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Letter
from theEditor

PPS ANHDE. avndnt

Mesfin Derash

t is my privilege to introduce the second edition of
Language Matters. The aim of our journal is to pro-

mote the development of local languages. In these
pages, you will read about an unlikely heroine of early
language development in Ethiopia, some responses to the
first Culture and Language Symposium in the Bench-Maji
Zone, a thoughtful exposition about language endangerment,
and much more. You will be inspired, informed, and
hopefully challenged about the issues raised here.

Dr. Ekkehard Wolff, Professor of Linguistics and African
Studies, from the University of Leipzig, stated:

Language is not everything in education,
but without language, everything is nothing.

Wolff emphasizes the significance of language for promot-
ing education. Since language is a vital component of educa-
tion, it should be a language that both learner and teacher
easily understand. Ideally, at the primary level, this should be
the children’s mother-tongue, (MT) which in the first years of
schooling is a springboard for all other learning. Thankfully,
the Ethiopian constitution and the education policy, have
acknowledged the pedagogical advantages of MT education.

Children learning in their MT are now actively participating in
school; dropout and repetition rates seem to have decreased
tremendously. We have been monitoring schools in two pilot
projects that are using a MT-based multilingual educational
approach. In these schools, the students’ level of achievement
has grown significantly. We celebrate their accomplishments
and recognize the endeavor of the federal, regional and zonal
education offices, the public at large, and the teachers and
students alike. Along with all of them, we are committed to
the betterment of education in this country. Increasingly,
many are recognizing that language really does matter.

Clearly, the work in language development needs a collab-
orative effort. To that end, SIL Ethiopia has initiated the
Ethiopian Multilingual Education (MLE) Network which is
comprised of 14 NGOs as well as governmental organi-
zations including universities, the Ministry of Education
and the Ministry of Culture and Tourism. Many other
organizations are also showing an interest. At a meeting in
June 2013, the network participants elected a seven-member
steering committee and agreed on the following vision
statement: To contribute towards the achievement of linguis-
tically and culturally appropriate
multilingual education in Ethiopia.
We will bring you more news about
the achievements of the MLE
Network in the next issue.

Mesfin Derash

Multilingual Education (MLE)
Coordinator, SIL Ethiopia
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Global Reach

with

Grassroots Engagement
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Douglas Blacksten

n this age of globalization, it is amazing to
realize there are still almost 7,000 languages in

use worldwide. In Ethiopia, the 80+ thriving
language communities imply immense cultural
richness. Today people are discovering that by using
their own language, their mother-tongue, in new
arenas, they can achieve more comprehensive
solutions to the challenges they face. However, this
diversity also presents many challenges. With a global
reach and grassroots engagement, SIL and its partners
are working to understand and address the needs of
local language communities, through language
development, education programs, and other
initiatives, working alongside communities as they
pursue their goals.

In 2013, SIL Ethiopia will celebrate the twentieth
anniversary of our registration as an NGO in this
country, and forty years of having personnel here in
some capacity. It has been our privilege to be
involved in language survey and linguistic analysis of
many Ethiopian languages. These days we are
focusing increasingly on training, and are working to
pass on specialist skills in linguistics, literacy,
multilingual education and translation principles. We
are delighted to participate in many language
development activities in this country: in the Bench-
Maji Zone, the Beneshangul Gumuz Region and
others. In all of these pursuits, it is our goal to build
sustainable, local capacity and to foster local
ownership from the outset.

What difference will language
development make?

Thousands of students in the country are now
participating in “mother-tongue as subject” classes
there are also pilot classes in many schools where the
mother-tongue is the language of instruction for all
subjects. Teaching in a child’s first language not only
increases his/her chances of staying in school, but also
succeeding in school. Such programs establish a
strong foundation and love of learning that will last a
lifetime. On this foundation, students then gradually
build competence in a national or international
language. These are the generations of children who
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will confidently lead the country into a successful
future. Seeing a language develop and find a
significant place within a national and global context
is immeasureably rewarding.

SIL Ethiopia is here to serve the peoples of Ethiopia
by helping them build their own capacity to develop
the use of their languages. It is our desire to see this
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generation, and all those who will follow, get the
most from effective language development and mother-
tongue-based multilingual education activities.

SIL Ethiopia

Douglas Blacksten
Country Director
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Three PhDs Awarded

A Grammar Of Northern
Mao (Mawés Aas’é)

Dr. Michael Ahland recently
completed a comprehensive analysis of
the sound and grammatical systems of
the Northern Mao language, and this
dissertation is the first ever large-scale
documentation and description on this
particular language. The Northern Mao
live in and near Bambassi town and the
Diddessa valley in western Ethiopia.
Their unique language features a tonal
system with more than ten distinct
tonal melodies for nouns.

Dr. Ahland has also compiled a 4,000+
word dictionary database in Mao,
Ambharic and English, and the
compilation and translation of many
stories, from Mao into Amharic and

K2

: e
Drs. Colleen and Michael Ahland and
their son Carrick
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English. This research involved
partnership between SIL Ethiopia, the
University of Oregon and Addis Ababa
University, and was funded in part by the
National Science Foundation in the USA.

The dissertation can be found online:
http://www.academia.edu/1776789/A_Gra
mmar_of Northern Mao Mawes Aase

A Grammar of Northern and

Southern Gumuz

Dr. Colleen Ahland has also recently
completed her PhD dissertation, a
phonological and grammatical analysis
of two main languages of the Nilo-
Saharan dialect cluster spoken in the
river valleys of northwestern Ethiopia
and the southeastern part of the
Republic of the Sudan. The study
brings to light the uniqueness of these
two languages; they are the only ones
on the African continent to have devel-
oped a system of verbal classifiers,
which provide specific information
about the object of the verb.

The completed analysis will aid in lang-
uage development projects. The local
government and local leaders have
expressed interest in developing a new
writing system as well as elementary
school primers for both languages.

The dissertation can be found online:
https://scholarsbank.uoregon.edu/.../
Ahland oregon 01714 10546.pdf

The Abduction of Dinah:
Reading Genesis 28:10 —
35:15 as a Votive Narrative

Dr. Daniel Hankore, a translation
consultant for SIL Ethiopia, recently
had his PhD dissertation published. It
has been called “a fresh and original
contribution to the interpretation of
Genesis.” Dr. Daniel Hankore argues
that the story of Jacob has been misun-
derstood and mistranslated for two
thousand years. He seeks to shed new
light on it from Ethiopia’s Hadiyya
culture, revealing it to be a votive narrat-
ive. He shows that a correct understand-
ing of the Hebrew concept 171 (vow) in
the context of the ancient Israelites’
social institution, is fundamental for
the reading and translating of this text.

