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Glossary of Terms 

This glossary highlights terms frequently used in this resource. The terms are not listed alphabetically, but in an order related 

to their meaning. Descriptions of additional terms are included within the document, along with resources for more 

information. 

Literacy is defined by UNESCO as the ability to identify, understand, interpret, create and communicate, using printed 

and written materials associated with varying contexts. This definition further notes that șliteracy involves a 

continuum of learning in enabling individuals to achieve their goals, to develop their knowledge and potential, and to 

participate fully in their community and wider society.Ț1  

Reading is the process of making meaning from print. Reading requires being able to: decode and identify words 

(word recognition), construct meaning from them (comprehension), and coordinate word identification and meaning 

making so reading is automatic and accurate (fluency).2 USAID-supported programs generally focus on improving 

reading, writing, listening and speaking skills, as well as communication via sign language. The terms literacy and reading 

are used interchangeably in this resource. 

A first language, abbreviated as L1, is the first language a child learns for communication. A person can have more 

than one L1 if raised in a bilingual household. A personȗs L1 can be used for different purposes at different times, and 

a personȗs proficiency in an L1 may change over time. Children who are deaf or hard of hearing may use signed or 

visual language as their L1, though the way in which they acquire it may differ from how their non-deaf peers acquire 

an L1 that is communicated orally. 

An L1 is also frequently referred to as the mother tongue, even if the language is learned from the father or other 

caregiver. 

The term home language is used to describe languages children learn and use at home, usually their L1. For the 

purposes of consistency and gender neutrality, the terms L1 and home language are used in this resource.  

The term familiar language is used in this resource to refer to a language a child is able to use and understand 

comfortably. Usually, a familiar language is a L1 or home language. However, in some bilingual and multilingual 

contexts, a familiar language might be a language frequently spoken in the childȗs environment (e.g., a language 

children use on the playground or one that is used for wider communication within a multilingual community) and 

may be considered a second or additional language. The term is used in the context of reading programs to indicate 

that the language(s) used for instruction may not always be childrenȗs L1, but may be languages that children use and 

with which they are familiar. 

A second language, abbreviated as L2, is a language a person learns in addition to a first language. (Lx refers to a third 

or additional language). An L2 may be learned informally or formally. A person who is frequently exposed to an L2 

may become highly proficient in the language, or bilingual. A person who is infrequently exposed to an L2 may not 

 
1 Silvia Montoya, șDefining Literacy,Ț presentation at the GAML Fifth Meeting. Hamburg, Germany: UNESCO, 2018. 

2 This definition is adapted from the article șWhat is Reading?Ț published by the organization Reading Rockets. 
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become fluent in it, and the language may function more as a foreign language. Proficiency in a second language can 

change over time, and its use may vary depending on the context and purpose of communication. 

A foreign language is a language not widely spoken and used in a personȗs immediate environment. A languageȗs 

distinction as a foreign language may change within a country, depending on how widely it is spoken, used and 

understood in a given community. For example, in many rural areas in sub-Saharan Africa, former colonial languages 

such as French and English can be considered foreign languages since they are not widely spoken or used by the 

general population, especially in the home environment. 

A person who is bilingual is able to speak (or use, in the case of sign language) and understand two languages. Those 

who can speak, use and understand three or more language are multilingual. 

A local language is the language most commonly used in a community. Some local languages also function as 

languages of wider communication and may be used by millions of people across a large geographic area, including 

across country borders (e.g., Hausa and Kiswahili in sub-Saharan Africa). Therefore, the designation of a language as 

șlocalȚ does not indicate how widespread its use may be.  

A language of wider communication (LWC), also known as a lingua franca, is a language used as a common means of 

communication by speakers/users of different languages. For some, an LWC will be their L1, while for other speakers 

it will be an additional language. For example, in Kenya, Kiswahili is considered an LWC, though it is a L1 for some 

people and an L2 in Kenya. LWCs can be used within a small or large geographic area and may be used across 

national borders. (Cross-national LWCs may have different names and orthographies. For example, the language 

known as ciNyanja in Mozambique is the same as the language known as Chichewa in Malawi.)  

Many countries have designated national and official languages. National languages are usually indigenous to the 

country (e.g., Lingala, Kiswahili, Ciluba and Kituba are the four national languages of the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo). 

Countries frequently designate official languages for use in government and the education system, codifying their use 

in the Constitution or official policy documents. In many countries, both national languages and former colonial 

languages are designated as official languages. Specific criteria may exist for a language to be designated as a national 

and/or official language. 

The term dominant language is used to describe a language spoken and used by the ethnic, cultural or social group 

with the most power or influence in a particular area. This term is sometimes applied to languages that are spoken by 

the majority ethnic group in a country, such as  Khmer in Cambodia. The term dominant language can also be used 

for languages not spoken by a majority of the population if the languages carry a certain prestige or official status.   

The term non-dominant language (NDL) refers to a language that does not have official recognition or is considered 

of lesser status vis-à-vis a dominant language. NDLs may be minority languages in some contexts, while in others they 

may be spoken by a large population. 

Language of instruction (LOI) refers to the language used for teaching the curriculum in an educational setting. This 

term is used interchangeably in most literature with medium of instruction (MOI); for consistency, the term LOI is used 

in this resource.  
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Mother tongue-based multilingual education (MTB-MLE) is a term used to describe a systematic approach to learning 

that emphasizes the use of learnersȗ L1 to teach initial literacy, curricular subjects and other languages. Additional 

languages (L2 or Lx) are gradually integrated into teaching and learning through an additive approach to language of 

instruction, with the goal of children becoming bilingual/multilingual. MTB-MLE emphasizes the use of the L1 as both a 

medium and as a subject of instruction to build a strong cognitive foundation that will support the learning and use of 

additional languages, and of academic content.  

An orthography is how the sounds of a language are represented in written form. An orthography includes symbols, 

punctuation, decisions about word breaks and other features. Orthographies can be characterized as transparent or 

opaque depending on the degree of sound-symbol correspondence. In transparent orthographies, a one-to-one 

correspondence exists between symbols (e.g., letters or graphemes) and sounds, while in opaque orthographies a 

sound may be represented in multiple ways.  

Interlinguistic transfer is the process of applying literacy skills, such as visual awareness, phonemic awareness and 

comprehension, from one language to another. Transfer is multi-directional, but the most efficient direction is from 

the L1 to an additional language.  

A dialect is a particular form of a language, often spoken in a specific geographic area and/or by a specific ethnic or 

social group. It can be distinguished from other varieties of a language by its unique vocabulary, grammar and 

pronunciation.  

For definitions and explanations of additional terms related to language, reading and literacy, consult the following 

resources: 

International Literacy Associationȗs Literacy Glossary: https://www.literacyworldwide.org/get-resources/literacy-

glossary  

SILȗs Glossary of Linguistic Terms: https://glossary.sil.org/  

 

  

https://www.literacyworldwide.org/get-resources/literacy-glossary
https://www.literacyworldwide.org/get-resources/literacy-glossary
https://glossary.sil.org/
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Executive Summary 
Language plays a critical role in achieving USAIDȗs education priorities and global commitments to provide all children 

with access to a quality education. Appropriate use of language in education is fundamental to effective reading and 

literacy instruction, and teaching and learning across the curriculum. Without attention to language issues, equitable, 

meaningful and sustainable improvement of childrenȗs literacy and learning outcomes cannot happen.  

The Handbook on Language of Instruction Issues in Reading Programs aims to support governments, USAID and other 

donors, and the many organizations, institutions and individuals collaborating to improve literacy and learning in low-

income countries by providing them with information, guidance and resources to understand and address language 

issues in their primary grade literacy programs.  

Developed to reflect USAIDȗs Education Policy priorities, the resource emphasizes the need to use evidence to drive 

decision-making; to develop approaches that measurably and sustainably improve learning and education outcomes; to 

strengthen local systems and institutions; and to promote equity and inclusion in all aspects of the work. To support 

their work, readers will find in the Handbook: 

¶ A summary of evidence-based best practices related to teaching and learning;  

¶ Guidance on issues to consider and actions to take to effectively apply evidence and address language issues in a 

specific context; 

¶ Examples from practice that highlight what primary grade reading programs have done to address language 

issues and the approaches they have used to support effective, language-specific reading instruction; 

¶ Resources and tools to support language-related planning and implementation; 

¶ Stop and reflect activities that individuals and program teams can do to apply information presented in this 

resource to their work and context; 

¶ Annexes that provide more detailed information on key topics and comprehensive lists of resources.  

The diversity of content in this resource is useful to those who are new to reading programming and language issues, 

and to those with years of experience. Programs at all stages of design, implementation and expansion can benefit 

from the extensive information, resources and experiences included in the Handbook, which is organized into three 

sections. A summary of each section is included below: 

Section 1. Why language is critical to learning describes how evidence-based approaches to language of instruction 

can improve education access, equity and learning outcomes. It summarizes key factors to consider when 

identifying how to most appropriately and effectively use language to support quality education provision.  

Section 2. Effective reading and language instruction and assessment summarizes key evidence on reading and 

language instruction that should inform an approach to literacy instruction, and how language is used for 

instruction more broadly. Key points from this section include the following: 

¶ Children learn to read better when they do so in their first or home language; a strong foundation in a familiar 

language helps children learn additional languages. 
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¶ Across languages, children need to learn specific literacy skills to be good readers; differences between 

languages will affect the strategies used and the amount of time dedicated to teaching specific skills. 

