Mother Language Day 2021: Improving data
on mother-tongue languages for better
learning outcomes

https://edtechhub.org/2021/02/20/mother-language-day-2021-improving-data-o
Nn-mother-tongue-languages-for-better-learning-outcomes/

To celebrate International Mother Language Day 2021, EdTech Hub's Bjérn
Haller spoke with Alice Castillejo and Mia Marzotto of Translators without
Borders. They talked about the importance of mother tongue-based education
and the need to support speakers of marginalised languages. Do children who
speak certain languages drop out early? What languages need to be supported
in teaching and learning materials, as well as digital learning platforms? This
blog post captures their conversation.

“How do we know that speakers of marginalised
languages are left behind?”

Alice: Research around the world shows that educational outcomes are worse
for students studying in a second language. The use of an unfamiliar language
is linked to high dropout rates and low academic achievement.

We also know that 40% of children worldwide are not educated in a language
they speak at home. Crucially—if you want to know which learners are left
behind, you need to measure it. If you collect language data, you can see which
language groups are left behind and adapt your education programming
accordingly.

Mia: It's not only the language of instruction that's a problem. Many people
aren’t reached at all due to other types of language barriers. Children or their
parents might not know when to enrol, how to use the school web platform, or
how to play the audiobooks. If you can't use the web, you will have a limited
ability to find and access information. Can you imagine school projects without
access to at least a book in your own language?

There's massive information asymmetry if you look at online content by
language. On Wikipedia, for example, English is the largest edition in terms of
users, followed by German and then French. On the other side of the spectrum,
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there is an almost complete absence of content in many African and Asian
languages.
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And due to low levels of existing digital content, some widely spoken languages
have limited language technology support, including machine translation and
search functions.

This diagram shows that one can easily find publicly
available parallel datasets to develop machine
translation tools between English and French. But it is
much harder to develop the same tools between
English and Hausa, a language spoken by 63 million
people globally. So speakers of Hausa and other
marginalized languages find themselves on the wrong
side of the digital divide - unable to access the
information they need, when they need it.
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“How do we address this? What are the steps?”

Mia: Let's first figure out what languages are spoken in the targeted
communities. Then we can understand if education materials and services are
taken up and used by speakers from all the language groups. As a first step, we
need to capture accurate data about which languages are spoken. You can do
this by asking, “What are the main languages you speak at home?" in education
assessments and other surveys. It might surprise you to learn that there is no
freely accessible dataset to find out which languages are spoken where.
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Alice: So, we need to put aside our assumptions about what languages people
speak and understand. For example, Portuguese is only one of many languages
spoken in Mozambique. To really understand the diversity of languages, we
need to collect, share, and visualise the real picture. Translators Without Borders
is trying to help do this through our [anguage data initiative.
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We can then apply this information: what languages need to be supported in a
learning platform? Who drops out early and when? And we can then develop
multilingual educational tools for learners and teachers, based on improved
data about relevant languages. We can also track educational outcomes by
primary language, to ensure no learner is left behind.

“This is very interesting. But which organisations can
actually do this, and how much will it cost?”

Alice: Well, that depends on who you are. If you are within the government, you
can ask for language to be included in censuses and build language into
systematic data collection. You can ask children who register for education,
“What is the primary language you speak at home?" and disaggregate data
using language going forward.

What does this cost? Well, the time it takes to ask one more question and pull
out the additional graphs. It's hard to quantify, but built within existing systems;
it's a cheap, low-hanging fruit.

Mia: If you work for a humanitarian organisation, you can add 4 simple
guestions to your routine questionnaires. It costs no more than the assessment
would have done anyway and provides a wealth of data for all sectors. And you
should take language into account during your data collection. Across the
board, we're learning that language-aware humanitarian action of this kind is
an effective and cost-effective way to improve accountability, reach, and
impact.

