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the 8QLYHUVLW\�RI�1DSOHV�´/·2ULHQWDOHµ�

7

La
ng

ua
ge

 a
nd

 Id
en

tit
y 

Th
eo

ri
es

 a
nd

 e
xp

er
ie

nc
es

   
  E

di
te

d 
by

 ,�
�0
LF
KH
OL�
�)
��$
LH
OOR
��0
��7
RV
FD
QR
��$
��3
HQ
VD
EH
QH

ATrA 7
Aree di transizione linguistiche e culturali in AfricaEuro 18,00

Language and Identity
Theories and experiences
in lexicography
and linguistic policies
in a global world
Edited by
Ilaria Micheli, 
)ODYLD�$LHOOR��
Maddalena Toscano, 
$PHOLD�3HQVDEHQH



ATrA
Aree di transizione linguistiche e culturali in Africa 

7



EUT Edizioni Università di Trieste, Trieste 2021.

ISBN 978-88-5511-267-3 (print)
ISBN 978-88-5511-268-0 (online)

EUT Edizioni Università di Trieste, 
via Weiss 21 – 34128 Trieste
http://eut.units.it
https://www.facebook.com/EUTEdizioniUniversitaTrieste

Opera sottoposta a peer review secondo 
il protocollo UPI – University Press Italiane 

This book has been edited and published in the framework of the RICFVG 2018 programme 
funded by Regione Autonoma Friuli Venezia Giulia



Language and Identity
Theories and 
experiences
in lexicography
and linguistic policies
in a global world

Edited by
Ilaria Micheli 
Flavia Aiello 
Maddalena Toscano 
Amelia Pensabene

EUT EDIZIONI UNIVERSITÀ DI TRIESTE





5

Table of contents

Introduction - Ilaria Micheli 7

3༬ཋ����*ෞໍෞ༬ຮ�༼༼ཟෞ༼� ��

Linguistic identity in and out of Africa - Karsten Legère 18

0XOWLOLQJXDOLVP�LQ�,QGLD�DQG�WKH�VLJQLϧFDQFH�RI�
multilingual dictionaries - Suhnu Ram Sharma 35

The natural supremacy of spoken language. 
Orality and writing in Africa - Ilaria Micheli 43

From IPA to wildcards: a critical look at some 
African Latin orthographies - Mauro Tosco 56

3༬ཋ����Lexicography and didactics of L2 85

L’italiano come seconda lingua nei CPIA 
(Centri Provinciali per l’istruzione degli Adulti): 
questioni e Prospettive - Emilio Porcaro 86



6

A bottom-up experience: the DiM project 
- Angela Mormone, Mariastella Battista, Amelia (Lia) Pensabene 98

Lexicography and language learning of Swahili L2 at UNIOR: 
the Swahili-Italian online dictionary project - Flavia Aiello, 
Maddalena Toscano, Rosanna Tramutoli 113

Unveiling oral and writing skills of low-literate learners 
RI�/��,WDOLDQ��IURP�UHVHDUFK�WR�WHDFKLQJ���0DUWD�0DϫD� ���

3༬ཋ�3��5ෞຮཋໍ༼༝༼�ඨෞཋྎෞෞໍ�༬ຮཋྞ�ໍ�ྎ༬ཋໍศ�
ໍ�ཟຮཋຮໍศཟຮ�යໍཋෞྗཋ༼��ຮໍศཟ༼ཋය�༝ຮයෞ༼�
ໍ�ය༼ෞ�༼ཋཟෞ༼� ���

Farsi language and Iranian immigration in Europe
 - Adriano Valerio Rossi 146

Lingua e storia in Africa: considerazioni sul caso del tigrino 
(Eritrea ed Etiopia) - Gianfrancesco Lusini 157

Transcription and orthography in two endangered 
languages of Ethiopia: Ts’amakko and Ongota - Graziano Savà 174

Wolof language and literature: an introduction - Emiliano Minerba 202

The future of minority languages in Nigeria - Gian Claudio Batic 217

Linguistic ambiguity in Timor-Leste: local languages 
between pride and shame - Carolina Boldoni 231



7

7KH�VSDUN�WKDW�JDYH�ULVH�WR�WKH�ϧUVW�UHϩHFWLRQV��ZKLFK�ZHUH�WKHQ�FKDQQHOOHG�
into this volume, was lit on 7 November 2020, when the CPIA (Centro 
Provinciale per l’Istruzione degli Adulti), the Provincial Centre for Adult 
Education of Avellino celebrated the closure of the DiM Project, an interna-
tional project involving, in addition to Italy, also Greece, Scotland and the 
islands of Malta and Cyprus.

Carried out in the framework of the Erasmus plus KA204 - Strategic 
Partnerships for Adult Education programme, the DiM (Dizionario Multilingue) 
had certainly represented a challenge for many actors at the same time, who, 
in the process of implementing the activities had found themselves having to 
come to terms with various problems relating to the complexity of the rela-
tionships between the linguistic code(s), the culture to which the migrants 
attending the classes belonged and, more generally, their identity and values, 
especially in the context of the global village.

In fact, it is well known that in the contemporary world diasporas play a 
major role in forcing human groups to face each other, people who only a 
few decades ago would never have had to meet, and it is equally well known 
that this encounter represents a delicate moment for the balance and the very 
maintenance of the social fabric where it takes place.

Introduction
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Special attention must therefore be paid to language, or languages, as the 
privileged instruments of the encounter, since there are aspects imbricated in 
inter-linguistic and inter-cultural dynamics that go beyond and accompany 
the mere grammatical dimension and are equally important in building solid 
bridges between native and non-native communities.

These aspects range from the habit of Western speakers to lead an al-
PRVW�PRQROLQJXDO�OLIH�DQG�WKHLU�FRQVHTXHQW�GLϫFXOW\�LQ�IXOO\�JUDVSLQJ�ZKDW�
a language code represents for those who were born and live in a strongly 
multi-ethnic, multi-linguistic and multi-cultural environment, to a whole se-
ries of other apparently trivial factors, but which, when considered in their 
natural habitat, that of lived life and not that of theoretical thinking, turn 
out to be so intertwined that they cannot be focused on or considered inde-
pendently and autonomously.

Among these, there are certainly education, the prestige reserved to writ-
ten languages as privileged instruments for “high” and institutional inter-
actions, the deep feeling of homesickness for one’s mother tongue, often 
transmitted from one generation to the next only in oral form and spoken 
by minority groups that already in their homeland do not enjoy any consider-
DWLRQ�DQG�WKDW�GXULQJ�PLJUDWLRQ�HQG�XS�EHLQJ�GLOXWHG�DQG�LGHQWLϧHG�VLPSOLV-
tically according to their geographical area of origin.

All this is accompanied by the fact that there are often few people in the 
country of arrival who show the slightest interest in learning more about 
the subject and its implications, even if only with a view to improving co-
existence between citizens and encouraging mutual encounters, exchanges 
DQG�WKH�LQWHJUDO�SURPRWLRQ�RI�SHRSOH�LQ�DQ�HQYLURQPHQW�WKDW�LV�DW�ϧUVW�VLJKW�
unknown. 
8QUDYHOOLQJ� WKHVH� LVVXHV� LV� QR� HDV\� WDVN� DQG� LQYROYHV� YDULRXV� VFLHQWLϧF�

approaches, including at least the linguistic, cognitive, psycho-pedagogical, 
sociological and anthropological ones.
7KLV�ERRN��IDU�IURP�RϱHULQJ�DQVZHUV��LV�LQWHQGHG�DV�D�FRQWULEXWLRQ�WR�WKH�

currently lively discussions on the theme of intercultural encounter and the 
teaching of L2 as a means of facilitating it.
7KH� ϧUVW� WR� HQWKXVLDVWLFDOO\� MRLQ� WKH� LQLWLDWLYH� ZHUH� WKRVH� FROOHDJXHV�

who had participated as speakers in the closing day of the DiM project on 7 
November 2020 and who, in most cases, had followed closely, as consultants 
and reviewers, the work of compiling and producing the multilingual and 
multimedia dictionary that can now be consulted free of charge online at 
www.dimproject.net.

They were then joined by other experts, who are also often personally in-
volved in projects concerning diasporas, minority people and/or orally trans-
mitted and endangered languages.

As the reader will see, the majority of the papers refers to Africa, since the 
concept note of the work developed from a brainstorming among africanist 
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friends, but we are sure that all the papers presented will be helpful to all 
those who are interested in the dynamics connecting language - identity - lin-
guistic policies, above all in multilingual contexts all around the world.

Before starting our trip in the pages of the book, we would like to express 
our sincere thanks to all the contributors.

DESCRIPTION OF THE CONTENTS

7KLV�ERRN�LV�D�FROOHFWLYH�ZRUN�IHDWXULQJ�WKUHH�GLϱHUHQW�W\SHV�RI�FRQWULEXWLRQV�
More theoretical chapters that introduce the reader to some thorny issues 

such as endangered languages, multilingualism and the eternal dichotomy 
between orality and writing - Legère on the UNESCO policies and the (ab)
use of the (derogatory) term indigenous referring to minority languages and 
peoples; Sharma on Multilingualism in India; Micheli on the dynamics at play 
in the relations between oral and written languages in Sub-Saharan Africa 
and Tosco on the provocative issue of graphic systems for African national or 
minority languages that do not have a consolidated written tradition - alter-
nate with more descriptive chapters IRFXVHG�RQ�VSHFLϧF�FDVH�VWXGLHV���5RVVL�RQ�
the Farsi diaspora; Lusini on Tigrinya; Savà on two endangered languages of 
Southern Ethiopia (Ts’amakko and Ongota); Minerba on Wolof; Batic on the 
future of minority languages in Nigeria and Boldoni on the situation of local 
languages in Timor Leste -, DOO�GHULYHG�IURP�ϧHOGZRUN�experiences.
)LQDOO\��LQ�RUGHU�WR�RϱHU�D�JODQFH�DW�WKH�SUHVHQW�GD\�KXJH�PRYHPHQWV�RI�

people from Low and Middle Income Countries towards the western world, 
some applicative FKDSWHUV�UHODWH�PRUH�VSHFLϧFDOO\�to L2 teaching and learn-
ing, with a focus on inclusive projects for diasporas in Europe, and Italy in 
particular as the place of arrival of people coming from the Middle East, 
South East Asia and, mainly, Africa - the DiM project that inspired the whole 
volume (Mormone, Battista, Pensabene); the papers by Porcaro on the expe-
rience of Italian CPIAs; Aiello, Toscano and Tramutoli on the implementation 
of the UWAZO project, a tool designed to facilitate the learning of Swahili by 
Italian-speaking students and, last but not least�0DϫD�RQ�WHDFKLQJ�techniques 
for courses aimed at non-literate adults.

The volume is thus organized into three distinct parts�UHϩHFWLQJ�WKLV�NDOHLGR-
scopic amalgama:

Part 1 contains all the papers related to the more general issues, i. e. mul-
tilingualism, minority languages and the dichotomy between orality and 
writing;

Part 2 is a collection of all the papers focused on lexicography and L2 
teaching;
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Part 3�JDWKHUV�DOO�FDVH�VWXGLHV�RQ�GLϱHUHQW linguistic policies adopted (or 
that we hope can be adopted) in particularly complex multilingual contexts 
in order to allow the full and correct educational and personal development 
RI�VSHDNHUV�RI�ODQJXDJHV�QRW�UHFRJQLVHG�DV�RϫFLDO�DQG�H[FOXGHG�IURP�LQVWLWX-
tional communication.

As it is evident from the table of contents, most of the essays relate to African 
case studies, but the editor’s wish is that they may also serve as a tool for 
UHϩHFWLRQ�RU�DV�FRPSDUDWLYH�PDWHULDO� IRU�RWKHU�VFKRODUV�ZRUNLQJ� LQ�VLPLODU�
contexts in other parts of the world.

THE CONTRIBUTORS’ PROFILES

The editors and the contributors to this volume are not all from the same back-
ground. Many of them are colleagues, lecturers and researchers from Italian 
and foreign universities, while others are school managers or teachers engaged 
in the front line of teaching L2 to adult students, often illiterate and sometimes 
struggling to navigate with ease in the educational system of the host country.

%HORZ�DUH�WKHLU�ELRJUDSKLFDO�SURϧOHV in alphabetical order according to their 
family name.

Flavia Aiello is Associate Professor at the University of Naples “L’Orientale”1 
(Department of Asian, African and Mediterranean Studies), where she teaches 
Swahili Language and Literature at BA and MA level. She is the author of nu-
merous publications on Swahili language and contemporary literature (both 
oral and written genres, including children’s literature) and of translations of 
Swahili literary works. Between 2015 -2019 she participated in the e-learning 
project “Progetto formazione a distanza dell’Università degli Studi di Napoli 
L’Orientale” as responsible and coordinator for the realisation of resources 
and activities for Swahili language (with M. Toscano, R. Tramutoli and other 
collaborators), available on the UNIOR Moodle platform (https://elearning.
unior.it/). She is presently developing, with M. Toscano and R. Tramutoli, a 
new Swahili-Italian online dictionary, which will be freely accessible from 
the UNIOR website.

Gian Claudio Batic is Senior Researcher in African languages and literatures at 
UNIOR. His research focuses on the description and documentation of Chadic 
languages. He has been visiting scholar at LLACAN-CNRS (Langage, langue et 

1 From now on UNIOR.
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FXOWXUHV�G·$IULTXH���&HQWUH�1DWLRQDOH�GH�OD�5HFKHUFKH�6FLHQWLϧTXH���Villejuif), 
J. W. Goethe University (Frankfurt am Main), and Bayero University, Kano. 
He is currently documenting Kushi, a minority language of northeast Nigeria.

Maria Stella Battista has been School Principal of the CPIA Avellino 
(Provincial Centre for Adult Education) since 2017, previously from 2015 
she was school manager of CPIA Avellino-Benevento. She holds a degree in 
Geological Sciences from the Università degli Studi di Napoli Federico II, 
awarded in 1989, and subsequently worked as a freelance geologist from 
1990 to 2015. Alongside this, she taught mathematics, chemistry, physics and 
natural sciences in a number of secondary schools from 1996 to 2015. She 
has attended masters courses on the management function in schools and on 
the organisation and management of educational institutions in multicultural 
contexts.

Carolina Boldoni is a Postdoctoral Research Associate of the Universidade 
Nova de Lisboa, in Lisbon (Portugal). Her research interests are intangible 
cultural heritage and the national formation of East Timor, where she con-
GXFWHG�D����PRQWKV�ϧHOGZRUN�EHWZHHQ������DQG�������6KH�LV�FXUUHQWO\�LQ-
volved in the formation of a museum in the area of Trafaria, Lisbon, where 
she is conducting an ethnographic analysis regarding the tangible and intan-
gible memories of the area.

Karsten Legère is Emeritus Professor of African languages,¬ University of 
Gothenburg,¬ 6ZHGHQ�¬ He studied African and General Linguistics (M. A. 
courses) at the Karl Marx University (of Leipzig, then German Democratic 
Republic) 1964-1968. The same year Sept. 1 he started his academic career as 
a Lecturer (focus on [Ki-] Swahili and Bantu languages), teaching in Leipzig 
1968-1975, 1979-1983 (Senior Lecturer) and 1986-1994 (Associate Professor 
of Bantu languages), at the University of Dar es Salaam, Kiswahili Dept. 1975-
1979 (as Lecturer) and 1983-1986 (Senior Lecturer), University of Namibia, 
Dept. of African Languages 1994-2000 (Professor), in Gothenburg 2001-Nov. 
2010 (Professor, African Languages).¬After retirement, in Sweden Honorary/
Visiting Professor at the University of Vienna until 2018. Academic degrees 
PhD. (1974), Dr sc. phil. (1982), Dr phil. habil (1991). He is honorary member 
of the Linguistic Association of SADC Universities (2001). His research inter-
ests include language policy and¬implementation,¬sociolinguistics, linguistic 
landscape,¬documentation of African languages,¬description of¬.DYDQJR¬lan-
guages (Namibia),¬7DQ]DQLDQ¬languages (Bantu, Cushitic, Southern Nilotic), 
orature¬and more.

Gianfrancesco Lusini (born 1962, PhD 1991), formerly Assistant (1995) and 
Associate Professor (2006), since 2019 is Professor for G̸¶̸z and Amharic 
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languages and literatures at the Dipartimento Asia, Africa e Mediterraneo of 
UNIOR. He is the editor of the journal Rassegna di Studi Etiopici and of the 
series Studi Africanistici. Serie Etiopica. “Alexander von Humboldt” Fellow in 
2001-2002 (Hamburg University), and Visiting Professor at the Addis Ababa 
University (since 2014), he is the director of the “Centro di Studi sull’Afri-
ca”, and currently he leads the national research project CaNaMEI (Catalogo 
Nazionale dei manoscritti etiopici in Italia).

0DUWD�0DͿD is Junior Assistant Professor (RTD-A) at UNIOR, where she re-
ceived her PhD in Linguistics in 2015. She has been an L2 Italian teacher in 
voluntary associations and in reception centres for refugees and asylum seek-
ers. Her main current research interests encompass second language acqui-
sition and second language teaching, particularly in the case of illiterate or 
low-literate learners; sociolinguistics of migration; prosodic aspects of emo-
tional and pathological speech in L1 and L2.

Ilaria Micheli is Associate Professor in African linguistics at the University of 
Trieste. Her main interests encompass descriptive linguistics, endangered and 
orally transmitted languages of subsaharan Africa, applied ethnolinguistics 
and ethnomedicine for cooperation. Among her publications, worthy of atten-
tion are the books 3URϧOR�*UDPPDWLFDOH�H�9RFDERODULR�GHOOD�/LQJXD�.XODQJR��&{WH�
G·,YRLUH���Ed. Università degli Studi di Napoli “L’Orientale” - Dissertations vol. 
VI - 2007), )LJOLR�GHOOD�5DGLFH��'MHGRXD�<DR�.RXPDQ���*XDULWRUH�H�&DFFLDWRUH�
Kulango (EUT - 2011 and 2017 in English) and *UDPPDWLFDO�6NHWFK�DQG�6KRUW�
9RFDEXODU\�RI�WKH�2JLHN�/DQJXDJH�RI�0DULDVKRQL�(EUT - 2019).

Emiliano Minerba graduated at UNIOR. He is currently working at his PhD 
research, a comparative historical analysis of Swahili and Wolof metrical sys-
tems. Besides Swahili and Wolof prosodies and classical literatures, one of 
his other research interests is modern Swahili literature, particularly theatre.

Angela Mormone holds a degree in Business Economics from the Università 
degli Studi di Napoli Federico II, and has enriched her CV with a master 
degree and advanced courses in the management of complex organisations. 
Currently working at the Direzione Generale dell·865� �8ϫFLR� 6FRODVWLFR�
Regionale) per la Campania (General Directorate of the USR for Regione 
Campania), pursuant to Law 448/1998. Angela is the regional contact person 
for adult education, and is engaged in implementing practices to tackle edu-
cational poverty with particular reference to the inclusion of foreign school-
FKLOGUHQ�DQG�WKRVH�ZLWK�VRFLR�HFRQRPLF�GLϫFXOWLHV��6KH�KDV�SDUWLFLSDWHG�LQ�
numerous round tables and steering committees at both regional and national 
level on issues relating to social hardship, unaccompanied foreign minors, 
adult education, system evaluation and guidance. She coordinates innova-
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tion and educational research initiatives for USR Campania, paying particu-
lar attention to the implementation and application of project management 
techniques. She is a trainer and lecturer employed by universities as well as 
private institutions.

Amelia (Lia) Pensabene is a teacher at the CPIA Avellino where she teaches 
English at the prison school of the Casa Circondariale in Ariano Irpino and 
Italian L2 within asylum seekers’ host structures. She has previously taught 
adults in the CTPs (Centri Territoriali Permanenti) both in a prison setting 
and in evening schools. Lia has a degree in Modern Languages and Literatures 
(Hindi, Urdu, Sanskrit, English) from the Istituto Universitario Orientale 
Napoli (IUO)2 in Naples, with a thesis on Indian Linguistics. Lia spent sev-
HUDO�\HDUV�LQ�,QGLD��ϧUVW�LQ������ZLWK�D�VFKRODUVKLS�IURP�WKH�,82, where she 
carried out research at the Delhi University and Banaras Hindu University 
/LEUDULHV�DQG�ϧHOG�UHVHDUFK�RQ�WKH�%KRMSXUL�ODQJXDJH. She was subsequent-
ly awarded a three-year scholarship by the Indian Government through the 
0LQLVWU\�RI�)RUHLJQ�$ϱDLUV�DQG�IURP������WR������VKH�ZDV�HQUROOHG�DW�WKH�
Deccan College Postgraduate and Research Institute Pune, where she carried 
out postgraduate research studies in sociolinguistics and lexicography. Her 
current interests are in language teaching in multilingual and multicultural 
contexts. She was responsible for the design and overall coordination of the 
DiM Project and is currently the contact person for CPIA Avellino within the 
CRRSeS (Centro Regionale di Ricerca, Sperimentazione e Sviluppo sull’Istruz-
ione degli Adulti) for Regione Campania.

Emilio Porcaro, head teacher of the CPIA in Bologna, has devoted the last 
WZHQW\�ϧYH�\HDUV� WR�YDULRXV�VSKHUHV�RI�ZRUN�UDQJLQJ�IURP�DGXOW�HGXFDWLRQ�
and adult learning to issues relating to teaching Italian to foreigners, to fo-
FXVLQJ�RQ�FRPSHWHQF\�HYDOXDWLRQ�DQG�FHUWLϧFDWLRQ��DQG�VFKRROLQJ�LQ�D�SULVRQ�
setting. Since 2012, he has been president of RIDAP (Rete Italiana Educazione 
degli Adulti), the Italian adult education network. His published works in-
clude: Il riconoscimento dei crediti per l’Istruzione degli Adulti. Metodi, pro-
cedure e strumenti (with R. Sibilio e P. Buonanno, Loescher, Torino, 2020); Il 
ruolo del Centro provinciale per l’istruzione degli adulti (CPIA) dentro e fuori 
GDO�FDUFHUH�QHOOD�IRUPD]LRQH�VFRODVWLFD�GHJOL�DGXOWL��LQ�´$GXOWLWj�IUDJLOL��ϧQH�
pena e percorsi inclusivi. Teorie e pratiche di reinserimento sociale” (edited 
by Luca Decembrotto), Franco Angeli, Milano, 2020; Istruzione degli Adulti 
e religioni, in “Diritti Doveri Solidarietà” - Religioni per la cittadinanza”, 
Garante delle persone sottoposte a misure restrittive della libertà personale, 
Emilia Romagna, 2019; Il ruolo dei CPIA nel processo di integrazione lin-

2 IUO (Istituto Universitario Orientale) is the former name of the current UNIOR 
(Università degli Studi di Napoli “L’Orientale”).
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guistica dei migranti con un focus sui MSNA in Sguardi Simmetrici, Collana 
´,�TXDGHUQL�GHOO·8ϫFLR�6FRODVWLFR�5HJLRQDOH�SHU� O·(PLOLD�5RPDJQDµ��Q������
February 2018, Tecnodid Editrice); Minori stranieri non accompagnati (in 
Atti del Convegno “Le attuali emergenze pedagogiche: i minori stranieri non 
accompagnati nelle scuole della Toscana”, Regione Toscana, 2015).

Adriano V. Rossi is Emeritus Professor of Iranian Philology and History of 
Ancient and Late-Ancient Iran at UNIOR. He studied languages, history and 
civilizations of the ancient and modern Near East at University of Sapienza 
(Rome), and directed for decades the Center for Asian Lexicography, 
(IsIAO - Istituto Italiano per l’Africa e l’Oriente, now IsMEO - Associazione 
Internazionale di Studi sul Mediterraneo e L’Oriente). He was director of the 
Department of Asian Studies (1987-1988), Dean of the Faculty of Letters and 
Philosophy (1990-1992), Pro-Rector (1987-1988) and Rector (1992-1998) at 
UNIOR��+H�LV�D�PHPEHU�RI�VFLHQWLϧF�FRXQFLOV�DV�ZHOO�DV�QXPHURXV�DFDGHPLHV�
societies, including Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei and Balochi Academy, 
Quetta (Honorary). He represented Italy in the Asia-Europe Foundation (1997-
2004); since 2016 he is president of IsMEO-The International Association for 
Mediterranean and Oriental Studies, Rome.

Graziano Savà. Italian (Sicilian) linguist, Graziano Savà is specialised in the 
documentation and description of minority and endangered languages of 
Ethiopia. He is the author of the only grammar of the Cushitic endangered 
language Ts’amakko (Savà 2005) and has documented other little-known lan-
guages of Ethiopia such as Ongota, Bayso and Haro. He is also the author of 
studies concerning historical linguistics and code-switching. He is presently a 
Postdoctoral Fellow at UNIOR, Italy, carrying a research on the Nilo-Saharan 
language Nara (Eritrea).

Suhnu Ram Sharma had his MA and PhD in Linguistics from the university 
of Kurukshetra, (1970, 1975 respectively). Joined Anthropological Survey of 
India in 1974 as a Research Associate and worked on the tribal languages of 
Arunachal Pradesh, Andaman Islands, Rajasthan, Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh, 
Uttarakhand, and Himachal Pradesh. In 1980 Dr Sharma joined Deccan 
College, Post-graduate and Research Institute, Deemed to be university, Pune 
as Associate Professor and retired in 2006 as Professor of Tibeto-Burman 
Linguistics. He has published more than thirty research papers and three 
books on the description of tribal languages. He taught MA M. Phil cours-
es in sociolinguistics, morphology, semantics and second language teaching 
methods. He�JXLGHG����3K'�VWXGHQWV�LQ�GLϱHUHQW�VXEMHFWV�UHODWHG�WR�ODQJXDJH�
descriptions. Dr Sharma has been associated with the Himalayan Languages 
3URMHFW�ϧUVW�DW�/HLGHQ�XQLYHUVLW\��1HWKHUODQGV�DQG�QRZ�LQ�%HUQ��6ZLW]HUODQG��
He attended several national and international conferences and seminars in 
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Europe, USA and China. Dr Sharma was a Gonda Fellow at IIAS (International 
Institute for Asian Studies) Leiden twice during 2005 and 2007 and Senior 
Fellow at the Himalayan Languages Project in 1997, 1995. Currently he is 
working towards the completion of Manchad Grammar.

