“Language lessons”:
Addressing LOI issues in large-scale assessments of reading
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UNICEF’s Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey:
Countries participating in MICS6
1. “first round (…) to measure the
foundational literacy and numeracy
skills of children” through the
Foundational Learning module
2. “designed to align with SDG 4.1.1”
3. “It samples children ages 7-14
allowing us to directly observe how
children’s foundational skills change
over time from the early years of
primary through lower secondary
school”
4. “a household survey, (…) it covers
both children who are in school and
those who have dropped out or
never attended”
https://riseprogramme.org/publications/measuring-visualising-and-simulating-solutions-learning-crisis-new-evidence-learning

MICS6 data: “Learning profiles of foundational numeracy in 18
countries show that differences emerge early, and grow over
time”

https://riseprogramme.org/publications/measuring-visualising-and-simulating-solutions-learning-crisis-new-evidence-learning

One factor, among many, behind these observed differences:
Linguistic diversity?

Rank Country

Greenberg’s
Linguistic
Diversity
Index

1

Papua New Guinea (PNG)

0.988

6

Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC)

0.948

23

Ghana

0.858

135 Bangladesh

0.318

232 Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK)

0.000

However, linguistic
diversity should be
regarded as an asset, not
a liability.
Lesson # 1: School
systems often struggle to
manage linguistic
diversity, and to benefit
from it.

Ethnologue: Languages of the World, Twentieth Edition. Summary by Country | Ethnologue, SIL International

Are children being schooled
in the language they speak at home?
• Target 4.5: “By 2030, eliminate gender disparities in education and
ensure equal access to all levels of education and vocational training
for the vulnerable, including persons with disabilities, indigenous
peoples and children in vulnerable situations”
• Thematic indicator 4.5.2: “Percentage of students in primary
education whose first or home language is the language of
instruction (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2017a).”
• Underlying to this indicator is Lesson # 2: All else equal, children learn
better in languages they understand.

Is teaching in home languages too expensive?
The Learning Generation (2016),
International Commission for Financing Education Globally

• Lesson # 3: Teaching in
languages learners understand is
not just an effective policy, but
also one of the most costeffective.

Can children taught to read in their home language
learn to speak, understand, read and write a second language?

Lesson # 4: Children who learn to read in
their home language end up performing
better in a second language

https://www.unicef.org/thailand/reports/bridge-brighter-tomorrow

How are children schooled in their home language
different from those who are not?
SDG 4.5.2*
Based on MICS6 data
Suriname

TOTAL
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RURAL
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62%

73%

36%

91%

25%

*Percentage of students in primary education whose first or home language is the
language of instruction
Lesson # 5: Children schooled in unfamiliar languages face multiple disadvantages:
1. They are likely to have fewer resources/learning supports at home.
2. The schools they attend are likely to have fewer resources/learning supports.
3. They are being taught in a language they may not understand!

Is it possible to use home languages
in large-scale assessments?
• In Peru, 1m children speak
indigenous languages at home.
• Bilingual assessment is offered in
the six most widely spoken
indigenous languages.
• Data do not yet show consistent
trends.
Lesson # 6: It is possible to use
home languages in large-scale
assessments.
https://www.unicef.org/media/109371/file/Assessing%20children%E2%80%99s%20reading%20in%20indi
genous%20languages%20(Peru).pdf

In household surveys, and particularly among out-of-school
children, how to choose the language of assessment?
Language(s): home language,
means of instruction at school,
and language chosen to read the story
(MICS pilot, Kisumu, Kenya, 2016)
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• Lesson # 7: When given a choice
during an assessment, children
may not always choose to read
in the language in which they
are most proficient as readers.

Are language policies in the books
enforced in classrooms across a given country?
• Most countries endorse mother
tongue-medium learning in the
early primary grades, but
commitment to implementation
is not universal.
• Yet, “language policy
implementation has at least as
much impact on student
learning outcomes as does the
policy itself.” (Trudell 2016)
Lesson # 8!
https://www.unicef.org/esa/sites/unicef.org.esa/files/201809/UNICEF-2016-Language-and-Learning-FullReport.pdf

Can multiple languages coexist in one classroom?
“the effort should be to develop:
• a consensus around the importance of multilingualism
inside the classroom,
• the need for respecting non-dominant languages,
cultures and local knowledge,
• the role of a familiar language in learning,
• the importance of developing strong competence in L1
and
• how that would help better learning of the national
language and English.” (Jingran 2019)
• Lesson # 9: Multiple languages can coexist in the
classroom, and this should be considered when
developing large-scale assessments.
https://www.unicef.org/esa/sites/unicef.org.esa/files/201809/UNICEF-2016-Language-and-Learning-FullReport.pdf

Lessons from MICS6 in Thailand, Samoa and Tonga
Home
language

Language of
instruction (LOI)

Thailand

THAI

OTHER

THAI

75%

(*)

OTHER

48%

(*)

Samoa

Thai

ENGLISH SAMOAN

ENGLISH

76%

(*)

SAMOAN

67%

48%

Tonga

Language
of test

LOI

ENGLISH TONGAN

ENGLISH

78%

(*)

TONGAN

60%

63%

LOI

As seen here, a match between
HL, LOI and language of
assessment does not guarantee
better performance when other
disadvantages are at play.
• Lesson # 10: Providing
instruction and assessment in
home languages may not be
enough to compensate for other
disadvantages some children
face at home and in school.
https://www.unicef.org/esa/sites/unicef.org.esa/files/201809/UNICEF-2016-Language-and-Learning-FullReport.pdf

Multilingual assessments of plurilingual learners in MICS6

Home
language
Malgasy

Language of assessment

• The MICS-EAGLE report, with
French Malagasy
analysis of learning outcomes by
n
home language, language of
5%
23% 15,363
instruction, and “mismatch” is
(23%)
(42%)
100
coming out soon!

French
Language of
French Malagasy
instruction

n

Malgasy

4%

24%

12,257

French

32%

54%

1,101

https://www.unicef.org/esa/sites/unicef.org.esa/files/201809/UNICEF-2016-Language-and-Learning-FullReport.pdf

Conclusions: Recapping the lessons
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

School systems often struggle to manage linguistic diversity.
All else equal, children learn better in languages they understand.
Teaching in languages learners understand is cost-effective.
Children who learn to read in their home language perform better in a second
language.
Children schooled in unfamiliar languages typically face multiple disadvantages.
Home languages can be used in large-scale assessments.
During an assessment, children may not always choose to read in the language
in which they are most proficient as readers.
Language policy implementation matters as much as policy itself.
Multiple languages can coexist in one classroom.
Home language-instruction and assessment may offset other disadvantages.

References
• Cardoso, M. & Dowd, A.J. (2016). Using Literacy Boost to Inform a Global,
Household-Based Measure of Children's Reading Skills in Understanding What
Works in Oral Reading Assessments, UIS/GPE/Hewlett Foundation, Montreal
• Jhingran, D. (2019). Early Literacy and Multilingual Education in South Asia,
UNICEF Regional Office for South Asia, Kathmandu.
• Person, K. (2018). Bridge to a brighter tomorrow: The Patani Malay-Thai
multilingual education programme. UNICEF Thailand, Bangkok.
• Trudell, B. (2016). The impact of language policy and practice on children’s
learning: Evidence from Eastern and Southern Africa, UNICEF Regional Office
for Eastern and Southern Africa, Nairobi.

THANK YOU!
mcardoso@unicef.org