To fill the gap in humanitarian data on language,
add 4 simple questions to needs assessments:

e What is the main language you
speak at home?

e Which language do you prefer to
receive written information in?

e Which language do you prefer to
receive verbal information in?

e How do you prefer to receive
information (in-person, radio, TV, poster,
leaflet, phone call, SMS, etc.)?
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The added effort around the extra analysis is a few hours of someone’s time. Yet,
this can go a long way in filling a critical data gap for more effective
programming.

“Okay, once we've collected the data, how can we turn it
into action?”

Alice: We can use language data to take action on three levels: children,
teachers, and systems. Let’s start with children. Using language data, you will be
able to tell which language groups didn't register for school, dropped out early,
or consistently underperform. You can then adjust your communication and
programming to meet their needs, leaving no one behind.

Mia: We can also take action to support teachers. Recent research in
Bangladesh and Nigeria shows that teachers often don't speak the language of
instruction well. When teachers aren't confident in the language of instruction,
they can’t get access to guidance to help them teach. And of course, such
materials include critical guidance on child-friendly classrooms or Covid-19
school reopening plans.

Teacher training workshops can be challenging because they use technical
language that's hard to understand. This means teachers can face challenges
with teaching and have no available resources to help them overcome these
challenges.

Translators Without Borders’s ongoing
research in collaboration with the Global
Education Cluster and Save the Children shows
teachers ask for materials:

By email and print
In searchable formats
Shorter and in plain language

In pictorial and audio-visual
formats

Alice: With language data, we can also take action on a system level. If over 40%
of children are educated in a language they don't speak at home, we need to
know how this affects their education. Much as we did for gender, unless we
collect data on language inequality, we cannot begin to address this. Collective
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gathering and sharing of language data can allow us to understand how to
increase learning outcomes for speakers of marginalised languages.

“Beyond education, fairer access, and closing digital
divides, what else can we do? Give us an idea.”

Alice: Many of us who speak major languages (like English) find it easier and
easier to navigate the world. We have readily available machine translation apps
conveniently located on our phones or laptops when we need them. This
enables us to find and triangulate information, and carry out research. No-one
invests in marginalised languages, and here is a demonstration of the
difference. Take this source sentence and see what happens when you use
machine translation, and what that does for life-saving information for millions
of people.

Source sentence

Your life jacket is under your seat. Place it over your head and tie the straps
around you. Inflate your life jacket after leaving the aircraft.

Language and Machine translation
population
Hausa, 44 million Air pollution is under your control. Put it on top of

your head and tie it to your body. You can only
ventilate the air when you leave the boat.

Burmese, 32 million Your life jackets are under your seat. This is putting
your head to form on your own. Cotton. After
leaving the plane on your life jackets in the air
breathed.

Turkish, 75.7 million Your life jacket is under your seat. Pass it over your
head and tie it around the body. Only swallow the
life vest after leaving the plane.

Mia: We urgently need to invest more in language technology solutions for
marginalised languages. Natural-language-processing applications such as
chatbots can support multilingual, interactive education for those learning
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remotely. Machine translation and automatic speech recognition in local
languages is a service that can be deployed rapidly in crisis situations. It enables
people to access the information they need—both online and offline.

Thank you, Alice and Mia, for these insights. You can get
in touch with Alice Castillejo if you have a use case for
innovative language technology or other language
support needs and you would like to collaborate with
Translators Without Borders. You can also get in touch
with EdTech Hub if you have any further questions or
ideas.
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Summary

To celebrate International Mother Language Day 2021, Bjorn spoke with Alice
Castillejo and Mia Marzotto at Translators without Borders. We talked about the
importance of mother tongue-based education and the need to support
speakers of marginalised languages.

Research around the world shows that educational outcomes are worse for
students studying in a second language. The use of an unfamiliar language is
linked to high dropout rates and low academic achievement. We also know
that 40% of children worldwide are not educated in a language they speak at
home.