The dissertation can be purchased
online: https://wipfandstock.com

Dr. Daniel Hankore
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Do the Write Thing

Mother-tongue Education in Ethiopia
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Girma Alemayehu
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secondary, Kene-bet college and A6k PHASE FIUCT PtEavim- 11908 A.P7 Ahh 1941 &40
Mesehaft-bet university (Leule PTH°UCT NCoE PHmThe AT PHNG% AAINLT: P7INHT16 8
Seged Alemayehu, 1969). Basically,  ®7%@-9° eA7AANT 27 10C= 1960 A2°Th 0A3A 17 ACICT

the church education was aimed at ~ PAZ7LE LLF ¢7INT9148 £7E W15.07T TLCAA:

promoting the tenets of Orthodox

Christianity, but by the time a Nebab-bet students
student completed his study at TR b e
Nebab-bet he had also acquired
reading and writing skills. With
the introduction of Islam, Medressa
schools were then opened to give
access to education related to the
Muslim faith, while also working
toward the development of reading
and writing skills.

~ photo by Roger Kay

Modern education in the country
was introduced in 1908, but it
wasn’t until after 1941 that the
system was strengthened and
access to opportunities expanded.
The language of instruction for all
grade levels was originally English,
but in the mid-1960s, Amharic
became the medium of instruction
for the lower primary level.

After 1991, measures were taken
by the new government and a new

4 Language Matters
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Education and Training Policy
was formulated to deal with the
problems of education that charac-
terized the previous political
regimes. One area of concern of
the policy was the language of
instruction: primary education was
accordingly mandated to be
offered in nationality languages
i.e. the mother-tongue.

The introduction of the mother-
tongue as the medium of instruction
is consistent with the federal consti-
tution that recognizes the rights of
each nation, nationality and people
“to speak, to write and to develop
its own language, to express, to
develop and to promote its culture
and to preserve its history,” (Federal
Constitution Art.39/2) and is also
safeguarded by international
human rights instruments.

The introduction of

mother-tongue

Mother-tongue instruction means
using the learners’ first language —
their mother-tongue — as the
medium of instruction. It also
includes the teaching of the mother-
tongue as a subject. Research has
proven that learning in the mother-
tongue is beneficial to develop
competencies in the first language,
as well as to be successful in the
study of other subjects.

On the other hand, students who
learn in a language that is not their
own will confront many obstacles:
not only do they face the challenge
of learning a new language, but
also the difficulty of absorbing
new knowledge and concepts
expressed in that language. The
problem is much more serious
when the learner is a child.

Implementing mother-
tongue instruction at the

primary level

It is one thing to recognize the
importance of using the mother-
tongue both as a subject and
medium of instruction. But
implementing it successfully is
quite another. The implementation
presupposes several things:

Language Matters 5



e Students must be prepared for
learning in the mother-tongue

¢ Teachers must have the capacity
to teach in the mother-tongue

¢ The mother-tongue curricula
must be designed to promote
reading and writing skills

¢ Supplementary reading and writ-
ing materials must be accessible

Students must be prepared for
learning in the mother-tongue

In order to comfortably proceed
with their studies, students should
begin school with at least a basic
knowledge of the alphabet of the
language of instruction. This re-
quires some preparation prior to
joining their regular classes. During
the imperial era, children passed
through the priest/medressa schools
before joining their regular schools.
This equipped them with basic
reading, writing and arithmetic
skills. With the demise of the mon-
archy, as the attendance at priest
schools decreased, children started
coming to school with little or no
rudimentary skills. Kindergartens
(KGs) are currently expected to
fulfill this role of preparing stu-
dents for primary school. However,
KGs are mostly concentrated in
major cities, and are totally absent
in the rural areas where the majority
of students reside. It has become
increasingly common for students
in rural and some urban areas to
enter first grade without the
knowledge of the alphabet; thus
they are challenged in their early
reading and writing efforts.

Teachers must have the capacity
to teach in the mother-tongue
For teachers to play their role,

they must be trained both in
subject area knowledge as well

as in methodology of teaching.
When the concept of mother-
tongue instruction was introduced,
naturally it was those teachers who
spoke the vernacular language that
were assigned to teach it. However,
for many years, little was done to
ensure that teachers had the
required skills. This has negatively

6 Language Matters
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impacted their ability to teach the
mother-tongue as well as using it
as a medium of instruction. Fully
aware of the problem, the Ministry
of Education has now initiated
changes in the modality of the
teacher training system and the
curriculum, particularly in relation
to reading and the mother-tongue.

The mother-tongue curricula
must be designed to promote
reading and writing skills

The curriculum is one of the most
important ingredients in the
teaching/learning process. A good
curriculum will guide both teach-
ers and students. In order for
learning to be effective, the
curriculum must be developed in a
manner that enables students to
achieve its stated objectives.

Concurrent with the revision of
the national curriculum, and in
collaboration with experts from
the regions, the Curriculum
Development and Implementation
Directorate have developed the
mother-tongue curriculum, taking
note of the existing situation.
According to the revised curric-
ulum, students who begin first
grade without any preparation are
being lead through a gradual
process, whereby they are intro-
duced to the characters of the
alphabet and the semantic rules of
their language. The development
of these curricula is congruent
with the reality in the country.
Properly implemented, it will
enable students to easily progress
from one grade level to the next.

But this, as with any new
initiative, does not mean the new
curricula have no room for
improvement. It is appropriate to
revisit the curricula to make sure
that they are consistently
promoting the skills of reading,
writing and comprehension.

Supplementary reading and
writing materials must be
accessible

It is a platitude to say for learning
to be effective, students need more
to read than just their textbooks.

Language Matters 7



When students have only their
textbooks, the horizon of their
knowledge remains circumscribed
to the limit of the syllabus, with no
liberty to explore the wider world.
This is a major problem in the
Ethiopian education system, but
the problem is more serious at the
primary level. Mother-tongue is
not an exception in this regard.

Some remedies to
overcome the problems

The Ministry of Education, in
collaboration with USAID,
undertook a study called Early
Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA)
to measure reading, writing and
comprehension skills of students at
grade levels two and three. The
results were discouraging: the re-
gions covered under the study had
more than 30% of grade two and
20% of grade three students unable
to read and write after learning in
their mother-tongue for two or
three years. Following the presen-
tation of the findings, the EGRA
report created both a sense of
anger and an urgent commitment
to take action.

The Ministry solicited the support
of USAID, and it was duly
accepted. USAID have now
initiated a project called READ
(Reading for Ethiopia’s
Achievement Developed). The
project’s aim is firstly to review
the curricula of the mother-tongue
(grades 1-8) and determine
whether or not they promote
reading, writing and comprehen-
sion skills. READ also has a
component of capacity develop-

photo by Ammi Kallio
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ment for instructors of Teacher
Training Colleges. This will
enable the instructors to better
equip their students in mother-
tongue teaching methods. Other
components of the project include
development of supplementary
materials, and an outreach pro-
gram designed to nurture a reading
culture among local communities.
The project has already entered its
first phase of assessing the mother-
tongue curricula and adjusting
them to the required standard.

Stakeholders play a
pivotal role in the
promotion of mother-

tongue education.

