using L1 

textbooks for Mathematics, Social Studies, and 

Science, etc., they will have developed strong 

tools for comprehending and analyzing what 

they read. This will reduce the effort required to 

learn via a second language such as English 

when they reach secondary level. 

Phase 3 activities and outcomes, shown 

in Figure 8 below, should reflect this context. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

English vowel Maasai vowel 

I or iCe ai 

o ou 

ay or ai or aCe                ei 

uCe (cute) iu 

E or ee ii 



Narrowing the Language Gap        13                                                                                                                                                                                 

 

Figure 8  

Solution: Phase 3 

 

 

 

Phase 3 key assumptions. 

Assumption 1. Most students, nearing 

entry to grade 8, have been able to learn via their 

L1, and can now read content area textbooks 

with comprehension and fluency. 

Assumption 2. Most of these students, 

nearing entry to grade 8, will have a degree of L2 

oral fluency which approaches level 3 or 3.5. 

They will have mastered most content area 

concepts with adequate L2 technical vocabulary. 

Assumption 3. These learners will 

have at their disposal a number of cognitive 

skills including phonological and morphological 

awareness, but these are mediated by the 

structures of their L1 and the target L2.  The way 

words are expressed visually in African 

languages differs quite a bit from the way L1 

words are encoded: clear sound-symbol 

relationships vs. unique whole-word 

representations going beyond a simple sound-

symbol representation (Schroeder, 2013; 

Scholfield & Chwo, 2005). Recognition of L2 

prefixes, suffixes and grammatical words will 

play an important part in access to meaning 

(Koda, 2005; Bear et al., 2012). 

Assumption 4. Learners are 

accustomed to orthographies which encourage 

dependence upon decoding skill alone. They will 

now need immediate whole word recognition of 

hundreds of frequent homophones such as 

<sea> vs, <see>, <slay> vs. <sleigh>, <to>, 

<two> and <too>, <would> and <wood> (van 

Berkel, (2004), as cited in Cook & Bassetti, 2005 

p. 109).  

Assumption 5. Learners will need to 

recognize many spelling patterns for the same 

sounds, within different whole word and syllable 

patterns (Seymour 2006; Ziegler & Goswami, 

2005), such as the different sounds of <y> in 

<cry> vs. <baby>, as well as <y> as a constituent 

in diphthongs such as <say>, so an essential 

strategy will be recognition of spelling 

patterns/vowel sounds which are letter 

combinations, such as <at> vs. <ate>, <et> vs. 

<eat>, and <cut> vs. <cute>. 

Assumption 6. Learners are at a 

threshold for transferring their L1 reading skills 

to L2, though the L2 orthography will require 

adjustments of their decoding and word 

recognition strategies (Probert & de Vos, 2016; 

Frost & Katz, 1992). 

Assumption 7. Learners will benefit, 

as they did for L1 reading, from attending to 

grain size (Goswami, 2008; Bear et al, 2012; 

Rixon, 2011), patterns within words and 

syllables in English. They will have mastered 

syllable recognition with African words, but for 

English reading, they will need to distinguish a 

multiplicity of spelling patterns, as shown in 

figure 6. Since they now speak and understand 

English, the reading transfer will not take long. 

Rhyming patterns (Figure 9) can leveraged for 

either English or French (Schroeder, 2016). 
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Figure 9 

Rhyming drill used to teach English syllable 

patterns 

 

 

 

Figure 10 

Matching activity used to develop vowel 

discrimination 

 

 

 

 

Assumption 8. Learners will also need 

practice distinguishing visually what they have 

already learned to hear and use of the spelling 

patterns studied at the ends of monosyllabic 

words (Seymour, 2006), shown in Figure 6 from 

Schroeder (2016). Make the European 

orthography seem regular at first, using rhyming 

patterns like those in Figure 1, because the 

strength of most African L1 orthographies is 

their regularity, or transparency. Research 

shows that the “slower average rate of learning 

to read English” is caused primarily by its 

orthographic inconsistency (Ziegler & Goswami, 

2005). 

Assumption 9. Because many 

frequently occurring English words are spelled 

irregularly, recognition of them, especially the 

grammatical ones, will be presented in a context 

which forces the reader to memorize their 

unique appearance. For example, some 

prepositions are regularly spelled, such as <in> 

and <on>. But <to> is not. Some frequent verbs 

are regularly spelled, such as <sit> and <jump>. 

But <come> and <walk> are not. Some nouns 

are regularly spelled, such as <pig> and <pit>, 

but <shoe> is not. It does not rhyme with <toe> 

or <hoe>! Sight words, which are printed words 

stored in memory by the reader that can be read 

immediately without decoding strategies (Bear, 

et al., 2012), should be introduced strategically 

and gradually. 

Assumption 10. The L2 transfer 

curriculum will enable the teacher to self-

monitor comprehension and study skills as they 

are applied to grade 8- and 9-level fiction and 

nonfiction texts. 