We need to put aside our assumptions about what languages people speak and
understand. For example, Portuguese is only one of many languages spoken in
Mozambique. To really understand the richness of different languages, we need
to collect, share, and visualise the real picture. Having done that, we can then
apply this information. Do children who speak a particular language drop out
early? We can then develop multilingual educational tools for learners and
teachers based on improved data about relevant languages. We can also track
educational outcomes by primary language, to ensure no learner is left behind.

We can use language data to take action on three levels: children, teachers, and
systems. With children, we can identify which language groups didn't register
for school, dropped out early, or consistently underperform. We can then adjust
our communication and programming to meet their needs, leaving no one
behind. We can also take action to support teachers.

With language data, we can also take action on a system level. If over 40% of
children are educated in a language they don't speak at home, we need to
know how this affects their education. Much as we did for gender, if we don't
gather the data on inequality, we cannot begin to address it. Collective
gathering and sharing of language data can allow us to understand how to
increase learning outcomes for speakers of marginalised languages and
provide the support they need and deserve.
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Resumo deste artigo do blog en portugués

De forma a se comemorar o Dia Internacional da Lingua Materna neste ano de
2021, Bjorn conduziu uma conversou com Alice Castillejo e Mia Marzotto na
Translators without Borders. Falamos sobre a importancia da educacao na
lingua materna e a necessidade de apoiar os falantes nativos de linguas
marginalizadas.

Segundo pesquisas feitas ao redor do mundo indicam que os resultados
académicos sao nefastos para alunos que estudam em um segundo idioma. O
uso de uma lingua desconhecida esta associado a altas taxas de evasao e baixo
desempenho académico. E sabido igualmente que 40% das criancas no mundo
nao sao educadas na lingua que falam em casa ou seja maternal.

Precisamos deixar de lado nossas hipdteses sobre as linguas que as pessoas
interagem e compreendem. Por exemplo, a lingua portuguesa € apenas uma
das muitas linguas faladas em Mocambique. Para realmente compreender a
riqueza das diferentes linguagens, precisamos coletar, compartilhar e visualizar
a imagem real. Feito isso, podemos aplicar essas informacdes. Sera que é
tendencioso que as criangas falem uma determinada lingua e de seguida
esquecé-la? Desta modo, seria possivel desenvolver ferramentas educacionais
poliglota para alunos e professores com base em dados aprimorados em
idiomas relevantes. A outra hipodtese seria de acompahar os resultados
curriculares dos alunos na sua lingua maternal de forma a garantir a inclusao de
todos e o avanco de todos os alunos.

Podemos usar dados de linguagem para actuar em trés niveis: criangas,
professores e sistemas. Com as criancas, podemos identificar grupos
linguisticos que nao se matricularam na escola, que desistiram
prematuramente ou que tiveram um desempenho consistentemente baixo.
Podemos entdo ajustar nossa comunicagao e programacao para atender as
necessidades deles, sem deixar ninguém para tras. Também podemos tomar
medidas para apoiar os professores.

Com os dados linguisticos, também podemos actuar no nivel do sistema. Se
mais de 40% das criancas estao sendo educadas em um idioma que nao falam
em casa, precisamos saber como isso afecta sua educacao. Assim como fizemos
com O género, se nao coletarmos os dados sobre as desigualdades, nao
podemos comecar a consertar. Coletar e compartilhar dados sobre linguas
coletivamente pode nos ajudar a entender como melhorar os resultados de
aprendizagem de falantes e nativos de linguas marginalizadas. Precisamos de
Ihes dar o apoio de que necessitam e merecem.
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Résumé de cet article de blog en francais

Pour célébrer la Journée internationale de la langue maternelle 2021, Bjorn s'est
entretenu avec Alice Castillejo et Mia Marzotto a Translators without Borders.
Nous avons parlé de I'importance de I'éducation fondée sur la langue
maternelle et de la nécessité de soutenir ceux qui défendent les langues
minoritaires.

