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Global South: 
Learning 
Issues

+ That there exists a considerable learning gap in 
the Global South. Irrespective of the technical 
progress in nations such as India or China, the gap 
is ever-increasing – if we look at the bottom of the 
pyramid. The World Economic Forum Report of 
2021 would place India, China, Pakistan, Nigeria, 
Bangladesh, Indonesia, Ethiopia, Congo, Brazil, and 
Egypt as the top ten countries with the highest 
number of people not connected to the web. In the 
USA, only 14% fall into this category.

+ Despite India being the second biggest online 
marketing facility, about 50 percent of its 
population does not have web access.

+ 39% in China lives in rural areas, but one-third of 
children there do not have access to online 
education. In cities, only 5.7% suffer

+ Therefore, teaching-learning in such countries are 
seriously affected during this large-scale pandemic 
dislocations.

+ Let us look at the numbers of ‘unconnected people’ 
in the ‘top ten list’ of countries: 
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/08/internet-
users-usage-countries-change-demographics/



Some countries may also suffer in educating children 
because of poor economic health. They suffer in 
teacher-student ratio, or due to lack of physical 
infrastructure (e.g. only 2% space in Sudan has 
electricity). Some, like Papua New Guinea, are highly 
fragmented with 600 plus islands. 

But more importantly, they suffer also because of their 
linguistic diversity. The exceptions, like Burundi, is 
monolingual, or Somalia may have predominantly 
Somali plus eight more. Guinea-Bissau has Portuguese 
as the legacy language and a Creole. Or, the language 
problem in education in Egypt is much less, with 68 
percent speaking Egyptian Arabic as lingua franca and 29 
percent speaking Sa'idi Arabic. Eritrea has mainly 
Tigrinya, and seven tiny groups.

But most others like India (with 
3500 plus mother-tongues and 400 
plus languages) or Papua New 
Guinea with 820 languages, 
Indonesia with 742 and Nigeria 
with 516 are typical cases, and not 
exceptions. China too has eight 
varieties plus 241 other tongues.

Congo (216), Brazil (200 plus), 
Sudan (134), Ethiopia (89), 
Pakistan (74), South Sudan (60), 
Bangladesh (41) are also equally 
highly diverse.

The Range of Crisis



Wait for 100 
years?

+ Winthrop and McGivny (2015) from the 
Brookings Institution raise an 
interesting question here, saying that it 
took us 200 years to bring –90% 
children to school, but without any 
innovative solutions, it will take another 
100 years for children in developing 
countries to reach the education levels 
achieved in the Global North. So, the 
divide will never be met.

+ How knowledge passes on from one 
generation to another is a matter 
decided in each cultural community 
differently. But that most nation-states 
have accepted schooling as a sure-shot 
way to educate

+ The challenge for educators in the Global South is not to allow a learning gap of this kind. 

+ What the children learn in the school system is control over an elite Desired Code that may 

suit well in their professional life, but they do not get to know about its cultural contexts. 

Many a times, they may also have to use or code-switch to some Desirable Codes. 

+ The more homogeneous linguistic context becomes increasingly the preserve of the 

stronger subordinating languages. 



‘Unlearning’ to 

learn? Or, for a 

‘Cultural fit’?

• Industrialization and modernization of economy forced 
mass education system. But there are other factors like 
the rise of nationalistic feeling, or an urge to see one's 
community on an equal footing with others. 

• The CLAs may find fault with all kinds of educational 
systems, but in ancient civilizations, the schools and 
thought leaders were the arbiters of knowledge. 

• Side by side grew the texts, doctrines and religious 
establishments. There were also secular streams of 
thought.

• Even otherwise, we needed institutional frameworks, 
which later became agencies for the development of a 
country’s growth. 

• Technology & modernization demanded that societies 
begin to think how to increase production, sales, and 
economies. 

• Thus began the competition - which model or method or 
formula could bring in the best [educational] results.

• The dominant learning theorists tell us that a lot of 
"unlearning" may be necessary for children belonging to 
indigene to find a cultural "fit" to function in the 
mainstream societies. In contrast, the textbooks would 
generally have a majority speech bias. But we suggest 
that even learning about the mainstream ways could be 
facilitated through one’s home language.

Children’s Parliament, rural school in Rajasthan



Desired vs 
Desirable Codes

• The followers of Mill’s Utilitarianism 
would say that “the sole evidence it is 
possible to produce that anything is 
desirable is that people actually desire
it” – thus obliterating the distinction. 
But this is parallel to Plato (The 
Republic) where he paraphrased 
Socrates who seemed to be arguing 
that “individual desires must be 
postponed in the name of the higher 
ideal.”  