The educational undertaking of a
country is not something to be left
only to the government or to a
particular ministry. In Ethiopia,
although there is no lack of politi-
cal commitment, undoubtedly the
lack of knowledge and expertise,
as well as the economic limitations,
are not to be overlooked. These
could be dealt with through the
involvement of other stakeholders
such as language associations,
who are endowed with knowledge
of the subject area and are well
familiar with the situation in the
country. Therefore, if multilingual
education is to progress in Ethiopia,
these associations have a pivotal
role in supporting the undertakings
of the government, which cannot
achieve its goals alone.

Conclusion

Ethiopia is a multi-cultural society
with more than 80 living languages.
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Former political regimes of the
country were intolerant of cultural
differences and inclined to
suppress them. However, we now
find ourselves in a day and age
when no one denies cultural
pluralism and the rights of citizens
to promote their language, religion
and other cultural traits.

The right to education is a human
rights issue that cannot be ignored,
particularly in the twenty first
century. Moreover, a child’s right
to education in his/her mother-
tongue, at least at the primary level,
is also a right no one should be
denied. In contemporary Ethiopia,
this right is well recognized
constitutionally as well as in the
Education and Training Policy.

The educational use of the mother-
tongue has faced strong challenges;
these however, are not insurmount-
able. No doubt, the coordinated
efforts of relevant stakeholders
and the Ministry of Education will
create the synergy needed for the
realization of quality multilingual
education in Ethiopia.

Girma Alemayehu

Curriculum Development and
Implementation Directorate
Director

Federal Ministry of Education
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" Culture and aguage
Celebrated in Mizan Teferi

PAVAG 272G ANONNC N7LHT T4.6

Tefera Endalew

he first event of its kind in Mizan Teferi, the 907k avPavs ¢ P POVAS P27

Culture and Language Symposium held in ﬂ A.9°7HL9° TC 2005 %4.9°. N"IH7 +4L.é

January 2013, was a huge success. Ministers +N2L: LU~ OAT “LinTCT: henN
and dignitaries from across the Bench-Maji zone came  HAAG hade-0F HETF he&+E ¢7¢- 7ALPT

together to celebrate the achievements in language NANT ATNNCS P27 AP PMe AT1€ L

development, and to make plans for its sustainability. P99 PNTA APL ArTLE FANNND- INCE

His Excellency Ato Amin Abdulkadir, Minister of e1N0% At A7 ANSAPEC POUAS HEN°

Culture and Tourism, was the honored guest who opened oy 5 -k poa-k PIC AF8 POGNT PANG-LF +7%-

the ceremony. After the day’s events, he praised the ACST AL T9°9C PLLT AT MNPk oo ld

accomplishments of those working in the zone: ALT (M NATNEORT NE-PT AATIPA: NOC
Today’s symposium was a very productive and 0 4 PP PADT PTINLIF TG AECID G

successful one. We were able to observe the level of
development that has been reached by the six lang-
uages in the Bench-Maji Zone. Many of these

languages are already AW (108
bel'ng used' as {ang uages His Excellency Ato Amin Abdulkadir, Minister of Culture and hQYAFD- K792 hP?P
of instruction in selected Tourism is greeted warmly upon his arrival at the Symposium A2 hoch A9 P

pilot schools, and others
are in the preparation AZ40 (MThha PP7HIT
2871 10 PAD-x

stage, this is very p) v.e1 hi
NIy (1Y LY

encouraging. The
regional government and neNt P1onrt 777

«PHe POLFT T8 H? PAVAS PL?® (1,9°7 1. Poo-
NN9° @377 10 = PO LFNA= 15 ALY
IHr P7977 6 M

the zonal administration
should be able to take
care of these languages
that have gained oppor-
tunities through the con-
stitution. I have seen a
lot of good work done in

August 2013 1A 2005

NeAFw- 3% Pory;
ALA P17 STFm:
p1Pet €990 Peav
HLEF NPT APt
Pt 181 o fam-
AT WLy A29C LUF7
am v7 o390 P
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these languages; I appreciated their work as I was

viewing all the materials on display at the exhibition
hall. It is more than my expectation. Although this is
the first time to organize such a sym-
posium, it has been very fascinating.

1 have also been pleased to see all the
language groups understand the benefits

Discussing and

Po1s 1707 P3P NooZhahAdl (110L PhAN-
I PHR TN BEL RAFPCHUI° €19 hd, LA
QUAT #=CHI° hhN AL WA IC NP8} 1051
NPT m3e NPT heFam-:
NFTEHIETNII® PAR PCOPA =
ALY LY 77C hmlih-1- 116 -
Pangamsf (1,I9°7HPI° (LUPFI°

of local language development. The worklng ANTF 7404 AT hPcdll AT
presence and participation of the col laboratively is the VA0 £79° PIAm NN 4T o-
regional and zonal high officials is also ) Gt RI%: WA Jch NToP
important. There was a coming together best way Of dOlTlg A.PLCT PIlLD PLFT (1797

of policymakers and non-governmental things and will brmg PoLLIP v

partners. Discussing and working
collaboratively is, of course, the best
way of doing things and will bring much
success. Moreover, approaching the
political leadership and cooperating
with them in such endeavors of development will
facilitate the work, and they will also be there to
provide the necessary directives. The task of
language development is a tedious one, but if many of
us, including political leaders and research centers,
are cooperative towards its success, and if the native
speakers understand its benefit, it will be the most
advantageous situation for the upcoming generation.

Outcomes of the Symposium

We are very happy about the achievments made at the
symposium; it was the culmination of two years’
worth of effort. It was decided from the beginning that
the focus should be on two primary areas: the sustain-
ability of the language development work, and teacher
training.

For the last four years, the Zonal Education Bureau
and SIL Ethiopia have been training in-service
(summer) teachers. While this is a good start, it is not
enough just to train a few people; it is not sustainable.
So the need for a full-time teacher training college was
discussed. The implementation of this idea needed
permission from the region, and support from the
Ministry of Education. As part of the symposium
program, Ato Tizazu Atimo, the student dean at the
Mizan Tepi University, gave a presentation on this
topic. During the panel
discussion that followed, Ato
Chenequ Kontar, the Zone
President, brought attention to
the issue of sustainability of
the language development
program. The Region President
Ato Shiferew Shigute gave his
word that, starting from June 1
of this year, there will be a
Mother-tongue Department at
the Bonga Teacher Training
College for the four languages
that are ready, namely Bench,

10 Language Matters

much success.

