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The paper presupposes knowledge of the 
following UNESCO EB documents:

1. Executive Board, Hundred and seventy-ninth session
179 EX/INF.6, PARIS, 21 March 2008, English & French only
Items 5 of the provisional agenda
REPORT BY THE DIRECTOR-GENERAL ON THE FOLLOW-UP TO DECISIONS
AND RESOLUTIONS ADOPTED BY THE EXECUTIVE BOARD AND THE GENERAL 
CONFERENCE AT THEIR PREVIOUS SESSIONS.
BASIC OUTLINE FOR DISCUSSION, IN VIEW OF THE ELABORATION OF A PRELIMINARY
STUDY OF THE TECHNICAL AND LEGAL ASPECTS OF A POSSIBLE INTERNATIONAL
STANDARD-SETTING INSTRUMENT FOR THE PROTECTION OF INDIGENOUS AND
ENDANGERED LANGUAGES, INCLUDING A STUDY OF THE OUTCOMES OF THE
PROGRAMMES IMPLEMENTED BY UNESCO RELATING TO THIS ISSUE

2. Concept Paper, 24 June 2008. PROTECTING INDIGENOUS AND ENDANGERED
LANGUAGES AND THE ROLE OF LANGUAGES IN PROMOTING EFA
IN THE CONTEXT OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

3. Executive Board, Hundred and eightieth session
180 EX/INF.8, PARIS, 21 July 2008, English & French only
Item 46 of the provisional agenda
THEMATIC DEBATE: PROTECTING INDIGENOUS AND ENDANGERED
LANGUAGES AND THE ROLE OF LANGUAGES IN PROMOTING EFA
IN THE CONTEXT OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
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Key questions in Concept paper. 2: Protecting 
indigenous and endangered languages 

Which languages must be safeguarded and promoted, and in which 
context?

Are languages the strongest element of national/community identity 
or only one element among others?

What is the role of civil society and of government in developing 
policies for language revitalisation and safeguarding? What role 
should the language community itself play?
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Which languages must be safeguarded and promoted, and in 
which context? My reply: ALL OF THEM, in central contexts

1. The EB documents in my view give in too easily 
and seem to think a choice is necessary: all 
languages cannot realistically be supported. This 
reflects a demagogical diversity continuum  that 
constructs support for linguistic diversity as 
extremism. It does not take really seriously the 
reasons why linguistic diversity should be 
maintained (intangible heritage, creativity, 
identity, maintenance of alternative/traditional 
knowledges and biodiversity, etc.).

4



A Diversity Continuum
One can place various (parents’, 

educators’, researchers’, politicians’, 
etc.) approaches to the relative 
maintenance or otherwise of all 
Indigenous and minority languages on 
a continuum where the approaches 
result in either more or less LCD, 
linguistic (and cultural) diversity. 
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One language only IS extremism

Few people would argue in 
Realpolitik terms for an approach 
where the world  has one language 
only and all others have 
(been)disappeared. For some people 
this might be an ideal, but people who 
would in earnest work for killing all 
other languages would be considered 
extremists.
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Maintenance of all or most of the 
world’s languages - extremism? NO!

But is it extremist to work for the 
maintenance of all or most of the world’s 
languages? When we KNOW that diversity 
(also linguistic diversity) is positive, and 
homogenisation is negative?

In my view: NO
But some people seem to think 

otherwise
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Maximal linguistic 
diversity; all 

today’s languages 
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For each point on the continuum, one can assess the relative 
benefits and costs of the position of supporting/not supporting 

diversity in terms of both quantifiable factors and qualitative, non-
tangible factors (cf UNESCO’s “Intangible Heritage”) 

A demagogical diversity continuum  constructs 
support for linguistic diversity as extremism

Minimal linguistic
diversity; only

 one language is 
maintained and

developed

More diversity Less diversity
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Instead of seeing the maintenance 
and further development of ALL 

today’s many languages as extreme 
(in the same way as striving 

towards ONE language only IS 
extreme), maintenance of present-

day linguistic diversity should be 
seen as something normal and 

healthy, as a guarantee for survival. 
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Normalising linguistic diversity?
What would a Diversity Continuum 

which  normalises both linguistic diversity 
itself and work to maintain diversity

(also through MLE, multilingual mother 
tongue-based education) look like? A 
continuum where today’s linguistic 

diversity is in the middle, not at an end? 
Where is UNESCO on the 

continuum?
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Continuum normalising linguistic diversity?