¶ Teachers need to use specific strategies to teach children to read, write and use a second or additional 

language; an understanding of the languages being taught and the specific context is required to develop an 

appropriate, effective approach for language and reading instruction. 

¶ Children who are deaf or hard of hearing need to be exposed to a sign language-rich environment and a 

bilingual approach to literacy instruction that includes sign language and the relevant written language.  

¶ Continued use of childrenȗs first languages while they are learning an additional language is the most effective 

approach to helping learners become strong readers in both languages; this additive approach to language of 

instruction is also most helpful in supporting children to learn academic content.  

¶ Diglossia is a common challenge in Arabic speaking countries where Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) is used for 

written materials and in academic settings, but where the local dialects may differ substantially from MSA. 

Although diglossia is related and similar to issues faced by multilingual classrooms, it is not addressed in this 

resource. 

Section 3. Planning for language use in reading programs provides guidance on language issues to consider and 

actions to take to design and implement an effective, contextually appropriate literacy improvement initiative. 

The guidance is organized into seven sections, aligned with components of successful literacy programming 

outlined in USAIDȗs Reading MATTERS framework. Recommendations from across these core areas are 

summarized below: 

3.1 Foundational planning. Experience from EGR programs shows that time and money invested in 

understanding and planning for language issues enhance program quality, appropriateness, and effectiveness. 

Engaging diverse stakeholders in discussions and decision-making, conducting a language mapping exercise, 

analyzing the languages to be used, and incorporating language-related activities into work plans and budgets 

are all useful to take stock of programs at any phase of design and implementation.  

3.2 Instruction and assessment. To design and support effective instruction and assessment, the curriculum and 

strategies for teaching reading need to be language-specific and evidence-based. Assessments also need to 

align with the content and approach; when children are learning to read in more than one language, 

assessments should be designed that accurately capture learnersȗ knowledge and skills across languages. 

3.3 Resources for teaching and learning. Quality teaching and learning materials in the target languages are 

required for successful teaching and learning. Key actions to undertake to support quality and efficient 

resource development and use include adapting existing resources, as appropriate; developing a plan for 

resource development; using existing tools (such as lesson plan templates); establishing a process for quality 

control; and building the capacity of individuals, organizations and institutions to support ongoing materials 

development, distribution and use. 

3.4 Teachers and teaching. Teachers are at the heart of effective reading and language instruction. Critical to 

supporting teachers is first understanding their language proficiency and language- and reading-related 

knowledge, skills and beliefs. Professional development should then explicitly address language-related aspects 
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of teaching and learning. Teachers may also need ongoing opportunities to strengthen their proficiency in 

target languages, while teacher educators and administrators will need opportunities to learn about language 

issues. Teacher placement in schools also needs to support șteacher-student language match.Ț 

3.5 Communication, advocacy and support. Issues and actions related to language use for reading instruction 

need to be well-communicated with diverse stakeholders. Advocacy is also likely needed to bring on board 

certain individuals and groups who may oppose a particular approach. Parents and caregivers should also be 

engaged to support their childrenȗs reading acquisition outside of school. Importantly, the capacity and 

commitment of government and other institutions needs to exist to sustain initiatives that are effective in 

improving reading outcomes.  

3.6 Monitoring, evaluation, research and learning. Language-specific monitoring, evaluation and research is 

essential to understanding șwhat worksȚ with respect to improving literacy and learning outcomes. Key steps 

to take to integrate language into a programȗs overarching MERL plan include: Identifying language-specific 

issues to monitor and evaluate and incorporating them into the overall MERL plan; monitoring the fidelity 

and quality of implementation; measuring the cost-effectiveness of the particular approach to language of 

instruction for reading; and disaggregating and appropriately reporting results by language. Qualitative and 

quantitative research across components is also highly recommended. Programs should consult USAIDȗs 

Foundational Skills Learning Agenda and 2019 Education Indicator Guidance for additional guidance.  

3.7 Standards, policies and plans. To lay the foundation for improving how language is used for literacy 

instruction, and for instruction more broadly, reading programs need to develop plans, support policy 

improvement and develop standards and benchmarks that can be used to assess and monitor progress. 

Specific activities to undertake include developing a plan for reading improvement that includes a focus on 

language; reviewing education policies through the lens of language, and working with partners to modify 

them as appropriate; leveraging pilot programs and research to support changes in policy and practice; and 

developing literacy standards (ideally using the Global Proficiency Framework, developed by UNESCO, 

USAID and partners, as a reference) and benchmarks to assess and monitor progress over time. 

Language poses a quality, equity, and financial imperative that demands USAID and its partners take on the sometimes 

difficult but rewarding work of designing, implementing and evaluating research-based, contextually appropriate 

approaches for improving how literacy and language are taught and learned. Many approaches and solutions exist. 

Until all children are reading with comprehension and attaining meaningful literacy and learning outcomes, we all have 

work to do to improve language use in education.  
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Introduction 

Why language matters  

As more children gain access to school, findings from myriad learning assessments have highlighted the failure of 

school systems to support childrenȗs acquisition of literacy, numeracy and other critical skills.3 As of 2017, 617 million 

children and youth worldwide are estimated to lack basic reading and mathematics skills.4  

While many factors contribute to this learning crisis, language is increasingly, and rightly, recognized as a key reason 

that millions of learners globally do not acquire the skills they need to succeed in school and in life.5 The problem is 

twofold: First, many school systems continue to use languages for instruction that children do not speak, use fluently 

or understand, despite the overwhelming evidenceȔdescribed in this HandbookȔof the key role that language plays 

in supporting effective teaching and learning.6 UNESCO estimates that 40 percent of the worldȗs children do not have 

access to education in a language they understand.7  

Second, education systems continue to use language for instruction in ways that are ineffective in helping children 

learn to read and to learn across the curriculum. This includes providing children with too few years of initial reading 

instruction; utilizing methodologies for teaching reading that are not evidence-based and not specific to the language 

being taught; lack of appropriate, high-quality instruction in second or additional languages; and inadequately 

supporting childrenȗs transition from one language of instruction (LOI) to another.  

This failure to provide quality education in languages children speak, use and understand bestȔwhile at the same time 

supporting them to acquire skills in additional languages to thrive in a global societyȔ results in billions of dollars 

 
3 Assessments that been used to measure the scale and scope of the șlearning crisisȚȔand in particular the fact that millions of children are not 

learning to read by early primary, include early grade reading assessments (EGRA) conducted as part of USAID programs, literacy assessments 

supported by the ASER Centre, and international assessments such as the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) and those 

administered by the Southern and Eastern Africa Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality (SACMEQ).  

4 United Nations. Quality Education: Why it Matters. (New York: United Nationals, no date). 

5 Global education institutions have long recognized the importance of language in improving education outcomes, though the focus on the șnuts 

and boltsȚ of how to improve learning in multilingual contexts has been driven by better data on childrenȗs reading outcomes and subsequent 

efforts to improve reading curriculum, teaching materials and teacher training. Earlier efforts to raise attention to language issues include: World 

Bank. In Their Own LanguageȟEducation for All. Education Notes (Washington, D.C.: World Bank, June 2005); UNESCO, Mother Tongue Matters: 

Local Language as a Key to Effective Learning (Paris: UNESCO, 2008); and Helen Pinnock, Language and Education: The Missing Link. How the 

Language Used in Schools Threatens the Achievement of Education for All (United Kingdom: CfBT Education Trust and Save the Children Alliance, 

2009a). 

6 This research is cited throughout this resource, as well as summarized in Annex A, Benefits of instruction in languages children use and 

understand: A summary of the evidence. For example, the Southern and Eastern Africa Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality 

(SACMEQ) has identified șspeaking the language of instructionȚ as one of seven pupil-level predictors for both reading and mathematics. Njora 

Hungi, Accounting for Variations in the Quality of Primary School Education, SACMEQ Working Paper 7 (Paris: UNESCO International Institute for 

Educational Planning, 2011). See also Carol Benson, șThe Role of Language of Instruction in Promoting Quality and Equity in Primary 

Education,Ț in Lessons in Educational Equality: Successful Approaches to Intractable Problems Around the World, edited by Jody Heymann and Adele 

Cassola, 199ȓ215 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012). 

7 UNESCO. Mother Tongue-based Multilingual Education [infographic]. (Bangkok, Thailand: UNESCO Asia and Pacific Regional Bureau, 2018c).  
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wasted across education systems, as children repeat grades, drop out or leave school without essential the literacy, 

numeracy and other skills needed for the 21st century workforce.8  

Language also has profound implications for education equity. Inappropriate and ineffective approaches to language 

use for teaching and learning imperil the achievement of Sustainable Development Goal 4, șensure inclusive and quality 

education for all and promote lifelong learning.Ț9 This is because lack of access to quality education in a familiar 

language disproportionally affects children who speak and use minority languages, children who are affected by conflict 

and crisis, and girls, who in some contexts are less likely than boys to use and understand a second or foreign language 

used for instruction.10 For the deaf community, the issue of language use in schoolsȔand specifically the use of sign 

languageȔis also critical to equity in education, and a right codified in disability policy, legislation and international 

instruments.11  

 
8 See Table 1. Benefits of instruction in languages children speak, use and understand and Annex A. Advantages of instruction in languages 

children use and understand: A summary of the evidence for a comprehensive summary of the evidence. 