Ato Alemayehu Aybera, Vice Head of Culture and
Tourism for SNNPR, Ato Mesfin Derash, MLE
Coordinator, SIL Ethiopia, and Ato Admasu Ango,
the region’s Head of Justice

NNHY He (LY L.9°7H.PI° AL
1V5E PHAA aP39049° U-(9°
Wz A7 v+ (L9°7H.Poo AL
1151 PA= LY TAP YIC 1wz
010e 700 Ao PTF (policy makers) LUF7
AZ28 7 hATIC Ahat oC 12087 10417 19707
tpPaoma P390t ZNMT NVEetE 720l
NIANTF LIPTFD- PNz PI2T P1I°UCT P79
AP8UP% P73 PLPFE ACNT] 1w 9% ALY
ALNT] PLFT PN LA hATFA MHN0L
P7N40 Aovs.g PPCA €95 177771 117
L PPeIs I°CI°C “Tohat €95 hFhant
AT POt NPTHEF PRIPD 4598 Y100
LU} LmPIPTA AN LPHT Ak NTDAL
PoLACFE PO 10 A= DN LFIA LY N
TAP N 10 QARY Az L0 N-TA L% 47777
(logistic) hAZN1-h A29C PA2.E P7 1H o0k
TAPL 17C 10 AR 10 PUINND-= AHY FmTiD-
NS 11 N179° BCFP75 Dm,F7 10 Alfe @TIC
AEAIND-z»

AP THLo™ 4.2.5

aL° THLao \HTFF LaT 0M9° LT T3
Ut Gt PPt O mAT SF@-: 16 BRIP4
G-t 89 T5¢F AL Fhdt W75.22C7 10C
etoNTID: R10-9° PLIRPTF AP 0e- PNLITT RS
Pavg°yL7 NAMS AL 1% ANt hét haodt
PHE TIPUCT aP9°Lf WG bl b® i ATCXE
AaPI°YL7 PNé- AL NAMS ML.Om $21TPA= LY
E9°C T4 S An +NLTE (hA@ aoAlr PET
YL 7T NF TNAME OE Z7SAINE 19°17A =

N@Pg® adYl+7 (hn e
L8 27Ut “10Am7
LOLAIA N7LA 700 AL
®-2,0F +LCANE Y H-CP
AN @ +@ALTS P17
+T QLACAL eTT1SPT 477
Ut A TOHH AT
AD-2e-k ooy PTLPT UG
APCO®- INC=E 1TFA
®-2,0:9° PH+ PG ANTS54%4
PhNg At mik h73C
272 ATVE TCE-9° PRI
tedt ANm@- 77L59.10
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Me’en, Sheko and Diizin. The syllabus will include
material on how to train teachers to teach in the
mother-tongue. The college had already been working
with one language, Kaffina, for the last ten years. We
at SIL have already started preparation and will be
conducting Training of Trainers (TOT) and helping
with curriculum development.

The second outcome of the symposium was a
document/proposal prepared jointly by the Bench-
Maji Zonal Administration, the Zonal Education
Office, and SIL Ethiopia. This document details how
language development should be planned, step by
step, in the future. Each language community can also
decide if/how they want to use their language: for

ANNNPA = LUTII® 17ImShC PhAKk Con

O +S8C NG AT Tdé® TTmI° PAS aogF
272 FICHT PNLTT ATVLI1T PaPIRLT AT
aoCy MG PNLFP 4L T 19990 ARV
OL7LPE 29.L019°4 av9°VeT7 “10A M7
LILFEANTT ACYT TI°UCT PCR NPAP LLE
ATLOATE 7124 Thdét AOMm@ 7729710
ANTTHOPA = QAN PULAM@F PaP9°LF7 AAMST
ATING4T9° LU= B7 Con htol Pavg®ue7 +9°Ct
B A7%NhET NAAR APMR9I® avdarm. AN
IR AP PF U2 WTLOLLTCIS 1AAD- INCH
AT A7L kO AL hA NAMANTT NAMT AT
NG T TIVCT HIST 26 191£:4 PHST
N7 BI°LGA =

Ambassador Mesfin Cherenet Speaks About the Symposium

my mother-tongue. The symposium program

today is very good. We have observed many
events concerning language, culture and history.
This program is just the beginning of what I hope to
see in working together with interested partners. We
can bring about positive changes concerning
language and culture in the region.

l am from the Bench-Maji area; in fact Bench is

You have observed that in the Bench-Maji Zone
there is a particularly high level of interest in
preserving mother-tongue language and culture. The
reason for that, I believe, is that in this area the
society and the peoples were forgotten for a long
time. Now that they have the opportunity to develop
their languages, they are very eager to do so. It is my
observation that if the government and the NGOs
work together with the zonal administration, people
will readily accept the idea [of reading and writing]
in their own languages.

Upon seeing all of these printed materials for
instruction in mother-tongue in the primary schools,
I would like to thank SIL Ethiopia for preparing
these books for the Bench-Maji peoples in each
language. It is a very good beginning and I think we
as a government should continue to develop these
kinds of educational resources.

Ambassador Mesfin Cherenet was delighted to see textbooks and
teachers’ guides the Bench language, his mother-tongue.

NAI°ANLC “104 9°/290.087 avé (.U
AU-7 (00T 9°nC 0L 07T 718, Y
POV 7T @48 PUNN Hohe (oo £IADAN:

ethN4 A9°AALC aP0&7 FCrt (07T 7918, POUAS
272 AP (L.I°7HLI° NIETS LetT 0P+ AP £
+AtE NEFD R9°AAL4E AA (LI° 7 HPoP 278V
LA

A2 WL 7TF Nl P1OACH AAPESP 75 LITF
PAG aPGTF PIPR 1z PHLD (1LI°7H.PI° (17]9°
P AG N7 10 (NPIP MWAS Fch 1l 77C
P70 TAP H2ET 1=

LY WIEF A L1 N1 PHIE 45 5728 b0 AL
hA AAPEL N AIC CCEFT IC 194 NATTTS
0L PNLA Aot Dmyd AFEL Sana) fav)hqf
187 ywz (ILY U279 hPmA 7 it F49¢ €77
A2CI°SNTUMNGT PHE VA0 HY 1€ 4m P77
A28 ACINT 15

7T 778 1} 23235 QWA 7? P7IA7T het5
1TrE ALt NP GCR 27€97)% “7p 7
FATFSA 2 ALY o107 Pisam- I°0707F QA+
DIV T U PUNHF WAST PIE 1LTm PHP
Ny k-3 PH170% 0LA 17971 NPmPbI® 1wz

iy P1rd 39015 AIC CCEFT 194 Ao
g\ 247 hemo: aeAon NPCA 1.1 oNr
NP9 PGS 793 hvn=77 A.CEAIC LTAA
ANt AI°5AV-=

He NINTU-T AT N7 @NP N0.CNT PASF 72575
LIPPT NAPCT LLE 4792 F b AL bA

A PR PIHIZE EhGLTF 17704 P07 €07
hetT 10z i) AL WA ATPELT (KLY A2 (-
NTPAP 99077 A4AI00-= LU TAP EI°C 1w
NToPrI® 45 PooF01 AnAt LU7 +74 hAC
AT7LCN N7oL0eA +amaae PFIvet TAFT7
ATTHIBT PLA “9LLT7 A3
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media, for different levels of government admin-
istration, for office use, and for use in schools.

At the symposium, this document was presented to a
group of about 100 specially selected individuals
representing all strata of society, from high officials to
the grassroots. The document received
their full endorsement. It is hoped that it
will be adopted into law by the Zonal
General Assembly and carried out in the
coming years. One of the key objectives
of the proposal is that Amharic and the
mother-tongue will be the medium of
communication for public use in the
respective language communities.