Minimal linguistic
diversity; only

 one language is 
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developed
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?

Is UNESCO here? Or here? Or here?

Create
actively

many new
languages and

 -lects? 
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Which languages must be safeguarded and promoted, and in 
which context? My reply: more emphasis on preventing 
endangerment

2. The EB documents in my view give too little 
prominence to a focus on analysing and trying to 
change the economic, techno-military, social and 
ideological circumstances that lead to language 
endangerment in the first place. Documenting 
endangered languages is often necessary and always 
positive, but it should be secondary to the above. 
Documentation cannot capture the elements which are 
central to the reasons why linguistic diversity should be 
maintained (intangible heritage, creativity, identity, 
maintenance of alternative/traditional knowledges and 
biodiversity, etc.).
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Are languages the strongest element of national/community 
identity or only one element among others? My reply: 
Languages are core cultural elements for most people/s.

For most Indigenous people/s and minorities, their 
languages (even creoles etc!) are core cultural elements for 
their identities. They are important/central also for 
linguistic majorities who are often not aware of this 
because their languages have not been threatened. 
Ideological forces, ‘manufactured consent’, may prevent 
IMs from realising this. Glorification of dominant 
languages, stigmatisation of IM languages and the 
ratinalisation of the relationship between them may make 
IM groups ‘wish’ to shift languages, and assimilate, through 
false promises of the benefits accrued. Without solid 
research-based knowledge of long-term consequences, and 
without alternatives (e.g. mother tongue-based MLE), this 
‘wish’ to shift/assimilate is not based on a real choice.

13



Are languages the strongest element of national/community 
identity or only one element among others? My reply: Mother 
tongue identification is often prevented by external forces

The United Nation’s 2004 Human Development 
Report links cultural liberty to language rights and 
human development (http://hdr.undp.org/reports/
global/2004/) and argues that there is “no more 
powerful means of ‘encouraging’ individuals to 
assimilate to a dominant culture than having the 
economic, social and political returns stacked against 
their mother tongue.  Such assimilation is not freely 
chosen if the choice is between one’s mother tongue 
and one’s future”.
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What is the role of civil society and of government in 
developing policies for language revitalisation and 
safeguarding? What role should the language community itself 
play? 

My reply: The language community (even when it is dispersed, e.g. 
in many urban contexts) is absolutely central. However, it needs 
financial, logistic and often administrative and training support - 
but on its own conditions. Communities should have good 
networking possibilities, so that they can learn from each others’ 
experience, including the growing awareness of the neocolonial 
ideologies and structures which keep them in dominated positions,  
belittle, marginalise and ‘other’ their languages, cultures and 
knowledges  (e.g. make their knowledges seem ‘traditional’ rather 
than ‘scientific’) and make them believe, falsely, that they have to 
choose, to learn other languages and cultures AT THE COST of 
their own, subtractively, instead of learning them additively, IN 
ADDITION to their own.
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One action vis-à-vis anthropologists (called “ideological 
vultures” by Deloria).  Should others be escorted out too?  

“A couple of years ago Roger Jourdain, chairman of the Red 
Lake Chippewa tribe of Minnesota, casually had the 
anthropologists escorted from his reservation.  This was the 
tip of the iceberg breaking through into visibility. If only 
more Indians had the insight of Jourdain. Why should we 
continue to be the private zoos for anthropologists?  Why 
should tribes have to compete with scholars for funds when 
the scholarly productions are so useless and irrelevant to real 
life?”  

Deloria, Vine, Jr. (1988).  Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian Minifesto.  
Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, p. 95.
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Some of my  concrete recommendations in relation 
to the first three questions in the last part of the 
Concept paper are in the invited Notes written a few 
weeks ago for the (UN) Forum on Minority Issues 
which you have had (download it from my home 
page, www.tove-skutnabb-kangas.org). They include 
an Introduction, research-based  Recommenda-tions, 
and Commentaries. There is a longish list of 
references. I suggest that you have a look at them. I 
will only summarise them here very briefly, adding a 
bit. I hope to be able to add my comments to the 
remaining two empirical questions in the debate after 
the papers, based on ongoing projects that I am 
involved in.  
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Key questions in Concept paper, 3: Languages 
and Education for All (key area for this paper) 
1. What does effective multilingual education look like - 
what languages at what levels?