9 United Nations, Sustainable Development Goals ȓ Goal 4: Quality Education, no date. 

10 Carol Benson, Girls, Educational Equity and Mother Tongue-based Teaching, Bangkok, Thailand: UNESCO, 2005. 

11 The rights of deaf people to use sign language as a șmother tongueȚ in the family, in the school and the wider community are codified in 

disability policy, legislation and international instruments. See World Federation of the Deaf (2019) for more information.  
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Children who do not have access to education in languages they use and understand continue to suffer from poor 

outcomes, as measured in numerous reading and learning assessments, due to the lack of standards-based curriculum, 

quality instruction and materials in those languages. Poverty also plays a role: In Africa, research has found a direct 

relationship between the use of former colonial languages as the language of instruction and inequity, as measured by 

household income.12  

Language and USAIDȗs Education Policy 

Given the implications of language on literacy, learning and education equity, understanding and addressing language 

issues is central to achieving USAIDȗs 2018 Education Policy priorities: (1) to expand access to quality education for 

the most marginalized and vulnerable children and youth and (2) to increase childrenȗs acquisition of literacy, 

numeracy and social-emotional skills.13 Indeed, awareness of language issues has been catalyzed in recent years by 

USAIDȗs focus on improving the teaching and learning of reading. Specifically, stakeholdersȗ attention has turned to the 

pressing need to improve childrenȗs and youthȗs equitable access to quality reading instruction in languages they speak, 

use and understand, while at the same time supporting 

their acquisition of additional languages so they have the 

knowledge and skills to engage and contribute in both 

the local and global society and economy. 

As a result of primary grade reading assessment data 

and the experiences of reading improvement initiatives 

over the past few years,14 many governments, donors 

and the diverse organizations have come to realize the 

centrality of language in all aspects of reading 

improvement. These aspects include deciding which 

languages to use for literacy instruction, developing 

language-specific curriculum and materials, and providing 

teachers and educators with professional development 

that incorporates language issues and builds language-

related knowledge and skills. While addressing language 

issues alone will not solve the șlearning crisisȚ (read 

Textbox 1 for a summary of contributing factors) it has 

become clear that language is a critical thread to 

improving teaching and learning, and one that, if not 

properly addressed, can stall efforts to improve 

education access, literacy and learning outcomes. This is 

 
12 Gary Coyne, șLanguage Education Policies and Inequality in Africa: Cross-National Empirical Evidence,Ț Comparative Education Review 59, no. 4 

(2015): 619-637. 

13 USAID, USAID Education Policy (Washington, D.C.: USAID, 2018a).  

14 Two helpful summaries of progress and experiences to date are: Amber Gove, Audrey-Marie Moore, and Peggy McCardle (eds.). Progress 

Toward a Literate World: Early Reading Interventions in Low- and Middle-Income Countries. Special issue of New Directions for Child and Adolescent 

Development 155 (2007); and Matthew A. Kraft, Matthew A., David Blazar and Dylan Hogan, șThe Effect of Teaching Coaching on Instruction 

and Achievement: A Meta-Analysis of the Causal Evidence,Ț Review of Educational Research 88, no. 4 (2018). 

Textbox 1.  
The learning crisis: Contributing factors 

Improving how language is used throughout the education 

system can have significant ripple effects on improving 

instruction and outcomes. Yet doing so is not a panacea for 

ǎƻƭǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΦέ 

Other important factors affecting teaching and learning 

also need to be addressed. These include: poor quality of 

teacher preparation; insufficient teaching and learning 

materials; poor teacher attendance (often related to 

remuneration and job satisfaction) and student attendance 

(a function of many factors, including poverty, safety and 

the quality of education); the safety of the school 

environment, particularly in contexts experiencing conflict 

ŀƴŘκƻǊ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΤ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΤ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ 

capacity throughout the education system to support 

quality improvements; and a lack of support at home 

(which is in turn related to socioeconomic status). It is 

ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƛƭŜ άƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ 

ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǊƛƎƘǘέ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎτand cuts across 

many of these issuesτa comprehensive approach to 

improving education is needed to solve the learning crisis. 
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true for programs implemented in contexts affected by conflict and crisis; for those targeted to youth; and for 

initiatives designed to improve teaching and learning for children with disabilities, particularly those who use sign 

language. Therefore, throughout this resource, the intersection between language and other critical issues that 

promote and support quality education is emphasized. 

Still, the data and experiences from those working on the front lines of reading improvement suggest that, while many 

stakeholders are supporting reading instruction in languages children speak, read and understand, much more 

attention needs to be paid to language-specific issues to improve the quality and effectiveness of reading instruction--

and instruction across the curriculum more generally. 

Purpose of this resource 

A lack of understanding of the myriad aspects of education that are affected by language, a lack of knowledge of what 

needs to be done to improve the situation, and the absence of a plan that clearly maps out the steps to take to 

address language-related issues have been found to be major impediments in improving literacy and learning 

outcomes. Indeed, many reading programs have found that a failure to adequately and holistically address language 

issues during the design process has led to gaps in the quality of the approach and shortcomings in improving 

instruction and learning.  

At the same time, programs are reporting progress on important issues related to how language is used for 

instruction in reading programs, allowing them to pave the way for better, more effective approaches to literacy 

improvement. Moreover, more programs are conducting in-depth situational analyses to understand the linguistic 

context in which they are being implemented with the aim of modifying approaches, and improving both policy and 

practice as they relate to language issues in their programs. 

The purpose of the Handbook on Language of Instruction Issues in Reading Programs therefore is to respond to the 

needs of the diversity of stakeholdersȔgovernments, donors and their implementing partnersȔfor specific 

information and guidance on how to address language issues in their reading programs, as well as more broadly within 

the education system. It is also designed to support USAIDȗs 2018 Education Policy priorities by emphasizing the need 

to use evidence to drive decision-making; to develop approaches that measurably and sustainably improve learning and 

education outcomes; to strengthen local systems and institutions; and to promote equity and inclusion.  

The Handbook is designed to be useful to anyone supporting efforts to improve literacy or learning improvement; to 

be applicable across geographic contexts; to be accessible to people with different levels of knowledge and 

experience; and to be relevant to programs in various stages of design, implementation and expansion.  

1. Why language is critical to learning describes how evidence-based approaches to language of instruction 

can improve education access, equity and learning outcomes. It summarizes key factors to consider when 

identifying how to most appropriately and effectively use language to support quality education provision.  

2. Effective reading and language instruction and assessment summarizes the most recent evidence on 

reading instruction across languages; how to support childrenȗs acquisition of a second or additional 

language; and issues related to transition from one language of instruction to another. 

3. Planning for language use in reading programs provides detailed guidance on issues to consider and steps 

to take to effectively integrate language into the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of 
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primary grade reading initiatives and education programming more generally. Organized around the core 

components of successful reading improvement outlined in USAIDȗs Reading MATTERS Framework,15 

summarized in Figure 1, this section includes specific recommendations, case studies and experiences 

from reading programs, and resources and tools that can be used to support program development, 

implementation, monitoring and evaluation.  

As a result of engaging with the content and resources, readers should: (1) Understand the critical role that language 

plays in effective teaching and learning; (2) Be knowledgeable about evidence-based approaches to teaching reading 

and language; (3) Be aware of language issues and actions that can be taken to address them across reading program 

components; and (4) Be knowledgeable about resources and tools available to support their work.  

Figure 1. Core components of successful reading programs: Language issues to be addressed 

 

  

 
15 USAID, USAID Reading MATTERS Conceptual Framework, November 2019. These core components of successful literacy initiatives are 

an expanded version of the ș5TȗsȚ framework for improving early grade reading outcomes: Teaching, Text, Time, Test and Tongue, 

described in Amber Gove and Peter Cvelich, Early Reading: Igniting Education for All. A Report by the Early Grade Learning Community of 

Practice, Revised Edition (Research Triangle Park, NC: RTI International, 2011).  
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1. Why language is critical to learning 

Before you begin: Pre-reading reflections  

As you read this section about the importance of language for learning, keep the following guiding questions in 

mind: 

¶ How are choices about language and instruction related to reading and learning achievement? 

¶ What are some of the advantages of teaching children basic reading skills in a language they use and 

understand?  

¶ What contextual factors need to be considered when making decisions about languages to be used for 

reading instruction? 

At the end of this section, you will have an opportunity to reflect on what you have read and apply it to your 

work and context. 

1.1 Why language matters for 

reading improvement globally 

Language and literacy go hand in hand. As children learn 

to use, understand, and recognize common language 

symbols in a language they learn first, they are developing 

the pre-requisite skills necessary to engage in formal 

literacy development. And, as emphasized in UNESCOȗs 

2006 Global Monitoring Report, șLiteracy is crucial to the 

acquisition, by every child, youth and adult, of essential life 

skillsȟ.and represents an essential step in basic education, 

which is an indispensable means for effective participation 

in the societies and economies of the 21st century.Ț16 

Decisions related to reading instruction are inherently 

decisions about language. It is impossible to design, 

implement and expand a successful reading improvement 

initiative without first understanding and making informed 

decisions about language issues. For example: 

¶ Which language or languages should be used for 

reading instruction? 

¶ When and how should children learn to read a specific 

language or languages? 