There was also a decision to create a
Department of Mother-tongue Education
at the Zonal Education Office. SIL
Ethiopia will allocate four highly trained
personnel for this endeavor, one from
each language group. These are experts who have been
trained for the last four years in curriculum development
and in all aspects of multilingual education (MLE) and
language development, as well as some linguistics.
Others will work at the teacher training college, the
zonal level and the woreda education office. Our train-
ing program has been designed from the beginning to
resemble links in a chain. Each trainee is responsible
to train another person to follow him/her. All our
systems have been designed for sustainability in this
way. In the second phase of the project, SIL Ethiopia
will focus on training people at a higher level, on
monitoring, on supervision, and on capacity building.

Although the symposium took a lot of energy to organ-
ize, the results are very encouraging. It was not de-
signed to be a one-time event that makes a big splash
and then disappears; it will now be an annual event in
Mizan. This will create regular opportunities to discuss
language and culture, where local people present their
research findings, and collectively plan a way forward.

Our mutual success has been possible because of good
communication and a real commitment to planning
together. We have a collaboration where all are
equals; no one partner overrides the others. At the end
we can say there is not a hand over or a take over. It is
very much a joint program. We are not worried that
the Bench-Maji language development project will
collapse, because we are all equally committed to its
success.

Tefera Endalew

Bench-Maji Project Coordinator
SIL Ethiopia
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The symposium was
not a one-time event
that makes a big
splash and then
disappears;
it will now be an
annual event.
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Enthusiastic primary students in selected pilot schools in the
Bench-Maji Zone have been learning in their mother-tongue for
the last three years.
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Students are eager to participate when learning in their mother-tongue.
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Peter and Carole Unseth

nslaved, then exiled in a
land far from home and
family — these would be

reasons enough for any young girl
to languish and pine for home. But
Aster Ganno Salbana instead used
her time of adversity in a most
creative and productive enterprise,
resulting in a lasting legacy for
Oromo speaking people.

Aster was born in Illubabor, but as
a teenager was captured and
enslaved by the king of Ennare
when local residents refused to
build him a new home. She was
sold and her owners put her on a
ship to send her across the Red
Sea. The ship was intercepted by
the Italian navy in 1886 and she
was released in Eritrea in the care
of Swedish missionaries.

While at school in the land of her
exile, Aster excelled in her
studies; her ability was noted by
Onesimos Nasib, who was then
developing an Oromo writing
system. Along with Onesimos,
Feben Hirphee, and Lydia Dimbo,
Aster worked as part of a team of
Oromos developing their

14 Language Matters

Aster Ganno

Slave, Exile and Language
Development Pioneer
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language. They collected folklore,
developed reading materials,
compiled a dictionary, translated
materials, established schools and
trained teachers. Aster was
described as “linguistically the
most gifted member of the

team” (Mekuria Bulcha 1995:42).

Though she was part of a team,
Aster Ganno was clearly the leader
on several of the projects, most
notably, the collection of 500
traditional Oromo riddles, fables,
proverbs, and a variety of songs.
Many of these were printed in
1894 in Jalgaba Barsiisaa, a 174
page book for beginning readers.
Since the book was written in a
natural style, and about familiar
topics, it was ideal material for
beginning readers. Aster also
compiled a dictionary listing
derivatives of every particular root
word, a list of about 15,000 words.
This dictionary aided in trans-

lation, and was part of the prepara-
tion of educational literature.
Eventually, an Oromo-Swedish
Dictionary of about 6,000 words
was published.

In 1899, the Bible was published
in the Oromo language. Aster
should have been given more
credit, but the title page gives credit
only to Onesimos as the translator.
Because Onesimos had been taken
from Oromo speaking areas when
he was young, he did not have full
and deep knowledge of the lang-
uage, such as vocabulary and
idioms. Aster Ganno was able to
give vital input in these areas.

In 1904, because of political
changes, Aster and Onesimos and
other Oromos were able to return
to Wellega, where they established
schools. Aster served as a teacher
in Nadjo and then Nekemte, later
establishing a girls’ school there.
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She spent many years teaching
Oromo children. These Oromo
language schools were begun
several years before public schools
were opened in Addis Ababa,
where the first opened in 1908. It
is noteworthy that the schools in
Wellega were all established,
taught, and administered by
Oromos. The tradition of mother-
tongue education begun by Aster
and Onesimos has flourished:
today there are hundreds of
schools teaching Oromo students
in their own language.

Aster Ganno’s contribution to
Oromo language development is
highly significant. Even more
notable is that she lived during an
era when most Ethiopian women
were illiterate. It is likely that
Aster was the most educated and
intellectual woman in all of
Ethiopia during her day. Her
contribution should be more
widely celebrated. She selflessly
served her own people, leaving an
exemplary model of language
development, and a legacy of
mother-tongue literacy which
Oromo speaking people still
benefit from today.

Dr. Peter and Carole Unseth

Faculty and staff

Graduate Institute of Applied
Linguistics, Dallas Texas
SIL International

The Unseths lived in Ethiopia 1982-
1995, working with SIL International.
At first Peter taught linguistics at Addis
Ababa University, then they worked
together in a literacy and translation
project with the Majangir people. Peter
co-authors academic articles with an
Ethiopian co-author, currently working
on an analysis of Ethiopian proverbs.
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Working Together
Succeeding Together

0-+NANC ovhet+ ANTS AlAE o-m.+

Tesfaye Yacob

hat does it take to create a hopeful milieu
for individuals, institutions, and societies
to join in partnership? Who commands

the wisdom to overcome a climate of apathy? Can
diversity be celebrated to build excitement rather than
contention? What is a key ingredient to catalyze the
chemistry in a group? How does all this relate to
language development?

It has been said that we live in a global village that is
shrinking every day. Partnership in this kind of
environment brings opportunities to accomplish more
with less; together we can accomplish more than we
can alone. The synergy adds momentum. In thinking
about the complex nature of language development,

I believe it demands working in partnership as a key
ingredient. The collective nature of language itself,
being seen as the wealth of a society, lends itself to
collaborating on many levels.
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Language belongs to everyone: it is not the property
of a single class—it belongs to the rich and the poor,
the elite and the commoner. The people who speak a
particular language are the ones who ought to develop
it. They should have the right to do what they deem
appropriate with their language, since it plays a
decisive role in shaping political affairs, social issues
and cultural dynamics. Naturally, people prefer their
mother-tongue, or heart language, the language they
have spoken since early childhood. Languages used in
daily community affairs will enjoy the benefit of
increasing in status.