2. What impact has effective mother tongue-based 
multilingual education on access to education and its 
quality?

3. What are the respective educational, economic, 
organisational and human costs and benefits of 
monolingualism and multilingualism?

4. What steps are necessary and how long does it take to 
shift to multilingual education?

5. Language policy: which role for States and for 
regional organisations?
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Education is planned language shift

• “More than most other authoritative 
specialists, the authorities of the 
educational system are deeply 
implicated in planned language shift... 
Education [is] a very useful and highly 
irreversible language shift 
mechanism” (Fishman 2006: 320).
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Some reasons for mother tongue-based MLE
1. Prevent linguistic and cultural genocide and 
crimes against humanity in education; allow 
children to succeed in school.

2. Creativity, investment, other economic 
considerations

3. English (even if it were learned well in sub-
mersion programmes - and it isn’t) is not enough

4. Relationships between linguistic and cultural 
diversity and biodiversity; TEK (Traditional 
Ecological Knowledge)
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Some serious reasons for mother tongue-
based MLE

1. Prevent linguistic and 
cultural genocide and crimes 
against humanity in education; 
allow children to succeed in 
school.
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Sociologically and educationally most IM 
education fits Genocide Convention’s definitions

• Submersion models for IM children fit two of the 
definitions of genocide that are in the UN 
International Convention on the Prevention and 
Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (E793, 1948), 

• Article II(e): 'forcibly transferring children of the 
group to another group'; and 
• Article II(b): 'causing serious bodily or mental harm 
to members of the group' (emphasis added)
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UN International Convention on the 
Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of 

Genocide (E793, 1948).
 Two of the five definitions of genocide 

Article II(e): 'forcibly transferring 
children of the group to another group'; 
and 

Article II(b): 'causing serious bodily or 
mental harm to members of the group'; 
(emphasis added). 
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Dominant-language medium 
submersion education for IM children

•prevents access to education, because of 
the linguistic, pedagogical and 
psychological barriers it creates;

•may lead to the extinction of Indigenous 
languages, 

• thus contributing to the disappearance of 
the world's linguistic diversity.  
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Dominant-language medium 
education for IM children

• often curtails the development of the 
children’s capabilities, perpetuates poverty, 
(Amartya Sen, Nobel laureate, economics) 
and causes serious mental harm.

• It is organized against solid research 
evidence about how best to reach high 
levels of bilingualism or multilingualism 
and how to enable these children to 
achieve academically in school.
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Subtractive education through the 
medium of a dominant language can 

have harmful consequences 

• socially,psychologically, economically, 
politically:

• serious physical harm

• very serious mental harm: social dislocation, 
psychological, cognitive, linguistic and educational 
harm, and, partially through this, also economic, social 
and political marginalization
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Conclusion in Dunbar & Skutnabb-Kangas 2008
Expert paper for the United Nations Permanent 

Forum on Indigenous Issues

• “The various forms of subtractive education ... 
are now at odds with and in clear violation of a 
range of human rights standards, and in our view 
amount to ongoing violations of fundamental 
rights. They are at odds with contemporary 
standards of minority protection”.

27



Crime against humanity?

• “In our view, the concept of ‘crime against 
humanity’ is less restrictive [than genocide], and 
can also be applied to these forms of education.
•  In our view, the destructive consequences of 
subtractive education ... are now clear.
• The concept of ‘crimes against humanity’ provides 
a good basis for an evolution that will ultimately 
lead to the stigmatisation through law of subtractive 
educational practices and policies”.
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All strong successful MLE models (for 
both IM and dominant group 

children) use mainly a minority 
language as the main teaching 

language during the first many years. 
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Solid research results show that…

… the longer Indigenous/tribal and minority 
children in a low-status position have their 
own language as the main medium of 
teaching, the better the general school 
achievement and the better they also 
become in the dominant language, 
provided, of course, that they have good 
teaching in it, preferably given by bilingual 
teachers. In addition, they learn their 
own  L1(s). 
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The most important educational 
Linguistic Human Right (LHR)