Maddalena Toscano is a former researcher and teacher at UNIOR. She worked 
LQ�WKH�ϧHOG�RI�%DQWX�ODQJXDJHV�DQG�OLWHUDWXUHV��PDLQO\�GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�6ZDKLOL�
and Zulu languages, with special attention to applications of computational 
linguistics to digitalized text analysis. She wrote about Swahili lexicography 
and Zulu morphological structures. Results of her research activities were 
also included in her advanced course about the use of application of corpus 
linguistics in the teaching of Swahili language. 

She had experiences in various Socrates projects. She coordinated the 
¶CAMEEL’ (Computer Applications to Modern Extra European Languages) 
project, the results of which were included in the chapter ¶European stud-
ies on computing for non-European languages’ (http://korpus.uib.no/hum-
IDN�$FR+XP�ERRN�1(/�FKDSWHU�ϧQDO�KWPO�� RI� WKH� $&2�+80� �$GYDQFHG�
COmputing in HUmanities) publication. Among the results of these activities 
is UWAZO, a Swahili-Italian online dictionary, which is now being updated, 
thanks to the fundings from IsMEO and UNIOR. She was also the main coor-
dinator of the Comenius project ¶TIME for Teachers’ (Tools in Multicultural 
(GXFDWLRQ���WKH�ϧQDO�UHVXOW�RI�ZKLFK�LV�DYDLODEOH�LQ�SGI�IRUPDW�IURP�WKH�81,25�
Open Archives (http://opar.unior.it/179). She was the local coordinator of the 
¶EVLang’ project (EVeils aux Langues), which aims at introducing a multicul-
tural and multilingual awareness in the language teaching in primary school.

Mauro Tosco is Professor of African Linguistics at the University of Turin. His 
main area of research is the Horn of Africa, where he has been working on 
the analysis and description of Cushitic languages in an areal and typological 
perspective. Among his books: $�*UDPPDWLFDO�6NHWFK�RI�'DKDOR��LQFOXGLQJ�WH[WV�
DQG�D�JORVVDU\ (Hamburg, 1991), 7XQQL��*UDPPDU��7H[WV�DQG�9RFDEXODU\�RI�D�
Southern Somali Dialect (Köln, 1997), 7KH�'KDDVDQDF�/DQJXDJH (Köln, 2001); A 
*UDPPDU�RI�*DZZDGD and $�*DZZDGD�'LFWLRQDU\ (Köln, forthcoming).

A native speaker of Piedmontese, an endangered language of NW Italy, he 
works on the expansion and revitalization of minority languages, language 
policy and ideology.

Pidgins, creoles and language contact (3LGJLQ�DQG�&UHROH�/DQJXDJHV��$�%DVLF�
Introduction; München, 2001; with Alan S. Kaye) are his third main area of 
research.

Rosanna Tramutoli is a Postdoctoral Research Fellow at UNIOR. Her research 
focus is Bantu lexical analysis and a comparison of Swahili and Zulu body 
terminology. She holds a PhD in Swahili linguistics (2018) from UNIOR and 



16

the University of Bayreuth. From 2013 to 2017 she was Swahili lecturer at 
the University of Bayreuth. Among her main research interests are cogni-
tive linguistics, anthropological linguistics, semantic analysis, and lexicogra-
phy. She has published contributions on international journals, such as 5$/ 
(5HVHDUFK� LQ�$IULFDQ�/LWHUDWXUHV), Kervan (International Journal of Afro-Asiatic 
Studies), Africa and Swahili Forum. She has recently published a monograph 
entitled (QFRGLQJ� (PRWLRQV� LQ� 6ZDKLOL�� $� &RJQLWLYH� /LQJXLVWLF� $QDO\VLV� ZLWK� D�
&RQVLGHUDWLRQ�RI�WKH�6RFLR�FXOWXUDO�&RQWH[W (Köppe, 2020).



Part 1

General issues: 
multilingualism, minority 
languages and the eternal 

dichotomy between 
orality and writing



18

$ඨ༼ཋ༬යཋ

7KH� SDSHU� GLVFXVVHV� DW� OHDVW� WZR� DSSURDFKHV� WR� GHWHUPLQH� OLQJXLVWLF� LGHQWLW\�� ,Q�
VR� GRLQJ�� SDUWLFXODU� DWWHQWLRQ� LV� SDLG� WR� WKH� SUHSDUDWLRQ�DQG� LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ� RI�
81(6&2·V�,<,/��,QWHUQDWLRQDO�<HDU�RI�,QGLJHQRXV�/DQJXDJHV�������LQLWLDWLYH��$V�
NQRZQ��JLYHQ�81(6&2·V�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�SUHVWLJH��LQVWLWXWLRQV�DQG�VSHHFK�FRPPXQLWLHV�
IHOW� VWLPXODWHG� E\� WKLV� ,<,/����� LQLWLDWLYH�� $V� D� FRQVHTXHQFH�� WKHLU� IRFXV� ZDV�
on dealing with those national languages of their countries which in a linguistic 
KLHUDUFK\�DUH�QRW�LQ�D�WRS�SRVLWLRQ��OLNH�H�J��(QJOLVK��)UHQFK��6SDQLVK�DQG�PRUH���EXW�
DUH�UDWHG�VRPHKRZ�OHVV�LPSRUWDQW�E\�WKHLU�VSHDNHUV�RU�RϫFLDOV��,W�WXUQHG�RXW�LQ�WKH�
GDWD�DQDO\VLV�SURFHVV�IRU�WKLV�SDSHU�WKDW�81(6&2·V�FRQFHSWXDOL]DWLRQ�GHϧFLWV�KDYH�
KDPSHUHG�D�SURGXFWLYH�JUDVVURRWV� UHVSRQVH�VXFK�DV�HYLGHQFHG� LQ�1DPLELD��:LWK�
UHJDUG�WR�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�DQG�GLVVHPLQDWLRQ�RI�D�XQLϧHG�LGHQWLW\�FRQFHSW�ZRUOG�
ZLGH� D� SURPLQHQW�$IULFDQ� FROOHDJXH� SRLQWV� RXW� WKDW� LQ� (XURSH��1RUWK�$PHULFD��
&KLQD��LQ�PDQ\�$IULFDQ�FRXQWULHV�VRXWK�RI�WKH�(TXDWRU��HWF��RZQ�XPEUHOOD�WHUPV�
DUH�ZHOO�HVWDEOLVKHG��7KLV�LPSOLHV�WKDW�81(6&2·V�LGHQWLW\�UHODWHG�DFWLYLWLHV�KDYH�QRW�
VR�IDU�PXFK�FRQWULEXWHG�WR�IHDVLEOH�FKDQJHV�

.ෞྞྎ༬༼

,GHQWLW\�� JUDVV� URRWV� VHOI�LGHQWLϧFDWLRQ�� WRS�GRZQ� LGHQWLϧFDWLRQ�� $IULFDQ� DQG�
6FDQGLQDYLDQ�H[DPSOHV��YDULHW\�RI�UHVXOWV��WHUPLQRORJLFDO�GLYHUVLW\�YHUVXV�81(6&2·V�
JOREDO�XPEUHOOD�WHUP�
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1. INTRODUCTION - SOME BACKGROUND INFORMATION AND BASICS 

On 22 November 2016 the Third Committee (Social, Humanitarian, Cultural) 
of the UN General Assembly proclaimed IYIL 2019. In this regard, the press 
release of 8 December 20161 announced that the resolution on the “Rights of 
indigenous peoples” stated the following: “The resolution stresses the urgent 
need to preserve, promote and revitalize endangered languages […]”, invit-
ing UNESCO to “serve as the lead agency for the Year”. [Emphasis added]

Shortly thereafter, the same text draws “[…] attention to the critical loss of 
indigenous languages and the urgent need to preserve, revitalize and promote 
indigenous languages at the national and international levels”. [Emphasis added] 

The above extract shows a terminological contradiction in that endangered 
languages are equated with indigenous languages (henceforth IL) and vice versa. 
This cannot be explained as a simple oversight, because the UN/UNESCO/ILO, 
HWF��DSSURDFK�WR��QRQ���GHϧQLQJ�indigenous peoples includes also the language 
of each people. Thus, for assessing language endangerment there are criteria 
in UNESCO (2003) or Ethnologue. This discrepancy is glaring if, for example, 
one compares the glossonyms in the endangered languages collection at the 
Max Planck Institute of Psycholinguistics in Nijmegen, The Netherlands,2 or 
of the Endangered Languages Archive at the University of London, with the 
ethnonyms that are listed e.g. in the IWGIA Yearbook, by Wikipedia, etc.3 

It is completely incomprehensible why for the terminological inconsis-
tencies outlined above, in preparation of IYIL2019, UNESCO as a global player 
ZDV�QRW�ZLOOLQJ�WR�JHW�GRZQ�WR�EDVLFV�UHJDUGLQJ�WKH�GHϧQLWLRQ�GLOHPPD��+HUH�WKH�
GHϧQLWLRQ�DSSURDFK�RI�WKH�&RXQFLO�RI�(XURSH�WUDFHG�LQ�WKH�“European Charter for 
Regional or Minority Languages” is an example that is worthy of being imitated:

“$UWLFOH���– 'HϧQLWLRQV��
)RU�WKH�SXUSRVHV�RI�WKLV�&KDUWHU��D��´UHJLRQDO�RU�PLQRULW\�ODQJXDJHVµ�PHDQV�ODQJXDJHV�
WKDW�DUH��L�WUDGLWLRQDOO\�XVHG�ZLWKLQ�D�JLYHQ�WHUULWRU\�RI�D�6WDWH�E\�QDWLRQDOV�RI�WKDW�6WDWH�

1 KWWS���ZZZ�XQHVFR�RUJ�QHZ�HQ�XQHVFR�OLDLVRQ�RFH�LQ�QHZ�\RUN�DERXW�WKLV�
RIILFH�VLQJOH�YLHZ�QHZV�XQLWHGBQDWLRQVBJHQHUDOBDVVHPEO\BSURFODLPVB����BDVBWKHB
intern/; accessed 27 January 2019, recent search was unsuccessful, but available (accessed 
21 August 2021) is another relevant link, i.e. Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, 
Seventeenth session, New York, 16–27 April 2018, Item 3 of the provisional agenda, 
Follow-up to the recommendations of the Permanent Forum, Action plan for organizing 
the 2019 International Year of Indigenous Languages that is a useful overview of the IYIL 
2019 focus and content. Link KWWSV���XQGRFV�RUJ�(�&����������

2 The results of the Documentation of Endangered Languages (DoBeS) initiative of 
the Volkswagen Foundation, the DoBeS Archive were accepted by UNESCO as “Memory of 
the World”.

3 6HH�7KH�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�:RUN�*URXS�IRU�,QGLJHQRXV�$ϱDLUV��,:*,$���������https://iw-
gia.org/images/yearbook/2020/IWGIA_The_Indigenous_World_2020.pdf as well as  https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_indigenous_ peoples accessed 17 August 2021. 
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ZKR�IRUP�D�JURXS�QXPHULFDOO\�VPDOOHU�WKDQ�WKH�UHVW�RI�WKH�6WDWH·V�SRSXODWLRQ��LL�GLϱHUHQW�
IURP�WKH�RϫFLDO�ODQJXDJH�V��RI�WKDW�6WDWe […]” 4

As an alternative for the English description of ¶indigenous’ the Merriam-
Webster dictionary may be helpful, as pointing out that this lexical item 
means either:

��D��SURGXFHG��JURZLQJ��OLYLQJ��RU�RFFXUULQJ�QDWLYHO\�RU�QDWXUDOO\�LQ�D�SDUWLFXODU�UHJLRQ�
RU�HQYLURQPHQW��RU
�� E�� ,QGLJHQRXV� RU� OHVV� FRPPRQO\� LQGLJHQRXV�� RI� RU� UHODWLQJ� WR� WKH� HDUOLHVW� NQRZQ�
LQKDELWDQWV�RI�D�SODFH�DQG�HVSHFLDOO\�RI�D�SODFH�WKDW�ZDV�FRORQL]HG�E\�D�QRZ�GRPLQDQW�
group.5 [Emphasis added]

This Webster entry lists synonyms such as aboriginal, autochthonous, born, 
domestic, endemic, and native; antonyms are non-indigenous, non-native etc.

A check of UN/UNESCO websites to obtain an up-to-date list of ILs which 
are conforming to the UN/UNESCO conceptualization has been unsuccessful. 
There were info bites, such as the following data overview on the IYIL 2019 
website:

,QGLJHQRXV�/DQJXDJHV
$W�SUHVHQW�����SHU�FHQW�RI�WKH�ZRUOG’V�DSSUR[LPDWHO\�������ODQJXDJHV�DUH�VSRNHQ�E\�RQO\�
3 per cent of the world’s population. Although indigenous peoples�PDNH�XS�OHVV�WKDQ����
RI�WKH�JOREDO�SRSXODWLRQ��WKH\�VSHDN PRUH�WKDQ�������RI�WKH�ZRUOG’s languages. 
&RQVHUYDWLYH�HVWLPDWHV�VXJJHVW�WKDW�PRUH�WKDQ�KDOI�RI�WKH�ZRUOG’V�ODQJXDJHV�ZLOO�EHFRPH�
H[WLQFW�E\�������2WKHU�FDOFXODWLRQV�SUHGLFW�WKDW�XS�WR����SHU�FHQW�RI�WKH�ZRUOG’s languages 
PD\�EHFRPH�H[WLQFW�RU�VHULRXVO\�HQGDQJHUHG�E\�WKH�HQG�RI�WKLV�FHQWXU\��7KH�PDMRULW\�RI�
the languages that are under threat are indigenous languages. It is estimated that one 
LQGLJHQRXV�ODQJXDJH�GLHV�HYHU\�WZR�ZHHNV.6

Although having been responsible for the implementation of IYIL2019, 
UNESCO has been reluctant to submit a list of those ILs the endangerment of 
which is advanced.  

As reported above, the groundwork for the IYIL2019 proclamation was 
done by Bolivia and Ecuador that also co-authored the associated text. The 

4 ht tps ://www.coe. int/en/web/convent ions/ful l - l i s t/ -/convent ions/
rms/0900001680695175 accessed 17 August 2021. 

5 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/indigenous, accessed 17 August 
2021. An enquiry about “indigenous languages” is rejected as “The word you’ve entered 
isn’t in the dictionary”.

6 https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/wp-content/uploads/
sites/ 19/2018/ 04/Indigenous-Languages.pdf. [emphasis added]. This means that when 
annually 26 languages die until 2100, 80 years ahead approxinately 2150 ILs (and not 
4000) will be lost. 
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background against which these two countries propagated for a global initia-
tive an umbrella term which is deeply rooted in their colonial past, as well as 
a critical review of terminological problems and inadequacies not only in the 
South American neighbourhood will be focused on in the following sections. 
,Q�WKLV�UHVSHFW��LW�VKRXOG�EH�ERUQH�LQ�PLQG�WKDW�WKH�SURFODPDWLRQ�WH[W�RϱHUV�
YDULRXV�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV�IRU�LWV�DPELJXLW\�DQG�ODFN�RI�DGHTXDWH�GHϧQLWLRQ��DV�
already pointed out above.

2. REGIONAL LINGUISTIC PROFILES IN THE LIGHT OF IYIL2019

2.1. BOLIVIA AND ECUADOR

%RWK� FRXQWULHV� VXSSRUW� HϱRUWV� WR� SURWHFW�� HPSRZHU� DQG� SURPRWH� ,/V� EDFN�
home and worldwide. However, in their constitutions, for example, the lin-
guistic terminology involves catchphrases that have nothing to do with IL, be-
cause the term indigenous is only traced in the context of the word ¶people’, 
i.e. SXHEORV�indígena�¶indigenous peoples’, which does not refer to any Bolivian 
or Ecuadorian language. This is illustrated below.

Quoted from Bolivia’s 2009 Constitution: “6RQ�LGLRPDV�RϧFLDOHV�… el cas-
tellano y todos los idiomas de las naciones y pueblos indígena originario 
campesinos …” [emphasis added].

An exhaustive list of all languages other than Spanish follows. Here, idi-
RPDV�� i.e. � ¶languages’ DSSOLHV� WR�6SDQLVK�DV�ZHOO� DV� WR�DOO� RWKHU� FR�RϫFLDO�
languages.7

From Ecuador’s 2008 Constitution, Article 2: “… el castellano, el kichwa y 
HO�VKXDU�VRQ�LGLRPDV�RϧFLDOHV�… l. Los demás idiomas ancestrales son de uso 
RϧFLDO�SDUD�ORV�SXHEORV�indígenas …”.

Notable is the catchphrase idiomas ancestrales (“ancestral languages”). 
Furthermore, Article 28 of Ecuador’s /H\�GH�(GXFDFLyn (Education Law) speaks 
of “lenguas aborígenes” (“aboriginal languages”).

It is strange to observe above that, although both Bolivia and Ecuador 
KDYH� EHHQ� ,<,/� ����� SURWDJRQLVWV�� WKHVH� FRXQWULHV� XVH�PRGLϧHG� OLQJXLVWLF�
umbrella terms for the languages spoken by their populations back home. In 
YLHZ�RI�WKLV�GLVFUHSDQF\��IRU�FRPSUHKHQVLYH�FRXQWU\�SURϧOHV�RQH�KDV�WR�FRQ-
sult Ethnologue (Simons & Fennig 2018). Ethnologue publishes statistical data 
RQ�ZKDW�LW�GHϧQHV�DV�,/��L�H��EHORQJLQJ�WR�D�VSHFLϧHG�FRXQWU\��YV��QRQ�LQGLJH-
nous languages (Spanish plus immigrants’ languages). In addition, Ethnologue 

7 A quotation from a Spanish digital dictionary - “We usually say idioma when we talk 
about languages (human tongue) while we use lenguaje as language like a programming 
“language” it would sound aukward to say el lenguaje Inglés instead of el idioma Inglés…”
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(as a reliable reference source for determining the status of a language ac-
cording to the Expanded Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale/EGIDS) 
lists 13 languages in Bolivia that are in trouble and 18 as dying, while eight 
are in trouble in Ecuador, and three are dying.

Further, it may be interesting to note here how, for example, Bolivian lan-
JXDJHV�DQG�SHRSOHV�VXϱHUHG�IURP�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ�XQGHU�6SDQLVK�FRORQLDO�UXOH�
as well as under post-colonial governments after independence from Spain in 
1820 (source: Leclerc 2020, Bolivia):

D��/HV� ODQJXHV� LQGLJèQHV� IXUHQW� LQWHUGLWHV�GDQV� WRXWHV� OHV�PDQLIHVWDWLRQV�RϫFLHOOHV�GH�
O·eWDW�HVSDJQRO��PDLV�PDOJUé tout les autochtones résistèrent à la tentative d’assimilation 
�FDVWLOODQLVDWLRQ��
E��4XDQW�DX[�SRSXODWLRQV�DXWRFKWRQHV��HOOHV�IXUHQW�FRQVLGérées comme «inférieures» et 
plus ou moins dépouilléHV�GH�WRXV�OHXUV�GURLWV�FLYLOV��SROLWLTXHV��VRFLDX[�HW�OLQJXLVWLTXHV�

Moving away from South America, the next region is sub-Saharan Africa with 
LWV� VWURQJ� IRFXV� RQ� HWKQLF� DQG� OLQJXLVWLF� VHOI�LGHQWLϧFDWLRQ8 away from the 
colonial legacy.

2.2 SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

'XULQJ�D�UHYLHZ�RI�RϫFLDO� ODQJXDJH�XVH�LQ�$IULFD�WKH�FRQVWLWXWLRQV�RU�RWK-
HU� UHOHYDQW�RϫFLDO�GRFXPHQWV� LQ����$IULFDQ�FRXQWULHV�PRVWO\�6RXWK�RI� WKH�
Equator were reviewed. Below is a summary of the results.

As enshrined in the Constitutions of Benin, Cameroon, DRC, and Gabon 
DPRQJ�RWKHU�$IULFDQ�FRXQWULHV��DOO�ODQJXDJHV�RI�$IULFDQ�RULJLQ�DUH�LGHQWLϧHG�
as national languages�VLQFH�WKH\�EHORQJ�WR�D�GHϧQHG�QDWLRQ�VWDWH��,Q�WKH�&RQJR�
Republic and in Mozambique, the terms langues nationales véhiculaires and 
línguas veiculares (in French and Portuguese respectively, the equivalent of 
lingua francas) are stipulated. More umbrella terms are published in Legère 
(2017), for an update see Legère (2021: 181-182).

Out of the 23 countries reviewed only Kenya and RSA use the term indi-
genous as follows:
,Q�.HQ\D��UHIHUULQJ�WR�DOO�ODQJXDJHV�RWKHU�WKDQ�WKH�RϫFLDO�RQHV��(QJOLVK�

DQG�6ZDKLOL��WKH�ODWWHU�EHLQJ�DOVR�LGHQWLϧHG�DV�.HQ\D’s national language) the 
country’s 2010 Constitution (Republic of Kenya 2010:14) states in its Article 
7(3): “7KH�6WDWH�VKDOO��D��SURPRWH�DQG�SURWHFW�WKH�GLYHUVLW\�RI�ODQJXDJH�RI�WKH�SHR-

8 Remember the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
- A/RES/61/295, p. 24, Art. 33; 2.: “Indigenous  peoples  have  the  right  to  determine 
their own identity or membership in accordance  with  their  customs  and  traditions.” 
Source: https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/wp-content/uploads/
sites/19/2018/11/UNDRIP_E_web.pdf last accessed 21 August 2021
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SOH�RI�.HQ\D��DQG��E��SURPRWH�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�DQG�XVH�RI�LQGLJHQRXV��L�H��.HQ\DQ��
.�/���ODQJXDJHV […]” [emphasis added].9

In the South African constitution (=Act 108 of 1996, Founding Provisions, 
Languages) the text reads as follows: “��� ���� 7KH� RϫFLDO� ODQJXDJHV� RI� WKH�
5HSXEOLF�DUH�6HSHGL��6HVRWKR��6HWVZDQD��VL6ZDWL��7VKLYHQGD��;LWVRQJD��$IULNDDQV��
(QJOLVK��LVL1GHEHOH��LVL;KRVD�DQG�LVL=XOX������5HFRJQL]LQJ�WKH�KLVWRULFDOO\�GLPLQ-
ished use and status of the indigenous languages of our people […]
+HUH�´LQGLJHQRXVµ�FOHDUO\�PHDQV�WKH�RϫFLDO�African languages of the RSA 

i.e., belonging to a particular place/country, as described in Webster 1) a).
Further, (5) (a) (ii) refers to South African heritage languages such as 

Khoi, Nama, and those of the San communities, which are not FODVVLϧHG�DV�,/V�
in the RSA constitution, although being related to Webster 1, b).10 

In the 23 African countries studied, the language of the former foreign 
FRORQLVHUV�DGPLQLVWUDWRUV�KDV�HYHU\ZKHUH�EHHQ�VWLSXODWHG�DV�WKH�RϫFLDO�ODQ-
JXDJH��HYHQ�ZKHQ�LW� LV�FR�RϫFLDO�� L�H��VKDULQJ�WKLV�VWDWXV�ZLWK�DQRWKHU�ODQ-
guage, like e.g. Swahili in Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda and Uganda.

It is strange that in designing and organizing IYIL 2019, UNESCO was not 
SUHSDUHG�WR�VWXG\�RU�WR�FDUH�DERXW�WKH�RϫFLDO�WHUPLQRORJ\�WKDW�ZDV�FRLQHG�E\�
$IULFDQ�JRYHUQPHQWV�RU�RWKHU�RϫFLDO�LQVWLWXWLRQV11 and the resulting linguistic 
implications at the national level.

Instead, IYIL protagonists made it easy for themselves by putting aside the 
SULQFLSOH�RI�VHOI�LGHQWLϧFDWLRQ��VHH�DERYH���LGHQWLI\LQJ�DOO�ODQJXDJHV�VSRNHQ�
by formerly colonially oppressed peoples worldwide with the umbrella term 
“indigenous languages”. This kind of strange conceptualization was the focal 
point that was discussed with senior colleagues and African language experts 
in 2019/20 against the African background.

The lack of a solid, globally acceptable UNESCO position on the implemen-
tation of IYIL 2019 became apparent at the annual meeting of the Namibian 
UNESCO Commission in Windhoek April 5, 2019 (not recorded by UNESCO 
Paris in its IYIL2019 event list). At this meeting, the Namibian organizers 

9 For a comprehensive overview that covers the constitutional dispensations in all 
African countries, see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_linguistic_rights_in_African_
constitutions; accessed 21 August  2021.

10 Further, in Act No. 6 of 2019: Protection, Promotion, Development and 
0DQDJHPHQW� RI� ,QGLJHQRXV� .QRZOHGJH� $FW�� ������ &KDSWHU� ��� SDJH� �� VHH� GHϧQLWLRQV� RI�
¶¶LQGLJHQRXV�FRPPXQLW\··��¶¶LQGLJHQRXV�FXOWXUDO�H[SUHVVLRQ··��¶¶LQGLJHQRXV�NQRZOHGJH··�DQG�
¶¶LQGLJHQRXV�NQRZOHGJH�SUDFWLWLRQHU··�0LQG�WKH�WHUPLQRORJLFDO�FRQWUDGLFWLRQV�ZKLFK�DUH�DOVR�
evidenced in the SABC recording “Elevating indigenous languages remains a challenge” - 
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=3C9bYYzYdx8. compared to https://iwgia.org/images/
yearbook/2020/IWGIA_The_Indigenous_World_2020.pdf p. 161-PART 1 – Region and 
country reports – South Africa (web pages last accessed on 21 August 2021.