• But look at Kieran McConville’s (2019) 
observation so common in the post-
colonial countries: “Picture it: You show 
up for your first day at school, and the 
teacher starts talking to you in a 
language you don’t understand. You’re 
now expected to learn to read and write 
in this language. Imagine if there 
were two new languages for you to 
learn. One more thing: You’re only 4 
years old…For most kids in Kenya, 
that’s exactly the scenario they 
face…” 

• The dismal picture of schooling from 
among children belonging to smaller 
and indigenous languages is similar 
in all developing countries. 

• The reason has to do with the 
widening gap between the Desired vs 
the Desirable Codes.

+ No doubt Mass Education was needed because of global 
economic growth and the state’s entry into education 
planning. 

+ The school drop-outs were viewed as socially 
dysfunctional and a state liability 

+ But placing so many children in a closed space to be 
handled by teachers as specialists in subject or 
knowledge area – How ell did it work? 

+ We know that universities (Nalanda, Taxila or Oxford, 
Paris or Bologna) were set up to  validate or organize all 
new knowledge. But what did they do to the basic 
education?

+ Where have we erred? In decisions on ‘Language 
Teaching Methods’?

+ Kerryn Dixon (Univ of Witwatersrand, South Africa), 
argues strongly for integrating learners' home languages 
into the life of the school in the context of Africa. 

+ We could think of ‘Seven reasons’ for this major decision.



1.By this move, we 
acknowledge that 
multilingualism is a global 
norm, and not an aberration 
that must somehow be got rid 
of. As a result, each new 
language introduced as school 
language is creative enough to 
come up with new knowledge 
tools and products. 

2.Learners learn more and are 
able to think, discuss, debate 
independently when. Many of 
them take this knowledge 
back to their unschoolded
community elders. Moving 
between two languages 
would otherwise add to their 
cognitive load.

3.Such multilingual schools help teachers to be 

better education managers, and trouble-shooter. 

Also help student-student and student-teacher 

communications. They discover newer expressions 

and semantics. The home languages provide a 

creative means to solving a problem.

4. Both interlocutors have to 

assume ownership of 

communication, or else the 

progress in teaching-

learning would halt. It 

ensures that we as learners 

would also be occupying an 

important space in this 

dyadic relationship. It would 

not be a top-down 

approach. Many school 

languages give rise to 

chaos? No, ‘there is space 

here for all’

5. Using home languages can 
provide insight into other 
cultures. 

6. Seeing/ hearing home 
languages can make school a 
safer place. Gives an impression 
that like their home, their school 
was too a safe place devoid of 
linguistic prejudices and 
phobia.

7. Writing and speaking in home 
languages strengthens 
connections between school and 
home. They can write or audio-
record messages from the school 
to home, like lists of essential 
items for field trips. Children 
often use lots of translation for 
parents. Let’s respect these skills 
children develop. 



Mediating 
Multilingualism

❑ In this paper, we seek to encourage further debate as to whether a visual 

ethnographic method or what we call the Mediating Multilingual 

approach could help us design a new kind of audio-visual text based on 

which the material developers could create a school curriculum to make 

it attractive for smaller speech group children in such plural cultural 

contexts.

❑ Researchers from Global South and North from India, Ireland, Jamaica, 

and Scotland have worked together to explore potential synergies, 

informed particularly by a centring of the post-colonial experience of 

language education and language policy formation outlined above. 

❑ We are suggesting an eclectic approach where the project foregrounds 

linguistic diversity (multilingualism) as a founding principle, and seeks to 

explore core processes through which such a principle can be given 

practical effect (or mediated).

❑ “Mediating” here includes many shades of meaning, allowing a wider 

analytical lens to be cast over the field than one driven solely by new 

technical affordances whose global reach, as already noted, can be quite 

variable.

The Barefoot College of Tilonia, Rajasthan, 
India, for example in relation to its 
Children’s Parliament initiative and the 
facilitation of “Barefoot Photographers”, 
or the works housed in the Scottish 
“Island Voices” are an example here.



www.mediatingmultilingualism.com



Concluding Remarks

+ Given the level of threat to global ethnolinguistic diversity, there is an onus on 
those involved in the language sciences to give relevant practical and moral 
support to speakers of subordinated languages. This should have three inter-
related objectives:

+ 1) Opening up a societally-relevant, credible focus on the educational, and other 
institutional, concerns and requirement of subordinated cultures and societies

+ 2) Assisting them to capture, curate and enhance their collective socio-cultural 
assets as educational resources, as ethnographic validation, and as risk-
managed retrieval of potentially vulnerable or endangered socio-cultural 
wealth

+ 3) Developing an empathetic ethnography in collaboration with threatened 
communities that explores societal, institutional and collectively organised 
options to improve their socio-political standing in relation to the cultural 
group(s) with which they are in competition for societal salience.

+ Without such joint perspectives, the language sciences or school education 
could be increasingly viewed as an extractive, or even an exploitative, 
unconcerned institutional endeavour.