The most important Linguistic 
Human Right (LHR) in education is an 
unconditional right to mother tongue 
medium education in a non-fee state 
school, at least during the whole 
primary education (minimally 6 but 
preferably 8 years). 
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Most indigenous/tribal students 
(with some exeptions, e.g. Saami, 
Māori), many national minority and 
most immigrant minority students 

in the world are being taught 
through the medium of dominant 

languages in submersion 
programmes.
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Dominant-language-only 
submersion programmes “are 

widely attested as the least 
effective educationally for 

minority language students” 
(May & Hill 2003: 14, study 

commissioned by the Māori Section of 
the Aotearoa/New Zealand Ministry of 

Education).
 http://www.minedu.govt.nz/ 
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MLE opportunities?

• If we want to learn from research and experience, 
mainly MT-medium education of 
Indigenous and minority children should 
last minimally 8 years. Everything else is  
irrational and costly compromises.

• MLE should be extended to all children, including 
dominant group children, who could have a substantial 
amount of their education through the medium of an 
Indigenous or minority language.
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Recommendation 1: the mother tongue should be the 
main teaching language for the first eight years 

1a. All Indigenous/tribal and (other) linguistic 
minority children (hereafter, IM children) should have 
their first or own language (or one of them, in case of 
multilingual children) as their main medium of 
education, during minimally the first eight years (but 
absolutely minimally the first six years), in non-fee 
state schools.
1b. Even if the mother tongue might no longer be used 
as a teaching language after grade 8, it should be used 
orally in the classroom, and it should be studied as a 
subject throughout the entire education process.
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Recommendation 2: good teaching of a dominant 
local or national language as a subject 

2. IM children should have good teaching of a 
dominant local or national language as a second 
language, given by competent bilingual teachers, 
from grade 1 or 2. It should be studied as a 
subject throughout the entire education process. 
It should be studied as a second (or foreign) 
language, using second/foreign language 
pedagogy/methods; it should not be studied as if 
it were the children’s mother tongue.
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Recommendation 3: transfer from mother 
tongue medium teaching to using a dominant 
local or national language as a teaching language

3a. Some subjects can be taught through the medium of a 
dominant national language and/or an international language 
in the upper grades, but not before grade 7 and only if there 
are competent teachers.
3b. If necessary one or two practical subjects (physical 
education, music, cooking, etc) can be taught earlier through 
the medium of a second language, but cognitively and/or 
linguistically demanding subjects (such as mathematics or 
history) should be taught in the child’s first language 
minimally up to grade 7, preferably longer.
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Recommendation 4: additional languages as subjects

4. IM children should have an opportunity to 
learn further languages as school subjects, 
including a language in international use 
such as English, Spanish, French, Russian, 
Hindi, etc, if it is not a dominant local or 
national language mentioned in 
Recommendation 2 above.
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Commentary to recommendations 1-4
Research conclusions about results of present-day 
indigenous and minority education show that the length of 
mother tongue medium education is more important than 
any other factor (including socio-economic status) in 
predicting the educational success of IM students, 
including their competence in the dominant language (e.g. 
Thomas & Collier 2002, May & Hill 2003, May, Hill & 
Tiakiwai 2003, Alidou et al 2006, Heugh et al. 2007).  
There are studies comparing several types of programmes 
for IM children (this includes children in Africa and Asia 
in countries with many different ethnolinguistic groups 
and no numerical majorities, and often with an ex-
colonial language as a dominant language).
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Commentary to Recommendations 1-4
The following types of programmes have been compared:  a) completely 
dominant-language medium education from grade 1; b) early-exit transitional 
programmes, with mother tongue medium education for the first 1-2 years, 
followed by using a dominant language as the teaching language; c) late-exit 
transitional programmes where the transition from a mother tongue medium 
programme to a dominant language medium programme is more gradual but is 
mostly completed by grade 5 or 6; and d) programmes where the mother tongue is 
the main medium of education at least for the first eight years, or even longer. 