11 Remember that earlier African governments rejected the term „indigenous peoples“ 
for its negative connotations in Africa, as it was used in derogatory ways during European 
colonialism  (web sources Legère 2019  4).
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came forward with their own interpretation of how to deal with this complex 
issue. In no way did languages of Namibia’s First Peoples, such as those spo-
ken by San communities, play a role. Instead, the invited speakers (divided 
into grassroots and academic) dealt with problems of African languages in 
Namibia in general (i.e. the Webster 1a interpretation) in terms of social pres-
tige, language maintenance, promotion and development.

By the way, among the Namibian marginalised San, Ovatue and Ovatjimba 
WKH�ODWWHU�VSHDN�2WMLKHUHUR��7KXV��LI�WKHVH�FRPPXQLWLHV�DUH�LGHQWLϧHG�DV�“in-
digenous peoples” by UNESCO and others, the language that Ovatjimba speak 
is not endangered.12 

Next, what follows here are some observations regarding the position of 
the Sámi communities in Sweden and Norway. 

2.3 SAMI - AN EUROPEAN MINORITY LANGUAGE GROUP (DIALECT 
CONTINUUM)

The Sami call themselves 8UIRON�(First People). Being 8UIRON, the Sámi commu-
nities are frequently cited, when the current situation among and the future 
of First Peoples and minorities in Europe and the Arctic Region are dealt with. 

In Norway the legal status of SáPL�LV�GHϧQHG�LQ�“The Sámi Act” (Act of 12 
June 1987 No. 56) “§ �����6DPL�ODQJXDJHV��6DPL�DQG�1RUZHJLDQ�DUH�languages 
RI�HTXDO�ZRUWK (emphasis added). 7KH\�VKDOO�EH�DFFRUGHG�HTXDO�VWDWXV�SXUVXDQW�
WR�WKH�SURYLVLRQV�RI�&KDSWHU��”.13 

During a visit to Karasjok (Norwegian Sámi administrative centre) and 
its Sámi Park some years ago i.e. the multitude of publications in the Sámi 
languages was noted with great attention and interest. By comparison, even 
prominent African languages do not come up by far with such a large num-
ber and wide range of publications as those of the Sámi. Another import-
ant achievement is the existence of the Sámi University of Applied Sciences 
�ZHEVLWH�KWWSV���VDPDV�QR�HQ�� LQ�.DXWRNHLQR� LQ�1RUZD\�ZKLFK�HYHQ�RϱHUV�
language courses in various Sámi languages. The following Norwegian Sami 
languages are recognised by the EU authorities which at the right hand side 
of the table also determine the extent of this recognition.

12 Even in e.g. Cameroon First peoples have given up their heritage language in favour 
of that of their neighbours thus speaking a noun class language, the endangerment of which 
is not known.

13 https://www.regjeringen.no/en/dokumenter/the-sami-act-/id449701/ further Chapter 
3.�7KH�6DPL�ODQJXDJH����������'HϧQLWLRQV��HWF���ODVW�DFFHVVHG����$XJXVW������
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Lule Sami Part II (Article 7) and Part III (Articles 8-14)

North Sami  Part II (Article 7) and Part III (Articles 8-14)

South Sami Part II (Article 7) and Part III (Articles 8-14)

article 7 - recognition and support, article 8 - education and 9 rights, media, etc.14

As for the Sami languages in Sweden, a Swedish website15 summarises that

“,Q�������6DPL�ZDV�UHFRJQLVHG�DV�DQ�RϫFLDO�PLQRULW\�ODQJXDJH���LQ�6ZHGHQ��DQG�WKH�
FHQWUDO�JRYHUQPHQW�KDV�VLQFH�JLYHQ�WKH�6DPL�3DUOLDPHQW�JUHDWHU�LQϩXHQFH�DQG�ϧQDQFLDO�
UHVRXUFHV�WR�SUHVHUYH�WKH�6DPL�ODQJXDJHV��ZKLFK�DUH�ULFK�LQ�YDULDWLRQ��-XVW�LPDJLQH�PRUH�
WKDQ�����GLϱHUHQW�ZD\V�RI�VD\LQJ�VQRZ�²�IURP�SRZGHU�WR�VOXVK�”

Another Sámi website states that “$OOD�VDPLVND�VSUnN�lU�NODVVDGH�VRP�KRWDGH�
VSUnN�[…]17µ�in so doing accepting UNESCO’s endangered language version as 
portrayed in the “Atlas of the World’s Languages in Danger of Disappearing“ 
(1996 > 2001, 3rd edition Mosley 2010). Further, the Sámi website records 
IYIL 2019 in Swedish as XUIRONVVSUDNDUHW.  

Similar to Norway, Sámi studies and research are important and well estab-
lished e.g. at the Umeå universitet, Várdduo - Centrum för samisk forskning.18

The list of Swedish Sami languages and their status as European minority 
languages is identical with the Norwegian list above.

As a matter of fact, the endangerment process among the Sámi languages 
is advanced. The estimate of Sámi numbers (i.e. 80.000 persons spread over 
4 countries, 20,000 speakers of the most widespread North Sámi) worries 
the Sami communities.19 What is highly interesting to note is the community 
FRPPLWPHQW�DV� UHϩHFWHG�H��J�� LQ� WKH�F|UVODJ� WLOO�KDQGOLQJVSURJUDP�I|U�EHYDU-
DQGH�DY�GH�VDPLVND�VSUnNHQ20 which is a comprehensive action plan for lan-
guage maintenance and empowerment. Its implementation is certainly not 
easy, in particular at the national level, where Swedish, Norwegian or Finnish 

14 https://rm.coe.int/languages-covered-en-rev2804/16809e4301 which is a 10 page 
listing up all recognised minority languages updated on: 28 April 2020, entry Norway, pp. 
2-3; accessed 17 august 2021.

15 https://sweden.se/society/sami-in-sweden/.
16 See also /DJ�RP�QDWLRQHOOD�PLQRULWHWHU�RFK�PLQRULWHWVVSUnN (SFS 2009:724): 6DPLVND�lU�HWW�

RϫFLHOOW�PLQRULWHWVVSUnN�L�6YHULJH. source: http://www.notisum.se/rnp/sls/sfs/20090724.PDF, 
further https://www.sametinget.se/1079 - web pages last accessed 21 August 2021. Similarly, 
for Finland see “Sámi Language Act” (1086/2003) Link. 6DDPHQ�NLHOLODNL�3')��ϧQOH[�ϧ���

17 http://www.samer.se/2739; last accessed 21 August 2021.
18 https://www.umu.se/vardduo-centrum-for-samisk-forskning; last accessed 21 August 

2021.
19 https://sweden.se/society/sami-in-sweden; last accessed 21 August 2021.
20 https://www.sametinget.se/151550; last accessed 21 August 2021.
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dominate as the national languages with the highest communicative pres-
tige country-wide. It is evident that even if the minority languages are de 
jure equal to other national languages, the distribution and domains where 
WKH�ϧUVW�PHQWLRQHG�ODQJXDJHV�DUH�XVHG�FRQWULEXWH�WR�WKHLU�SULYLOHJHG�VWDWXV��
Outside the autonomous Sapmi area in the north of Scandinavia the use of 
the Saami language is rather restricted. Of course, people can speak Sámi in 
Helsinki, Oslo or Stockholm, but the number of those who understand this 
language there is small. The problems the Sámi communities are exposed 
to were well summarised and assessed in the context of IYIL2019 by Aili 
Keskitalo, Sametingspresident in Norway (see below), and Lars Miguel Utsi, 
Deputy Chairman of the Swedish Sametinget.

The Sámi language has been dealt with here quite extensively, because, 
from a global point of view the linguistic situation in Sápmi and the Sami 
endangerment process are very typical. 

In this respect, judging from the Tanzanian experience,21 special attention 
should be paid to the question - why should someone speak or preserve a 
language that is compared with other national languages for him/her less 
SURPLQHQW�LQ�RϫFLDO��IRUPDO�DQG�HYHQ�LQIRUPDO�GRPDLQV��DV�ZHOO�DV�OHVV�ZLGH-
spread at the country level? As a consequence, the focus of any initiative 
should be to win the hearts of the young generation who should be prepared 
to take over the lead in language policy and implementation in due time. 
Obviously, neither the Sámi, First Peoples of both Americas and in other re-
gions, nor ethnic communities and minorities such as in Africa, Australia or 
$VLD�DUH�VDWLVϧHG�WR�VHH�KRZ�WKHLU�ODQJXDJHV�DUH�JHWWLQJ�ORVW��EHFDXVH�WKH\�DUH�
no longer used.  

At the end of IYIL 2019 the President of the Sami Parliament, Ms. Aili 
Keskitalo was contacted per email.22 The message drew attention to the fact 
that IL is a stigma term in larger parts of Africa where it is associated with 
primitive, second-class or underdeveloped languages. Here is her response: 

)URP��.HVNLWDOR��$LOL��DLOL�NHVNLWDOR#VDPHGLJJL�QR!
6HQW��6DWXUGD\��1RYHPEHU������������������30
7R��.DUVWHQ�/HJèUH��NDUVWHQ�OHJHUH#DIULFDQ�JX�VH!
5H��,<,/�����
“[…]�6DPL�UHIHU�WR�RXUVHOYHV�DV�,QGLJHQRXV�23�DQG�ZH�GR�QRW�FRQVLGHU�WKLV�D�GHURJDWRU\�
term.24�:H�DUH�ZHOO�DZDUH�RI�WKH�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�<HDU�RI�,QGLJHQRXV�/DQJXDJHV��DQG�KDYH�
HQJDJHG�VXEVWDQWLDOO\�LQ�WKH�FHOHEUDWLRQ […]µ

21 In Tanzania and elsewhere the older generation esp. in rural areas is deeply 
concerned about this situation.

22 She was a member of the IYIL2019 Organizing Committee. 
23 Who is non-indigenous  in Scandinavia, according to the Sámi understanding? 
24 Which it is, even if this is not recognised by Sámi authorities, while people not only 

in Africa, but also elsewhere avoid it. 
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As a comment to this message - the question is why do the Sami call them-
selves 8UIRON�� EXW� UHMHFW� DQ\� VHOI�LGHQWLϧFDWLRQ� ZKLFK� LV� VLPLODU� WR� WKDW� LQ�
Canada and the USA as First People or First Nation? Instead, the Sami identify 
themselves with an English umbrella term that, as shown above in the exam-
ple of Namibia, may be understood as negating the First People’s concept.

As for Sámi and IYIL2019, mainly the Norwegian Sámi communities or-
ganised the Arctic Conference, where e.g. the following statement was made 
regarding priorities: 

“2XU� IXQGDPHQWDO� WHQHW� LV� WKDW� WKH�1RUZHJLDQ�DQG�6áPL� ODQJXDJHV� VKDOO� EH�
FRQVLGHUHG�WR�EH RI�HTXDO�VWDWXUH�DQG�YDOXH”.25 This calls for a robust language 
campaign throughout society, where all players can contribute to promoting 
the Sámi languages.26

This means, the Sámi authorities both in Norway and in Sweden keep 
the ball of language maintenance and promotion rolling. However, even the 
achievements so far are worth to be reported (maybe as a Sami language pro-
ϧOH�RQ�WKH�81(6&2�ZHEVLWH�.

Identity problems have come up at the end of IYIL 2019, when UNESCO 
presented an overview of the events during this year 2019. This overview has 
been analysed with regard to linguistic umbrella terms which were traced in 
the events list. The results are summarised in the following section.

3. IDENTITY CONCEPTUALIZATION AND ITS TERMINOLOGY 

The lexical items below are arranged according to the Merriam-Webster dic-
tionary approach, as outlined in 1. above

a) * national languages, líQJXDV�QDFLRQDLV��QDWLRQDOH�6SUDFKHQ (other than 
the national language, e.g. .LVZDKLOL��.LUXQGL or LNL1\DUZDQGD) belonging to a 
particular nation, * minority language, ODQJXH�PLQRULWDLUH�27 * lugha za jamii in 
Tanzania, Kenya and more;

b) relating to the earliest known inhabitants and their language 
* ancestral languages;
* heritage languages,28 treasure language; 

25 KL: Has this not been made clear in the Sami Act quoted above?
26 https://en.iyil2019.org/events/sami-language-conference-iyil2019-launching-in-

arctic-region/; last accessed 21 August 2021.
27 E.g. https://en.iyil2019.org/events/langues-changements-et-adaptations-ethnogra-

phies-et-ecolinguistiques-des-communautes-cotieres-nord-europeennes-a-laune-du-xxieme-
siecle/; last accessed 21 August 2021.

28 LINGUIST List: Vol-32-1080. Wed Mar 24 2021. ISSN: 1069 - 4875 announcing 
publications in Southern Unami which is “the heritage language of the Delaware Tribe of 
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* XUIRONVVSUDN in Scandinavia; 
* languages of 2UDQJ�$VOL�¶)LUVW�3HRSOH·�LQ�0DOD\VLD��
* lenguas originarias (e.g. Mexico);29

* First Nations/First Peoples languages (USA, Canada), 
* First languages (Australia);30

.in Russia ,ى�Ѣãə˴հ˴ѢڇϹڇյѢڇݏڇȿݏ˴�ѪڇϹڇѢѢ˴ݏڇ֖�ىȽ֖ͬ�

6XϫFH�LW�WR�QRWH�KHUH�DJDLQ�WKDW�IRU�81(6&2 indigenous languages are also sup-
posed to mean endangered languages, langues en danger, ~ languages in danger 
(of disappearing), since the whole IYIL2019 initiative has strongly argued for 
the maintenance, promotion and empowerment of small and not so small lan-
guages (like the Sami cluster)31 that are in the process of being given up.

 

4. IDENTITY FROM THE GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE - ALTERNATIVE VIEWS

The following are initially comments from a senior African colleague (a 
participant of the Regional Addis Ababa IYIL2019 conference organized by 
UNESCO end July 2019) who is concerned about UNESCO’s global imposition 
of a terminology that e.g. in Africa (but also elsewhere) is controversial and 
unpopular in particular in former Portuguese colonies:

a) Is the term “indigenous” pejorative? Yes, it certainly is, not only in terms 
of its origins but in its virtually exclusive use for non-European languages. 
Even in its practical application as proposed for the IYIL 2019, it is muddled 
up in its restriction to museum piece endangered languages to the exclusion of 
many languages which are in need of promotion and empowerment. 
E��&DQ�WKH�WHUP�´LQGLJHQRXVµ�EH�UHGHϧQHG�WR�PDNH�LW�OHVV�RϱHQVLYH"�)RU�

example, can it be made to refer to autochthonous languages found in a given 
area? If this can be done, all languages including English, French and German 
will be called indigenous languages in countries where they are natively spo-
ken. I doubt if those who have the messianic mission of rescuing dying lan-
guages will agree to relegate their languages to an inferior status. 

c) Can the term “indigenous” be abolished? I doubt if this is possible. This 
is a term that has become part of the international discussion, especially in 
UNESCO circles.

Indians (Bartlesville, Okla.) and the Delaware Nation of Western Oklahoma (Anadarko)” 
(emphasis KL).

29 https://en.iyil2019.org/events/exhibicion-y-venta-de-libros-relacionados-con-las-
lenguas-originarias/, last accessed 21 August 2021.

30 The name of the First Languages Australia organization, see: https://www.
ϧUVWODQJXDJHV�RUJ�DX; last accessed 21 August 2021.

31 Dialects should be added as suggested already in the 2018 Yuelu Proclamation.
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d) What can be done in the circumstances? Rejecting the use of “indige-
nous languages” in the sense of limiting its scope to just endangered languag-
es. In the African context, the lesson to be drawn from this is that initiatives 
to adjust and reinterpret the term “indigenous” according to situation and 
reality may well be the way out.

This is a perfect summary that, together with the fundamental Robillard/
Bahuchet (2012) discussion of the terminological escapades that the authors 
have traced among Central African forest dwellers should be highly relevant 
for UNESCO and other institutions which believe that there is no alternative 
to the global umbrella term “indigenous languages”. 

Based mainly on the review of UNESCO documents and other sources that 
deemed to be important for the discussion of terminological issues related to 
IYIL 2019 and beyond the following is suggested here:

 – It is time to stop the supremacist interference of organizations, institu-
tions, NGO’s, ’expats’ and persons from outside who feel being authorized 
to tell others - communities, ethnic groups, individuals - who they are.

 – African States which have been studied in the context of identity mat-
ters should be encouraged to pursue their will and way of deciding 
by themselves what is appropriate (or not) in the process of linguistic 
VHOI�LGHQWLϧFDWLRQ�

It should be borne in mind that in view of the colonial past or racist 
connotations, quite recently terminological changes that are supportive to a 
constructive identity approach were made at the national/regional level as 
follows:

 – E-word being replaced by “Inuit”;
 – 3�ZRUG�LQ�&HQWUDO�$IULFD�EHLQJ�EDQQHG�E\�RϫFLDOV�32

 – SDUWLDO�VHOI�LGHQWLϧFDWLRQ�DV�́ )LUVW�3HRSOHV�1DWLRQVµ�LQVWHDG�RI�́ ,QGLDQµ�
 – in Germany/Austria and Switzerland dropping words like 0RKU, 
(LQJHERUHQH (already many years before (LQJHERUHQHQVSUDFKHQ), but 
Duden and some media still maintain stigma terms like “indigene 
Sprachen” und “indigene Menschen/Indigene”33 for denoting languages 
and peoples in Africa, Latin America, USA, Canada, Asia, Australia (on 
top of Aborigines).

32 Robillard&Bahuchet (2012).
33 A typical example is the way how in German media D. Jur. Deb Haaland’s ethnic 

origin was described, such as ,QGLJHQH�ZLUG�0LQLVWHU�Ä·,QGLJHQRXV��EHFRPHV�0LQLVWHU¶���DOVR�
Wikipedia’s https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deb_Haaland - HUVWH�LQGLJHQH�86�0LQLVWHULQ�¶)LUVW�
indigenous Minister’, whereas the English Wikipedia version writes  that the Secretary of 
the Interior  is “[…] an enrolled member of the Laguna Pueblo […]” https://www.doi.gov/
secretary-deb-haaland: “[…] a member of the Pueblo of Laguna […]” - links last accessed 
21 August 2021.
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The rejection of the stigma terms above is a solid argument against 
UNESCO’s reluctance of dropping its favorite indigenous languages. Similarly, 
after World War 2 the French colonial stigma term peuples indigèQHV��ODQJXDJ-
es indigènes was replaced by peuples/langues autochthones.34 Also the N-word 
had been replaced a long time ago by Afroamerican.35 Another terminologi-
cal re-orientations happened in Mozambique, Angola, Cap Verde and Guinea 
Bissau, where the stigma term línguas indigenas was rejected being replaced 
with línguas nacionais. In addition, as earlier summarised - out of 23 African 
countries, only two have included the expression indigenous languages�LQ�Rϫ-
cial documents, all others have stipulated other umbrella terms. 

Above the question was asked whether it is acceptable to call (the na-
tional languages) English, French, German (also Spanish, Italian, Russian, 
Hungarian, Polish, etc.)  indigenous languages, subsequently being answered 
- of course, not…

5. RÉSUMÉ AND OUTLOOK

This paper deals with issues related to linguistic identity. The starting point is 
the ambiguous use of the keyword indigenous language stimulated by UNESCO 
DQG�LWV� ,<,/�����SURϧOH�� ,Q� WKLV�FRQWH[W�� UHIHUHQFH� LV�PDGH�WR� WZR�DVSHFWV��
QDPHO\��RQ�WKH�RQH�KDQG�WKH�VHOI�LGHQWLϧFDWLRQ�E\�WKH�ODQJXDJH�FRPPXQLW\�
RQ�WKH�JUDVVURRWV� OHYHO�RU� OLNHZLVH�E\�TXDOLϧHG�LQVWLWXWLRQV�RQ�WKH�QDWLRQDO�
OHYHO��2Q� WKH� RWKHU� KDQG�� D� OLQJXLVWLF� LGHQWLϧFDWLRQ� LV�PDGH� IURP�RXWVLGH��
the result of which is in contradiction to the national, regional or grassroots 
LGHQWLϧFDWLRQ� %RWK�FDVHV�SURGXFH�D�FRQϩLFWLQJ�OLQJXLVWLF�LGHQWLW\��VLQFH�WKH�
second approach doesn’t care for an identity which goes back to the linguistic 
VHOI�LGHQWLϧFDWLRQ�SURFHVV��
$�QXPEHU�RI� H[DPSOHV� IURP�GLϱHUHQW� FRXQWULHV� �ZLWK� D� IRFXV�RQ�6RXWK�

$PHULFD�����$IULFDQ�FRXQWULHV��6FDQGLQDYLD��GHPRQVWUDWH�KRZ�GLϱHUHQWO\�WKLV�
global IYIL2019 initiative has been implemented in view of UNESCO’s reluc-
WDQFH�WR�GHϧQH�WKH�H[DFW�SURϧOH�RI�,<,/������*LYHQ�81(6&2·V�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�
prestige, little opposition to the former authoritarian way, that has imposed a 
strange identity on a large group of languages worldwide, has been observed. 

This is problematic, because UNESCO is now planning a Decade of 
Indigenous Languages, which, as a consequence, gives rise to a renewed divi-

34 See also Bouchareb, Rachid. 2006. 
35 But mind the use of its diminutive in the Philippines which is as pejorative as the 

N-word. BBC reports that the N-word has also been used by white actors in the Australian 
TV serie Neighbours,  https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-australia-56652191; last ac-
cessed 21 August 2021.
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sion of the world into regions with languages the identity of which is on the 
one hand, determined from outside. 

Accordingly, in Asia, Africa, Latin America and Australia/Oceania, as in 
the times of colonialism, there are indigenous languages. In contrast, Europe 
and North America are excluded from a global initiative to promote small 
languages and dialects, because there are hardly any languages whose speak-
ers accept an identity imposed by UNESCO. 
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The Indian subcontinent has four major language families, e.g., Indo-Aryan, 
Dravidian, Austroasiatic (Munda ) and Tibeto-Burman. These language families 
have co-existed together for many centuries and have resulted in widespread 
multilingualism. The multiplicity of languages does not impede communication as 
large populations habitually learn more than one language for daily communicative 
needs. With the increase in the movement of people in recent years for business, travel 
and educational needs, there is an urgent demand to teach and learn more languages. 
,QGLD��ZLWK�PRUH�WKDQ����PDMRU�RFLDO� ODQJXDJHV��UHTXLUHV�WKH�XVH�RI�PXOWLOLQJXDO�
GLFWLRQDULHV��,W�ZLOO�KHOS�LQ�WUDQVODWLRQ�ZRUN�WKDW�ZRXOG�EH�UHTXLUHG�DW�D�ODUJH�VFDOH��
With the help of modern technology it is now possible to make use of multilingual 
dictionaries for many purposes in daily life as we make use of the spoken knowledge of 
GLͿHUHQW�ODQJXDJHV�LQ�RXU�GDLO\�OLIH��7KH�SUHVHQW�SDSHU�ZLOO�DWWHPSW�WR�SURYLGH�VRPH�
facets of multilingualism in India and the need for multilingual dictionaries.
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The Indian sub-continent has been the home of diverse language families 
IRU�PDQ\�FHQWXULHV��,W�PD\�EH�GXH�WR�WKH�PRYHPHQW�RI�GLϱHUHQW�SRSXODWLRQV�
DW� GLϱHUHQW� SRLQWV� RI� WLPH� RYHU� VRPH�PLOOHQQLD�� 5HFHQWO\�� EDVHG� RQ� VRPH�
DUFKDHRORJLFDO� ϧQGLQJV�� LW� KDV� EHHQ� K\SRWKHVLVHG� WKDW� WKH� GLYHUVH� SRSXOD-
tions are indigenous to this sub-continent that may have thrived over many 
centuries one after the other. Therefore, India has four major families of lan-
guages e.g., Indo-Aryan, Dravidian, Austroasiatic (Munda sub-family) and 
Tibeto-Burman. There are two minor language families e.g., Tai Khamti and 
the Andaman group of languages, like Great Andamanese, Jarwa, Onge and 
Sentinelese. 

In addition to this diversity we have isolate languages like Nahali, (Central 
India) Burushaski (Hunza Valley, Pakistan) and Kusunda (Nepal) that belong 
to no other language families in the world. In order to account for this diver-
sity we have to imagine that these distinct language groups must have been 
language families in their own right but were reduced to small isolates due 
to the dominant populations that thrived in Indian sub-continent. Otherwise 
LW�LV�GLϫFXOW�WR�LPDJLQH�KRZ�WKHVH�VPDOO�SRSXODWLRQV�EHORQJ�WR�QRQH�RI�WKH�
families of languages that we know today in the world. Maybe their roots 
were here back in time and their populations decreased over a period of time 
for some  reasons. 

It has been well documented that the Indo-Aryan, Dravidian and 
Austroasiatic (Munda sub-family) and Tibeto-Burman families of languages 
must have had sustained and long term contact that has resulted in what 
(PHQHDX��0�%���������FDOOHG�¶,QGLD�DV�D�OLQJXLVWLF�DUHD·��ZKHUH�VRPH�OLQJXLV-
tic features spread cutting across the genetic boundaries of language families 
DOO�RYHU�LQ�GLϱHUHQW�GHJUHHV��1HHGOHVV�WR�VD\�WKDW�ORQJ�WHUP�FRQWDFW�PXVW�KDYH�
resulted in sustained and stable bilingualism leading to borrowing and the 
formation of linguistic area. Dravidian languages like Malayalam, Telugu, 
Kannada and Tamil have a good number of Sanskrit borrowings. Even the 
H[LVWHQFH�RI�UHWURϩH[�VRXQGV�LQ�,QGR�$U\DQ��0XQGD�DQG�VRPH�7LEHWR�%XUPDQ�
languages is ascribed to Dravidian contact. The SOV word order,  a pan Indian 
norm, must have resulted due to long term contact. This clearly shows that 
language families are not pigeon holes or islands but are deeply intercon-
nected with widespread multilingualism for centuries. The linguistic commu-
nities in India habitually acquire and use languages other than their own for 
immediate oral communication. Multilingualism does not mean that people 
have good command over all the skills, like speaking, listening, reading and 
writing of more than two languages;  but they have some competence to ful-
ϧO�WKH�FRPPXQLFDWLYH�QHHGV�UHTXLUHG��2QH�QDWLYH�ODQJXDJH�PD\�EH�XVHG�DW�
home among the family members, the other dominant language may be used 
outside the home at work place and still another used at school as the me-
dium of education. This is true of many small communities whose languages 
have no writing system developed so far. For example, a Byangsi speaker in 
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Uttarakhand is using his/her mother tongue at home and the dominant lan-
guage Kumauni or Nepali just outside the home at market place, then Hindi 
and English at school as languages of education. Same is the case with many 
other tribal languages in North-East India and some parts of central India.  