Ethiopia is linguistically diverse. Many of the
languages spoken within our borders share
characteristics that distinguish them from other
African languages. Those in the Afro-Asiatic family
in particular, have unique features such as word order,
distinctive sounds, and patterns of expression. An
intricate web of historical realities influenced the
genesis and evolution of most of our languages. These
influences were continually shifting, particularly in
the twentieth century, which was bloody in all aspects
especially politically. There was a massacre of the
elites of several generations and
destruction of the meager national
infrastructure in an ancient nation which
had already lost the renaissance. The
future, however, seems bright for our

Languages used in
daily community
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North Eastern Africa is known for its
conflicts; according to eminent
Ethiopian linguist Abraham Demoss,
“language-based ethnicity had been the
primary cause of conflict in the Horn of Africa.”’
However, “linguistic homogeneity is not necessarily
synonymous with tranquility.”> Destructive wars and
failed states in Africa demonstrate this. Ethiopia is an
example where language was a major tool for the
contest of power. The imperial government before
1974 was anxious to curb and eradicate all centrifugal
tendencies in the national state. However, this
triggered severe reactions, which led to a bloody
escalation of war. According to Ethiopian historian
Zwede, “the possibilities that the other languages of
the country [other than Amharic] needed to be
fostered and encouraged was unthinkable.”® However
the second half of the twentieth century witnessed two
constitutions that were poles apart in terms of
language policy. The Ethiopian Revised Constitution
of 1955 established Ambharic as the official language

! Abraham Demoss 1990, 69 as quoted in Bahru Zwede, Sociezy,
State and History (Addis Ababa: Addis Ababa University Press,
2008) 79.

2 Zwede, Society, 79.
3 Zwede, Society, 87.
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of the country. Forty years later, the constitution of the
Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia heralded a
new era with recognition of all Ethiopian languages,
instating Amharic as the working language of the
Federal Government, but enabling members of the
Federation to determine their own respective working
languages. “This process of accommodation at the
linguistic level is a reflection of the overall
accommodation process that federalism provides.”

In the contemporary Ethiopian scene,
the language policy enshrined in the
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constitution has significant and radical ;7

constuion fas S e Avoiding AIC ATTS- TAT ATING ATFLAT
implications. “State recognition of ! N PR 62D KNAAL e
every Ethiopian language means: the PﬂrtTZeTShZP Ui €A1, 10

preservation of its literature; the
provision for a script, where such does
not exist; the documentation of its oral
literature; and the further study of each
language via grammatical, vocabulary and overall
publication and enhanced use of the language. [This]
will be done with both state blessing and state support
to the extent possible.”” This noble goal brings with it
an opportunity for those interested in language
matters, and it will demand a tremendous investment
of effort, as well as material and human resources.

The twenty first century brings marvelous opportun-
ities for partnership. These partnerships may at first
seem intimidating when considered from one’s narrow
organizational perspective and interests. However, for
each of us, individual or corporate, who want to leave
behind a genuine, lasting legacy, and who sincerely
want to benefit the peoples of Ethiopia, we need to
take these partnership opportunities seriously. Partner-
ship is the current trend in business, philanthropy
(civil service societies, and non governmental
organizations), missions and ecclesiastical initiatives.
At the dawn of the third millennium, the global
community is aware of the importance of the
Millennium Development Goals and many have
shown a strong interest in the fulfillment of these
targets. Language development plays a significant role
in giving communities the tools for meeting these
goals. To fulfill our mission in language development,
however, we must be willing to learn to work with
others; avoiding partnership is not an option.

We want our language development efforts to make
tangible contributions to the cultural synthesis of the
communities we serve. Supporting them in their own
efforts toward transformational development will
bring the sustainable impact we all desire. Lack of
such a contribution means we are just wasting our time.

*Fasil Nahum, Constitution: For a Nation of Nations: The
Ethiopian Perspective (Asmera: The Red Sea Press, 1997) 55.

5 Nahum, Constitution, 55.
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“Every truly successful person. is motivated by an
abundant desire to carry on improving... That
motivation also imparts a certain humility,”® observed
Tony Blair, former British Prime Minister. Our
efforts at improving our own situation, as well as that
of our fellow man, will require humility as we work
together. Partnership is sharing life, but preserving
identity. It does not demand that we settle for second
best. To partner well, we need to extend our horizons
by being both inclusive and egalitarian with a
perspective that is genuinely far reaching. Our
capacity building initiatives will be most effective if
we humbly work shoulder to shoulder with others.

One example of a dynamic new partnership is the
recently formed Ethiopian Multilingual Education
Network. SIL Ethiopia was instrumental in helping to
establish this forum, bringing together academics,
professionals from civil society and the public sector,
as well as other NGOs who have a common agenda.
The network highlights the pedagogical advantages
of children learning in their mother-tongue, which in
turn multiplies and sustains educational efforts.
Designing creative forums of partnership such as this
in our ever changing context, will require audacity,
and a willingness to reach across the aisle and join
hands with others who share our vision. This is
imperative if we wish to make a genuine impact.

Language is part of the identity of a nation; the
survival, propagation, and legacy of a civilization and
culture are closely intertwined with its language.
However, unless our partnership in language
development efforts contribute toward cultural
synthesis, it will fall short of its intent of contributing
to human civilization. Although the term civilization
is said to be somewhat hyperbolical, Mazrui defines it
as “a culture which has endured, expanded, innovated
and been elevated to new moral sensibilities™” This
truly is our aim, that we may contribute something of
enduring significance to the peoples of Ethiopia, their
languages and cultures, and to the generations who
will come after us.

Tesfaye Yacob (MD)
Ethiopia National CP Manager

® Tony Blair: A Journey (London: Hutchinson, 2010) 555.
TAli. A. Mazrui, The Africans: A Triple Heritage (London:
BBC Publication, 1986), 239
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We Continue to Learn
Until the End

ANNIPMLAD avT L FTT RIPTAAT

Sherri Green

0 you remember the
exhilaration you felt
when you first learned to

read? Now, imagine that you are
not only learning to read, but that
you are one of the handful of
people in your language group
who are actually writing the book
that will teach everyone else to
read. In July and September 2012
I had the privilege of working
with a group of Komo speakers
who were doing just that.

The Komo are a small people
group in the southern part of the
Beneshangul Gumuz region of
Ethiopia. Most Komo live in very
remote villages. To illustrate just
how remote, let me describe the
journey of Sumali, one of the
people I worked with last summer.
First he walked for two days just
to reach the road. From there, he
traveled by bus to Assosa, another
day’s journey. Such was his deter-
mination to attend the primer-
writing workshop.

With the Komo language’s initial
linguistic work done and its
orthography (writing system)
established last year, the people
are eager to begin using their
language in a written form. In July
2012 the first of a two-part
workshop commenced, with the
aim of helping the Komo develop
a beginning readers’ primer. This
primer will hopefully, after
testing, become the backbone of
the primary school curriculum for
grade one in the future.
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Each Komo team member went home with a copy of the finished product.
Back row from left: Manuel, Tadesse, Maikol, Sumali, SIL colleagues Fekadu and
Miikka. Front row: Dawer and Sherri
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The four men chosen for this
workshop had served as the
language assistants for Manuel
A. Otera, the linguist who helped
develop the writing system.
Their levels of schooling
varied greatly. In many ways,
the level of education did not
matter because for all of them,
reading and writing in Komo
was a brand new skill.
Nevertheless, they were all
well qualified in other ways:
they were keenly aware of the
differences between their own
mother-tongue and Gwama, a
closely related language;
having previously assisted with
linguistic research, they were
accustomed to the kinds of
questions that needed to be
explored in order to help
people learn to read Komo; and
most importantly, they were
enthusiastic.