Research results comparing academic achievement of these children show 
unanimously that the children from programme types a) and b) are as a group never 
likely to reach a native-like competence in the dominant language, at the same time as 
they will not learn their own language properly either (they do not learn to read and 
write it, for instance, even if a writing system and materials exist) (e.g. Williams 
1998, 2006; Ramirez et al. 2001a, b, Thomas & Collier 2002, Alidou et al. 2006, 
Mohanty 1995, 2000, 2006, 2008, 2009, Skutnabb-Kangas 2000). Their academic 
achievement results are mostly very poor at a group level (even if some individuals 
may manage). Children in late-exit transitional programmes (c) fare somewhat better, 
but even their results are much below what they could be.
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Commentary to Recommendations 1-4
Ethiopia has an innovative and progressive national education 
policy which is based on 8 years of mother-tongue medium 
education. Regions have the authority to make their own 
decentralized implementation plans. Some regions transfer to 
English medium already after 4 or 6 years. The Ethiopian 
Ministry of Education commissioned a study across all the 
regions (Heugh et al. 2007; see also Heugh 2009, Benson 
2009, Heugh & Skutnabb-Kangas, forthcoming). There is an 
efficient collection of system-wide assessment data. These 
show very clear patterns of learner achievement at Grade/Year 
8, 10 and 12. The Grade 8 data show that those learners who 
have 8 years of MTM education plus English as a subject 
perform better across the curriculum (including in 
English) than those with 6 years or 4 years of mother 
tongue medium.
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Some reasons for mother tongue-based MLE

2. Creativity, investment, 
other economic 
considerations
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Creativity, innovation, investment - results of 
additive teaching and multilingualism

• Creativity precedes innovation, also in commodity 
production. 

• Investment follows creativity.

• Multilingualism can enhance creativity: High-level 
multilinguals as a group often do better than corresponding 
monolinguals on tests measuring several aspects of 
'intelligence', creativity, divergent thinking, cognitive 
flexibility, etc. 

• Additive MLE teaching can lead to high-level 
multilingualism
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Creativity, innovation, investment -    
and multilingualism

• MLE is cost-effective, especially long-term.

• Homogenisation, also in education, kills 
creativity. Homogenisation is bad economics.

• MLE works against homogenisation; it 
maintains diversity and fosters creativity.

• Human survival depends on creative solutions 
to the global and local problems of our own 
making.
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Some reasons for mother tongue-based MLE

3. English (even if it were 
learned well in submersion 
programmes - and it isn’t) is 

not enough
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Supply and demand theories 
predict:

When many people possess what earlier was a 
scarce commodity (near-native English), the 

price goes down. The value of ’perfect’ 
English skills as a financial incentive 
decreases substantially when a high 

proportion of a country’s or  a region’s or the 
world’s population know English well.
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WHY  MT-BASED MLE?

'Good’ English will be like literacy
yesterday or computer skills today: 
employers see it as self-evident and 
necessary but not sufficient for good jobs.
The future is for high level multilinguals.  

 Mother tongue-based MLE can “produce” 
high levels of multilingualism, including but 
not restricted to English. 
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Some reasons for mother tongue-based MLE

4. Relationships between 
linguistic and cultural diversity 
and biodiversity; 
TEK (Traditional Ecological 
Knowledge)
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ONE REASON FOR MAINTAINING 
ALL THE WORLD’S LANGUAGES

• Linguistic diversity and biodiversity are 
correlationally and causally related.

•  Much of the knowledge about how to 
maintain biodiversity (especially in 
biodiversity hotspots) is encoded in the small 
languages of Indigenous and local peoples. 

• Through killing them we kill the pre-
requisites for maintaining biodiversity.

• (see Skutnabb-Kangas 2000, 2002, 2004, in press, for details) 
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Biocultural diversity 
(= biodiversity + linguistic diversity + 

cultural diversity)
is essential for long-term planetary 

survival
 because it enhances  creativity and 

adaptability and thus stability.
 Today we are killing biocultural 
diversity faster than ever before.
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WHY  MOTHER TONGUE-BASED MLE?
Mother-tongue medium MLE for Indigenous/tribal 
children and national minorities, for at least the 
first 8 years of education, is necessary for the access 
to education, for EFA, for maintenance of linguistic 
and cultural diversity on earth and for creativity, and, 
through them and Traditional Ecological Knowledge, 
for the maintenance of biodiversity. Biodiversity is 
necessary for any future for humans on the planet. 
The costs of NOT  implementing mother tongue-
based MLE properly NOW are catastrophic for 
humanity. The practicalities CAN be solved. 
UNESCO has a unique chance to contribute.
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