 
16 UNESCO, Education for All: Literacy for Life, EFA Global Monitoring Report, 2006.  

V Language and literacy development are 

inextricably related and must be considered 

together when making decisions about reading 

improvement initiatives. 

V Instruction in languages that are familiar to 

childrenȔthe ones they speak, use and 

understand bestȔis critical to improving reading 

outcomes. 

V Research and experience have found that 

learning to read in a first or home language 

conveys numerous benefits to children, teachers 

and their parents and caregivers, including 

helping children to learn to read more efficiently, 

facilitating acquisition of an additional language, 

and supporting childrenȗs learning in other 

subjects.  

Understanding the social, political and educational 

context, as well as evidence on language acquisition, 

is important to inform decisions related to language 

and reading program planning and implementation. 

 

Key ideas: 
Why language is critical to learning 
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¶ What teaching and learning materials need to be developed and how will they be language-specific? 

¶ What knowledge and skills do teachers need to be able to effectively teach reading in specific languages? 

¶ How do we know how well children are learning to read across languages? 

These questions are salient globally in the many low- and middle-income countries where USAID is working with 

partners to improve reading outcomes. For example, while some countries provide instruction in some childrenȗs first 

languages, in many, such as those in sub-Saharan Africa, this is only through early primary. Consequently, many 

children still do not have access to literacy in the languages they use and understand, including sign language.  

While access to reading instruction in the languagesȔand dialectsȔchildren use and understand has improved 

significantly through USAID-supported reading programs, language mapping studies and analysis supported by USAID 

reading programs in countries including Afghanistan, Ghana, Madagascar and Mozambique (see Section 3.1.5, Conduct 

a language mapping exercise for more details) have shed light on the need to increase both access to reading 

instruction and the quality of instruction. 

And a systematic review of early literacy in the Latin America and Caribbean (LAC) region, conducted by AIR through 

the USAID-supported LAC Reads Program, identified a major gap in outcomes and research from the LAC region on 

language issues and learning to read in indigenous languages.17 

 
Boys in Cambodia practice reading. Credit: Room to Read 

 
17 Rebecca Stone, Thomas de Hoop, Andre Coombes, Mariela Goett, Mitchell Morey and Kevin Kamto, What Works to Improve Early 

Grade Reading in Latin America and the Caribbean: 2016 Update of a Systematic Review. LAC Reads Capacity Program (Washington, 

D.C.: American Institutes for Research, 2015). 
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1.2 Benefits of instruction in familiar languages 

The benefits of using languages that children speak, use and understand well for instruction have long been established. 

Research and experience have found numerous advantages to children, teachers, caregivers and communities when 

education is provided in their first or home language. These advantages are summarized below in Table 1, with more 

in-depth discussion and references to specific research included in Section 2: Effective reading and language instruction 

Ȕ What works? and in Annex A: Benefits of instruction in languages children speak, use and understand. 

Table 1. Benefits of instruction in languages children speak, use and understand  

Benefit Evidence (select studies) 

1. Improves education access, equity and inclusion. Children 

who understand the language of instruction upon entry 

into the classroom are more likely to enter school on time, 

attend school regularly, and drop out less frequently. 

An analysis of data from 26 countries and 160 language groups 

showed that children who had access to instruction in their 

L1/mother tongue were significantly more likely to be enrolled 

and attending school, while a lack of education in the first 

language was a significant reason for children dropping out.18 

2. Facilitates efficient reading acquisition. Children who learn 

to read in a language they use and understand learn more 

efficiently than if they are expected to learn to read in a 

language that is not already familiar to them. 

Analyses from the 2011 Progress in International Reading 

Literacy Study (PIRLS), conducted in 49 countries, showed a 

clear positive relationship between learnersȗ L1 and their reading 

scores.19 

3. Supports acquisition of additional languages. Being able to 

read in a first language supports efficient learning of an 

additional language. 

Research from Kenya found a correlation between grade 3 

learnersȗ reading skills in their L1 and English outcomes, with 

poor English-language outcomes linked to poor L1 skills 

acquisition.20 This research aligns with meta-analyses in the US, 

which have found that learning to read in a home language 

promotes reading achievement in the second language.21 

4. Improves learning outcomes. Being able to read and 

understand the language used in the classroom in turn 

facilitates learning across the curriculum. 

An analysis of results from the Trends in International 

Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) found that children 

who reported șalwaysȚ or șalmost alwaysȚ speaking the 

language of the test at home performed better in math and 

science than those who reported they șsometimesȚ or șneverȚ 

spoke the language in which they were tested.22 

5. Promotes learner-centered teaching practices and 

assessment. When teachers teach in a language that both 

they and their students use and understand well, they can 

communicate more effectively, a foundation for effective 

Research in Ghana, Niger and Tanzania has found that teachers 

used more effective teaching practices, used a wider range of 

teaching strategies, and had more dynamic interactions with 

 
18 Jeroen Smits, Janine Huisman and Karine Kruijff, Home Language and Education in the Developing World. Background paper prepared for the 

Education for All Global Monitoring Report 2009 (Nijmegen, Netherlands: Radboud University Nijmegen, 2008). 

19 Ina V.S. Mullis, Michael O. Martin, Pierre Foy, and Kathleen T. Drucker, The PIRLS 2011 International Results in Reading (Chestnut Hill, MA: 

Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) and Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), Boston College, 

2012).  

20 Benjamin Piper, Leila Schroeder, and Barbara Trudell, șOral Reading Fluency and Comprehension in Kenya: Reading Acquisition in a 

Multilingual Environment, Journal of Research in Reading 39, no. 2 (2015): 133-152.  

21 Claude Goldenberg. șTeaching English Language Learners: What the Research DoesȔand Does NotȔSay,Ț American Educator, Summer, (2008): 

8ȓ44. 

22 Michael O. Martin, Ina V.S. Mullis, and Pierre Foy, șStudentsȗ Backgrounds and Attitudes Towards Science,Ț TIMSS 2007 International Science 

Report: Findings from IEAȗs Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study at the Fourth and Eighth Grades (Chapter 4) (Chestnut Hill, 

MA: TIMSS & PIRLS International Study Center, Boston College, 2008). 
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Benefit Evidence (select studies) 

instruction. When students express themselves in a familiar 

language, teachers can better assess their learning and meet 

their needs. 

pupils when they taught lessons in African languages compared 

to when they taught in English.23 

6. Supports parental and community involvement in 

education. Instruction in a familiar language validates and 

helps to preserve learnersȗ culture and increases parentsȗ 

ability to interact with schools, understand what their 

children are learning, and provide support. 

In Ghana, education provided to children in their home 

languages has resulted in increased awareness among parents 

and the community of the importance of L1-based instruction in 

supporting the acquisition of Ghanaian language and English 

language skills, as well as content knowledge.24 

7. Improves education efficiency. Providing instruction to 

children is more cost effective and efficient due to 

reductions in repetition, dropouts, and poor learning 

outcomes that result when children are not able to learn in 

a familiar language. 

Analysis has shown that instruction in a language children use 

and understand is more cost effective than instruction in 

unfamiliar languages due to the reduction in repetition, 

dropouts, and poor learning outcomes. A study of an L1-based 

education program in Mali, for example, found that the program 

cost about 27% less for a six-year primary cycle than for the 

traditional French-only model.25 

8. Strengthens institutions and reduces likelihood for conflict. 

Providing children with access to high-quality education 

provides them with the skills and knowledge they need to 

gain employment and to positively contribute to their 

communityȗs and countryȗs overall well-being. This, in turn, 

helps to reduce social exclusion and poverty, significant 

drivers of social unrest and conflict. 

The existence of strong institutionsȔincluding education 

systemsȔin areas of high ethnolinguistic diversity has been 

shown to decrease the likelihood of war and slow economic 

growth.26 Lack of instruction in minority languages has led to 

violence several countries,27 with limited access to formal school 

a contributing factor to social and political inequality.28 

These benefits of providing instruction in languages familiar to children have long been recognized in national, regional, 

and international education fora. In Africa, this includes as far back as the 1961 First Conference of African States on 

the Development of Education in Addis Ababa, whose delegates recommended L1-based instruction,29 and the recent 

resource Optimising Learning, Education and Publishing in Africa: The Language Factor: A Review and Analysis of Theory and 

Practice in Mother-Tongue and Bilingual Education in sub-Saharan Africa.30 This long-standing recognition of the 

importance of familiar languages in supporting childrenȗs learning contributed to the 2010 adoption by 18 African 

Ministers of Education of the Policy Guide on the Integration of African Languages and Cultures into Education Systems.  

 
23 EdQual. șLanguage of Instruction and Quality of learning in Tanzania and Ghana: The Impact of Language of Instruction, Teacher Training and 

Textbooks on Quality of Learning in Africa,Ț EdQual Policy Brief No. 2 (Bristol, UK: EdQual Research Programme Consortium, 2010); Mart 

Hovens, șBilingual Education in West Africa: Does it Work?Ț International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism, 5, no. 5 (2002): 249ȓ266. 

24 Leslie Casely-Hayford and Adom Baisie Ghartey, The Leap to Literacy and Life Change in Northern Ghana: An Impact Assessment of School for Life 

(SfL) (Accra: School for Life, 2007). 

25 World Bank, In Their Own LanguageȟEducation for All, Education Notes (Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 2005).  

26 William Easterly, Can Institutions Resolve Ethnic Conflict? (Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 2001). 