Assumption 11. Many grade 8 

teachers will need some oral L2 retooling to 

ensure that their pronunciation accurately 

represents all the vowel sounds of the L2 (Smith 

et al, 2012; Goswami, 2006). Phonological 

awareness and pronunciation scaffold auditory 

discrimination and comprehension of words 

such as <cat> vs. <cut> and <caught>, and a 

strong L2 academic vocabulary allows teachers 

to communicate the content areas well. 

The “distance” is great on many levels, 

yet the gap can be narrowed considerably via 
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expert teachers and strong curricula. The entry 

point is learners’ L1, the ideal vehicle for 

developing their cognitive abilities, alongside 5-6 

years of oral L2 instruction. Then a linguistically 

and orthographically focused transitional 

reading curriculum should close the L2 reading 

gap. This sequencing of curricula should allow 

class 1 children to focus on reading their L1 

while they continue developing their cognitive 

skills via their language. It also allows class 1 

teachers to focus on one new, highly significant 

and complex pedagogical strategy: teaching L1 

reading, and using that language all day as L1-

medium textbooks are used for teaching the 

other subjects. Oral L2 instruction, according to 

this Pathway of Change, begins in grade 2 and 

continues for thirty minutes to one hour daily 

through grade 7, for six years. 

Phase 3 activities. At the start of 

grade 7 or 8, use a transitional reading 

curriculum with four streams: (a) recognition of 

English vowel sounds and their spellings; (b) 

recognition of English morphology and English 

sight words; (c) use and review of existing oral 

ESL vocabulary; and (d) higher-level CALPS 

comprehension skills, using specialized subject 

vocabulary and concepts. This curriculum— if 

implemented for an entire school day for three 

weeks—could launch successful reading of an L2 

which learners can already speak. If it is taught 

by teachers of every grade 8 subject, as though 

they were homeroom teachers of one class for 

the 3-week course duration, those teachers 

would know what their L2 readers are facing 

daily when they resume regular teaching of their 

subjects, and they will possess skills to continue 

developing new vocabulary in their students. 

Phase 3 inputs. A transfer curriculum 

should develop the following skills: (a) vowel 

phoneme-grapheme mapping within syllables or 

words (Anthony et al, 2009) applying L2 

phonemic awareness (Koda, 2005); (b) rhyming 

words with initial consonant substitution 

(Rixon, 2011); (c) ability to recognize and decode 

L2 consonant cluster patterns, especially for L1 

transfer from Abugida scripts (Ahlberg, 2020); 

(d) a global approach to sight words, always 

giving them a meaningful context, because many 

frequently occurring words are grammatical  in 

nature, with little pictureable meaning of their 

own (for, to, there, were, who, are, you); and (e) 

connected text with advanced comprehension 

activities and “reason to read,” so that as 

learners continually encounter more abstract 

text, they will have the study skills needed. 

Help will also be needed, due to the 

orthographic gap, in (a) activities including 

morpheme recognition with prefixes and suffixes 

(Kearns, 2015); (b) recognition of the larger 

grain size needed for vowel sounds via spelling 

skill development involving initial C substitution 

and patterns  such as <ay>, <ai>, <eigh>, 

<aCe>; (c) context clue skill development using 

cloze and other activities (Ehri, 2005); (d) 

English vocabulary and grammar reinforcement 

games (visual), and (e) study skills honed with 

L2 texts adapted from content textbooks. 

Phase 3 outputs. Outputs n this phase 

include a cadre of middle school students who 

can read their English textbooks with 

comprehension and problem-solving skill, and 

can express themselves well in writing. See 

below for longer-term outcomes. 

 

 

4. What long-term outcomes should 

we expect? 

African youth enter secondary schools 

able to use their English textbooks for learning. 

Measureable evidence include raised 

achievement scores, increased numbers of youth 

qualifying for enrollment in universities, and 

increased access to the job market after 

graduation from secondary school. 

The author proposes a prototype 

intervention in an African country that includes 
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a complex Causal Pathway like the one 

described, which would be implemented in three 

phases of curriculum development, taking place 

throughout primary school and the start of grade 

eight. The midterm outcome of Phase 2 should 

reflect a large proportion of learners entering 

grade 8 equipped with reading and 

comprehension skills fully developed via their 

L1, L2 phonemic awareness (Koda, 2005), and 

vocabulary and communication skills that enable 

them to learn using L2 textbooks and study all 

secondary school subjects via the L2.  

The goal beyond the scope of this 

program would be for youth to graduate from 

secondary schools able to use their academic 

skills for further learning, either formally or 

informally. Beyond that, language communities 

would eventually be equipped to use their 

languages to support their education and 

development goals, enabling sustainable poverty 

alleviation. 

Dialog and partnership with government 

/education infrastructure representatives is 

assumed to precede the three phases described. 

It is assumed that there would be early 

opposition from various levels of power in the 

ministries of education and also from elected 

officials. If the populace of both rural and urban 

areas were truly awakened to the economic 

benefits gained by use of the L1 in education, 

they might insist upon change. 
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