In modern times, the movement of populations has increased within India 
and abroad for education, work and business. This accounts for learning of 
RWKHU�ODQJXDJHV�IRU�GDLO\�XVH�IRU�GLϱHUHQW�SXUSRVHV��OLNH�HGXFDWLRQ��EXVLQHVV��
HQWHUWDLQPHQW�DQG�RWKHU�HOHFWURQLF�PHGLD�OLNH�ϧOPV�DQG�WHOHYLVLRQ��)DFHERRN��
WhatsApp, Twitter and others. This means that the populations are interact-
LQJ�LQ�GLϱHUHQW�ODQJXDJHV�DQG�QHHG�WUDQVODWLRQ�DQG�WKH�XVH�RI�PXOWLOLQJXDO�
dictionaries for daily use. 

The census of India has recorded a steady increase in bilinguals from 9.7 
percent in 1961 to 24.79 percent in the 2001 census. (Bhattacharya S.S., 
2018) Pandit, P.B. (1972) pointed out that in India bilingualism is a norm and 
monolingualism is an exception. This means that basically multilingualism 
is widespread and very much required for daily communicative needs of the 
Indian populations. Before I explain the bilingual situation in the Indian con-
WH[W�LW�ZLOO�EH�ZRUWKZKLOH�WR�SURYLGH�VRPH�LGHDO�GHϧQLWLRQV�RI�ELOLQJXDOLVP��
Here, the terms  bilingualism and multilingualism are used interchangeably 
where they mean the use of more than one language in various social con-
texts. In some locations there may be two languages and in other places there 
may be three to four languages/dialects. The terms, languages and dialects 
DUH�DOVR�QRW�XVHG�LQ�D�ZHOO�GHϧQHG�ZD\�DQG�DUH�XVHG�LQWHUFKDQJHDEO\�LQ�WKH�
present paper.
%ORRPϧHOG�����������GHϧQHV�ELOLQJXDOLVP�DV�´QDWLYH²OLNH�FRQWURO�RI�WZR�

languages” ––a very high goal indeed. For Haugen (1953:6) a bilingual pro-
duces “complete and meaningful utterances in other languages.” Weinreich 
(1953:1) considers bilingualism “the practice of alternately using two lan-
guages.”
7KHUH�DUH�PDQ\�RWKHU�GHϧQLWLRQV�RI�ELOLQJXDOLVP�WKDW�KDYH�EHHQ�SURYLG-

ed by the scholars depending on the age of acquisition of second language 
�%XWOHU���������FRQWH[W�RI�DFTXLVLWLRQ��+RϱPDQQ��������RUGHU�DQG�FRQVHTXHQW�
DFTXLVLWLRQ��+RϱPDQQ��������FRJQLWLYH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ��+RϱPDQQ��������UHOD-
tive competence (Hamers & Blanc, 2000), functional ability (Butler, 2013), 
exogeneity (Hamers & Blanc, 2000), cultural identity (Hamers & Blanc, 2000) 
and social and cultural status of the languages (Hamers & Blanc, 2000).  But 
IRU�,QGLDQ�FRQWH[WV�ZH�QHHG�WR�UHGHϧQH�ELOLQJXDOLVP�

First of all, in most social contexts, where   oral communication takes place, 
more than one language may be used in particular situations like home, out-
side home, in the market place, in schools and colleges where the language 
DQG�PHGLXP�RI�HGXFDWLRQ�PD\�EH�GLϱHUHQW��7KHUHIRUH��WKH�IXQFWLRQDO�DELOLW\�
is much more important where the second or third language may be used in 
GHϧQHG�FRQWH[WV��0RUHRYHU��WKH�GHJUHH�RI�ELOLQJXDOLVP�PD\�GLϱHU�IURP�RQH�
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state to another. In a given situation one may use one language at home and 
the other in the market place just to buy goods and complete the transaction. 
S/he may not have full command of the second language with regard to skills 
like speaking, listening, reading and writing. So we can say that some mini-
mal oral competence that is required in a given context of language use may 
EH�WKH�LGHDO�GHϧQLWLRQ�LQ�,QGLDQ�ELOLQJXDOLVP�UDWKHU�WKDQ�WKH�GHϧQLWLRQV�JLYHQ�
above. Sure enough, some members of a community may have equal and ef-
fective command of two or more languages. So Indian bilingualism may be 
GHϧQHG�LQ�RQH�ZD\�RU�WKH�RWKHU�GHSHQGLQJ�RQ�WKH�UHJLRQV�DQG�VRFLDO�FRQWH[WV��
6RPH�VSHDNHUV�PD\�KDYH�HTXDO�DQG�HϱHFWLYH�FRPPDQG�RYHU�DOO�WKH�VNLOOV�LQ�
more than one language whereas, in other cases they may master minimal 
functional abilities to carry out the communication in given social contexts. 
Oral communication networks are much more predominant in Indian bilin-
gualism. For example, a native language like Byangsi (Uttarakhand) is used in 
most intimate and home domains, Nepali and Kumauni in outside home with 
friends and Hindi and English in school domains.  
:KLOH�ORRNLQJ�DW�WKH�JOREDO�VFHQH�ZH�ϧQG�WKDW�PDQ\�VPDOO�ODQJXDJHV�DUH�

shifted in favour of dominant languages. But in the Indian sub-continent most 
languages are maintained even in the face of dominant languages. It is sim-
SO\�D�PDWWHU�RI��DOORFDWLRQ�RI�GRPDLQV�RI�ODQJXDJH�XVH�IRU�GLϱHUHQW�SXUSRVHV�
DW�GLϱHUHQW�SODFHV�ZLWKRXW�JLYLQJ�XS�RQH·V�ODQJXDJH�LQ�WKH�IDFH�RI�WKH�RWKHU�
languages. Therefore, multilingualism helps maintaining languages over the 
generations. Moreover, for many small tribal populations the native language 
VHUYHV�DV�D� IHDWXUH�RI� WKHLU� HWKQLF� LGHQWLW\�� � WKHUHIRUH�� WKH\�FDQ·W�DϱRUG� WR�
JLYH�XS�WKHLU� LGHQWLW\�E\�DGRSWLQJ�D�GLϱHUHQW� LGHQWLW\�EDVHG�RQ�D�GLϱHUHQW�
language. This is particularly true of Tibeto-Burman languages of North-
East India like, Mizo, Ao, Thadou, Angami, Lota, Wanchoo, Nockte, Tangsa, 
Adi, Mishmi, Apatani, Tagin, Galo, Monpa, Manipuri,  Bodo, Garo and many 
others. However, there are still some languages with less than ten thousand 
speakers with no writing system developed. These communities have shown 
a steady decrease in their number of speakers over the generations. But with 
modern technology the folk literature of these languages are being document-
ed. In western Himalayas, where I have carried out extensive research on the 
Tibeto-Burman languages, I found a renewed interest among the people to 
write something in their languages. These languages are Byangsi, Rongpo, 
Manchad, (Patani)  Kinnauri and a few others. After the spread of education 
they are becoming increasingly conscious of their languages. 

Soon after the independence in 1947 India adopted a multilingual lan-
guage policy by placing major languages in the Eighth Schedule of the Indian 
Constitution.

Presently the Eighth Schedule of the Indian Constitution recognises 22 
major languages, e.g., Assamese, Bengali, Gujarati, Hindi, Kannada, Kashmiri, 
Konkani, Malayalam, Manipuri, Marathi, Nepali, Oriya, Punjabi, Sanskrit, 
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Sindhi, Tamil, Telugu, Urdu, Bodo, Santhali, Maithili and Dogri to be used at 
State level for all purposes. In addition to these languages, Hindi and English 
DUH�XVHG� IRU� LQWHUVWDWH�DQG� LQWHUQDWLRQDO�RϫFLDO�FRPPXQLFDWLRQV��2YHU� WKH�
years more and more languages are being encouraged to be used in school 
HGXFDWLRQ�DQG�RWKHU�RϫFLDO�XVH���

There are 121 languages spoken by more than ten thousand people in 
India according to the Census of India 2011, out of which 22 are Scheduled 
languages and 99 are placed under Non-Scheduled languages.  However, the 
FHQVXV�RI�,QGLD�IXUWKHU�DGGV�WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�����LGHQWLϧDEOH�PRWKHU�WRQJXHV���
Many scholars wonder why illiteracy is not removed from India? This is due to 
WKH�IDFW�WKDW�ODUJH�SRSXODWLRQV�VSHDN�YHU\�GLϱHUHQW�ODQJXDJHV�WKDW�DUH�QRW�WKH�
medium of education. Many languages don’t even have writing systems. For 
example, a speaker of Manchad in Himachal Pradesh or an Ao Naga speaker 
in Nagaland has to face Hindi and/or English at school in order to be literate. 
These speakers also have to face a dominant language of the area as well. 
Therefore, there will be various levels of literacy depending on the language 
to be used in education. Hence, many tribal populations end up learning more 
than three to four languages simultaneously for their daily communicative 
needs. However, they may not be literate in any of the languages. Therefore, 
literacy is not a measure of bilingualism as such. But large populations are 
ELOLQJXDO�RU�WULOLQJXDO�IRU�WKHLU�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�QHHGV��/LWHUDF\�LV�GHϧQHG�DV�
the knowledge of the written form of a given language which may not be the 
mother tongue of some tribal populations. But their communicative needs are 
met with the help of multilingualism. 

In the linguistic history of India, Persian, Arabic and English were also 
added to the Indian communication network. That is the reason why all 
Indian languages borrowed extensively from these languages. 

Today English is mostly used for higher education, science and technol-
ogy and other international communication. The use of English has even 
increased since independence. It is assumed that an average educated Indian 
makes use of two or more languages in various walks of life. Mother tongue 
is used in the family and with friends, whereas the second language may be 
the medium of education; still the third language, like English, is added at 
school. In India when some populations move from one part of the country 
to another they learn the dominant language of the place even without for-
mal learning. For example, Gujarati and Rajasthani shopkeepers settled in 
South India learn Tamil, Malayalam, Kannada or Telugu, whereas people 
from South living in North India learn Hindi. This apart in various state 
borders like Gujarat and Maharashtra, people command both Marathi and 
Gujarati; between Maharashtra and Karnataka, people learn both Marathi 
and Kannada side by side. The same type of bilingualism is found at all 
state boundaries that connect the populations with bilingual networks. This 
includes Hindi-Panjabi, Hindi-Marathi, Kannada-Tamil,Tamil-Malayalam, 
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Marathi-Telugu, Gujarati-Rajasthani, Assamese-Bangali, Bengali-Odia, Odia-
Telugu and so on. The entire country is connected with bilingual networks 
of one type or the other. 
+LQGL�LV�ZLGHO\�XVHG�LQ�SRSXODU�79�SURJUDPV��ϧOPV�DQG�RWKHU�VRFLDO�PHGLD�

network communication and also functions as the medium of communication 
at informal level almost all over India. 

The story of multilingualism becomes all the more interesting when we 
come to the tribal populations. They command three to four languages simul-
taneously. 

For example Santhali-- a Munda language - at home;  Bengali or Hindi, or 
Oriya outside home. At school, English and/or Hindi are added for education. 

The same is true for many speakers of Tibeto-Burman languages spoken 
in North- East and North-West of India where native languages, plus regional 
languages, plus Hindi and/or English are further added to the discourse. One 
of the outstanding features of Indian multilingualism is the fact that, even if 
D�SHUVRQ�LV�VRPHZKDW�GHϧFLHQW�LQ�VSHDNLQJ�KLV�KHU�VHFRQG�WKLUG�ODQJXDJH�V���
s/he is encouraged to speak it rather than discouraged. No one cares for the 
so-called standard prescribed or correct form of the language, as the immedi-
ate aim is to put one’s idea across, that is, oral communication. The commu-
nicating oral skills in various domains of language use are considered more 
important, without caring for any standard or written mode of communica-
tion. That is why, many people don’t feel the urgency to learn written form of 
some languages since the communication goes on for their daily needs. This 
kind of communication takes place in informal situations rather than formal 
occasions. It is a very interesting feature of Indian multilingualism that when 
WKHUH�LV�DQ�RϫFLDO�GLUHFWLYH�WR�LQWURGXFH�VRPH�PDMRU�ODQJXDJH�IRU�RϫFLDO�SXU-
pose, there is a resistance to learn/adopt that particular language, however, 
in given informal situations people learn and use the dominant language that 
one may confront. This means that the Indian people in general may resist 
learning a particular language if imposed, but would not mind learning a lan-
guage that may be needed in certain domains of language use. It is a matter of 
freedom, choice and need that is more important. It is the linguistic diversity 
that holds rather  than the uniformity of languages and culture.
:LWK�WKH� LQFUHDVH� LQ�WUDYHO�DQG�EXVLQHVV�DPRQJ�WKH�GLϱHUHQW�VWDWHV�DQG�

populations, India needs more and more translations and formal learning 
DQG�WHDFKLQJ�RI�GLϱHUHQW�ODQJXDJHV��7KLV�PHDQV�PXOWLOLQJXDO�GLFWLRQDULHV�ZLOO�
be very useful for a multilingual country like India, where more and more 
languages are being taught and learnt on a daily basis. It is important to note 
that most Indian populations don’t give up their mother tongues in the face 
RI�GRPLQDQW�ODQJXDJHV��DV�GLϱHUHQW�ODQJXDJHV�DUH�OHDUQW�DQG�XVHG�LQ�GLϱHUHQW�
domains of usage. That does not mean that small languages are not endan-
gered as such. Some languages without any writing systems are likely to be 
lost over the generations and their use is highly restricted. Moreover, they are 
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PRYLQJ�IURP�UXUDO�VHWWLQJV�WR�XUEDQ�VHWWLQJV�ZKHUH�GLϱHUHQW� ODQJXDJHV�DUH�
spoken and used for educational purposes. 

Finally, with increasing social mobility, education and literacy in a mul-
tilingual country like India, more and more populations are moving from 
monolingual to multilingual communities. Therefore, the multilingual dic-
tionaries will be required for multiple purposes,  like translations, online 
learning and teaching languages and for other electronic media like blogs, 
twitter, facebook and WhatsApp usages. Over the years, more and more 
languages have been recognised and included in the Eighth Schedule of the 
Indian Constitution. The number of languages that are being written and used 
on a daily basis are on the rise due to linguistic awareness. The increase in 
multilingualism is also helping to maintain endangered languages as educa-
tional resources are being upgraded and updated with the growing communi-
cative needs of the people. 
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ABSTRACT

7KLV�FRQWULEXWLRQ�DLPV�WR�LQWURGXFH�WKH�UHDGHU�WR�WKH�$IULFDQ�VRFLR�OLQJXLVWLF�SDQRUDPD�
DQG�WR�WKH�PDLQ�LVVXHV�ERXQG�WR�WKH�RIWHQ�RYHUVLPSOLϧHG�GLFKRWRP\�ZKLFK�VHHV�� LQ�
DEVWUDFW�WHUPV��YHUEDO�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�DV�RSSRVHG�WR�ZULWWHQ�SURGXFWLRQ��,Q�WKH�SUHVHQW�
DUWLFOH�,�ZLOO�WU\�WR�EULQJ�WR�OLJKW�DOO�GLϱHUHQW�DVSHFWV�ZKLFK�FRQWULEXWH�WR�PDNH�WKH�
TXHVWLRQ�D�YHU\�FRPSOH[�DQG�PXOWLOD\HUHG�RQH��DW�OHDVW�LQ�$IULFD��DERYH�DOO�EHFDXVH�
WKH�YDVW�PDMRULW\�RI�$IULFDQ�ODQJXDJHV�WR�GDWH�GR�QRW�HYHQ�KDYH�D�ZULWWHQ�IRUP�
,Q�VXFK�FRQGLWLRQV��WKH�LVVXH�LV�QRW�ZKHWKHU��ZKHQ�RU�KRZ��ZULWLQJ�LV�XVHG�RU�DOORZHG��
EXW�ZK\�WKH�ODFN�RI�DGHTXDWH�ZULWWHQ�YDULHWLHV�LV�VR�SHUYDVLYH�DQG�ZKHWKHU�DQG�KRZ�
WKLQJV�FRXOG�EH�SRVVLEO\�FKDQJHG�IRU�WKH�EHWWHU��LQ�RUGHU�WR�UHDOO\�YDOXH��SURWHFW�DQG�
SURPRWH�WKH�XVH�RI�PLQRULW\�DQG�HQGDQJHUHG�$IULFDQ�VSRNHQ�ODQJXDJHV�
,Q�EULHI��,�ZLOO�GLVFXVV�WKH�IROORZLQJ���SRLQWV�����WKH�QXPEHU�RI�OLYLQJ�ODQJXDJHV�LQ�WKH�
FRQWLQHQW��DQG�WKH�GLϱHUHQFH�EHWZHHQ�SOXUL��DQG�PXOWLOLQJXDOLVP������WKH�SUHVHQFH�
RI�LQGLJHQRXV�$IULFDQ�VFULSWV�DQG�LPSRUWHG�DOSKDEHWV�IURP�WKH��UG�PLOOHQQLXP�E�&��
WR�SUHVHQW�GD\�����WKH�VXSUHPDF\�RI�RUDOLW\�RYHU�ZULWLQJ�ZLWK�VSHFLϧF�UHIHUHQFHV�WR�
WUDGLWLRQDO�OLWHUDWXUH�DQG�DUWLVWLF�SURGXFWLRQ�����WKH�XQIDLU�GLVWULEXWLRQ�RI�OLWHUDF\�DQG�
IRUPDO�HGXFDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�FRQWLQHQW�����WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�OLQJXLVWLF�SROLFLHV�IRU�WKH�ULJKW�
WR�HGXFDWLRQ�DQG�WKH�SURWHFWLRQ�RI�HQGDQJHUHG�PLQRULW\�ODQJXDJHV�DQG�FRPPXQLWLHV�
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-XϱHUPDQ�	�$EGHOKD\������

INTRODUCTION

Far from being an exhaustive dissertation about the oral and written varie-
WLHV�RI�WKH�PRUH�WKDQ������GLϱHUHQW�OLYLQJ�$IULFDQ�ODQJXDJHV��ZKLFK�ZRXOG��
indeed, represent a too ambitious endeavor even for linguists much more 
capable than me, my simple goal in this paper is to outline at least the main 
features of communication and use of languages in the continent, as well 
as the characteristics of their appearance in verbal and/or written contexts, 
or the position reserved to minority, spoken languages in present day Sub-
Saharan African school systems.

In the following paragraphs I will try my best to shed some light at least 
RQ�ϧYH�SRLQWV�ZKLFK�FRXOG�KHOS�WKH�UHDGHU�WR�JUDVS�WKH�XQGHUO\LQJ�FRPSOH[LW\�
of the whole question of language at large in a continent which is everything 
but a monolith.

Thus, § 1 will be devoted to a brief commentary on the numbers registered 
IRU�$IULFDQ�ODQJXDJHV�DQG�RQ�WKH�HϱHFWLYH�XVDELOLW\�RI�GDWD�GHULYHG�IURP�D�
simple enumeration of languages and linguistic families in the continent.
����ZLOO�RϱHU�D�VLPSOH�RYHUYLHZ��ZLWK�VRPH�SHUVRQDO�UHϩHFWLRQV��RQ�WKH�

dynamics underlying the development of scripts for local languages, consid-
ering that, far from being a continent without writing, Africa has been home 
of some of the most well known ancient scripts, which, in some cases (e.g. the 
Egyptian hieroglyph) date back even to the 3rd millennium b.C.1.

In § 3 I will try to discuss what I mean when I speak of the supremacy of 
VSRNHQ�RYHU�ZULWWHQ�ODQJXDJH��PDNLQJ�VSHFLϧF�UHIHUHQFHV�WR�WKH�$IULFDQ�WUD-
ditional oral literature(s) and artistic production(s).

§ 4 will be devoted to a brief discussion of the unfair distribution of lit-
eracy in the continent, while in § 5 I will focus on the importance of linguistic 
policies for the right to education and the protection of endangered minority 
languages and communities.

1 This paragraph could be seen also as an introduction to the chapter by Mauro Tosco 
in this volume.
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1. AFRICAN LANGUAGES: NOT A MERE QUESTION OF NUMBERS

$IULFD�LV�KRPH�WR����GLϱHUHQW�FRXQWULHV��WR�KXQGUHGV�RI�GLϱHUHQW�FXOWXUHV�DQG�
WR�WKRXVDQGV�RI�GLϱHUHQW�LQGLJHQRXV�ODQJXDJHV��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�PRVW�UHFHQW�
estimates of Ethnologue, in the world, around 7.000 languages are currently 
spoken, and Africa, together with South East Asia represents the region with 
the highest variety. The continent hosts, in fact, more than 2000 living lan-
guages. This means, in other words, that almost 1/3 of the world’s languages 
are African.

The presence or absence of a writing system is not a FRQGLFLR�VLQH�TXD�QRQ 
IRU�WKH�LGHQWLϧFDWLRQ�RI�D�YDULHW\�DV�D�ODQJXDJH�RU�D�GLDOHFW��ZKLFK�LV�LQGHHG�
a malicious belief we usually inherit from obsolete Western school memo-
ULHV��,Q�RUGHU�WR�EH�GHϧQHG�D�ODQJXDJH��D�YHUEDO�YDULHW\�PXVW�KDYH�D�SHFXOLDU�
VWUXFWXUH��ZLWK�SHFXOLDU�SKRQRORJ\��PRUSKRORJ\�� V\QWD[�DV�ZHOO�DV� VSHFLϧF�
vocabulary and it must represent a pivot�DURXQG�ZKLFK�RWKHU�VOLJKWO\�GLϱHUHQW�
but inter-comprehensible varieties (dialects) turn around.

Unfortunately, despite some noticeable exceptions (e.g. the Bantu family), 
we lack reliable data and complete descriptive materials on most African lan-
guages and their varieties2.

However, it can be accepted as a given that this is a feature that Africa 
shares with all those areas of the world which were subjected to colonialism 
�/DWLQ�$PHULFD�DQG�6RXWK�(DVW�$VLD�LQ�WKH�ϧUVW�SODFH���RU�WKDW�KDYH�QRW�EHHQ�
VR�PXFK� LQϩXHQFHG�E\� WKH�:HVWHUQ� HGXFDWLRQ� V\VWHPV�RU�E\� WKH� WUXH�SDV-
VLRQ�IRU�GHVFULSWLRQ�DQG�VFLHQWLϧF�FODVVLϧFDWLRQ�WKDW�WKH�'DUZLQLDQ�H[SHULHQFH�
boosted all around the world since the era of Enlightenment.

However, the complexity of the linguistic mosaic of the continent is not 
only due to the huge numbers of languages currently spoken. Understanding 
the numbers, in fact, does not simply mean to understand their geographic 
distribution, fancying that each language/community of speakers occupies a 
VSHFLϧF�DUHD��ZKLFK�LV�LQ�LWVHOI�PRQROLQJXDO��PRQRFXOWXUDO��DQG�PRQR�HWKQL-
cal. On the contrary, an attentive reading of these numbers tells us that the 
African reality is made, also and above all, of something much more com-
plex, and that the cohabitation of multilingual, multicultural and multiethnic 
groups in the very same area, often creates highly variable socio-linguistic 
networks and dynamics that are very hardly perceivable by outsiders (see 
%DWLER�������/�SNH�������-XϱHUPDQ�	�$EGHOKD\�������

Researches on plurilingualism in themselves, referring only to the nu-
merical dimension, can tell us much on the problems that African modern 
States should face, if and when they seriously intend to tackle the delicate 
issue of language policies, since, except for a very few cases in Mediterranean 
Africa or in the Horn (Somalia) where the number of languages spoken is 

2 cf Micheli 2010. 
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very low, usually the density degree of linguistic diversity is uncomfortably 
high, above all in the equatorial sub-saharan regions, where in a country like 
&{WH�G·,YRLUH��ZKLFK�KDV�WKH�VDPH�H[WHQVLRQ�RI�,WDO\��PRUH�WKDQ����GLϱHUHQW�
ODQJXDJHV�EHORQJLQJ�WR���GLϱHUHQW�IDPLOLHV�DUH�VSRNHQ�RU��LQ�D�FRXQWU\�OLNH�
Nigeria, which is three times larger than Italy, there are more than 500 lan-
guages. However, numbers cannot tell us anything about how, when and by 
whom all these languages are really spoken.

Researches on multilingualism, on the contrary, being focused on the 
speakers’ behaviour and attitudes rather than on numbers, tell us more about 
WKH�VWDWXV�RI�WKH�GLϱHUHQW�ODQJXDJHV�WKDW�FR�KDELW�WKH�VDPH�JHRJUDSKLFDO�DUHD�

According to Batibo 2005, the more typical socio-linguistic model in the 
continent is represented by triglossia. An average African speaker has in fact 
LQ�KLV�KHU�OLQJXLVWLF�WRROER[�DW�OHDVW�WKUHH�GLϱHUHQW�ODQJXDJHV��ZKLFK�DUH�FKDU-
DFWHULVHG�E\�GLϱHUHQW�VWDWXVHV��7KH�KLJKHU�SRVLWLRQ�LV�RFFXSLHG�E\�WKH�RϫFLDO�
language of the country, generally the one inherited from the colonial period, 
ZKLFK�LV�XVHG�DV�D�WHFKQLFDO�PHGLXP�LQ�RϫFLDO�GRPDLQV��7KH�VHFRQG�SRVLWLRQ�
is generally reserved to the lingua franca of the macro area, typically an L2 for 
most of the speakers, who use it in their daily activities outside the family, at 
the market, when they travel to town or the like. The last position is repre-
sented by the local language, that is usually the speaker’s mother tongue and is 
reserved to the domestic domain and to the verbal exchanges among close rela-
tives or people living in the same village or in its neighborhoods in rural areas.