27 Helen Pinnock, Language and Education: The Missing Link (United Kingdom, CfBT Education Trust and Save the Children Alliance, 2009a).  

28 UNICEF, The Impact of Language Policy and Practice on Childrenȗs Learning: Evidence from Eastern and Southern Africa. UNICEF Eastern and 

Southern Africa Regional Office (ESARO), Basic Education and Gender Equality (BEGE) Section, 2016. 

29 United Nations Economic Commission for Africa and UNESCO, Conference of African States on the Development of Education in Africa, 

Addis Ababa, 15-25 May 1961. Final report (Addis Ababa: UNESCO, 1961). 

30 Adama Ouane and Christine Glanz, Why and How Africa Should Invest in African Languages and Multilingual Education: An Evidence- and 

Practice-Based Policy Advocacy Brief. (Hamburg, Germany: UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning; and Tunis, Tunisia: Association for the 

Development of Education in Africa [ADEA], 2010). A UNICEF-commissioned review of language-related policies in Eastern and Southern 

Africa, however, has found that many countriesȗ approaches do not align with evidence-based best practices. See The Impact of Language Policy 

and Practice on Childrenȗs Learning: Evidence from Eastern and Southern Africa (UNICEF, 2016).  
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1.3 Factors to consider when addressing language issues  

Improving how language is used to support childrenȗs reading and language and to facilitate learning across the 

curriculum requires thoughtful, collaborative planning informed by a nuanced and in-depth understanding of the many 

language-related issues that influence all aspects of reading instruction and learning generally. 

These issues can be grouped into four main factors: (1) The sociolinguistic context; (2) the education context; (3) 

evidence on effective approaches to language and reading instruction; and (4) stakeholder considerations. These issues 

are important to consider across educational contexts and populations, including public and private sector education 

systems; formal and informal schooling environments; contexts affected by conflict and crisis; and for learners of 

various ages and abilities. Each is summarized below, with more detailed information included throughout Section 2 

and Section 3. 

1. Sociolinguistic context. The sociolinguistic 

context refers to the various aspects of 

the environment in which a language is 

spoken. This includes the languages and 

dialects, or language varieties, spoken in a 

specific geographic area, by whom, for 

what purpose and how well (see the Key 

Term textbox for a complete definition of 

dialect). It also includes the degree to 

which a language has been developed, 

standardized and used. Most countries 

consist of regions and communities that 

vary in the number of languages residents 

speak and the degree to which different 

languages are used in everyday life. One 

country, therefore, may have multiple language environmentsȔmonolingual, bilingual or multilingual. Mapping the 

sociolinguistic contextȔe.g., what languages and dialects are used in the community, in schools and by childrenȔ

is an important first step in helping to identify what languages will be used for instruction. It will also help to 

inform instruction, materials and teacher training.  

Section 3.1.3 describes specific steps to take to gather information to gain a comprehensive understanding of the 

sociolinguistic context, including in environments affected by conflict and crisis, and how to apply this information to 

reading program design, implementing, monitoring and evaluation. 

An understanding of language issues in contexts affected by conflict and crisis is also important. Those designing and 

implementing reading programs should not assume that the use of languages children speak and understand well for 

literacy instruction will exacerbate conflict. Conflict can take place in linguistically homogenous countries (such as 

Somalia) and in linguistically diverse countries, even when one language is used for instruction (e.g., Portuguese in 

Key term: Dialect 

A dialect is a particular form of a language, often spoken in a 

specific geographic area and/or by a specific ethnic or social 

group. It can be distinguished from other varieties of a 

language by its unique vocabulary, grammar and 

pronunciation. The dialects or varieties of a particular 

language may be closely related and mutually intelligible or 

understood by speakers of different dialects. In other cases, 

different dialects of the same language may not be mutually 

intelligible. Categorization of a language variety as a dialect 

or as a unique language is usually not based solely on 

linguistic factors, but on political, historical or other 

considerations. 
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Angola31). The issue of language and conflict is 

further explained in Textbox 2 as well as 

addressed elsewhere in this Handbook. Annex C 

includes a list of additional resources that can be 

used to support reading and education 

programming in conflict and crisis contexts, and 

Annex D shares USAIDȗs experience working to 

improve literacy outcomes in multiple languages in 

Afghanistan. 

2. Educational context. The educational context 

includes a countryȗs or regionȗs policies, goals 

and practices with respect to education and 

language. This includes official policies with 

respect to the languages to use for instruction, 

at what grades and for what purposes. It also 

includes: the curriculum for language and 

reading instruction; specific approaches used 

for teaching reading and language; the amount 

of instructional time allocated, available and 

used to teach language and reading; and the 

quality and appropriateness of teaching and 

learning materials in different languages. 

The education context also includes learner 

proficiency in different languages (e.g., 

comprehension and communication abilities) 

and teacher-related language considerations 

(e.g., teachersȗ knowledge and skills related to 

reading and language instruction; their proficiency in different languages; the alignment between pre-service 

education and national policy on LOI; and the degree of teacher-to-student language match in classrooms). Data 

related to these issues is essential to effectively addressing language issues within the context of a reading program. 

This is true for education taking place in contexts affected by crisis and conflict as well. Steps to guide information 

gathering and application with respect to the educational context are described in Section 3. 

3. Effective approaches to language and reading instruction. This refers to the research-based evidence on how 

children learn language, how they learn to read, and how they learn content most effectively. This includes 

research regarding the critical skills that children need to learn to read (starting with oral and expressive language 

skills, in the case of children who are deaf or hard of hearing) and best practices for teaching them. It also includes 

knowledge of how to most effectively teach reading depending on the specific characteristics of a language. It is 

critically important for reading program planners and implementers to understand evidence-based best practices 

 
31 UNICEF, 2016, The Impact of Language Policy and Practice on Childrenȗs Learning: Evidence from Eastern and Southern Africa. UNICEF 

Eastern and Southern Africa Regional Office (ESARO), Basic Education and Gender Equality (BEGE) Section. 

Textbox 3.  
Conflict and language of instruction: Unpacking myths and 
assumptions 

Education can contribute to social tensions or conflict when it 

increases inequity among groups. Inequities in education access, 

outcomes and opportunities for employment can arise when 

certain ethnolinguistic groups are denied a quality education due 

to the language used for instruction.1 Recognizing this, several 

countries that have experienced conflict have used language of 

instruction policy as a means to support the right of different 

ethnic groups to access education, an important foundation to 

improve the quality of life of individuals, communities and 

countries. For example, after independence, Eritrea supported 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƴƻther tongue in primary 

school. In Sri Lanka, too, education policy supports bilingual 

learning for both Sinhalese and Tamil students.2 The peaceful use 

of multiple languages for instruction in Ethiopia for decades, most 

recently with the support of USAID, is clear evidence that L1-based 

multilingual education is not a cause of conflict, but indeed can be 

a means to avoid or mitigate it.3 Providing children who are 

displaced from their homes with opportunities to learn in familiar 

languages as well as the languages they may need to be integrated 

into a new environment is further important to consider when 

supporting education provision in these contexts.  

Sources: 
1,2 Education Above All, Conflict-Sensitive Education Policy: A 
Preliminary Review (Doha, Qatar: Education Above All, 2012). 
3 Kathleen Heugh, Carol Benson, Berhanu Bogale, and Mekonnen 
Alemu Gebre Yohannes, 2007; Getachew Anteneh and Derib Ado 
Jekale, 2006; Wendi Ralaingita, 2018. 
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for teaching children to read in a first, second or other language. Section 2: Effective reading and language instruction 

ȓ What works? explores evidence-based good practices for teaching reading and language, how to teach children 

to read in their L1 or familiar language, and how to help children acquire second and additional language skills. 

Section 3: Planning for language use ȓ Issues to consider and actions to take describes how to apply that evidence to 

developing a language- and context-specific approach to instruction. 

4. Stakeholder considerations. Language issues are part of the often complexȔand changingȔsociocultural and 

political environment of a given country and context. As such, taking stock of stakeholdersȗ attitudes, beliefs, 

experiences, preferences and needs related to language is critical. This includes attitudes and beliefs among parents 

and caregivers, teachers and school administrators, and education authorities and stakeholders (e.g., those involved 

in teacher preparation) about what languages children and teachers do or do not speak, use and understand well; 

how children learn to read; how they learn additional languages most effectively; and preferences for which 

languages children should learn to read and to use. It also includes an understanding of various socio-political 

issues related to language and education; the constraints and opportunities related to language use in reading 

programs; and the capacity and professional development needs of different stakeholders to be able to contribute 

to and sustain efforts to effectively apply language to support reading and learning. These considerations will be 

addressed in Section 3.1.1, Engage and involve diverse stakeholders, which discusses how to effectively engage and 

collaborate with stakeholders on language issues when designing and implementing an initiative to improve 

teaching and learning.  

Stop and reflect: Why language is critical to learning 

Activity 1: This activity provides an opportunity for individuals and/or program teams to assess the degree to which 

they have considered the four important contextual factors and related issues described in Section 1: Why language 

is critical to learning. These self-reflections can help to pinpoint areas for additional information gathering and 

reflection. 

Read the factors to consider when addressing the language issues. Think about your own work or country program 

and whether and how it has considered these issues. Use the key below to indicate where you are. I/we have: 

1. Really considered and addressed these issues in reading program design and implementation. 

2. Somewhat considered and addressed these issues in reading program design and implementation. 

3. Not considered or addressed these issues into reading program design and implementation. 

 

Category Have you consideredȟ.. Self-assessment 
I/we need to learn 

more about and 

considerȟ. 