The workshop began at a basic
level: introducing the
characters of their alphabet and
the sounds they represented,
how to write the characters,
how to mark the three levels of
tone, and how to spell some
very simple words.

One of the participants
introduced himself by saying,
“I can’t write very much, but I
can tell you a lot about the
Komo language!” His great
attitude and eagerness to learn
were tremendous assets.

By the end of the first month
we had put together a draft of
the primer and read it through
together to check for errors.
All the participants were
excited to go home and
practice reading Komo to
their families.

At the conclusion of the second
workshop in September, they
were all writing in Komo, not
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perfectly, but with determin-
ation and a sense of discovery
with each new level attained.
I am confident they will con-
tinue developing their literacy
skills and be ambassadors for
language development among
the Komo.

Together we reached our goal
of producing a 103-lesson book
and accompanying teacher’s
guide to introduce reading and
writing to Komo children. The
men all had a great sense of
pride in what they had accom-
plished and expressed their
hopes for the development of
their language for the benefit of
future generations.

The Komo Beginning Readers’
Primer will now need to be
tested with children. Before
that can happen, trained
teachers are needed; to our
knowledge, there are not many
trained Komo teachers. We
hope that good teachers can be
identified and trained so the
work of literacy can go
forward.

Sherri Green

Literacy Specialist
SIL Ethiopia
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Kogo da ba gubi kkew

Song for School

A H9PUCT Ot arHar-C

Maikol, one of the Komo workshop participants,
sang many songs during the workshop. He
composed this song and taught it to the rest of the
men. We decided to include it at the back of the
Komo Beginning Readers’ Primer.

nhm-.crrﬁ: LH TIghA (ch aolav-CF7 BHI°C
NG iy 03T ePL00F avfao-C L LCOF
+AFLPTF RWTAAT1 G A& CAN =P Ha-4F (I
PETCPT 100 TMNFo1LE XY WA ONIGTA=
avlav-4.9° P9 HA@ YA INLD-x

Kogo da ba gubi kkew

Bishinam gi tta babn, bishinam ba kk&p a ddé.
A kkewagi ba tan da ba tta Kdbmo.

Basham tut gi pog.

Shwattin ba denim gi sa, bala ari tta bana.
Shwattin ba denim gi sa, bala ari tta Komo.

Song for School

We work/learn for our language.

We continue to work/learn until the end.

This writing is the Komo language.

We will not turn back.

You children, read a lot, in order to learn our language.
You children, read a lot, in order to learn the Komo
language.

NA UGt 0Lt avlav-C

ATONCAT/RTOVENT AR TRT T

ATPPANT ATNGAT/ AN LT RT914-0 7

£Y A& Ph° 272 1@-:

@L A RraPANT°:

AS7T VAST U-ALH R0t RTRTETT AaTICE
AS7T VAST U-ALH R700T P R7RT AavTiC:
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Eadwin the Scribe - artist unknown, photo from Wikipedia

Abu Rumi

Father of All Amharic Books

Peter and Carole Unseth

undreds of thousands of books have been
printed in the Ambharic language. Do you
know which was the very first one?

The first mechanically printed books in any Ethiopian
language were in Ge’ez. These books were the
Psalms of David printed in 1513 AD, and the New
Testament in 1548 AD, both printed in Italy.

The first Amharic book to be printed was the Bible,
translated by an Orthodox monk who was identified
as Abu Rumi, though there is evidence that his name
was Abraham. It is not absolutely clear whether he
was a monk or a priest, but he was well educated in
Ge’ez. The story of how this brilliant man translated
the Bible into Ambharic is not well known in Ethiopia.

Abu Rumi was originally from Gojjam. When he was
about 22 years old, he served as a translator for the
British explorer James Bruce in Ethiopia. A few
years later he travelled through Egypt as he made a
pilgrimage to Jerusalem. From Jerusalem, he went on
to Syria, Armenia, Persia, and even as far as India
before returning to Ethiopia. While in India, he
taught the British language scholar Sir William Jones
about Ethiopian languages, probably Ge’ez and
Ambharic. In addition to knowing Amharic and Ge’ez,

Scribes of this period in history were often depicted hunched
over an ornate desk in lavish surroundings. The reality was
probably very different.
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in his studies and travels he also learned Arabic,
Persian, Italian, Greek, and other languages.

After some time back in Ethiopia, he returned to Egypt,
where he became very ill. While he was deathly ill in
Cairo, he was rescued by the French government’s rep-
resentative, Jean-Louis Asselin de Cherville, a scholar
of Middle Eastern languages. Mr. Asselin took Abu

Rumi to his home and cared for him until he recovered.

When Asslein found what a scholar Abu Rumi was,
he proposed to support him so that he could translate
the Bible into Amharic. Abu Rumi worked from
Ge’ez, using what he had learned in monastery
schools, and also from Arabic texts. In addition, every
Tuesday and Saturday, Asselin worked with him,
helping with difficult words or phrases with insights
from his Hebrew, Syriac, and Greek books. The two
scholars worked together, each one contributing his
skills. Abu Rumi toiled without help from other
Ethiopians, working for about ten years to produce a
good translation into Ambharic.

When he finished, his final hand-written manuscript
of the Amharic Bible was 9,539 pages. His writing
was described as very clear, which was important for
those who did the typesetting.

Around the end of 1817 AD, he wanted to return to
Jerusalem, planning to live there until his death, and
be buried there. Soon after his arrival in 1818, an
epidemic described as the plague broke out in the city
and he died in Jerusalem at the age of about 69.

The thousands of Abu Rumi’s manuscript pages sat in
Cairo for two years until the British and Foreign
Bible Society learned about the manuscript and took
it to England for printing. Because Abu Rumi was not
available to guide the typesetters, the typesetting and
printing of the Bible was slow. The Gospels were
printed in 1824 AD, the New Testament in 1829 AD,
and the whole Bible in 1840. This translation, with
some revisions, was reprinted many times.

Abu Rumi deserves special recognition for his work,
especially since he had to work alone, and for such a
long time to translate the very first Amharic book.
For over 100 years, his was the only Amharic version
of the Bible that people read, until the next version
was translated under the sponsorship of Haile Selassie.

Many books have been published in Ambharic after
Abu Rumi’s work: dictionaries, collections of proverbs
and 1dioms, school textbooks, histories, medical
guides, novels, a variety of religious books, political
essays, reference books, etc. But Abu Rumi’s was the
very first printed book in Amharic. In some ways, he
is the father of all of today’s Amharic books.

Dr. Peter and Carole Unseth

Faculty and staff
Graduate Institute of Applied Linguistics
SIL International
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Language

Endangerment

PE7R 18T AG RTRT MNP T1$E AAFT

Awlachew Shumneka

n endangered language
is one that is at risk of
falling out of use as its

speakers shift to using another
language. A language is at risk of
being lost when it is no longer
taught to younger generations;
there is a gradual disappearance
of a language in a community
where it used to be spoken.

The gradual move from the use of
one language to another is known
as language shift. This is a
process whereby members of a
speech community abandon the
use of one language for certain
functions and adopt another. The
situation that arises when a
language ceases to be used is
called language death or
language loss. This occurs when
a language has no more native
speakers.