Many times, this basic triglossic model gets expanded with two or more 
RWKHU�ODQJXDJHV��GXH�WR�GLϱHUHQW�FXOWXUDO�WUDGLWLRQV�DQG�PDUULDJH�SUHIHUHQFHV��
It is so for example in the Kulango sub-prefecture of Nassian in Côte d’Ivoire, 
ZKHUH�WKH�.XODQJR��*XU��FRPPXQLW\�UHSUHVHQWV�D�EXϱHU�JURXS�EHWZHHQ�WKH�
Akan (Kwa) speaking clans of the southern regions and the Lobi (Gur) located 
in the northerner areas. Kulango are traditionally open to intermarriages both 
with Akan and with Lobi groups and, therefore, a Kulango child can easily be 
exposed at the same time to his/her parents’ language (Kulango), to his/her 
grandparents’ one (possibly Lobi, Lorhon, Akan or even all of them), to Dyula 
(Mande), representing the lingua franca spoken at the market or in the shops 
DQG�ϧQDOO\�)UHQFK��5RPDQFH��XVHG�LQ�WKH�VFKRRO�

It should be self evident, but it is maybe important to underline, that in this 
FDVH��WKH�YHU\�VDPH�FKLOG�LV�H[SRVHG�QRW�RQO\�WR�IRXU��RU�ϧYH��RU�VL[��ODQJXDJHV�
EHORQJLQJ�WR�WKH�VDPH�OLQJXLVWLF�IDPLO\��EXW�HYHQ�WR�IRXU��RU�ϧYH��RU�VL[��ODQ-
JXDJHV�EHORQJLQJ�WR�GLϱHUHQW�ODQJXDJH�IDPLOLHV�DQG�RU�OLQJXLVWLF�SK\OD�

Two last points must be added (or anticipated) here in order to have a 
more complete idea of the whole picture:

1) of all the languages involved in the example just reported, the only one 
that is really used in daily written contexts is French. With the exception of 
Lohron, which has even not been fully described until now (at least as far as 
I know), the other four (Kulango, Lobi, Akan and Dyula) could actually be 
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ZULWWHQ�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�VSHFLϧF�VFULSWV�EDVHG�XVXDOO\�RQ�WKH�/DWLQ�DOSKDEHW�ZLWK�
the addition of some diacritics and/or IPA symbols3, realised mainly by mis-
sionaries for their Bible translation, but certainly not universally known and, 
above all, very little, if ever, used for writing, being their usefulness limited 
just to the need of reading the Gospel or the Bible during the Mass or in other 
occasions reserved to the religious domain;

2) the very threat for true minority or endangered languages in Africa 
is not represented by ex-colonial languages, as it is often believed; rather 
their endangerment is much more due to other African languages enjoying 
D�KLJKHU�VWDWXV��L�H��QHLJKERULQJ�ODQJXDJHV�ZLWK�D�GHϧQLWHO\�KLJKHU�QXPEHU�
RI�VSHDNHUV��LQ�RXU�H[DPSOH�.XODQJR�LV�VXϱRFDWLQJ�/RUKRQ�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ�GXH�
simply to their demographic majority) or the interethnic lingua franca (Dyula 
in our example), which allows its speakers to communicate with a larger 
network of people.

2. AFRICAN AUTOCHTHONOUS SCRIPTS

Despite the common view according to which Africa is a continent with-
out writing, quite the opposite is true, since “The development of literacy in  
Africa seen as a whole certainly predates the histories of European colonial-
LVP�DQG�,VODPLF�FRQTXHVWµ��$EGHOKD\��$VIDKD�	�-XϱHUPDQV����������

One of the most ancient and prestigious scripts in the world, the Egyptian 
hieroglyph, was, indeed, born in Africa. The Nile valley, together with the 
Horn of Africa have been home to other very important ancient scripts, 
some of which are now extinct since long (e.g. Meroitic, Hieratic, Coptic, 
Old Nubian), while others still resist and continue to be used (e.g. Amharic, 
Ge’ez).

In addition to these more widely known written traditions, there are dif-
ferent other autochthonous scripts that were spontaneously developed by 
local communities in various parts of Sub-Saharan Africa, e.g. Nsibidi in 
VRXWKHDVWHUQ�1LJHULD�DQG�7LϧQDJK�LQ�WKH�0DJKUHE��QRZ�VWDQGDUGLVHG�LQ�WKH�
1HR�7LϧQDJK�IRUP��ZKLFK�KDV�UHFHQWO\�EHFRPH�RQH�RI�WKH�WKUHH�RϫFLDO�VFULSWV�
of Morocco, alongside with the Arabic and the Latin alphabets).

Of course, the local ancient scripts were reserved, known, used and passed 
GRZQ� DPRQJ� VSHFLϧF� JURXSV� RI� LQLWLDWHG� SHRSOHV�� PDLQO\� UHOLJLRXV� FKLHIV��
without reaching and impacting on the lay population, but this is no wonder, 

3 TKH� FDVH� RI�'\XOD� RϱHUV� LQGHHG� D�QLFH� H[DPSOH� RI� D�0DQGH� ODQJXDJH� LQ�ZKLFK�
many ajami texts have been produced. We call ajami all those texts written with the Arabic 
alphabet but in local African languages. For writing Dyula, people could also use an 
autochthonous script, namely the N’ko alphabet, invented in 1949 by S. Kanté, which will 
be cited also in the next § and in Tosco’s chapter in this book.
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since the same is true for the western writing tradition as well, which started 
to spread among the lower classes only when school attendance became com-
pulsory.

Sometimes the invention of autochthonous scripts derived from the inde-
pendent initiative of enlightened political chiefs, as it happened for exam-
ple in Cameroon, where King Njoya himself, around 1885, created a special 
script for his language, Bamun, to be used in the court4.

Be it as it may, when the Arabic and Latin alphabets reached the continent 
DQG�VWDUWHG�WR�EH�XVHG�DV�PHGLXPV�RI�´FLYLOL]DWLRQµ��ϧUVW�RI�DOO�DV�D�UHVXOW�RI�
the Islamic and Christian missionary activities, or as a fruit of the commer-
cial networks derived from the contacts with Arab merchants or the colonial 
administrations, they certainly “made an impact on Africa’s language and 
OLWHUDU\�HFRORJ\µ��$EGHOKD\��$VIDKD�	�-XϱHUPDQV����������
,Q� D� ZD\�� LQGHHG�� WKHVH� WZR� LPSRUWHG�� VR� SRZHUIXO� DQG� ϩH[LEOH� WRROV��

worked as a time bomb for the creativity of many local leaders, who used 
them as a basis for the development of new peculiar scripts for writing down 
the local languages, mainly as an expression of cultural and ethnic identity.

As pointed out by Dalby (1967, 1968 and 1969) and Cooper (1991), doz-
HQV�RI�VFULSWV�ZHUH�FUHDWHG�EHWZHHQ�WKH�HQG�RI�WKH���WK�DQG�WKH�ϧUVW�KDOI�RI�
the 20th centuries and they were usually (but not always) presented to the 
local population as a divine revelation accorded to religious leaders directly 
from God. Consequently, as it happens for the myriad of alternative religious 
movements which are born in the same way nowadays and which last until 
the charismatic leader is alive or in business, most of these scripts had a lifes-
pan limited to that of their inventors and their public was limited only to a 
small group of proselytes.

Also in this case, however, some experiments had better outcomes with 
respect to others, and a couple of these scripts have survived till now, despite 
the fact that they remain limited to a small network of users. Two examples 
that owe being mentioned here are: 1) the Vai script of Liberia, “revealed” to 
Momulu Duwalu Bukele around 18305, which is not an alphabet, but rather a 
syllabary; 2) the N’ko alphabet developed by the Guinean writer and educa-
tor Solomana Kanté in 1949 on the basis of the Arabic script and thought as a 
tool for writing down all the languages belonging to the Manding continuum 
of West-Africa6.

4 The script seems to have ceased to be used a few years after Njoya’s death in 1931.
5 On this see also Scribner & Cole 1981.
6 On this see also Vydrin 2017 and Micheli 2021 (forthcoming).
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3. THE NATURAL SUPREMACY OF SPOKEN LANGUAGES

That spoken language is a priority with respect to its written variety is for 
linguists an evidence that does not even need being commented.

However, for a larger public, it is probably worth underlining that this 
FODLP� LV�HDVLO\�DVFHUWDLQDEOH�ZKHQ�FRQVLGHUHG�XQGHU�GLϱHUHQW�SHUVSHFWLYHV��
anthropological, ontogenetic and phylogenetic.

Anthropologically, it is evident that all languages are spoken, while not all 
of them are written. Indeed, only few hundreds of the 7000 languages spoken 
in the world at present, are written.

Ontogenetically, it is under everyone’s eye that every human being learns 
ϧUVW�RI�DOO� WR� VSHDN�DQG� WKHQ��PD\EH��DQG�RQO\�XQGHU�FHUWDLQ� VSHFLϧF�FRQ-
ditions, he/she can also learn to write. Learning to speak is a natural pro-
FHVV��ZKLFK�VSRQWDQHRXVO\�VWDUWV�LQ�EDELHV��HYHQ�ZLWKRXW�VSHFLϧF�WUDLQLQJ�LQ�
this sense from their parents, through the imitating mechanism of lallation. 
Parents, on their part, can only help accelerating the process, if they con-
stantly interact verbally with their children.

On the contrary, writing is a skill that can be acquired only much later and 
which needs already a quite complex ability on the part of the child in terms 
of movement coordination (learning to keep a pen in the right way in order to 
VNHWFK�VPDOO�VLJQV�RQ�D�SDSHU�LV�DOUHDG\�GLϫFXOW���7KXV��GUDVWLFDOO\�VLPSOLI\LQJ��
we can just say that learning to write is a cultural rather than a natural process 
and, therefore, it needs to be passed down to the younger generation by experts 
VSHQGLQJ�WKHLU�WLPH�ZLWK�WKLV�VSHFLϧF�REMHFWLYH�LQ�WKHLU�PLQGV�

Phylogenetically, it is a fact that, in human history, spoken languages 
appeared ages before someone had the idea of writing them down. Between 
the moment in which homo sapiens evolved morphologically so to develop an 
articulatory apparatus suitable for the production of verbal sounds and the 
PRPHQW�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�ϧUVW�KXPDQ�FRPPXQLW\�LQYHQWHG�WKH�ϧUVW�VFULSW��DW�OHDVW�
one million years had to pass.

Still today, the vast majority of human beings produce huge amounts of 
knowledge, literature, memories and cultural traditions even though they are 
not able to write.

Indeed, writing is not a FRQGLFLR�VLQH�TXD�QRQ culture grows and peoples 
have always developed and expressed themselves through poetry, theatre, 
music or storytelling even without writing anything down.

From this point of view, Africa is a continent extremely rich and the value 
RI�RUDO�WUDGLWLRQV�LV�LPPHQVH�DQG�LV�FKDUDFWHULVHG�E\�VSHFLϧF�IHDWXUHV��(YHU\�
summary I could propose here would be too poor to be considered interest-
ing, therefore, I simply refer the reader to Ruth Finnegan (2012, 2014, 2018) 
and the therein cited bibliography for an exhaustive description of the richest 
oral traditions of the continent.
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4. LITERACY AND EDUCATION IN AFRICA

Another stereotype on Africa is that it is a continent with no education and 
with a very low literacy rate. Unfortunately, under this point of view, the ste-
reotype is not that far from reality, since, despite the average literacy rate in 
VXE�VDKDUDQ�$IULFDQ�FRXQWULHV�KDV�ULVHQ�YHU\�TXLFNO\�LQ�WKH�ODVW�ϧYH�\HDUV7, it 
still remains attested, in general terms, at 65% and there are still cases where 
illiteracy represents a tragic problem.

In Chad, for example, only 22% of the population can read and write.
The best rate is 96%, registered in the Seychelles, but as a matter of fact, 

sub-saharan countries show a literacy rate of more or less 50%.
,Q�DGGLWLRQ�WR�WKLV�DOUHDG\�GUDPDWLF�ϧJXUH��WKHUH�DUH�HYLGHQW�GLVSDULWLHV�LQ�

the real distribution of literacy and quality education among the population. 
Usually, in fact, the literacy rate of women is lower than that of men, and in 
rural areas there are still many communities where the indicator drastically 
decreases.

For example it is so even in a country like Ethiopia, where the national 
literacy rate is attested at 52% and where in the capital city, Addis Ababa, 
there are high quality universities: in the Hamar and Daasanach districts of 
South Omo Region, in fact, the literacy rate is as low as 1 and 2% respectively 
(see Micheli 2019).

I will come back on the issue of education in the next §, but let me just 
stress here that, at present, primary education, even where it is quite well 
ZLGHVSUHDG��LV�JHQHUDOO\�FDUULHG�RXW�LQ�WKH�RϫFLDO�ODQJXDJH�RI�WKH�FRXQWU\��
i. e., with very few exceptions (e.g. Somalia as the best example), in the 
European language inherited from the colonial administration; a language 
which, despite its high presence in daily use in capital cities and the big 
towns, at least for what concern upper class people, is instead very poorly 
known and understood in rural areas as well as by lower class people in towns 
(see for example Micheli forthcoming about the usability of French in Bobo 
Dioulasso, Burkina Faso).

In addition to the low literacy rate, it is worth underlining that the access 
to libraries or the possibility to buy books is not at all obvious in many areas 
of the continent.

This fact tells us at least two things about African literature: 1) orality still 
represents the more widespread and most commonly used medium for liter-
ary production and expression, and 2) written literature, usually produced 
in the ex-colonial languages, is still reserved to a very small minority of the 
African population and African writers are well aware that their readers are 
mainly people living in other parts of the world, rather than in Africa.

7 World Bank data 2019 - https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.ADT.LITR.
ZS?locations=ZG
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However, writing in a European language can be an asset for them, if we 
think that in this way African writers can at least make black voices and in-
stances be heard in the global village.

5. LINGUISTIC POLICIES

As we have already seen in §1, Africa is a continent socio-linguistically char-
acterised by multilingualism.

Everyone speaks usually at least three languages: his/her mother tongue, the 
UHJLRQDO�GRPLQDQW�$IULFDQ�ODQJXDJH�DQG�WKH�RϫFLDO�ODQJXDJH�RI�WKH�FRXQWU\�
7KH�SUHVWLJH�DQG�WKH�FRQWH[WV�RI�XVH�RI�WKHVH�GLϱHUHQW�ODQJXDJHV�UHϩHFW�VRFLR�

economic features and relegate minority languages to the lowest status. Therefore, 
for the vast majority of these languages the risk of disappearing in the next few 
generations is not only very high, but also, unfortunately, quite probable.

Considering the possible evolution of the vitality of spoken languages all 
DURXQG�WKH�ZRUOG��GXH�QRW�RQO\�WR�VRFLR�HFRQRPLF�UHDVRQV��EXW�DOVR�WR�WKH�HϱHFW�
of mass communication in social media and the like, Michael Krauss warned 
that “By the turn of the century only 600 languages will remain on the face 
of the earth, meaning that 90% of the world’s languages will have perished”8.

Of course, this phenomenon will have a much higher impact on the lo-
cal living languages of sub-saharan Africa than the one it will have in the 
Western world.

In fact, in the Western world, almost all minority languages have nowadays 
at least been described and tools have been created for their preservation.

Already in 2001, according to the UNESCO $WODV�RI�WKH�:RUOG’V�/DQJXDJHV�
LQ�'DQJHU�RI�'LVDSSHDULQJ� in Africa 97 languages were on the verge of dy-
ing. This means that already 20 years (or one generation) ago, one hundred 
African languages had only a few dozen speakers, all of whom in their old 
and very old age.

Today linguists usually consider a language as being severely endangered if it:
 – has lesser than 5000 speakers;
 – has no intergenerational transmission;
 – has no social prestige;
 – has mother tongue speakers who are bilingual in the regional dominant 

language and prefer to use the latter in their daily activities;
 – does not respond in a creative way to new domains.

Looking at things under this light, it results self evident that the situation of 
African indigenous languages is dramatic and that the number of endangered 

8 Michael Krauss in Batibo 2005:VII.
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ODQJXDJHV�DW�SUHVHQW�HDVLO\�UHDFKHV�DQG�HYHQ�SUREDEO\�VXUSDVVHV�IRXU�RU�ϧYH�
hundreds.

There is no way to discuss the issue at length here, but, as Batibo (2005: 
114) puts it:

“Only if there is a strong political will associated with a chain of activities such 
as the sensitization of speakers, documentation of the minority languages, their 
introduction in school systems and promotion to wider public use will language 
revival succeed”.

Unfortunately until now, despite the true commitment of some enlightened 
UXOHUV� �DV�D� VLQJOH�QDPH� ,�PHQWLRQ�KHUH�0ZDOLPX�-XOLXV�1\HUHUH�� WKH�ϧUVW�
and beloved President of Tanzania), linguistic policies in Sub-Saharan Africa 
UHVXOW�LQ�PDQ\�FDVHV�LQHϫFLHQW�DQG�LQ�VRPH�FDVHV�HYHQ�QRQ�H[LVWHQW�

It is true that innovative programs, developed with the best intentions, 
KDYH�EHHQ�SURSRVHG�KHUH�DQG�WKHUH�DQG�IURP�WLPH�WR�WLPH�LQ�GLϱHUHQW�FRXQ-
tries, aimed not only at providing primary school education to every child, 
but also to do so including local African languages in some experimental 
projects for primary schools (see for example Micheli 2021 - forthcoming - 
Sawadogo 2004 e Sanogo 2011 about Burkina Faso).

Unfortunately most of these experiments, which imply the use of local 
PDMRU� ODQJXDJHV�DORQJVLGH�WKH�RϫFLDO�RQHV� LQ�GLϱHUHQW�SHUFHQWDJHV�GXULQJ�
WKH�GLϱHUHQW�\HDUV�RI�WKH�ϧUVW�F\FOH�RI�SULPDU\�VFKRRO��UHPDLQHG�LQ�PRVW�FDVHV�
only on paper and were actually never realised or realised only in a very 
small number of schools with very few pupils involved.

It must be added that these kind of programmes, despite their positive in-
tentions, are potentially dangerous for the ecology of local linguistic dynam-
LFV��EHFDXVH��LI�RQ�WKH�RQH�KDQG�LW�LV�DOUHDG\�GLϫFXOW�WR�FKRRVH�ZKLFK�RI�WKH�
many languages of the region shall actually be used in the schools (on this 
WRSLF�VHH�IRU�H[DPSOH�-XϱHUPDQ�	�$EGHOKD\��������RQ�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG�WKH�
use of a local language in the school is usually not perceived as an asset by 
the majority of parents, who rather prefer their children to start learning the 
RϫFLDO�ODQJXDJH�LQ�D�´SURSHUµ�ZD\�IURP�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ��JLYHQ�WKDW��LQ�WKHLU�
YLHZ��RQO\�D�SURϧFLHQW�NQRZOHGJH�RI�WKH�RϫFLDO�ODQJXDJH�UHSUHVHQWV�D�UHDO�
possibility for their children to get  good jobs and reach better life conditions.

6. CONCLUSIONS (ADVOCATING FOR A BETTER APPRECIATION OF 
SPOKEN AND MINORITY LANGUAGES OF AFRICA)

With this short contribution, I hope to have reached the goal of outlining the 
5 most important features characterising the extremely varied and highly 
complex linguistic panorama of the African continent.
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I also hope to have been able to argument why neither an accurate enu-
meration of living, endangered or extinct languages, nor a detailed projection 
of that enumeration on topographical maps are appropriate ways for discuss-
ing all the delicate questions rotating around linguistic diversity, linguistic 
ULJKWV�DQG�OLQJXLVWLF�DJHQF\�RI�WKH�GLϱHUHQW�$IULFDQ�SHRSOHV�

As reported in § 5, by the end of this century, our world will probably lose 
����RI�LWV�ODQJXDJHV�DQG��RI�FRXUVH��WKH�ϧUVW�ODQJXDJHV�WR�GLVDSSHDU�ZLOO�EH�
those languages whose prestige in terms of number of speakers and dignity 
of use in formal domains are low, i.e. the quasi totality of African languages.
,Q�WKLV�SHUVSHFWLYH��RQO\�D�KXJH�HϱRUW�LQ�WHUPV�RI�VHULRXVO\�SODQQHG�OLQ-

guistic and educational policies adopted by States could help to partially hin-
der or (at least) relent the process.

Of course, we all know that Sub-Saharan low and middle income coun-
tries face a huge quantities of problems, ranging from health, economy, civil 
DQG�SROLWLFDO�WHQVLRQV��WKH�HϱHFWV�RI�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH�DV�ZHOO�DV�PDQ\�RWKHUV�
in addition, but I think that the question of good quality education and the 
protection of minority peoples and their languages should at least appear on 
their agenda as a true priority.

As a matter of fact, linguists, experts in cognitive studies as well as psy-
chologists and educators all around the world underline since long now, that 
pupils learn more quickly and in a better way when they are taught in their 
mother tongue or in a language they truly manage.

In Africa, as we have seen in §§ 4 and 5, most primary education is taught in 
WKH�FRXQWU\�RϫFLDO�ODQJXDJH��ZKLFK�LV�XVXDOO\�WKH�RQH�LQKHULWHG�IURP�WKH�FRORQL-
al administration and which is sometimes completely obscure to young children.

In addition to this, we have seen how, even when experimental pro-
grammes have been proposed, until now they have too often failed.

Therefore, much is still to be done (and must be done) to grant all pupils 
WKH�ULJKW�RI�OHDUQLQJ�DW�OHDVW�GXULQJ�WKH�ϧUVW�WZR�\HDUV�RI�SULPDU\�VFKRRO�LQ�D�
language they are really at ease with.

Moreover, it is important to consider new pedagogic strategies, more fo-
cused on the African rich tangible and intangible heritage, oral traditions, 
and artistic / literary production in order to trigger a more positive attitude 
of the youth towards their past and their cultural / ethnic identities.

Only reinforcing their education systems will African governments help 
their population to become more conscious of who they are and of the pos-
sibility they have, in order to be ready to compete and cooperate on an even 
footing at all levels with the outside world.
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ABSTRACT

7KH�DUWLFOH�SUHVHQWV�DQG�GLVFXVVHV�D� IHZ�$IULFDQ�/DWLQ�RUWKRJUDSKLHV��7KH�VFRSH�
RI�WKH�ZRUN�LV�VHW�RXW�LQ�VHFWLRQ����ZKLOH�VHFWLRQ���GLVFXVVHV�D�IHZ�RUWKRJUDSKLHV�
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1. A SHORT INTRODUCTION WITH MANY CAVEATS AND 
UNSOLICITED EXCUSES

Why are many African orthographies so bad? Is it because so many African 
languages are phonologically complex? Indeed, they are. But is this the only 
reason? And, for that matter, in what sense can we say that an orthography 
is “bad”?

This article will delve into an analysis along language-internal criteria, 
and the appropriateness of an orthography (which inversely correlates with 
deviation from a one-to-one correspondence between graphemes and pho-
nemes; Sgall 1987) will not be called into question. Rather, attention will be 
IRFXVHG�RQ�HϱHFWLYHQHVV��&DKLOO�DQG�.DUDQ�������&DKLOO��������*UDQWLQJ�WKDW�
graphization has been, in Africa and elsewhere, a top-down process and that 
data on the approval of an orthography on the part of its real stakeholders – 
DOO�RI�LWV�SRWHQWLDO�XVHUV�²�DUH�GLϫFXOW�WR�JHW��WKH�DQDO\VLV�ZLOO�FRQFHQWUDWH�RQ�
the internal characteristics of an orthography that are in all likelihood bound 
to facilitate or hamper its use.

Just as all languages are equal but some of them are more equal than 
RWKHUV�EHFDXVH� WKH\�KDYH�EHHQ�DXVEDXL]HG� �7RVFR������� LQWR�ZULWWHQ��Rϫ-
cial languages, also not all orthographies are equal: “big” languages may go 
DORQJ�ϧQH�IRU�FHQWXULHV�ZLWK�DZIXO��LPSUDFWLFDO�DQG�REVROHWH�RUWKRJUDSKLHV��
Minority languages cannot: often their speakers are illiterate and must face 
the usual hurdles of acquiring literacy; in many cases reading and writing 
VNLOOV�DUH�RϱHUHG�WR�WKH�PLQRULW\�ODQJXDJH�VSHDNHUV�LQ�D�ORFDOO\�RU�LQWHUQDWLRQ-
ally big language. Both possibilities are widespread in Africa (and elsewhere). 
Or the minority language speakers already know the local majority language 
and its orthography and have thereby access to a sizable amount of material 
and information available in that language; the additional skills required in 
OHDUQLQJ�DQG�XVLQJ�WKH�PLQRULW\�ODQJXDJH�RUWKRJUDSK\�DUH�PRVWO\�MXVWLϧHG�LQ�
ideological and moral terms. Any material produced in the minority language 
will face very high hurdles in dissemination and will not be likely to be a win-
ning competitor, in both qualitative and quantitative terms.

In Africa and elsewhere many orthographies were designed by foreign 
OLQJXLVWV��SROLF\�PDNHUV�RU�PLVVLRQDULHV�²¬RIWHQ�ZLWK�VRPH�LQSXW�IURP�ORFDO�
ODQJXDJH�FRQVXOWDQWV�²¬DQG�EDVLFDOO\�ZLWK�WKH�DLP�RI�SXEOLVKLQJ�LQ�WKH�ORFDO�
language. That the publication itself is a Holy Book or the word of the leading 
party and its sacred leaders does not change much: the speakers themselves 
ZLOO�PRVWO\�EH�UHDGHUV�²¬L�H���SDVVLYH�XVHUV��$�WHFKQLFDOO\�YHU\�DFFXUDWH�RUWKRJ-
raphy will certainly be easy to learn.