Sociolinguistic 

context 

Å What languages and dialects are spoken and used 

by children in different geographic areas?  

Å Which groups currently have access to education in 

languages they use and understand, and which do 

not? Do children have access to education in sign 

language? 

I/we haveȟ. 

 Reallyȟ  

 Somewhatȟ 

 Not at allȟ 

ȟ.considered and addressed 

these issues in reading program 

design and implementation. 
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Category Have you consideredȟ.. Self-assessment 
I/we need to learn 

more about and 

considerȟ. 

Å Has the orthography, or written representation of 

the languages, been standardized? 

Education 

context 

Å What are current education outcomes, particularly 

in terms of reading and mathematics? Do they vary 

by home language and language used for 

instruction? 

Å What is the language of instruction policy? Is it 

implemented in practice?  

Å Are teachers proficient in the languages used (or to 

be used) for instruction? 

Å How much instructional time is allocated to teach 

reading and to teach language as a subject? 

Å What materials are available in various languages 

that could potentially be used to support reading 

and language instruction? 

Å How does language factor (or not factor) into 

education policies, such as teacher school 

assignment? 

I/we haveȟ. 

 Reallyȟ  

 Somewhatȟ 

 Not at allȟ 

ȟ.considered and addressed 

these issues in reading program 

design and implementation. 

 

Evidence on 

reading, language 

and learning 

Å Are evidence-based best practices for teaching 

reading reflected in the curriculum or pilot reading 

program? 

Å Is research on teaching children to read and write a 

second or additional language being applied in the 

context? 

Å If children are expected to ștransitionȚ from using 

one LOI to another, what is the approach, or 

strategy for doing so? Does it reflect evidence-

based best practices? 

I/we haveȟ. 

 Reallyȟ  

 Somewhatȟ 

 Not at allȟ 

ȟ.considered and addressed 

these issues in reading program 

design and implementation. 

 

Stakeholder 

considerations 

Å What are stakeholdersȗ knowledge, attitudes and 

beliefs related to teaching children to read and learn 

in the languages they use and understand?  

Å What opportunities exist to work with 

stakeholders in the country to improve reading and 

language instruction? 

Å What is the capacity of stakeholder groups to 

develop curriculum and TLMs for teaching specific 

languages, and to train teachers? 

I/we haveȟ. 

 Reallyȟ  

 Somewhatȟ 

 Not at allȟ 

ȟ.considered and addressed 

these issues in reading program 

design and implementation 
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2. Effective reading and language instruction ȓ 

What works?  

Before you begin: Pre-reading reflections  

Before you read this section about how children learn language and learn to read, reflect on the following: 

¶ What questions do you have about how to teach reading in a first language? About how to teach reading in 

learnersȗ second or additional language? 

¶ What challenges have been encountered in your context with respect to using childrenȗs first or familiar 

languages for instruction? What successes have been encountered?  

As you read this section, think about the instructional approach, or way in which reading is taught in your context. 

Does the approach align with the 

research-based evidence? If you do 

not know what approach is used, 

how can you find out? 

At the end of this section, you will 

have an opportunity to reflect on 

what you have read and apply it to 

your work and context.  

Existing research and experience tell us 

much about how to most effectively use 

spoken and signed languages to teach 

children to communicate, read and learn. 

Reading improvement initiatives can use this 

information to inform decisions regarding: 

¶ What language(s) (including sign 

language) to use for reading 

instruction, as well as instruction 

across the curriculum; 

¶ How to effectively teach critical 

reading and language skills; and 

¶ Instructional approaches to 

effectively teach children to learn 

to read a first language and 

additional languages. 

  

V When learning to read for the first time, children learn to read best in a 

first or home language. 

V Children need to learn specific reading skills to be successful readers; 

these skills are universal across languages, though strategies for teaching 

them and the amount of time needed to learn them may differ by 

language. 

V Learning to read well in a first language (L1) or home language helps 

children to acquire literacy skills in an additional language.  

V Teachers need to use specific strategies to teach children to read, write 

and speak a second or foreign language. 

V Some language and literacy skills transfer across languages; teachers need 

to explicitly teach children how to transfer their L1 language and literacy 

skills to learning a second language. 

V An additive approach to language of instruction is the most effective 

strategy to support children to acquire literacy skills in both their L1 and 

additional languages, as well as to learn academic content.  

V Reading programs provide an opportunity for countries to reflect on the 

effectiveness of the current approach to language use in education and 

to potentially identify how it could be improved to support better 

learning outcomes for all. 

Understanding the social, political and educational context, as well as 

evidence on language acquisition, is important to inform decisions related 

to language and reading program planning and implementation. 

Key ideas: Effective reading and language instruction 



18 Handbook on Language of Instruction Issues 

Figure 2 summarizes what we know about effective approaches to language instruction, reading instruction, and use of 

language to support effective teaching and learning. 

Figure 2. Research on language, literacy and learning: What we know 

 

2.1 Key requirements for 

successful language and 

reading instruction  

Key requirements for effective instruction, no 

matter what language is used, are described 

below. These requirements are important for 

governments, donors and their implementing 

partners to understand and to address when 

making decisions about language of instruction for 

reading, as well as across the curriculum. 

¶ Instructional approach and time for learning. The instructional approach should utilize evidence-based strategies 

for teaching children to read and to learn additional languages, as described below in this section. Time must be 

available during the school day to teach reading and language skills in the L1 and in additional languages to the 

level of proficiency required by the curriculum. Existing evidence suggests that language arts should be taught 

What we 
know about 
language, 
literacy & 
learning

Effective reading 
and language 
instruction 

depends on many 
factors. Across languages, 

children need to 
learn specific 

skills to be good 
readers.

A strong 
foundation in L1 

facilitates 
acquisition of 

additional 
languages.

Learning an L2 at 
school is very 
different from 

learning an L1 at 
home.

Children learn 
to read and learn 

curriculum 
content more 

efficiently when 
instruction is in 

L1.

Many factors 
influence how 

long it takes for 
a child to acquire 

adequate L2 
proficiency for 

academic 
learning. 

Content mastery 
requires a high 

level of 
proficiency in the 

LOI.

Key term: Second, additional and foreign language 

A second or additional language (L2, Lx) is a language a 

person learns in addition to a first language. A person who is 

frequently exposed to an L2/Lxτsuch as a language of wider 

communication spoken in their communityτmay become 

highly proficient in the language, or bi- or multilingual. In 

contrast, a foreign language is not widely spoken and used in 

ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΦ tǊƻŦƛŎƛŜƴŎȅ ƛƴ ŀƴ [нΣ [Ȅ ƻǊ 

foreign language can change over time, and its use may vary 

depending on the context and purpose of communication. 
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daily, for 90ȓ120 minutes.32 Learners will also require time and instruction in an additional language 

commensurate with the level of proficiency required.  

¶ Curriculum and materials. In contexts where children are expected to read and learn academic content in more 

than one language, the reading or language arts curriculum should be based on standards that promote the 

development of bilingual and biliterate competencies (reading proficiency standards are discussed in more depth 

in Section 3.7.4, Develop language-specific standards and benchmarks). Quality teaching and learning materials 

must be available to support teachersȗ implementation of the curriculum. This includes a curriculum, teacherȗs 

guides and books for children that are appropriate for teaching learners in their first language, as well as for 

teaching them to read an additional/foreign language, as discussed in more depth in Section 3.3, Resources for 

teaching and learning. When children are expected to learn academic content in an Lx or foreign language, 

textbooks need to be adapted to their proficiency level.  

¶ Teacher language proficiency, instructional skills and training. As noted previously, teachers are more effective 

when they are proficient in the same languages their students speak, use and understand best. Teachers who 

teach second or additional languages, or teach academic content in those languages, also need to be highly 

proficient in those languages. Professional development, school placement and support need to align with the 

languages teachers are expected to use in the classroom, as well as the approach to reading and language 

instruction, issues addressed in Section 3.4, Teachers and teaching. Teachers also need knowledge and skills 

related to teaching children to read in an L2/Lx. They also need to be able to effectively teach in a second or 

additional language.  

An approach to language use for instruction that takes into consideration the above requirements will be more likely 

to be successful than one that does not. 

Oral or expressive language skills are critical to childrenȗs literacy acquisition. Credit: Indonesia Prioritas (USAID), RTI International 

 
32 Florida Center for Reading Research (FCRR) Curriculum Review Team, Frequently Asked Questions about Reading Instruction 

(Tallahassee, FL: FCRR, 2009); Timothy Shanahan, How Much Time on Comprehension and Phonics (blog), October 20, 2013. 
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2.2 What we know about learning a first language 

Learning to use and understand a language is a natural process that begins early in life. Parents, caregivers and others 

help build knowledge of sounds, vocabulary and concepts by engaging with children orally through songs, storytelling 

and conversation. (For children who are deaf, early acquisition of expressive language skills in sign language is equally 

important.) Oral (expressive) language skills provide children with a critical foundational for successful reading and 

writing development by providing them with knowledge about language sounds, structure and meaning. Research has 

shown that a childȗs oral language skills upon starting school are strongly predictive of later reading comprehension 

skills.33  

Although children usually enter school proficient in expressive language skills (this may differ for children who 

communicate with sign language if they have not been exposed to a sign-language rich environment), they still need to 

develop academic language skills, even in their first language. Academic language skills are different from language skills 

used for informal personal communication, and childrenȗs proficiency in them may differ.34 Developing academic 

language skills is a process that takes place as children learn new concepts at school, and it is one that is greatly 

supported if children are learning academic concepts and contentȔsuch as math, science and social studiesȔin a 

language that is already familiar to them.  