Des recherches menées dans le monde entier montrent que les résultats
scolaires sont, tristement,moins favorables pour les étudiants qui étudient dans
une deuxieme langue. L'utilisation d'une langue étrangére comme langue
d'enseignement principale est fortement liée aux taux d'abandon élevés et a de
faibles résultats scolaires. Nous savons également que 40% des enfants dans le
monde ne sont pas éduqués dans une langue qu'ils parlent a la maison.

Nous devons mettre de cbté nos hypotheses sur les langues que les gens
parlent et comprennent. Par exemple, le portugais n'est qu'une des
nombreuses langues parlées au Mozambique. Pour vraiment comprendre la
richesse des différentes langues, nous devons collecter, partager et visualiser
I'image réelle. Cela fait, nous pouvons ensuite appliquer ces informations pour
influencer la recherche, la politie et la pratique. Les enfants qui parlent une
langue maternelle abandonnent-ils plus t6t? Nous pouvons ensuite développer
des outils pédagogiques multilingues pour les apprenants et les enseignants.
Cela sera basé sur des données améliorées sur les langues pertinentes. Nous
pouvons également suivre les résultats scolaires par langue principale, pour
NOUS assurer qu'aucun apprenant n'est laissé pour compte.

Nous pouvons utiliser les données linguistiques pour agir a trois niveaux: les
enfants, les enseignants et les systemes. Avec les enfants, nous pouvons
identifier les groupes linguistiques qui ne sont pas inscrits a I'école, qui ont
abandonné prématurément ou qui ont constamment sous-performé. Nous
pouvons alors ajuster notre communication et notre programmation pour
répondre a leurs besoins, sans laisser personne de cété. Nous pouvons
également agir pour soutenir les enseignants. Les enseignants ne maitrisent
pas souvent la langue d'enseignement, qui n'est pas, parfois, leur langue
maternelle.

Avec les données linguistiques, nous pouvons également agir au niveau du
systeme. Si plus de 40% des enfants sont éduqués dans une langue gu'ils ne
parlent pas a la maison, nous devons savoir comment cela affecte leur
éducation. Tout comme nous l'avons fait pour le genre, si nous ne collectons
pas les données sur les inégalités, nous ne pouvons pas commencer ay
remédier. La collecte et le partage collectifs de données linguistiques peuvent
nous permettre de comprendre comment améliorer les résultats
d'apprentissage des locuteurs de langues marginalisées.
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Resumen de esta entrada de blog en castellano

Para celebrar el “Dia Internacional de la Lengua Materna”, Bjérn hablé con Alice
Castillejo y Mia Marzotto de ‘Traductores sin Fronteras'. Hablamos sobre |a
importancia de la educacion basada en la lengua materna y la necesidad de
apoyar a los hablantes de lenguas marginadas. We talked about the
importance of mother tongue-based education and the need to support
speakers of marginalised languages.

Investigaciones realizadas alrededor del mundo muestran que los resultados
educativos son peores para los estudiantes que estudian en una segunda
lengua. El uso de una lengua poco conocida esta relacionado con altos indices
de desercion escolar y bajo rendimiento académico. También sabemos que el
40% de los ninos de todo el mundo no reciben educacion en la lengua que
hablan en casa.