Not the same can be said about actively using the orthography – i.e., as 
writers, and especially so when handwriting is replaced by the use of key-
boards (of typewriters in the past and of computers or cellphones nowadays). 
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It is certainly true that most of these orthographies have never been tested in 
extensive, daily usage by speakers, but this use has probably never even been 
considered. 

In short, one feels that not all the needs of the potential users were taken 
into consideration: the degree to which an orthography will be user-friendly 
ZLOO�EH�PXFK�GLϱHUHQW�LI�UHDGLQJ�RU�ZULWLQJ�DUH�WDNHQ�LQWR�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ�

As the title implies, orthographies based upon the Latin alphabet only will 
be presented and critically discussed, and actually a tiny minority of them. 
6SHFLϧFDOO\��,�ZLOO�QRW�EH�FRQFHUQHG�ZLWK��

 – the vigorous use of the Arabic alphabet, not only in the past but still 
today (for which Mumin and Versteegh 2014 is not only a must, but 
also a fascinating reading);

 – the use and present spread of indigenous scripts (in primis the Ethiopic 
V\OODEDU\� LQ� (WKLRSLD� DQG� (ULWUHD� DQG� WKH� UHFHQWO\� UHYLYHG� 7LϧQDJK�
Berber alphasyllabary);

 – ϧQDOO\�²�DQG�UHJUHWIXOO\��DQG�VLPSO\�RXW�RI�ODFN�RI�FRPSHWHQFH�DQG�GDWD��
– the rise and to a certain extent spread of many “new” alphabets of 
Africa – such as the Vai syllabary, the N’Ko alphabet or the Mandombe 
script. A good overview is provided in Kootz and Pasch (2010).

2. THE UNBEARABLE WEIGHT OF LINGUISTICS (AND LINGUISTS)

%RWK�GLJUDSKV�DQG�,3$�EDVHG�PRGLϧFDWLRQV�RI�/DWLQ�OHWWHUV�DUH�IRXQG�LQ�WKH�
orthography of Hausa (Chadic; ISO 639-3: hau1), probably the African lan-
guage with the highest number of native speakers. Digraphs are < sh >, and 
��WV�!�IRUߑ����DQG���W�V·���UHVSHFWLYHO\��,3$�V\PEROV�DUH���ȴ�!����˄�!�IRU�
LPSORVLYHV�DQG���֒�!�IRU�HMHFWLYH��N·���(MHFWLYL]DWLRQ�LV�LQVWHDG�QRW�PDUNHG�
LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�WKH�DϱULFDWH��WV·���ZKLOH���¶\�!�VWDQGV�IRU�D�SDODWDO�JORWWDO�VWRS�
�প՝���8QGHU�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�LV�IRXQG�LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�WKH�VDPH�V\PERO���U�!�XVHG�
IRU�ERWK�DQ�DOYHRODU�WULOO��WKH�ODWWHU�RIWHQ�H[SUHVVHG�E\���U �!�LQ�OLQJXLVWLF�
ZRUNV��ZLWK�SODLQ���U�!�EHLQJ�UHVHUYHG�WR�UHWURϩH[�ϩDSޔ�����DQG�PRVW�RI�DOO�
in the case of vowel length, which goes unmarked. As in many, maybe most 
African orthographies, tones are left unmarked.

Not surprisingly, leaving aside the still widespread use of Arabic-based 
Ajami, everyday Hausa written in ERNR���EڟNڢ����L�H���WKH�/DWLQ�DOSKDEHW��RI-
WHQ�GLVUHJDUGV�WKH�´KRRNHGµ�OHWWHUV�DOWRJHWKHU�DQG�¶one still encounters publi-
cations, including newspapers, where the plain letters are used’ (Jaggar 2001: 
������¶WKH�OHWWHUV�DUH�SULQWHG�ZLWKRXW�WKH�KRRNV·��1HZPDQ������������

1 7KH�,62�������FRGH�LV�SURYLGHG�IRU�DOO�DQG�RQO\�$IULFDQ�ODQJXDJHV�DIWHU�WKHLU�ϧUVW�
mention in the text.



59ฏ༬�༝�ཋ�ྎຮය༬༼

Nor are these problems limited to languages spoken in former British colo-
QLHV��D�FXUVRU\�ORRN�DW�D�IHZ�PDMRU�ODQJXDJHV�RI�:HVW�$IULFD��VXϫFHV�WR�VKRZ�
WKH�H[WHQVLRQ�RI�WKH�,3$�V\PERO��غ��!�IRU�D�YHODU�QDVDO�²¬H�J���LQ�ERWK�:RORI�
(Atlantic; wol) and Bambara (Mande; bam). The latter adds to its inventory 
RI�JUDSKHPHV�PDUNHG�E\�,3$�V\PEROV��غ��!�IRU�WKH�SDODWDO�QDVDO�DV�ZHOO�DV�
��͑�!�DQG���ɬ�!�IRU�WKH�RSHQ�PLG�YRZHOV��WKH�VDPH�DUUD\�RI�JUDSKHPHV�LV�
also used in Dyula (Mande; dyu), a major lingua franca of West Africa (whose 
use and potentialities also as a written language are discussed in Micheli 
forthcoming).
2WKHU�ODQJXDJHV�IDFH�PRUH�DQG�PRUH�GLϫFXOW�SUREOHPV�LQ�WKHLU�JUDSKL]DWLRQ�
In the case of many languages of South Sudan, troubles started at least in 

1928, at the time of the Rejaf Language Conference (Tucker 1929), for which 
Abdelhay, Makoni and Makoni (2016) provide a useful overview. Their at-
tention mostly goes to the ideological aspects of the conference, and their 
stark critiques – framed in the new orthodoxy of postmodernism and postco-
lonial studies – focus on the “Orientalist” attitude of the participants (where 
“Orientalist” is of course an abusive term) and the alleged invention of dis-
crete ethnic groups and languages with the aim of reinforcing and maintain-
ing colonial power. Still, their analysis of Dietrich Westermann’s (1875-1956) 
orthographic proposals has some merit. 

Following his long research in Sudan and West Africa and serving as di-
rector of the ,QWHUQDWLRQDO� ,QVWLWXWH� RI� $IULFDQ� /DQJXDJHV� DQG� &XOWXUHV¬ �ODWHU�
WKH¬ International African Institute) from 1926 until 1939, Westermann pro-
posed a 3UDFWLFDO�2UWKRJUDSK\�RI�$IULFDQ�/DQJXDJHV (1928, 1930).2 Proposed 
IPA symbols to be used in these “practical orthographies” include among 
RWKHUV��!�غ����ߑ��!����ও�!�����!��)XUWKHU�UHFRPPHQGDWLRQV�LQFOXGH�WKH�
use of apostrophes for ejectives and/or implosives, of umlaut (diaeresis) for 
“central vowels.” Also, the notation of dental stops with the digraphs < dh >, 
< th > is recommended.

An early example of these orthographical choices is Heasty’s (1937) 
Shilluk dictionary, but the same solutions lie at the basis of the alphabets still 
XVHG�IRU�PDQ\�ODQJXDJHV�RI�6RXWK�6XGDQ�RI�GLϱHUHQW�JHQHWLF�DϫOLDWLRQ�DQG�
to some�H[WHQW�XVHG�LQ�HGXFDWLRQ��(QJOLVK�RQO\�EHLQJ�WKH�RϫFLDO�ODQJXDJH�RI�
independent South Sudan).

Among the main languages, Dinka and Nuer are cases in point: Dinka 
(din) and other West Nilotic languages have both modal and breathy vowels. 
%UHDWKLQHVV�LV�PDUNHG�LQ�,3$�E\�D�VXEVFULSW�XPODXW��GLDHUHVLV���DV��Dણ����Hણ���
etc. The IPA notation is apparently the source of the Dinka superscript umlaut 
above the vowel, as in < ä >, < ë >, etc. 

2 Available online at http://www.bisharat.net/Documents/poal30.htm (last accessed 
June 2, 2021).
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Figure 1. The Dinka alphabet (http://www.languagesgulper.com/eng/Dinka.html)

Although a few digraphs are used for consonants, no generalization of 
such a solution has been attempted. In stops, a breathy release is marked in 
IPA by a raised symbol for a voiced glottal fricative, as in /bѓ/: one could 
imagine a transcription *< ah > for /Dણ/ (instead of < ä >), etc. As vowel 
length is not phonological, one could even use *< aa >. This leaves the 
problem of vowel quality: seven vowel qualities are phonemic in Dinka, with 
RSHQ�PLG��͑��DQG��ɬ��RSSRVHG�WR�FORVH�PLG��H��DQG��R���$FFHQWV�DUH�RIWHQ�
XVHG�LQ�(XURSHDQ�ODQJXDJHV�WR�WKH�HϱHFW�RI�PDUNLQJ�RSHQQHVV��EXW�RWKHU�VROX-
tions are conceivable, such as digraphs (*< ae >?). The Dinka orthography 
VLPSO\�NHHSV�WKH�,3$�V\PEROV��DQG�QRW�RQO\�VSRUWV���͑ �!�DQG���ɬ�!��EXW�DOVR�
EUHDWK\���͑ ત�!�DQG���ɬત�!�
2WKHU�,3$�VLJQV�DUH�IRXQG�L�WKH�FDVH�RI��!�����ص��!�DQG��غ��!��
The Dinka orthography is interesting for the use of digraphs whose second 

element is consistently < h >: < dh >, < th > and < nh > for the dental 
FRXQWHUSDUWV��G૧����W ૧����Q૧��WR�DOYHRODUV��G����W����Q��

At the same time, signs provided by the Latin alphabet and available in 
any standard keyboard but left unused in the Dinka orthography abound: < f >, 
< h>, < q >, < s >, < v >, < x >, and < z >. One can easily argue that 
at least < s > and < z > could be good solutions for the dental stops. As < 
Q\�!�LV�XVHG�IRU�WKH�SDODWDO�QDVDO�VWRSص�����WKH�DEVHQFH�RI�WKH�SHUKDSV�HYHQ�
PRUH�FRPPRQ�GLJUDSK���QJ�!�IRU�WKH�YHODU�VWRSغ����LV�SX]]OLQJ�
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)LJXUH����$Q�H[FHUSW�IURP�D�SDJH�LQ�'LQND��&DJXɬU���������3

The same system is basically followed for Nuer (West Nilotic; nus), with the 
umlaut being replaced for breathiness by underscore:

3 This and all the following specimens of South Sudanese orthographies were obtained 
in Juba in 2013.
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)LJXUH����$Q�H[FHUSW�IURP�D�SDJH�LQ�1XHU��.XsQ͑�N͑�7KRN�1DWK�%RNغ�XDDQ����������

Breathiness is not phonological in Murle (Surmic; mur), and this entails the 
absence of umlaut and underscore; on the other hand, the same IPA signs 
seen above are again used for both vowels and consonants:
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)LJXUH����$Q�H[FHUSW�IURP�D�SDJH�LQ�0XUOH��:DUDJ͑�2�0LOLQ\�0XUOH\H����������

The use of diacritics and IPA signs is quite widespread, being found in many, 
if not most, orthographies of the area.

Another major language of South Sudan, Bari (East Nilotic; bfa and oth-
ers), replaces most IPA signs used for Dinka and Nuer with diacritics, with 
WKH�H[FHSWLRQ�RI��غ��!�IRU�WKH�YHODU�QDVDO��7KH�LPSORVLYHV�DUH�PDUNHG�E\�D�
SUHFHGLQJ�DSRVWURSKH����¶E�!����¶G�!����¶\�!��8PODXW�LV�SUHVHUYHG�LQ�WKH�
case of < ö > and a single digraph < ny > is found. No breathiness contrast 
operates in Bari.

In this regard, Owen’s (1908) Bari grammar, with its abundance of um-
lauts, accented letters and digraphs (among which… < ng >) but no special 
symbol, was certainly better.
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Figure 5. An excerpt from a page in Bari (Jujumbu Kendya ko Bari Buk Tomusala 1999: 52)
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Mödö (or Jur; Bongo-Bagirmi; bex) is another language of South Sudan. The 
orthography used in Perrson and Perrson’s (1991) dictionary and grammar 
UHVHPEOHV�%DUL�LQ�LWV�XVH�RI���¶E�!�DQG���¶G�!��WR�ZKLFK���¶M�!�IRU�D�SDODWDO�
LPSORVLYH�LV�DGGHG��$JDLQ���غ��!�PDUNV�D�YHODU�QDVDO�DQG�LW�IXUWKHU�DSSHDUV�
LQ�WKH�GLJUDSKV��غ�J�!���غ�E�!DQG��غ�P�!IRU�SUHQDVDOL]HG�SKRQHPHV�
8PODXW�LV�XVHG�IRU���w�!��DQG���s�!��DQG�D�VSHFLDO�VLJQ�IRU���ɬ�!�
The extensive use of IPA symbols seems restricted to languages of South 

Sudan for the historical reasons outlined earlier in this section; digraphs, ac-
cents and apostrophes are rather used elsewhere. The orthography proposed 
for Rendille (East Cushitic; rel) of Kenya makes wide use of digraphs but also 
RI�DQ�DSRVWURSKH�SUHFHGLQJ�WKH�VLJQ�IRU�WKH�PRGDO�VWRS�LQ���¶E�!�DQG���¶G�!�
IRU�WKH�LPSORVLYHV��DQG�DOVR��VWUDQJHO\�HQRXJK��LQ���¶K�!�IRU�WKH�SKDU\QJHDO�
�ю���$Q�DSRVWURSKH�IROORZLQJ�D�GLJUDSK�LV�XVHG�LQ���QJ·�!�IRU�WKH�YHODU�VWRS�
(following the orthography of Swahili). The other digraphs are < ch > for 
WKH�PRGDO�DϱULFDWH߿�������NK�!�IRU� WKH�YHODU� IULFDWLYH��ट���DQG���Q\�!�
for the palatal nasal. Acute accents mark a high tone. This is all the more 
disconcerting since Rendille belongs with Somali to the same sub-subgroup 
RI�(DVW�&XVKLWLF��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�FXUUHQW�FODVVLϧFDWLRQV��WKH\�PDNH�XS��WRJHWKHU�
with Boni, the eastern branch of Omo-Tana, itself a major branching of East 
Cushitic). As we shall see in more detail below, the orthography of Somali 
could have provided a solution for a few phonemes, such as < dh > instead 
RI���¶G�!��$OWKRXJK�LQ�6RPDOL�WKH�FRUUHVSRQGLQJ�SKRQHPH�LV�SRVWDOYHRODU�
��˅���UDWKHU�WKDQ�LPSORVLYH���˄����LW�FRXOG�HDVLO\�KDYH�EHHQ�DGRSWHG�DQG�SUR-
YLGH�D�PRGHO�IRU���EK�!�LQVWHDG�RI���¶E�!�IRU�ELODELDO��ȴ���:KLOH�WKH�XVH�
RI�WKH�VDPH�SDWWHUQ�IRU���KK�!�IRU�WKH�YRLFHOHVV�SKDU\QJHDO��ю��FRXOG�KDYH�
FDXVHG�SUREOHPV��LQ�JHPLQDWLRQ���6RPDOL�RϱHUHG�DQ�HDV\�YLDEOH�DOWHUQDWLYH�
in its use of < x >.

In Rendille, < x > is just one among a sizable number of unused signs of 
the Latin alphabet; the others are < c >, < p >, < q >, < w > and < z >.
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Figure 6. The Rendille alphabet (Wori Haaggane MARKO Khore 1993)

Very similar is the alphabet devised by the same missionary body for 
'KDDVDQDF��(DVW�&XVKLWLF��GVK���+HUH�DJDLQ�ZH�ϧQG�QR�,3$�V\PEROV�DQG�WKH�
implosives are represented with an apostrophe preceding the sign for the 
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voiced stop; as in Rendille, acute accents (in Dhaasanac, on both moras of a 
long vowel) mark a high tone.

At the same time the alphabet has quite a few peculiarities: the digraph 
< dh > marks a laminal voiced fricative /ð/, and does not take into account 
that an alternative pronunciation with its apical counterpart /z/ is well at-
tested in all positions (Tosco 2001: 19).

Figure 7. An excerpt from a page in Dhaasanac (War’gat Markoká 1997: 27)
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Both diacritics and special symbols are found in the orthography of 
Gawwada (East Cushitic; gwd) proposed by the SIL International Literacy 
Department (with the additional complication that both the Latin alphabet 
and the Ethiopic syllabary are suggested). The apostrophe here follows the 
consonantal sign and marks an ejective (thus following the IPA conventions) 
LQ���F·�!����N·�!�DQG���W·�!��,3$�V\PEROV�DUH�XVHG�IRU�WKH�SKDU\QJHDOV����য���
DQG���ю����$SDUW�IURP���VK�!�DQG���Q\�!��WKH�OLVW�FRPSULVHV�WKH�XVH�RI���K�
> as second element for the implosives: < bh > and < dh >, but with no 
YDOXH�LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI���FK�!�IRU�WKH�DϱULFDWH߿�����DV�LQ�(QJOLVK��DQG�RI���TK�
> simply for /q/. The last two also imply that no “bare” < c > nor < q > 
are used, as well as no < z > nor < v >.

Figure 8. A proposed Gawwada alphabet (https://www.alepeople.org/sites/www.
DOHSHRSOH�RUJ�ϧOHV�$/3+$%(7���RI����&$���$/(�MSJ�

It is noteworthy that many of these orthographies, and in particular those 
of Kenya and Ethiopia, completely disregard the practical alphabets designed 
from the seventies for languages which are structurally and phonologically 
similar: just as no use of the solutions devised for Somali is made for the very 
similar Rendille, no attention is paid in the case of Dhaasanac to the contempo-
rary Latin orthographies of Ethiopia (where a majority of the Dhaasanac live).

It is to these innovative orthographies that we turn our attention in the 
next section.
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3. EXAPTATION, OR: LEARNING TO USE WHAT YOU HAVE

3.1. PLAYING WITH WILDCARDS

The Horn of Africa is home to at least two success stories among African 
/DWLQ�EDVHG�RUWKRJUDSKLHV��WZR�RϫFLDO�RU�QDWLRQDO�ODQJXDJHV�LQ�WKHLU�UHVSHF-
tive countries and with many million speakers as well as potential users of 
written texts: these are Somali and Oromo (both East Cushitic; som, orm). 
6RPDOL�FDPH�ϧUVW��ZLWK�LWV�RUWKRJUDSK\�RϫFLDOL]HG�LQ������

The long, troubled history of the graphization of Somali and of the Somali 
language policy has been told many times and is the subject of whole mono-
graphs: Caney (1984) mainly deals with linguistic issues–history of the or-
thography and corpus planning; Labahn (1982) with the orthography as well 
as language policy in general. Laitin (1977, 1992 – the latter within the larger 
African context) explores the political side (although overtly biased in favor 
of state interventionism and nation building; for a critique cf. Tosco 2014). 
Short historical overviews are provided in Tosco (2010, 2015).
3UHGLFWDEO\��6RPDOL�XVHV�WKH�GLJUDSKV���VK�!�IRUߑ����DQG���NK�!�IRU��ट���

DV�ZHOO�DV���GK�!�IRU�D�SRVWDOYHRODU��˅���8YXODU��T��LV�PDUNHG�E\���T�!�
and vowel length by redoubling the sign for the vowel. Pitch is not marked 
(as well as vowel backing/advancement). Glottal stop is only marked when 
not in word-initial position by an apostrophe: < ’ >.

The main problem was the absence of an established and practical way to 
PDUN�WKH�SKDU\QJHDOV��য��DQG��ю����
7KH�JHQLDO�VROXWLRQ�FDPH�ZLWK�WKH�XVH�RI�XQPRGLϧHG�/DWLQ�OHWWHUV��QDPHO\�

��F�!�IRU�YRLFHG��য��DQG���[�!�IRU�YRLFHOHVV��ю�����S�!����Y�!��DQG���]�!�
remain unused). 

Consciously or not, it was realised that any Latin alphabet is bound to 
have a few “wildcards”: symbols that simply come for free with the choice of 
using the Latin alphabet but have no clear phonemic value to start with, and 
are therefore available to get assigned, in principle, any value.

A few Latin letters are born as wildcards: e.g., < q > and < c > already 
in Latin marked allophones of /k/. In the conclusions we will argue that, nev-
ertheless, < q > is worse than < c > as a wildcard. As for < x >, in Latin 
it was used since the beginning for the cluster /ks/ and has been put to many 
GLϱHUHQW�XVHV�LQ�GLϱHUHQW�RUWKRJUDSKLHV�DURXQG�WKH�ZRUOG��LWV�YDOXH�DVߑ����LQ�
Maltese, Basque and many other languages is a major example).
2WKHU� OHWWHUV� EHFRPH�ZLOGFDUGV� RQ� D� ODQJXDJH�VSHFLϧF� EDVLV�ZKHQHYHU�

a phoneme usually expressed by that letter does not exist. Of course, being 
ODQJXDJH�VSHFLϧF�� WKH�YDOXH�RI�D�ZLOGFDUG� LV� DOVR�PXFK�´OLJKWHUµ� WKDQ� WKH�
established value of another letter: it is therefore particularly prone to sub-
stitution.
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:KHQ�HVWDEOLVKLQJ�DQ�RUWKRJUDSK\� IRU� ¶$IDU� �'MLERXWL��(WKLRSLD��(ULWUHD��
DDU���WKH�RUWKRJUDSK\�RI�QHLJKERULQJ�6RPDOL�ZDV�D�SRVVLEOH�FKRLFH��¶$IDU�LV�
spoken in Djibouti, Eritrea and Ethiopia, but in Djibouti only

competition with Somali and the ideological need to obfuscate similarities 
led instead to an orthography where the peculiar choices of Somali were shuf-
ϩHG��SKDU\QJHDOV���F�!�DQG���[�!�RI�6RPDOL�EHFDPH���T�!�DQG���F�!��
ZKLOH�WKH�GLJUDSK���GK�!�IRU�WKH�SRVWDOYHRODU��˅���D�UDWKHU�REYLRXV�FKRLFH��
EHFDPH��[���$V�¶$IDU��RU��LQ�WKH�QHZ�RUWKRJUDSK\��4DIDU��KDV�QR�XYXODU�VWRS��
no new symbol for /q/ was needed. Remarkably, all the other signs of Somali 
were kept.
7KH�´'MLERXWLµ�RUWKRJUDSK\�LV�XVHG�LQ�WKH�¶$IDU�UHJLRQDO�VWDWH�RI�(WKLRSLD�

alongside the Ethiopian syllabary.
In Eritrea, after independence (1991; de jure 1993), the languages of Eritrea 

KDYH�EHHQ�SURYLGHG�ZLWK�D�XQLϧHG��QDWLRQDO�/DWLQ�RUWKRJUDSK\� IURP�ZKLFK�
they depart only for phonemes peculiar to single languages (Semitic languages 
Tigrinya, Tigre and, of course, Arabic are written, respectively, in the Ethiopic 
V\OODEDU\�DQG�LQ�$UDELF�VFULSW���)RU�WKH�¶$IDU�PLQRULW\�RI�(ULWUHD�DQG�WKH�YHU\�
similar Saho (East Cushitic; ssy) the Somali choices of the 1970’s have been 
LPSOHPHQWHG� �SODXVLEO\� LQ� RUGHU� WR� VHYHU� WKH� OLQNV�ZLWK� WKH� ¶$IDU� LQ� RWKHU�
FRXQWULHV��� ,Q� WKH� HQG�� WKUHH� QDWLRQ� VWDWHV� KDYH� LPSOHPHQWHG� WZR� GLϱHUHQW�
RUWKRJUDSKLHV�IRU�VLPLODU�ODQJXDJHV��ZLWK�RQH�DQG�WKH�VDPH�ODQJXDJH��¶$IDU�
EHFRPLQJ�HLWKHU�4DIDU� LQ�'MLERXWL�RU�&DIDU� LQ�(ULWUHD��KDYLQJ� WZR�GLϱHUHQW�
RUWKRJUDSKLHV�LQ�GLϱHUHQW�FRXQWULHV��WKUHH�FRXQWLQJ�WKH�(WKLRSLF�V\OODEDU\��

phoneme Somali ¶$IDU�
(Djibouti)

¶$IDU��6DKR�
(Eritrea)

gloss of examples

য c cad T TDGR c cado “(to be) white)”

ю [ [DDNLQ c FDDNLP [ [DDNLP 6RPDOL�´MXGJH�µ�¶$IDU�
“governor;” Saho “doctor” 
(from Arabic ьčNLP “ruler”)

˅ dh dhal [ [DOH dh dhale “to give birth to”

)LJXUH����6RPDOL��¶$IDU�DQG�6DKR��ZLOGFDUGV�DQG�SROLWLFDO�FKRLFHV��DGDSWHG�IURP�6DYj�
and Tosco 2008: 125)

The principle of using wildcards has been further implemented in Ethiopia in 
connection with the marking of ejectives in Oromo. A brilliant combination 
of the criteria of simplicity and frequency is used – supplemented in case by 
adherence to tradition. The overall picture is apparently puzzling but makes 
actually good sense:
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modal ejective
IPA orthography IPA orthography
/p/ < p > /p’/ < ph >
/t/ < t > /t’/ < x >
/k/ < k > /k’/ < q >
�߿� < ch > �·߿� < c >

Figure 10. Modal and ejectives in the Oromo orthography

For the rarely used (mostly in loans) bilabials, plain < p > stands for modal 
/p/ and the digraph < ph > for its ejective counterpart /p’/: an additional 
phonetic feature is paralleled by an additional graphic symbol. For the velars, 
< k > stands for the modal and < q > for the ejective (here following a long 
Orientalist and Ethiopianist tradition). Wildcards are instead used in alveolar 
VWRSV�DQG�DOYHRSDODWDO�DϱULFDWHV��)RU�WKH�IRUPHU����W�!�VWDQGV�IRU��W��DQG�
��[�!�IRU�HMHFWLYH��W·���)RU�DϱULFDWHV��ZKHUH���F�!�LV�D�ZLOGFDUG�DQG�WKH�
GLJUDSK���FK�!�D�ZHOO�HVWDEOLVKHG�VROXWLRQ�IRU߿�����IUHTXHQF\�GHFLGHV��DQG�
ZKLOH���FK�!�LV�UHVHUYHG�WR�PRGDO��DQG�OHVV�FRPPRQ�LQ�2URPR�߿�����VLPSOH�
��F�!�VWDQGV�IRU�LWV�HMHFWLYH�FRXQWHUSDUW߿��·��

The web of motivations at play here is certainly complex; the present writ-
HU�UHPHPEHUV�WKDW��ZKHQ�SUHVHQWHG�DQG�GLVFXVVHG�DW�WKH��ϧUVW��,QWHUQDWLRQDO�
Symposium on Cushitic and Omotic Languages (Köln, 1986), “some modi-
ϧFDWLRQV�ZHUH� UHFRPPHQGHG� RQ� WKH� EDVLV� RI� SKRQHWLF� FRQVLVWHQF\µ� �+HLQH�
1988: 620). These recommendations – supported by most scholars (and a 
very young and naïve writer of these lines) – consisted basically in proposing 
the use of digraphs with < h > as second element for the ejectives.