Socio-political factors for
language endangerment

Several socio-political factors are
responsible for, and reflect the
relative power of the majority
and minority ethno linguistic
groups in a community. These
factors are demographic,
political, economic, and cultural
in nature. A language in danger
of disappearance is always one
that is dominated by another; the
danger of disappearance is only
for those in the sociological
minority.

The economically and politically
weaker language community may
develop negative attitudes toward
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Photo by Andreas Neudorf

their mother-tongue. The next
step is usually an increasing
preference for the stronger
language so that the weaker is
used for fewer functions and in
fewer domains. Inevitably, the
weaker language acquires a
negative social status and
becomes stigmatized. Once this
happens, those who speak it as a
first language lose faith in it,
resulting in language attrition.

How can language be
preserved?

Language documentation
Language documentation is the
writing and audio-visual
recording of grammar, vocab-
ulary, and oral traditions (e.g.,
stories, songs, religious texts) of
a language. It entails producing
descriptive grammars, collection
of texts and dictionaries. The
purpose of documentation is to
preserve a comprehensive record
of the distinctive linguistic
practices of a given language
community.

Why is language documentation
important? When a language
dies, our knowledge and

Ethiopia’s “Rosetta Stone,” the Ezana Stone, is an artifact from the ancient Kingdom of
Axum. King Ezana recorded his military victories on this monument in three languages:
Ge’ez, Greek and Sabaean, which is now extinct.
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understanding of that culture is
threatened. Its teachings, customs,
oral traditions and other inherited
knowledge are no longer
transmitted among native
speakers. Future generations lose a
vital part of the culture that is
necessary to completely
understand it. The loss of
languages also diminishes the
cultural diversity of our world.

Using the language for
literature

This includes using the language
for pedagogical and other
purposes. Using the mother-tongue
for education will also help greatly
in maintaining the vitality of
minority languages.

Raising awareness of the
importance of mother-
tongue

The implementation of any
language policy will depend on
people’s perception or attitude
towards their language. If people
have a negative attitude towards
their mother-tongue, they are
unlikely to maintain it. Hence, it
is necessary to raise awareness
among the speech community
about the importance of their
language. The community’s
acceptance is crucial for the
sustainability of its language,
and thus, its culture.

Awlachew Shumneka

Director for Languages and
Cultural Values Directorate
Ministry of Culture and Tourism
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From Ethiopia to Cameroon

Andreas Joswig

he 7th World Congress of
African Linguistics
(WOCAL 7) was held at

the University of Buea in
Cameroon last year. More than
300 researchers from around the
world attended. WOCAL takes
place every three years and
focuses on a broad range of
topics in African linguistics with
a strong emphasis on the
participation of African scholars.

photo by Andreas Joswig

The results of linguistic research
are regularly published and
shared at academic conferences
such as WOCAL. Five linguists
from SIL Ethiopia attended
WOCAL and each gave a 30
minute presentation on his/her
research, on topics ranging from
Alternative Perspectives to
Subject Marking in Kacipo-Balesi
to Ergative Structures in the
Majang language.
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Other presentations on Ethiopian
languages were made by
Delombera Negga, Azeb Amha,

Zinawork Assefa, Anbessa
Teferra, Endashaw Woldemichael
Jima, and Bekale Seyoum.

L to R: Rod Casali, African vowel systems expert, Keith Snider, African tone languages
expert, SIL Ethiopia linguists Andreas Joswig, Hussein Mohamed, Lydia Hoeft, Bettina

Muetze, and Larisa Kapranov
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A Valuable Investment

Michael Bryant

am encouraged to see the growing awareness of
the value of language and culture in this country.

The government and many NGOs are
increasingly emphasizing the development, ongoing
use and preservation of Ethiopia’s
languages. In the past year we
have participated with the
Ministry of Culture and Tourism
in translation and language
development trainings,
lexicography workshops and
awareness raising events in
various areas of the country. At
one such event in the SNNPR, it
was inspiring to sit with experts
from culture bureaus working in
20-25 different language
communities, and to hear about
the wide variety of things they
were doing: mother-tongue
language clubs at schools, local
symposiums, dictionaries, and
collecting folk tales and riddles.
At the end of the workshop Ato
Alemayehu Aybera, the Vice
Head of Culture and Tourism for
SNNPR told all of the experts, “If
you need more funds to
accomplish your goals, please
don’t hesitate to talk with us. It is
important for us to allocate funds
for the development of your
languages.” We applaud these
efforts and the investments that
are being made, and look forward
to seeing even more partnerships
of interested, committed
organizations who will ensure
quality language development for the benefit of all
Ethiopian language communities.

r« - ¥

Does learning in the mother-tongue really make any
difference? Let me tell you a story about a young man
named Yelegoy Olesurali. I first met him in 2006,
while living and working in Tulgit, in the southwest
corner of Ethiopia, among the pastoralist Suri
language community. In those days, some children
went to the government school in the mornings,
where all subjects were taught in Amharic. Students
and teachers in that setting could not understand each
other at all in the beginning. Frustrated, the majority
of students dropped out after the first grade. However,
Yelegoy was among the first Suri primary school
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Yelegoy in 2006..

Y

students who had the opportunity to learn in their
mother-tongue; they attended non-formal Suri literacy
classes in the afternoons. With the foundation of
learning in his own language, Yelegoy began to excel
in all his Amharic classes as well.
By the time he reached fourth
grade, he was asked to be a teacher
in the non-formal Suri classes,
helping other students — some twice
his age — with their reading and
writing lessons. “At first they
laughed at me, saying ‘Who do you
think you are, some little kid trying
to teach us?’ but they soon realized
I knew what I was talking about. I
loved teaching, and still do. When
you see students learning well [in
their mother-tongue], school is a
much better experience for them.”

With the development of mother-
tongue curriculum for all primary
school students in the Bench-Maji
zone, children will have the
opportunity to learn in the Suri
language in their formal schools,
starting this year. Even the older
generation of Suri, having
discovered that written texts can
convey information about the
known and the unknown, are more
eager to learn new things through
the medium of the printed word.
The idea of literacy is becoming
more attractive to a community that
previously saw no need for reading
and writing.

. and today

Yelegoy is now a tenth grade
student at a boarding school in Hawassa, and is among
the top students in his class. He has a strong interest in
Social Sciences, which includes the study of language
and culture. “When I finish school,” he said, “I want
to return to Tulgit, to be involved in teaching and the
development of the Suri language. I want to do
something very meaningful for my people.” El

Michael Bryant

Language Programs Director
SIL Ethiopia
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SIL International is a
not-for-profit, faith-based
organization that has
served as an advocate for
sustainable language
development since 1934.

SIL makes its services
available to all without
regard to religious belief,
political ideology, gender,
race or ethnic background.

Language research and
documentation are core
contributions SIL makes to
the world’s understanding
of languages, and these
areas of study involve
more than 80 full-time
language assessment
specialists. SIL is a leader
in research of the world’s
languages, having
surveyed over 2,500
languages.

Ethiopia
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