2.3 What we know about learning to read in a first language 

Teaching initial literacy in a childȗs first language is critical. Children learn to read and write, and comprehend text, 

more efficiently when instruction is in the language they use and understand bestȔusually their first or șhomeȚ 

language. This is because when children learn how to read in a language they already speak, use and understand, they 

are able to use their knowledge of that language to support emerging reading skills. This includes applying knowledge 

of thousands of vocabulary words and familiarity with the grammar, syntax (how words are arranged to form 

sentences) and sounds of the language(s) they already know and use to decodeȔor șsound outȚȔwords and 

determine meaning.35 This ability to read and comprehend in turn creates motivation to read. 

With good instruction, most children are able to read in their first language by the end of  

grade 2.36 The number of years children need to become fluent readers in their first language varies depends on 

several factors. These include the properties of the language being learned, such as: 37 

 
33 Froma P. Roth, Deborah L. Speece, and David H. Cooper, șA Longitudinal Analysis of the Connection between Oral Language and Early 

Reading,Ț The Journal of Educational Research 95, no. 5 (2002): 259-272. 

34 These two different types of language proficiency are known as Basic Interpersonal Communicative Skills (BICS) and Cognitive Academic 

Language Proficiency (CALP). Learners acquire conversational fluency (e.g., BICS) faster than they become proficient in academic language (e.g., 

CALP). See Jim Cummins, Bilingualism and Special Education: Issues in Assessment and Pedagogy (Clevedon, England: Multilingual Matters, 1984). 

35 I. Nation, șHow Large a Vocabulary Is Needed For Reading and Listening?Ț Canadian Modern Language Review 63, no.1 (2006): 59ȓ82; Paul 

Nation and Karen Ming-Tzu Wang, șGraded Readers and Vocabulary,Ț Reading in a Foreign Language 12, no. 2 (1999): 355ȓ380. 

36 Phillip H. K. Seymour, Mikko Aro, and Jane M. Erskine, șFoundation Literacy Acquisition in European Orthographies,Ț British Journal of 

Psychology, 94 (2003): 143ȓ174.  

37 Ibid.  
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¶ The number of symbols and sounds in the language. Languages with a large number of graphemes take longer to 

learn since children need to learn all of the sound-symbol correspondences in the language. 

¶ The depth of the orthography. This refers to the degree of consistency, or one-to-one correspondence, between 

symbols and sounds. Languages written in a transparent orthography, or one in which a one-to-one 

correspondence exists between letters and sounds, can be learned more efficiently than languages that are not 

transparent, or opaque.38 Spanish, for example, is more transparent than English, which is an opaque language 

with many more sound-symbol correspondences that children need to learn in order to read well. 

¶ Visual complexity of the symbols or characters in the language. In languages with symbols that are highly visually 

complex, such as those in alpha syllabic languages, it may take longer for children to learn to read than those 

that are not. 

Other factors that influence the amount of time needed to learn to read include the amount of time devoted to 

reading instruction during the school day, the quality of that instruction, the amount of time children spend reading, 

the quality of reading materials, and the support for reading acquisition children receive outside the home. 

 

 
38 Evidence suggests that exposure to a language with a transparent orthography may aid the development of phonological awareness 

when reading in a language with a deeper orthography (e.g., English). See Salim Abu-Rabia and Linda S. Siegel, șReading, Syntactic, 

Orthographic, and Working Memory Skills of Bilingual Arabic-English Speaking Canadian Children,Ț Journal of Psycholinguistic Research 31, 

no. 6 (2002): 661ȓ78.  

A child learns to blend letter sounds together to read words. Credit: Rwanda MCOP (USAID), FHI 360 
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Key literacy skills need to be taught in any language. Explicit, systematic instruction of key literacy skills is critical for 

children to be able to read with meaningful comprehension, and to learn academic content. Regardless of the language 

being taught, effective reading instruction includes teaching the following key skills: language skills (vocabulary and 

knowledge about how those words are meaningfully used in phrases and sentences); concepts of print (knowledge of 

how print and books work), phonological awareness (awareness of the sound structure of a language); alphabetic 

principle (understanding that letters represent sounds that form words), spelling (ability to accurate use the 

graphemes of the language to write down words); vocabulary (knowledge of the meaning of words); reading fluency 

(ability to read connected text smoothly, quickly and with expression); listening comprehension (ability to listen to and 

understand text read aloud); reading comprehension (ability to read and understand connected text); and writing 

(ability to express ideas and knowledge in writing).39 

The most effective approach to teach individual skills and the amount of time spent teaching them may vary 

depending on the specific characteristics of the language. For example, phonological awareness (the awareness of 

sounds in a language) is important for learning to read all languages. However, alphabetic languages require an 

awareness of individual sounds in words, whereas syllabic languages require an awareness of individual syllables in 

words. 

Strong L1 literacy skills facilitate L2 literacy acquisition. Literacy in an L1 promotes cognitive development, which is 

needed to efficiently learn new languages.40 Research has found that long-term success in acquiring skills in a second or 

additional language is strongly associated with oral and written proficiency in a first language41 and continued use of L1 

in the classroom after an L2 has been introduced as the LOI.42 Research from Kenya further supports these findings. 

An analysis of grade 3 learnersȗ reading skills in their L1 (Gikuyu and Dholuo), Kiswahili (an L1 for some, but an 

additional language to others) and English found a correlation between learnersȗ L1 reading skills and English 

outcomes, children with high/strong L1 literacy/language skills had high English-language skills whereas children with 

poor L1 skills acquisition also had poor English-language skills.43 This supports research globally that once learners 

acquire a foundation in their L1, they can more readily acquire literacy skills in a new language. 

 
39 The skills are summarized in the GRN webinar and resource package Early Grade Reading Program Design and Implementation: Best Practices 

and Resources for Success. A weblink to materials and recording can be found in the References and Annex C. Additionally, the resource 

Landscape Report on Early Grade Literacy, a GRN publication authored by Young-Suk Kim, Helen Boyle, Stephanie Simmons Zuilkowski, and 

Pooja Nakamura (Washington, D.C., USAID, 2017) provides in-depth information about specific reading skills.  

40 Ellen Bialystock, Bilingual in Development: Language, Literacy and Cognition (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2006); Geva, 2006. 

41 Jessica Ball, Enhancing Learning of Children from Diverse Language Backgrounds: Mother Tongue-Based Bilingual or Multilingual Education in 

the Early Years (Paris, France: UNESCO, 2011); Center for Applied Linguistics (CAL), 2006; Jim Cummins, șFundamental Psycholinguistic and 

Sociological Principles Underlying Educational Success for Linguistic Minority Students,Ț Social Justice through Multilingual Education (2009): 19ȓ

35; Claude Goldenberg, șTeaching English Language Learners: What the Research DoesȔand Does NotȔSay,Ț American Educator (2008): 8ȓ

44.   

42 Diane August and Timothy Shanahan, șExecutive Summary: Developing Literacy in Second-Language Learners,Ț In Report of the National 

Literacy Panel on Language-Minority Children and Youth, 2006; Cummins, 2009; Wayne Thomas and Virginia Collier. School Effectiveness for 

Language Minority Students (Washington, D.C.: National Clearinghouse for Bilingual Education, 1997); Wayne Thomas and Virginia Collier. A 

National Study of School Effectiveness for Language Minority studentsȗ long-term academic achievement (Berkeley, CA: Center for Research on 

Education, Diversity, and Excellence [CREDE], 2002). 

43 Benjamin Piper, Leila Schroeder and Barbara Trudell. șOral Reading Fluency and Comprehension in Kenya: Reading Acquisition in a Multilingual 

Environment,Ț Journal of Research in Reading (2015): 133-152.  
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2.4 What we know about learning to read in an additional 

language 

Teaching children to read in their L2 or Lx requires specific strategies. Learning a second language in a natural setting, 

such as in the home or community, and learning to read a second language are two very different processes. Teaching 

children to read in a language they do not already speak or do not speak, use and understand well requires a specific 

set of instructional approaches. When children are learning to read, write, speak and use a language they do not 

already know, and one in which they may not be exposed to outside the classroom, they are essentially learning a 

foreign language. The approach to teaching children to read a language that is not their L1 therefore needs to reflect 

best practices for teaching a second or foreign language. That approach also needs to explicitly support children to 

transfer their language and literacy skills from their L1 to the L2, as described in more detail below.  

 
Children in the Democratic Republic of the Congo learn to read in a national language and French.  Credit: DRC ACCELERE! (USAID & UKAID),  

Chemonics International 

The number of years needed to learn to read in an additional language depends on many factors. In an academic 

context, the number of years needed to read, write, speak and/or use it depends on a number of factors, including: 

Characteristics of the languages being learned; learner proficiency in a first language; the quality of teaching; the 

content, intensity and quality of instruction; teacher language proficiency; the quality of teacher preparation; and how 
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well learning is monitored and evaluated.44 Therefore, the amount of time children need to become proficient readers 

in their L2 in one country may not be the same as in another country, since the languages being learned and other 

contextual factors may differ.45 (For references purposes, a review of research on L2 learning in North America 

concluded that even after five to six years of study, children learning English were not able to acquire the same oral 

proficiency skills required for academic learning as their peers who spoke English as an L1.) 