Wisely, the Oromo did not pay attention to intellectuals and “experts” 
and stuck to their decisions. Since then, the Oromo solution has been highly 
LQϩXHQWLDO�LQ�(WKLRSLD�DQG�KDV�EHHQ�IROORZHG�LQ�UHFHQW�\HDUV�E\�RWKHU�/DWLQ�
based orthographies (cf. Savà and Tosco 2008). One could even say that the 
use of < x > for /t’/ has become a shibboleth of the new Ethiopian alphabets 
for a geographically and genetically diverse array of languages. While only 
Koorete (North Omotic; kqy) and Sidamo (East Cushitic; sid) are presented 
here, the examples could be multiplied.
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Figure 11. An excerpt from a page in Koorete (Koorete Erunxi Pishsharo 1992: 58)
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Figure 12. An excerpt from a page in Sidamo (Itiyophiyu… 1990: xiii)

When you accept the principle of wildcards, there is no need to stick to the 
Oromo solution: < x > again, but in this case for the voiced uvular frica-
WLYH� �ट���KDV� UHFHQWO\�EHHQ�SURSRVHG�E\�6,/� IRU�7V·DPDNNR� �(DVW�&XVKLWLF��
Ethiopia; tsb; closely related to Gawwada). Savà (this volume) has taken this 
SURSRVDO�RYHU�LQ�KLV�SURSRVHG�RUWKRJUDSK\�RI�2QJRWD��XQFODVVLϧHG��(WKLRSLD��
bxe).
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3.2. BREAKING AWAY FROM TRADITION

Other orthographic uses seem to point in the same direction: a progressive 
liberation from the bounds imposed by traditional (European) orthographic 
norms.

Digraphs are traditionally treated as combination of two letters and they 
DUH�DOSKDEHWL]HG�XQGHU�WKH�ϧUVW�HOHPHQW�RQO\��7KXV��church is listed in English 
dictionary after campaign but before cut, and the Somali-Italian dictionary 
(DSI 1985) follows this principle, with, e.g., VKDEHHHO� ¶OHRSDUG·�DIWHU�VDGGH[�
¶WKUHH·�EXW�EHIRUH�sug�¶WR�ZDLW�·

As the number of digraphs and wildcards as well as the use of a Latin or-
thography increase, the weight of tradition decreases. This is when a digraph 
becomes a “letter:” an autonomous, single grapheme. Already in the Somali-
English dictionary (Zorc 1993) all words beginning with < dh >, < kh > and 
< sh > (the only digraphs of the Somali orthography) are listed separately, 
EXW�VWLOO�DIWHU�WKHLU�ϧUVW�HOHPHQW����GK�!�DIWHU���G�!����NK�!�DIWHU���N�!��
and < sh > after < s >.
0RUHRYHU�� LQ� D� ϧUVW� VWDJH� WKH�ϧUVW� HOHPHQW� RQO\� LV� GRXEOHG� LQ� JHPLQD-

WLRQ��LQ�6RPDOL��H�J�����GGK�!��UDWKHU�WKDQ���GKGK�!��VWDQGV�IRU��˅˅���DV�
in JDEDGGKD�¶WKH�JLUO·��PRUH�FRPPRQO\�DFWXDOO\�VSHOOHG�JDEDGKD). Once per-
ceived as single letters, each of the elements of a digraph are instead doubled 
in gemination, yielding, e.g., Wolaytta geeshsha�¶FOHDQ��SXUH·��

The next step follows logically: if, e.g., < sh > is no longer < s > + < h > 
but a brand-new autonomous symbol, the order of digraphs in the alphabet 
can and must change. This is what happens in recent Ethiopian dictionaries of 
languages using the Latin orthography, with the digraphs increasingly found 
all together at the end of the list, as in the Wolaytta dictionary (Tophphiyaa 
1991), with < ch >, < ph >, and < sh > following in this order after < z >, 
and in Oromo (Mekuria 1998) with < ch >, < dh >, < ny > and < sh > 
(no word begins with < ph >.
6WLOO�� LQ�FDSLWDOL]DWLRQ� WKH�ϧUVW� OHWWHU�RQO\� LV�FDSLWDOL]HG�� WUDGLWLRQ� LV�DG-

hered to when it implies a simpler solution.
(YHQ�D�FRPSOHWHO\�GLϱHUHQW�WUDGLWLRQ�LQ�OLVWLQJ�OHWWHUV�PD\�QRZ�EH�DFFRP-

modated. The following Table is the alphabetical chart present in a Koorete 
primer. Following the pattern of the Ethiopic syllabary, vowels are listed as 
FROXPQV�DQG�FRQVRQDQWV�DV�URZV��IRU�D�WRWDO�LQ�.RRUHWH�RI�WHQ�YRZHOV��ϧYH�VKRUW�
DQG�ϧYH�ORQJ��DQG�WKLUW\�FRQVRQDQWV��$SDUW�IURP�WKLV�JHQHUDO�JUDSKLFDO�DUUDQJH-
ment, the order of consonants is the traditional Western one (but the very last 
consonant is < th >). The digraphs are particularly abundant in Koorete: 
< ch >, < dh >, < jh >, < ny >, < ph >, < sh >, < xh >, < dz > and 
��WK�!��7KH\�DUH�OLVWHG�DIWHU��DQG�XQGHU��WKHLU�ϧUVW�HOHPHQW����FK�!�DIWHU�
< c >, < dh > after < d >, and so on), rather than all together at the end.
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The order of vowels, too, follows the traditional Western one, with each 
long vowel after its short counterpart.

Figure 13. A Koorete alphabetical chart (Koorete Bidzunxo Suma Erunxi Pishsharo 
1990: 86-87)
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3.3. WILDCARDS GALORE

But why to stop at “natural” wildcards? Any unused symbol may come to 
good use. 

We go here beyond the notion that Latin symbols for consonant clusters 
(as in the case of < x >) or of original allophones (< c >) are “free:” any 
sign that happens to be useless in the language is up for grabbing and re-use.
1DUD��1LOR�6DKDUDQ�RU�LVRODWH��QUE��RI�(ULWUHD�RϱHUV�PD\EH�WKH�PRVW�UDGL-

cal solution so far, and puts into relief as well a few problems.
Most solutions found in the Latin orthography of the languages of Eritrea 

are not peculiar at all, others partially are: e.g., a palatal nasal is < gn > 
in Saho, as in Italian, rather than < ny >. Again, shunning the Oromo (and 
therefore, in a way, the Ethiopian solution), an ejective /t’/ is not marked 
by < x > but by < th > in Bilin (Central Cushitic; byn) and Saho (East 
&XVKLWLF��VV\���ZKLOH��FK!�PDUNV�DQ�HMHFWLYH�SDODWR�DOYHRODU�DϱULFDWH߿��·��
²¬LW�ZDV�VHHQ�DERYH�WKDW�LQ�2URPR�LW�PDUNV�WKH�PRGDO��,W�ZDV�DOVR�VHHQ�DERYH�
WKDW�6DKR���F�!�PDUNV�WKH�YRLFHG�SKDU\QJHDO��য���à la Somali); a diacritic is 
WKHUHIRUH�LQWURGXFHG�IRU�WKH�PRGDO�DϱULFDWH߿�������ɟ�!�

The velar nasal is of course a problem for any Latin-based alphabet: its 
most common rendering is < ng >, but many other solutions have been or 
are in use, such as Swahili and Xhosa (both Bantu; swa and xho) < ng’ >, 
< nh > in Galician (Western Romance) and Nawat (or Pipil; Aztecan), or 
simply < g >, as in Fijian (Austronesian). 

Although absent in word-initial position the velar nasal is also phonemic 
in Piedmontese (Western Romance), where it is also probably more common 
than the alveolar nasal. The orthographic solution devised for Piedmontese is 
to use < n > where no ambiguity may arise and have a hyphen follow it in 
RWKHU�FDVHV��L�H���EHWZHHQ�YRZHOV��\LHOGLQJ���Q��!��7KLV�RI�FRXUVH�FRQϩLFWV�
with hyphenation, but is consonant with the liberal use of hyphens in other 
points of the orthography (such as in order to separate clitics, following the 
French model).

Nara is most illuminating in its use of < v > for the velar nasal. Certainly, 
the presence of prenasalized voiced stops preempted the use of < ng > – as 
this digraph was chosen, quite correctly, to represent a prenasalized /غg/. 
Still, < v > is a brave choice, and to the best of my knowledge unique. In 
their proposed orthography for Ts’amakko of Ethiopia, SIL has used likewise 
��Y�!��EXW� IRU�D�YRLFHG�SKDU\QJHDO� IULFDWLYH��য���DQG�6DYj� �WKLV�YROXPH��
proposes to copy this in Ongota.
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Figure 14. The consonant phonemes of Nara (Banti and Savà 2021: 240)

Furthermore: why to stop at letters? In Ethiopia, Wolaytta (North Omotic; 
wal) has introduced the digit < 7 > for the glottal stop, as in OHH�L\DD�¶WKLQ�·�
It is most commonly found reduplicated, as in KD��L�¶QRZ·�4 As elsewhere, the 
phonological presence of a glottal stop is not marked in word-initial position.

This solution is not totally isolated, as it is also found in Squamish (Coast 
Salish) of British Columbia (whether it was consciously copied from Squamish 
is unknown to the present writer). It is still apparently isolated in Ethiopia, 
where the apostrophe < ’ > is preferred. The two solutions are shown here 
through the initial page of the %RRN� RI� +RVHD� in Wolaytta (+RVHH�D� and 
Oromo (Hose’aa).

4 Examples are from the Wolaytta-Amharic dictionary (7RSKSKL\DD« 1991). The 
English translations are the most common meanings of the Amharic entries. 
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< 7 > is certainly more conspicuous – and therefore less likely to be 
forgotten in casual writing – than the apostrophe. It is obvious that language-
internal considerations – such as frequency and relevance in morphological 
processes – will have to be taken into account in the selection.

Figure 15. Hosea 1:10-11 in the Wolaytta Bible (Geeshsha Maxaafaa 1996: 881)
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Figure 16. Hosea 1 in the Oromo Bible (Macaafa Qulqulluu: 1118)
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4. A FEW CONCLUSIONS

%\�GHϧQLWLRQ��WR�XVH�D�EDVLF�/DWLQ�NH\ERDUG�RQO\�H[FOXGHV�JUDSKLF�LFRQL]DWLRQ�
(Sebba 2015), i.e., no “icon” similar to Danish < ø > or Spanish < ñ > may 
arise (although the use of < 7 > in Wolaytta could come very close to be an 
“icon”). What is possible instead is the idiosyncratic association of a graph-
eme to a phoneme, as repeatedly shown in this article, and with Somali < c > 
and Oromo < x > being maybe the most striking cases.
6HFRQG��WKH�FDVH�RI�¶$IDU��4DIDU��KDV�VKRZQ�WKDW�LW�LV�GLϫFXOW�WR�RXWVPDUW�

wildcards: in comparison to < c >, < q > is much less of a wildcard, and 
it has a strong association with a uvular stop or it simply marks a back al-
lophone of /k/ (as it was in Latin and is still generally the case in modern 
European languages). < c >, on the contrary, can retain its Latin value as a 
velar stop (as in Romance languages with a non-front vowel following) and 
KDYH�GLϱHUHQW�YDOXHV�ZLWK�RWKHU�YRZHOV��RU�VWLOO�EH�DQ�DOYHRODU�DϱULFDWH��DV�
in Croatian, Slovenian, Polish, Czech, Slovak, Hungarian…) or many other 
things. And it can of course become much else in digraphs or with diacritics. 
Neither a place nor a manner of articulation is strictly linked to it, synchroni-
cally. 
7KH�IDFW�WKDW�QR�ODQJXDJH��WR�WKH�EHVW�RI�P\�NQRZOHGJH��KDV�IROORZHG�¶$IDU�

in using < q > for a pharyngeal fricative or has given it yet another value 
WKDQ��T��LV�FHUWDLQO\�GXH�WR�WKH�LPSHUIHFW�DXVEDXL]DWLRQ�RI�¶$IDU��LQ�'MLERXWL��
)UHQFK�DQG�$UDELF�DUH�WKH�RQO\�RϫFLDO�ODQJXDJHV��DQG�ERWK�6RPDOL�DQG�¶$IDU�
are conspicuous for their absence from the linguistic landscape. But I venture 
to say that there is something inherently awkward in making a wildcard out 
of a card that is not. In exaptation you turn into use what you have and is 
DYDLODEOH��LW�LV�FHUWDLQO\�PRUH�GLϫFXOW��EXW�QRW�LPSRVVLEOH��WR�FKDQJH�WKH�XVH�
of a more or less functional tool.

Third, it is also apparent that wildcards are second bests. This strategy 
VHHPV�WR�EH�DOZD\V�VHFRQGDU\�WR�WKH�XVH�RI�GLJUDSKV��H�Jߑ������LV�DOZD\V�H[SUHVVHG�
E\���VK�!�DQG�DQ�LPSORVLYH��˄��RU�SRVWDOYHRODU��˅��LV�JHQHUDOO\���GK�!��

The use of digraphs is particularly shunned for vowels, except in the mark-
ing of length and notwithstanding the wide use of vocalic digraphs in many 
European writings.

Finally, maybe the most important – and saddest – conclusion is that many 
African orthographies were in a way born old: they are utterly incapable of 
EHLQJ�EURXJKW� WR�XVH� LQ� WKH�PRVW�PRGHUQ� WHFKQRORJLHV�²�SHQGLQJ�ϧQDQFLDO�
investments (in developing, implementing and marketing keyboards) that the 
communities cannot sustain.
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ABSTRACT

,Q� UHFHQW�\HDUV�� WKH�DGXOW� HGXFDWLRQ� V\VWHP�KDV�XQGHUJRQH�D�PDMRU� UHIRUP� WKDW�
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QUESTIONI

1HOO·XOWLPR�TXLQGLFHQQLR�� O·LQWHQVLϧFDUVL�GHL�ϩXVVL�PLJUDWRUL� LQWHUQD]LRQDOL�
KD�GHWHUPLQDWR�XQ�VLJQLϧFDWLYR�DXPHQWR�GHOOD�SRSROD]LRQH�VWUDQLHUD�LQ�,WDOLD�
le cui conseguenze hanno inciso profondamente sull’intero sistema dell’istru-
]LRQH�H�GHOOD�IRUPD]LRQH�GDOOD�VFXROD�GHOO·LQIDQ]LD�ϧQR�DOOD�VFXROD�GHJOL�DGXO-
ti. Parimenti, le novellazioni normative in tema di immigrazione, come ad 
esempio l’introduzione del requisito della conoscenza della lingua italiana 
per ottenere i documenti di soggiorno nonché per aspirare alla cittadinanza, 
hanno avuto forti ricadute sul sistema scolastico rivolto alla popolazione 
adulta. Alla data del 1° gennaio 2019 la popolazione straniera residente in 
Italia risultava pari a 5.144.440 con un incremento di 140.000 unità rispetto 
al 2015 e un’incidenza dell’8,2% sulla popolazione residente, mentre alla 
stessa data il numero degli ingressi di cittadini non comunitari ammontava 
a 262.770 unità1. I paesi di provenienza risultano essere oltre 190, mentre i 
primi cinque paesi per numerosità sono la Romania, il Marocco, l’Albania, 
la Cina e l’Ucraina2.

I provvedimenti emanati in diverse occasioni dal Ministero dell’Istruzione 
(circolari, note, Linee guida) hanno avuto l’indubbio merito di sostenere le 
istituzioni scolastiche nelle scelte educative, didattiche e organizzative volte 
a garantire agli studenti dei paesi terzi il diritto all’istruzione e alla piena 
inclusione culturale e sociale3. 

La prospettiva interculturale, entrata gradualmente nelle pratiche didat-
tiche delle scuole di ogni ordine e grado a partire dai primi anni novanta del 

1 Annuario statistico italiano 2019, Istat, pag. 100.
2 Idos-UNAR, Dossier Statistico Immigrazione 2015, Idos Roma, 2015.
3 7UD�OH�FLUFRODUL�VSHFLϧFKH�VX�TXHVWR�WHPD�ULFRUGLDPR�����OD�&0�Q�����GHO���PDU]R�

2006 che trasmette le Linee guida per l’accoglienza e l’integrazione degli alunni stranieri: 
«la presenza di alunni stranieri è un dato strutturale e riguarda tutto il sistema scolastico. 
È necessario, dunque, individuare le migliori pratiche e disseminarle nel rispetto del Piano 
GHOO·RϱHUWD� IRUPDWLYD� H� GHOO·DXWRQRPLD� VFRODVWLFD�� G·LQWHVD� FRQ� JOL� (QWL� ORFDOL� H� JOL� DOWUL�
soggetti che sul territorio interagiscono per l’integrazione». Emerge un modello italiano di 
integrazione scolastica basato su quattro principi chiave: l’universalismo, la scuola comune, 
la centralità della persona in relazione con l’altro, l’intercultura. 2) la CM n. 4233 del 19 
febbraio 2014 con la quale vengono trasmesse le rivisitate Linee guida per l’accoglienza 
H�O·LQWHJUD]LRQH�GHJOL�DOXQQL�VWUDQLHUL�FKH�DϱURQWDQR�VHFRQGR�XQD�SURVSHWWLYD�DQFRUD�SLù 
ampia e articolata la complessità del fenomeno degli studenti stranieri a scuola, fornendo 
indicazioni e strumenti di lavoro per individuare le modalità FRQ� OH� TXDOL� DϱURQWDUH�
ciascuna situazione nella «consapevolezza che lo studente di origini straniere può costituire 
un’occasione per ripensare e rinnovare l’azione didattica a vantaggio di tutti, un’occasione 
di cambiamento per tutta la scuola».
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secolo scorso4, è diventata in breve tempo il paradigma di riferimento nei pro-
cessi di insegnamento e apprendimento, nella didattica, nei curricola, nelle 
relazioni intra ed extra scolastiche: «la via italiana all’intercultura unisce alla 
FDSDFLWj�GL�FRQRVFHUH�HG�DSSUH]]DUH�OH�GLϱHUHQ]H�OD�ULFHUFD�GHOOD�FRHVLRQH�VR-
ciale, in una nuova visione di cittadinanza adatta al pluralismo attuale, in cui 
si dia particolare attenzione a costruire la convergenza verso valori comuni5». 
1HJOL�VWHVVL�DQQL�DOWUL�GXH�LPSRUWDQWL�H�VLJQLϧFDWLYL�SURYYHGLPHQWL�DJJLXQ-

gono un ulteriore elemento di attenzione nei riguardi degli alunni e degli stu-
denti giovani e adulti stranieri: la riforma, nel 2012, del sistema di Istruzione 
degli Adulti che ha portato alla nascita dei CPIA - Centri provinciali per l’I-
struzione degli Adulti e l’istituzione, nel 2016, della classe di concorso per 
insegnare italiano come seconda lingua A023 – lingua italiana per discenti di 
lingua straniera6.
,O������q�VWDWR�XQ�DQQR�VLJQLϧFDWLYR�SHU� l’Adult education in Italia. Due 

provvedimenti legislativi hanno contribuito al rinnovamento dell’intero si-
stema di lifelong learning: l’istituzione, grazie alla Legge 92/2012, del sistema 
nazionale dell’Apprendimento Permanente e la creazione dei Centri per l’I-
struzione degli Adulti (CPIA). Questi ultimi hanno avuto, e tuttora continua-
no a svolgere, un ruolo centrale per quanto riguarda l’apprendimento della 
lingua italiana come L27. Al momento in cui scriviamo oltre 250.000 utenti 
di cittadinanza non italiana (circa l’80% dell’utenza complessiva iscritta ai 
CPIA) frequentano i percorsi organizzati dai 130 CPIA attivi in Italia. 

L’aspetto che maggiormente caratterizza l’impianto organizzativo e didat-
tico del rinnovato sistema di Istruzione degli Adulti è il conferimento dell’au-
tonomia scolastica: i CPIA costituiscono una istituzione scolastica autonoma, 
sono dotati di un proprio assetto organizzativo e didattico, sono articolati 
in reti di servizio e operano in stretta connessione con i soggetti pubblici e 
privati del territorio nel quale sono collocati. Ai CPIA si iscrivono gli adulti e 

4 È con la CM 205 del 26 luglio 1990 che prende corpo il principio del coinvolgimento 
degli alunni italiani in un rapporto interattivo con gli alunni immigrati in funzione di un 
reciproco arricchimento.

5 Ministero della Pubblica Istruzione, /D� YLD� LWDOLDQD� SHU� OD� VFXROD� LQWHUFXOWXUDOH� H�
l’integrazione degli alunni stranieri, Roma, 2007, pag. 9.

6 La classe di concorso A23 è stata istituita con DPR n. 19 del 14 febbraio 2016 – 
Regolamento recante disposizioni per la razionalizzazione ed accorpamento delle classi di 
concorso a cattedre e a posti di insegnamento, a norma dell’articolo 64, comma 4, lettera 
D���GHO�GHFUHWR�OHJJH����JLXJQR�������Q�������FRQYHUWLWR��FRQ�PRGLϧFD]LRQL��GDOOD�OHJJH���
DJRVWR�������Q������²�SXEEOLFDWR�VXOOD�*D]]HWWD�8ϫFLDOH�Q�����GHO����IHEEUDLR������²�6��
O. n. 5.

7 I CPIA vengono istituiti con DPR 263 del 29 ottobre 2012 – Regolamento recante 
QRUPH� JHQHUDOL� SHU� OD� ULGHϧQL]LRQH� GHOO·DVVHWWR� RUJDQL]]DWLYR� GLGDWWLFR� GHL� &HQWUL�
d’istruzione per gli adulti, ivi compresi i corsi serali, a norma dell’articolo 64, comma 4, del 
GHFUHWR�OHJJH����JLXJQR�������Q�������FRQYHUWLWR��FRQ�PRGLϧFD]LRQL��GDOOD�OHJJH���DJRVWR�
������Q�������SXEEOLFDWR�QHOOD�*D]]HWWD�8ϫFLDOH�Q�����GHO������������
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i giovani adulti italiani e stranieri che abbiano compiuto il sedicesimo anno 
di età, che siano privi del titolo conclusivo del primo ciclo di istruzione o che 
non abbiano assolto all’obbligo di istruzione. In deroga al vincolo del sedi-
cesimo anno si possono iscrivere ai percorsi di primo livello anche i Minori 
stranieri non accompagnati (MSNA) purché abbiano compiuto quindici anni. 

La formulazione “italiano come seconda lingua” non compare mai nei di-
spositivi normativi di fonte legislativa. Gli ordinamenti dell’istruzione degli 
adulti utilizzano l’espressione percorsi di “Alfabetizzazione e Apprendimento 
GHOOD� /LQJXD� ,WDOLDQDµ� �$$/,�� GHVWLQDWL� DJOL� DGXOWL� VWUDQLHUL� H�ϧQDOL]]DWL� DO�
conseguimento del titolo attestante il raggiungimento del livello A2 di co-
noscenza della lingua italiana del Quadro comune europeo di riferimento 
per le lingue elaborato dal Consiglio d’Europa. Le /LQHH�JXLGD�SHU�LO�SDVVDJ-
gio al nuovo ordinamento�GHO������GHϧQLVFRQR�O·DVVHWWR�GLGDWWLFR��L�SHUFRUVL�
$$/,� VRQR�DUWLFRODWL� LQ�GXH� OLYHOOL�$��H�$��� FLDVFXQ� OLYHOOR� q�ϧQDOL]]DWR�D�
sviluppare cinque ambiti di competenza: ascolto, lettura, interazione ora-
le e scritta, produzione orale, produzione scritta8. L’intero percorso AALI 
ha una durata complessiva di 200 ore di cui 180 ore destinate alle attività 
didattiche e 20 ore destinate ad attività di accoglienza, orientamento e/o 
di messa a livello. I docenti impiegati per la realizzazione di tali percorsi 
sono maestri di scuola primaria posto comune e, in alcuni casi, docenti della 
classe di concorso A023. Tenuto conto che il livello A2 è indispensabile ai 
ϧQL�GHOO·DVVROYLPHQWR�GHJOL�DGHPSLPHQWL�SUHYLVWL�GDOOH�QRYLWj�LQ�PDWHULD�GL�
LPPLJUD]LRQH�LQWURGRWWH�GDOOD�/HJJH�Q�����������DO�ϧQH�GL�IDYRULUH�TXDQWR�
più possibile i processi di integrazione sociale ai percorsi di alfabetizzazione 
e di apprendimento della lingua italiana, possono iscriversi anche gli adulti 
con cittadinanza non italiana in età lavorativa in possesso di titoli di studio 
conseguiti nei Paesi di origine.

La tipica classe dei percorsi AALI, composta prevalentemente da migranti 
adulti, è plurilingue, multiculturale, eterogenea, intrisa di storie personali e 
problematiche spesso legate al processo migratorio. Soggetti diversi, ognuno 
FRQ�ELVRJQL�H�DWWHVH�GLϱHUHQWL�OHJDWL�RUD�DOOD�VRSUDYYLYHQ]D��RUD�DOO·LQWHJUD]LR-
ne linguistica, al lavoro, alla regolarizzazione della propria posizione giuri-
dica, all’età, al genere, alle condizioni di partenza, di scolarità e competenza 
alfabetica. 