Necesitamos dejar de lado nuestras suposiciones sobre qué idiomas hablay
entiende la gente. Por ejemplo, el portugués es solo uno de los muchos idiomas
gue se hablan en Mozambique. Para comprender realmente la riqueza de las
diferentes lenguas, debemos recopilar, compartir y visualizar la situacion real.
Una vez hecho esto, podemos aplicar esta informacion. ¢ Los ninos que hablan
una determinada lengua abandonan pronto la escuela? Con ello podremos
desarrollar herramientas educativas multilingues para alumnos y profesores
basadas en datos mejorados sobre las lenguas relevantes. También podemos
hacer un seguimiento de los resultados educativos por lengua principal, para
garantizar que ningun alumno se quede atras. Podemos utilizar datos de las
diferentes lenguas para actuar en tres niveles: ninos, profesores y sistemas. Con
los ninos, podemos identificar cuales fueron los grupos de lenguas que no se
matricularon en la escuela, la abandonaron temprano o tuvieron un bajo
rendimiento académico constante. Es asi que podemos adaptar nuestra
comunicacion y diseflo de programas educativos para satisfacer sus
necesidades, sin dejar a nadie atras. También podemos tomar medidas para
apoyar a los maestros. Con datos de las diferentes lenguas, también podemos
actuar a nivel del sistema. Si mas del 40% de los nifos son educados en una
lengua que no hablan en casa, tenemos que saber coémo afecta esto a su
educacion. Al igual que en el caso del género, si no recopilamos los datos sobre
la desigualdad, no podemos empezar a abordarla. La recopilacion y el
intercambio colectivo de los datos de lenguas habladas, pueden permitirnos
comprender cOmo mejorar |los resultados de aprendizaje de los hablantes de
lenguas marginadas.
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Summary of this blogpost in Kinyarwanda

Mu kwizihiza umunsi mpuzamahanga w' ururimi kavukire wa 2021, Bjorn
yaganiriye na Alice Castillejo ndetse na Mia Marzotto bo muri Translators
without Borders. Twaganiriye ku kamaro k' imyigishirize y' ururimi kavukire
ndetse nimpamvu bikenewe gufasha abavuga indimi zahejejwe inyuma.

Ubushakashatsi bwakozwe ahantu hatandukanye kw isi bugaragaza ko
umusaruro mu burezi utaba mwiza iyo abanyeshuri bize mu rurimi rw/’
amahanga. Ikoreshwa ry' indimi zitamenyerewe ihuzwa n’ ubwinshi mu mibare
ya abareka ishuri ndetse n'umusaruro mucye mu mw'ishuri. Tuzi kandi ko 40%
y'abanyeshuri kwisi batiga mu rurimi bavuga mu rugo.

Dukeneye gushyira kuruhande ibitekerezo bidakwiye ku ndimi abantu bavuga
kandi banumva. Urugero, Igi Portugal ni rumwe mu ndimi nyinshi zivugwa muri
Mozambique. Kugira ngo twumve neza ubukungu bw' indimi zitandukanye,
dukeneye gufata, gusangira ndetse tukareba ishusho nini nyayo. Dukoze ibyo,
twakoresha ubu bumenyi. Ese abana bavuga ururimi runaka bareka ishuri kare?
Twakubaka ibikoresho mu mashuri by'indimi nyinshi kugira ngo abanyeshuri
Nna abarimu bazamure ubwo bumenyi ku ndimi zifite akamaro. Twakurikirana
kandi umusaruro mu myigishirize tugendeye ku rurimi rw'ibanze kugira ngo
hatangira umunyeshuri usigara inyuma.

Twakoresha amakuru ku rurimi mu gufata ibyemezo munzego eshatu: abana,
abarimu na sisitemu. Mu bana, twamenya amatsinda y' indimi atariyandikishije
mu mashuri, abaretse ishuri kare, n abakomeza kudatsinda. Tumenye ibyo
twahindura uburyo uburyo dukoresha na porogaramu kugira duhuze n'ibyo
banekeye, nti hagire usigara inyuma. Twanafata ingamba zifasha abarimu.
Abarimu nabo kenshi ntago aba bavuga ururimi rw'imigishirize.

Dufite amakuru ku ndimi, twanafata ibyemezo ku rwego rwo hejuru. Niba
hejuru ya 40% y'abana biga mu rurimi batavuga mu rugo, tugomba kumenya
ingaruka bigira ku burezi. Nkuko twabikoze mu buringanire, Tudukusanyije
amakuru ku busumbane, ntago twacyemura iki kibazo. Ikusanya rusange no
gusangira amakuru ku rurimi byafasha kumenya uko twakongera umusaruro
WU uruvuga mu burezi mu ndimi zahejejwe inyuma.
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