Oral language instruction in the L2 beginning in the early grades is thus essential for students to acquire the level of 

proficiency needed to be successful learners in that language.  

Children learn to read an L2 more quickly if it is similar to their L1. Learning to read an additional language that is 

similar to the first language in which a child has learned to read will be easier and more efficient (and is thus likely to 

take less time) than learning to read a language that is significantly different. Such differences pertain to the languageȗs 

script, sounds and vocabulary. For example, in Nepal, the Tharu and Nepali languages are more similar in terms of 

script, sounds and vocabulary than Nepali and English. Such differences and similarities between the languages children 

are learning to read will affect interlinguistic transfer (discussed below) and how quickly children learn to read an 

additional language. 

The ability of language and literacy skills to transfer from one language to another varies by skills and languageȔand 

must be explicitly taught. As children learn one language, they acquire a set of skills and knowledge about language that 

they can draw upon when learning and using another language. This principle, known as the Common Underlying 

Proficiency, or CUP, is depicted in the image in Figure 3.46 For example, children only need to learn once that print 

represents speech and carries meaning; they then apply this knowledge when learning an additional language. 

However, this transfer is not automatic for most children and will require explicit instruction.  (Unique features 

between languages, such as text directionality, need to be explicitly taught.)  

The cognitive process of applying literacy skills 

from one language to another is known as 

interlinguistic transfer. The most efficient direction 

for transfer is from the L1 to an additional 

language, although transfer can be multi-

directional in nature.47 Research indicates that 

several skills learned in one language may transfer 

to learning an additional language. These include 

visual awareness, phonemic awareness, and 

 
44 Center for Applied Linguistics (CAL). Developing literacy in second-language learners: Report of the National Literacy Panel on Language-

Minority Children and Youth. Edited by Diane August & Timothy Shanahan, Mahwah NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 2006, 4. 

45 Esther Geva. șLearning to read in a second language: Research, implications, and recommendations for services.Ț In Encyclopedia on early 

childhood development, edited by R. E. Tremblay, R. G. Barr, and R. DeV. Peters (Montreal, Quebec: Centre of Excellence for Early Childhood 

Development, 2006). 

46 Jim Cummins, șInterdependence of First- and Second-Language Proficiency in Bilingual Children,Ț in Language Processing in Bilingual Children, 

edited by Ellen Bialystock, 70-89 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1991); Jim Cummins, Birgit Harley, Merrill Swain, and Patrick Allen. 

șSocial and Individual Factors in the Development of Bilingual Proficiency,Ț in The Development of Second Language Proficiency (Cambridge, UK: 

Cambridge University Press, 119ȓ330, 1990). 

47 Ellen Bialystok, șMetalinguistic Dimensions of Bilingual Language Proficiency,Ț in Language Processing in Bilingual Children (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1990); Ellen Bialystok, șReshaping the Mind: The Benefits of Bilingualism,Ț Canadian Journal of Experimental Psychology/Revue 

Canadienne De Psychologie Expérimentale 65, no.4 (2011): 229ȓ35. 

Key term: Interlinguistic transfer 

Interlinguistic transfer is the process of applying literacy skills 

from one language to another. Transfer is multi-directional, but 

the most efficient direction is from the L1 to an additional 

language. Children need to be explicitly taught how to transfer 

their language and literacy skills. 
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automaticity,48 though the ability of specific skills to transfer across languages is dependent upon the characteristics of 

the L1 and L2. With good instruction, children who have developed beginning reading skills (phonemic awareness, 

fluency and comprehension strategies) will also be able to transfer these skills to learning to read in another language.49  

Phonological awareness skills also transfer between languages, though differences in word structure across languages 

may require different approaches to teaching children to decode.50 Concept knowledge also transfers across 

languages. For example, if students learn about the life cycle of a butterfly in their L1, they can apply that knowledge 

when learning vocabulary and concepts in another language. 

Importantly, teachers should not assume transfer applies to all reading skills, or that it can happen automatically. Rather, 

teachers need to explicitly teach children what skills transfer and need to support them in this process.51 To do so, 

teachers need to be supported by a curriculum and materials that indicate what, when and how to teach interlinguistic 

transfer. 

Figure 3. Common Underlying Proficiency (CUP) for language acquisition52 

 

 
48 Bialystok, 2006; Geva, 2006. 

49 Aydin Yücesan Durgunoėlu, William E. Nagy, and Barbara J. Hancin-Bhatt, șCross language transfer of phonological awareness,Ț Journal of 

Educational Psychology 85 (1993): 453-465; Ellen Bialystok, Gigi Luk, and Ernest Kwan, șBilingualism, Biliteracy, and Learning to Read: Interactions 

Among Languages and Writing Systems,Ț Scientific Studies of Reading 9, no. 1 (2005): 43-61; Esther Geva and Zohreh Yaghoub, șEfficiency in 

Native English Speaking and English-as-a-Second-Language Children: The Role of Oral Proficiency and Underlying Cognitive-Linguistic Processes,Ț 

Scientific Studies of Reading 10, no. 1 (2006): 31-57; Ayxa Calero-Breckheimer, and Ernest Timothy Goetz, șReading Strategies of Biliterate 

Children for English and Spanish Texts,Ț Reading Psychology 14, no. 3 (1993):177-204.  

50 Cheryl A. Cisero and James M. Royer, șThe Development and Cross-Language Transfer of Phonological Awareness,Ț Contemporary Educational 

Psychology 20, no. 3 (2005): 275ȓ303; Aydin Yücesan Durgunoėlu, William E. Nagy, and Barbara J. Hancin-Bhatt, 1993; Jill Leafstedt and Michael 

M. Gerber, șCrossover of Phonological Processing Skills: A Study of Spanish-Speaking Students in Two Instructional Settings,Ț Remedial and 

Special Education 26, no. 4 (August 2005): 226-235; Johannes C. Ziegler and Usha Goswami, șReading Acquisition, Developmental Dyslexia, and 

Skilled Reading Across Languages: A Psycholinguistic Grain Size Theory,Ț Psychological Bulletin 131, no. 1 (February 2005): 3-29.  

51 Claude Goldenberg, 2008. 

52 Florida State University and Creative Associates, Intl. (2018). Introduction to Teaching Early Grade Reading in P1-P3 (Student Teacher 

Resource Book). Abuja, Nigeria: National Commission for Colleges of Education.  
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2.5 What we know about effective approaches to language of 

instruction  

Not surprisingly, efforts to improve early grade reading instruction frequently become enmeshed in larger discussions 

about language of instruction across the curriculum. Given the link between language, literacy and learning outcomes, 

efforts to improve reading instruction provide an 

opportunity to discuss with education 

stakeholders whether the current approach to 

language use in education is evidence-based and 

whether it is effective in supporting childrenȗs 

literacy acquisition and learning of academic 

content. To inform this dialogue, this section 

presents research and recommendations on language of instruction issues that primary grade reading programs 

typically encounter. 

While an understanding of the approach to instruction, or way in which curricular content is taught, is more 

important than identifying a șspecificȚ language of instruction șmodel,Ț terms commonly used to describe different 

approaches to language use for instruction are summarized in Figure 4.  

Language of instruction policy and practice should be rooted in evidence and tailored to context. Research has long 

found that the use of childrenȗs first/home languages is the most effective approach to teaching children to read and 

to learn. In contexts where childrenȗs L1 is not used for reading instruction, those supporting reading improvement 

can share research about the benefits of an L1-based approach to reading instruction. In  

places where many languages are used, a contextual analysis that includes language mapping (discussed in detail in 

Section 3.1) is highly recommended. Pilot studies and rigorous monitoring and evaluating can further inform a 

discussion about what languages should be used for instruction.  

Using the same language(s) of instruction for teaching reading and subject content supports both literacy and learning. 

While time during the school day needs to be dedicated to explicitly teaching children reading and writing skillsȔ

preferably 90-120 minutes53Ȕchildren need opportunities to practice the skills they are learning. This process is 

supported when children learn subject content in the same language they are learning to read. For example, alignment of 

the language used for reading instruction and for curricular teaching subject content provides children with an 

opportunity to build vocabulary and background knowledge, two important literacy skills. (Children can also benefit 

from reading informational text provided during their reading/language arts class.) Finally, providing children with an 

opportunity to learn academic content in their L1 can also help build support for reading instruction in childrenȗs 

home languages, as teachers, parents and other education stakeholders may see its value in facilitating childrenȗs 

learning across the curriculum. 

Children need sufficient time, quality instruction and materials in an additional language to effectively learn in it. As 

mentioned earlier, the amount of time learners need to gain sufficient proficiency in an Lx to learn it will vary 

 
53 Florida Center for Reading Research (FCRR) Curriculum Review Team, 2009; and Timothy Shanahan, 2013, October 20. 

Key term: Language of instruction 

Language of instruction, or LOI, refers to the language used for 

teaching the curriculum in an educational setting. This term is 

often used intrchangeably with medium of instruction (MOI).  






















































































































































































































































































