Un elemento che caratterizza gli apprendenti stranieri di immigrazione 
SL�� UHFHQWH� q� OD� ORUR� GLϱXVD� GLVRPRJHQHLWj� TXDQWR� D� OLYHOOL� GHOOD� VFRODULWj�
esperita nei Paesi di origine. Soprattutto fra le donne immigrate per ricon-
giungimento familiare, fra i minori stranieri non accompagnati (MSNA) e i 

8 Decreto Interministeriale MIUR – MEF del 12 marzo 2015 recante /LQHH�JXLGD�SHU�LO�
SDVVDJJLR�DO�QXRYR�RUGLQDPHQWR�D�VRVWHJQR�GHOO·DXWRQRPLD�RUJDQL]]DWLYD�H�GLGDWWLFD�GHL�&HQWUL�
provinciali per l’istruzione degli adulti, pubblicato in data 8 giugno 2015, sulla Gazzetta 
8ϫFLDOH�6�*��Q��������6XSSO��2UG��Q������
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richiedenti asilo si ritrovano situazioni di analfabetismo in lingua madre o di 
scarsa scolarizzazione. Ciò ha messo in evidenza la necessità di dedicare mag-
giore attenzione a queste nuove tipologie di bisogni linguistici. Nel 2018 il 
Consiglio d’Europa ha dato una prima risposta all’esigenza sempre crescente 
di insegnanti e formatori che si trovano spesso a dover insegnare a studenti 
scarsamente alfabetizzati o totalmente analfabeti mettendo a disposizione ri-
sorse per la creazione di strumenti e IUDPHZRUN�VSHFLϧFL��1HO�QXRYR�4XDGUR�
comune europeo di riferimento, meglio noto come &RPSDQLRQ�9ROXPH� sono 
stati inseriti dei descrittori per il livello precedente all’A1. Anche i quattro 
(QWL�FHUWLϧFDWRUL�DWWXDOPHQWH�DWWLYL�LQ�,WDOLD���8QLYHUVLWj�SHU�6WUDQLHUL�GL�6LHQD��
Università per Stranieri di Perugia, Società Dante Alighieri e Università Roma 
Tre - hanno elaborato un sillabo per il livello precedente all’A1 seguendo le 
indicazioni del QCER e del nuovo &RPSDQLRQ�9ROXPH. ,O�6LOODER�SHU�OD�SURJHW-
WD]LRQH�GL�SHUFRUVL�VSHULPHQWDOL�GL�DOIDEHWL]]D]LRQH�H�DSSUHQGLPHQWR�GHOOD�OLQJXD�
LWDOLDQD�D�OLYHOOR�3UH�$� 10 raggruppa i migranti adulti analfabeti funzionali e/o 
D�GHEROH�VFRODULWj�LQ�TXDWWUR�SURϧOL�GL�DOIDEHWL]]D]LRQH11

Gruppo A. Migranti adulti che non hanno ricevuto una formazione ade-
guata nel loro Paese di origine, la cui lingua madre non è generalmente scritta 
o non è oggetto di insegnamento nel medesimo Paese. Alcuni individui di 
questo gruppo non hanno sviluppato l’idea di scrittura come sistema semio-
WLFR��SRUWDWULFH�GL�VLJQLϧFDWR��*OL�DSSDUWHQHQWL�D�WDOH�JUXSSR�SRVVRQR�HVVHUH�
GHϧQLWL�SUH�DOIDEHWL

Gruppo B. Migranti adulti che non hanno mai imparato a leggere e scrive-
re nella loro lingua madre. Nell’ambito di questo gruppo ulteriori distinzioni 
GHYRQR�HVVHUH�HϱHWWXDWH�VXOOD�EDVH�GHO�VLVWHPD�GL�VFULWWXUD�GHOOD�/���QRQFKp�LQ�
relazione alla distanza tipologica tra la stessa e la L2.  Gli appartenenti a tale 
JUXSSR�SRVVRQR�HVVHUH�GHϧQLWL�DQDOIDEHWL�

Gruppo C. Migranti adulti che hanno ricevuto un’istruzione limitata nella 
loro lingua madre (in generale, meno di 5 anni). Gli appartenenti a tale grup-
SR�SRVVRQR�HVVHUH�GHϧQLWL�VFDUVDPHQWH�VFRODUL]]DWL�R�VHPLDOIDEHWL��5LHQWUDQR�
in tale gruppo coloro i quali non sono in grado di utilizzare la letto-scrittura 
nella maggior parte delle situazioni quotidiane, anche se riescono comun-
TXH�D�OHJJHUH�R�VFULYHUH�DG�HVHPSLR�SDUROH�LVRODWH��ULFRUGDQGR�OD�GHϧQL]LRQH�
dell’Unesco, sono considerati analfabeti. Vengono inclusi in tale gruppo an-
che i migranti adulti che hanno in parte perso le abilità di alfabetizzazione 

9 &RPPRQ�(XURSHDQ� )UDPHZRUN� RI�5HIHUHQFH� IRU� /DQJXDJHV�� &RPSDQLRQ�9ROXPH�ZLWK�
new descriptors, Council of Europe, 2018.

10 Il 6LOODER�SHU�OD�SURJHWWD]LRQH�GL�SHUFRUVL�VSHULPHQWDOL�GL�DOIDEHWL]]D]LRQH�H�DSSUHQGLPHQWR�
GHOOD�OLQJXD�LWDOLDQD�D�OLYHOOR�3UH�$��q�VWDWR�FXUDWR�GDJOL�(QWL�FHUWLϧFDWRUL�GHOO·LWDOLDQR�/��FRQ�
la collaborazione di Elisabetta Bonvino, Sara Di Simone, Francesca Giardini, Silvia Giugni, 
Giuliana Grego Bolli, Lucilla Lopriore, Eleonora Luzi, Paola Masillo, Costanza Menzinger, 
Sabrina Machetti, Anna Pompei e Lorenzo Rocca.

11 Sillabo pre-A1, cit., pagg. 5-6.
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per mancanza di utilizzo della letto-scrittura, vivendo pertanto uno stato di 
analfabetismo di ritorno.
*UXSSR�'��0LJUDQWL�DGXOWL�DOIDEHWL]]DWL��WDOH�XWHQ]D�GLϱHULVFH�LQ�PDQLHUD�

VRVWDQ]LDOH�GDL�WUH�SUHFHGHQWL�SURϧOL�LQ�TXDQWR�FRQ�HVVD�LO�SHUFRUVR�IRUPDWLYR�
SXz�FRQFHQWUDUVL�ϧQ�GDOO·LQL]LR�VXOO·DSSUHQGLPHQWR�OLQJXLVWLFR��FRPSUHQGHQ-
do anche task di letto-scrittura ed individuando come obiettivi in uscita prin-
cipalmente quelli stabiliti sulla base dei livelli del QCER.

Una tipologia di utenza numericamente importante nei CPIA è costituita 
dai richiedenti protezione internazionale, ospitati presso le strutture di ac-
coglienza pubbliche e private sparse su tutto il territorio italiano, da nord 
a sud. Con riferimento agli studenti richiedenti protezione internazionale 
preme segnalare un fattore di criticità insito nella relazione CPIA/strutture 
GL�DFFRJOLHQ]D�H�FKH�VL�VRVWDQ]LD�LQ�WUH�JUDGL�GLϱHUHQWL��D��q�QHXWUR�ODGGRYH�
tale relazione rimane a un livello essenzialmente burocratico (ad es. limitata 
alla fase iniziale del procedimento di iscrizione); b) è ottimale laddove gli in-
VHJQDQWL�H�JOL�HGXFDWRUL�GHOOH�VWUXWWXUH�GL�DFFRJOLHQ]D�VL�SRQJRQR�FRPH�ϧJXUH�
ponte tra scuola ed extrascuola, tra CPIA e strutture di accoglienza, si mani-
festa un interesse reciproco rispetto ai processi educativi e di apprendimen-
WR��VL�GHϧQLVFRQR�PRPHQWL�SHULRGLFL�GL�FRQIURQWR�UHFLSURFR�GXUDQWH�O·DQQR�
VFRODVWLFR��F��q�SLHQDPHQWH�HϫFDFH�ODGGRYH�YHQJRQR�IRUPDOL]]DWL�DFFRUGL�H�
protocolli che prevedono l’integrazione tra attività scolastiche ed extrasco-
lastiche, la co-progettazione di percorsi individualizzati, la valorizzazione di 
risorse e attività complementari e di sostegno al processo formativo.

Per quanto riguarda gli strumenti di accompagnamento e di sostegno, i 
CPIA hanno prodotto e sviluppato numerosi strumenti e dispositivi funziona-
li alla didattica dell’italiano come seconda lingua nonché al miglioramento 
RUJDQL]]DWLYR��,Q�UDJLRQH�GHOOH�ϧQDOLWj�SRVVLDPR�GHϧQLUH�OD�VHJXHQWH�PDFUR�
FODVVLϧFD]LRQH�GHJOL�VWUXPHQWL�PDJJLRUPHQWH�XWLOL]]DWL�

a. strumenti amministrativi;
b. strumenti per l’accoglienza;
c. strumenti per il monitoraggio e per la valutazione.

5LSRUWLDPR�QHOOD�WDEHOOD�VHJXHQWH��D�WLWROR�SXUDPHQWH�HVHPSOLϧFDWLYR��DOFXQL�
strumenti riconducibili alle categorie indicate:
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Strumenti amministrativi Domanda di iscrizione
Informativa privacy

Strumenti per l’accoglienza Protocollo di accoglienza
Scheda di osservazione iniziale
Traccia di intervista
Test di ingresso di conoscenza della lingua italiana
Fascicolo personale dello studente/Dossier
Prove per valutare in ingresso il possesso di saperi e 
competenze nelle discipline non linguistiche
3URϧOR�GHOOR�VWXGHQWH
Attestazione di riconoscimento dei crediti

Strumenti di monitoraggio e 
di valutazione 

Patto Formativo Individuale/Piano Didattico 
Personalizzato
3URYH�GL�YHULϧFD�GHJOL�DSSUHQGLPHQWL��LQL]LDOL��
SHULRGLFKH��ϧQDOL�
Schede di valutazione degli apprendimenti

SCHEDA DI INFORMAZIONE INIZIALE

Si tratta di una scheda che viene redatta dai docenti preposti all’accoglienza 
nel periodo successivo all’iscrizione amministrativa. Contiene informazioni 
diverse a seconda che si tratti di minori o di adulti. Nel caso dei minori la 
scheda iniziale è generalmente articolata nelle seguenti aree: a) dati anagra-
ϧFL��E��DQDPQHVL�IDPLOLDUH��F��UHWH�VRFLDOH��SDUHQWL�H�FRQRVFHQWL�VLJQLϧFDWLYL���
d) scolarità pregressa, e) conoscenze linguistiche (lingua madre, lingue stra-
niere conosciute), f) valutazione delle competenze in ingresso (area linguisti-
ca, area logico-matematica, area artistico-espressiva), g) interventi persona-
lizzati da proporre (mediazione linguistica, facilitazione linguistica, sostegno 
DOOR�VWXGLR���K��SURϧOR�JOREDOH�GHOOR�VWXGHQWH�

TRACCIA DI INTERVISTA

Frequentemente, in fase di accoglienza, si utilizza una traccia-tipo di inter-
vista allo scopo di ridurre la soggettività nella relazione docente-studente e 
fornire indicazioni precise per esplorare quelle aree necessarie a predisporre 
un piano di apprendimento personalizzato. Nel caso degli adulti l’intervista, 
FRQGRWWD�DQFKH�DOOD�SUHVHQ]D�GL�XQ�PHGLDWRUH�OLQJXLVWLFR��q�WHVD�D�LGHQWLϧFDUH�
eventuali competenze acquisite in contesti di apprendimento informali, come 
ad esempio il lavoro, tali da poter essere riconosciute come credito.
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TEST DI INGRESSO DI CONOSCENZA DELLA LINGUA ITALIANA

Nei CPIA viene somministrato ai nuovi iscritti prima dell’avvio del percorso 
FRQ�O·LQWHQWR�GL�YHULϧFDUH�LO�OLYHOOR�GL�FRQRVFHQ]D�GHOOD�OLQJXD�LWDOLDQD�SRVVH-
duto e orientare lo studente al gruppo coerente con il livello posseduto.

FASCICOLO/DOSSIER PERSONALE DELLO STUDENTE

È lo strumento che raccoglie in maniera strutturata quanto emerso durante la 
IDVH�SUHOLPLQDUH�GL�DFFRJOLHQ]D��GRFXPHQWD�OH�HYLGHQ]H�LGHQWLϧFDWH��FRQWLHQH�
le prove somministrate per la valutazione delle competenze e costituisce la 
EDVH� SHU� GHϧQLUH� LO� VXFFHVVLYR� SHUFRUVR� SHUVRQDOL]]DWR�� ,O� IDVFLFROR� DVVROYH�
anche la funzione di orientamento e riorientamento, di valorizzazione della 
storia personale, di documentazione del vissuto dello studente, nonché di 
supporto durante le fasi di transizione verso altri ordini di scuola, nel caso di 
prosecuzione degli studi.

PATTO FORMATIVO INDIVIDUALE

(ODERUDWR�DO�WHUPLQH�GHOOD�IDVH�GL�DFFRJOLHQ]D�GHϧQLVFH�LO�SHUFRUVR�GL�VWXGLR�
personalizzato, gli eventuali crediti riconosciuti, l’indicazione di eventuali 
percorsi integrativi e/o supplementari, le proposte per la facilitazione e la 
mediazione linguistica.

PROSPETTIVE

Il CPIA rappresenta oggi l’istituzione scolastica pubblica alla quale gli stranie-
ri adulti e giovani adulti possono rivolgersi per esigere il diritto, costituzional-
mente garantito, di apprendere la lingua italiana, per conseguire un titolo di 
studio di primo o secondo livello nonché per acquisire le competenze di base 
necessarie per esercitare consapevolmente la cittadinanza e per un inseri-
mento autonomo, responsabile e consapevole nella società. L’organizzazione 
dei percorsi sulla base dei risultati di apprendimento12 declinati in termini di 

12 In coerenza con la Raccomandazione del Consiglio e del Parlamento europeo 
VXOOD� FRVWLWX]LRQH�GHO�4XDGUR� HXURSHR�GHOOH�4XDOLϧFKH� H�GHL�7LWROL� SHU� O’apprendimento 
permanente approvata il 23 aprile 2008 e analogamente agli altri percorsi scolastici 
previsti dagli ordinamenti, gli esiti dei percorsi di alfabetizzazione e apprendimento della 
lingua italiana vengono descritti in termini di risultati di apprendimento. L’approccio 
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competenze, abilità e conoscenze favorisce negli apprendenti adulti la capaci-
tà di usare il sapere nella vita quotidiana ed è funzionale alle esigenze richie-
ste dal contesto sociale e lavorativo. Il titolo conseguito ad esito dei percorsi 
di alfabetizzazione e apprendimento della lingua italiana ha anche un valore 
aggiunto dal momento che ha validità legale per la richiesta dei documenti di 
soggiorno13. Nell’ambito degli accordi sottoscritti tra il Ministero dell’Interno 
e il Ministero dell’Istruzione al CPIA è stato attribuito il compito di predi-
sporre, somministrare e valutare i test di conoscenza della lingua italiana di 
livello A2 e svolgere le sessioni di formazione civica previsti dall’accordo di 
integrazione14.

L’approccio interculturale costituisce il paradigma di riferimento della 
progettazione educativa, didattica e organizzativa nei CPIA. In una società in 
cui la presenza di migranti è sempre più presente ad ogni livello del tessuto 
sociale il CPIA ha adottato approcci didattici orientati alla comprensione del-
le diverse culture di appartenenza. Generalmente per stabilire una relazione 
SRVLWLYD�FRQ�XQ·DOWUD�SHUVRQD�H�LQWHUDJLUH�FRQ�HVVD�LQ�PDQLHUD�HϫFDFH�RJQXQR�
GL�QRL�GHϧQLVFH�OH�SURSULH�VWUDWHJLH�FRPXQLFDWLYH�IDFHQGR�ULFRUVR�D�QRUPH�H�
YDORUL� FKH� VL� SRUWD�GHQWUR�ϧQ�GDOOD�QDVFLWD�� 3HU� VWDELOLUH� DOWUHWWDQWR�SRVLWL-

basato sui risultati di apprendimento – di derivazione europea - sposta il focus dagli input 
dell’apprendimento (durata dei percorsi, discipline insegnate ecc.) agli output ovvero agli 
esiti formativi declinati in competenze, abilità e conoscenze. Per la descrizione dei risultati 
di apprendimento, le Linee guida assumono a riferimento il Common European Framework 
of Reference for Languages con riguardo ai livelli A1 e A2, è articolata in cinque ambiti 
(ascolto, lettura, interazione orale e scritta, produzione orale e produzione scritta) a loro 
volta declinati in termini di competenze, abilità e conoscenze.

13 L’Italia si è uniformata alla linea europea riconoscendo la lingua come chiave di 
accesso al sistema: «il rilascio del permesso di soggiorno CE per soggiornanti di lungo 
periodo è subordinato al superamento, da parte del richiedente, di un test di conoscenza 
della lingua italiana» (l. 94/2009, art. 1, c.22, lett i).

14 Il 10 marzo 2012 è entrato in vigore il Regolamento concernente la disciplina 
dell’accordo di integrazione tra lo straniero e lo Stato, emanato con D.P.R. 14 settembre 
2011, n.179. Da tale data, gli stranieri di età superiore ai 16 anni che faranno ingresso nel 
territorio nazionale per la prima volta e richiedano un permesso di soggiorno di durata 
non inferiore ad un anno, dovranno sottoscrivere tale accordo presso le Prefetture o le 
Questure. Con la sua sottoscrizione invece lo straniero si impegna ad acquisire un livello 
adeguato di conoscenza della lingua italiana parlata (equivalente almeno al livello A2 di 
FXL� DO� TXDGUR� FRPXQH� HXURSHR� GL� ULIHULPHQWR��� XQD� VXϫFLHQWH� FRQRVFHQ]D� GHL� SULQFLSL�
fondamentali della Costituzione della Repubblica, della cultura civica e della vita civile in 
Italia (con particolare riferimento ai settori della sanità, della scuola, dei servizi sociali, del 
ODYRUR�H�GHJOL�REEOLJKL�ϧVFDOL��H��ODGGRYH�SUHVHQWL��D�JDUDQWLUH�O·DGHPSLPHQWR�GHOO·REEOLJR�
GL�LVWUX]LRQH�GD�SDUWH�GHL�ϧJOL�PLQRUL��$OO·DWWR�GHOOD�VRWWRVFUL]LRQH�YHQJRQR�DWWULEXLWL�DOOR�
straniero 16 crediti che corrispondono al livello A1 di conoscenza della lingua italiana 
parlata ed a conoscenze di base di formazione civica e le informazioni sulla vita civile in 
,WDOLD�H��DO�ϧQH�GL� IDYRULUH�TXHVWR�SHUFRUVR�GL� IRUPD]LRQH��DOOR�VWUDQLHUR�YLHQH�IRUQLWD� OD�
possibilità di frequentare, entro 90 giorni dalla data della sottoscrizione, un corso gratuito 
di formazione civica della durata complessiva di 10 ore presso i CPIA.



95ཋຮໍ�༼��༼ෞයໍ�ຮໍศཟศෞ�ྎཋໍ�ཋෞ�ය༝

vamente una relazione non stereotipata con persone appartenenti a culture 
distanti dalla nostra dobbiamo consapevolmente compiere uno sforzo supple-
PHQWDUH�YROWR�D�ULGXUUH�TXDQWR�SL��SRVVLELOH�LO�ϧOWUR�FRPXQLFDWLYR�FUHDWR�GDL�
valori e dalle norme della cultura di appartenenza. L’approccio interculturale 
alla comunicazione ci spinge, quindi, a riformulare le nostre consuete catego-
ULH�FXOWXUDOL�H�GL�SHQVLHUR��FRQFHWWL�VWRULFDPHQWH�GHϧQLWL�FRPH�LGHQWLWj�H�VHQVR�
GL�DSSDUWHQHQ]D�YDQQR�LQWHVL�LQ�VHQVR�GLQDPLFR�H�ϩXLGR��O·LQWHUD]LRQH�VSHVVR�
FRQϩLWWXDOH�FRQ�O·DOWUR�GRYUHEEH�GLYHQWDUH�XQ·RSSRUWXQLWj�GL�DUULFFKLPHQWR�H�
di crescita personale e collettiva, una possibilità di confronto rispetto a valori, 
regole e comportamenti. 
1HOO·DPELWR�GHOOH�D]LRQL�PHVVH�LQ�FDPSR�SHU�SURPXRYHUH�O·RϱHUWD�IRUPD-

tiva e per intercettare l’utenza, assumono un ruolo molto importante le re-
lazioni extrascolastiche e le connessioni formali e informali con il territorio. 
A livello di microsistema il CPIA fa riferimento alla comunità straniera, ai 
CAS, allo SPRAR, ai luoghi di aggregazione sportiva, culturale e religiosa, ai 
luoghi di lavoro; a livello di mesosistema il CPIA fa riferimento alla rete dei 
servizi sociali, sanitari, ai centri per l’impiego e alle reti per l’apprendimento 
permanente. La prospettiva interculturale si arricchisce a ben vedere di signi-
ϧFDWL�PROWR�SL��DPSL�H�FRPSOHVVL�LQ�UHOD]LRQH�DOOH�QXPHURVH�FRQWDPLQD]LRQL�
tra il CPIA e i diversi soggetti pubblici e privati operanti nei contesti sociali, 
economici e organizzativi del territorio di riferimento.

Il sistema dei CPIA appare quindi strategico per l’inclusione e la coesio-
ne sociale dei cittadini stranieri e dei migranti in quanto, grazie alla cura 
posta nelle pratiche didattiche di insegnamento dell’italiano come seconda 
lingua, favorisce l’acquisizione e lo sviluppo di strumenti culturali e cognitivi 
fondamentali per una piena integrazione nella comunità di accoglienza, per 
l’inserimento nel mercato del lavoro e per un esercizio libero e consapevole 
della democrazia. Occorre tuttavia intervenire a livello di macrosistema in-
coraggiando una radicale revisione e un potenziamento delle vigenti disposi-
zioni normative in materia di istruzione degli adulti secondo una prospettiva 
onnicomprensiva di apprendimento permanente che tenga conto delle conti-
QXH�WUDVIRUPD]LRQL�VRFLDOL��GHPRJUDϧFKH��FXOWXUDOL�HG�HFRQRPLFKH�GHO�PRQGR�
globalizzato.
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ABSTRACT

This contribution aims to outline the experience gained while working on the DiM 
project, the context within which it arose, its development as an Erasmus+ project 
DQG�LWV�UHVXOWLQJ�RXWFRPHV��7KH�ÀUVW�SDUW�RI�WKLV�SDSHU�LQWURGXFHV�WKH�DGXOW�HGXFDWLRQ�
V\VWHP�LQ�,WDO\��ZKLFK�LV�FRQVLGHUHG�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�WRRO�IRU�WKH��FRXQWU\�WR�HQKDQFH�LWV�
growth; it also explains the purpose of the Centri Provinciali per l’Istruzione degli 
Adulti (CPIAs). The second part of the paper outlines the context in which the idea 
of the DiM Project took shape, having been designed from the outset as a teaching 
DLG� IRU� VWXGHQWV�DQG� WHDFKHUV��7KH�ÀQDO� VHFWLRQ� IRFXVHV�RQ� WKH� �GHYHORSPHQW�RI� WKH�
project from its inception, and highlights the work of the students who, thanks to their 
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languages and with the assistance of teachers and experts, were the real key players in 
the creation of the multilingual dictionary.

KEYWORDS

$GXOW� HGXFDWLRQ�� 'L0� 3URMHFW�� &3,$� $YHOOLQR�� IRUHLJQ� VWXGHQWV� LQFOXVLRQ�� /��
teaching.

1. ADULT EDUCATION: AN OPPORTUNITY FOR THE COUNTRY

Over the last few years, lifelong learning, as an intentional individual pro-
cess aimed at the acquisition of roles and skills involving a relatively sta-
ble change in the course of time, has become a key word in the welfare 
SROLFLHV� RI� WKH� (XURSHDQ�8QLRQ��$PRQJ� WKH�PDQ\�GHϧQLWLRQV� RI� WKH� WHUP�
OLIHORQJ� OHDUQLQJ�WKDW�KDYH�HPHUJHG�RYHU� WLPH��ZKDW�PDNHV� WKH�GLϱHUHQFH�
is certainly the principle of intentionality at the basis of which there is an 
individual who, proactively, seeks the training opportunities best suited to 
his/her goals and needs. On the basis of this assumption, it can be said that 
lifelong learning appeared as a structured concept in the second half of the 
20th century, when UNESCO introduced it as a guiding principle for the 
renewal of education.

The need to talk about lifelong learning emerged primarily in the 1970s, in 
an international climate characterized by wars and poverty, when it became 
necessary to rethink a new educational paradigm. Later on, in the 1980s, 
the neo-liberal wave profoundly changed the context, and even the concept 
of lifelong learning shifted from a more humanistic vision to a prevalently 
economic one. Education was no longer understood as a tool to improve the 
conditions of society as a whole, but as a means to foster individual enterprise 
from a professional point of view. Moreover, since the 1990s there has been a 
new perspective on lifelong education in our country in the wake of the social 
inequalities created and in light of the challenges launched by the emergence 
of new technologies. The synthesis of this new paradigm is well framed in 
the working document of the European Commission, “A Memorandum on 
Lifelong Learning” dated 20001, which underlines the interconnection be-
tween social and economic changes. Starting from this assumption, lifelong 
learning must promote collective development starting from the personal re-
alisation of the individual.

1 See: Commissione delle Comunità Europee, 0HPRUDQGXP� VXOO’istruzione e la 
formazione permanente Bruxelles, 30.10.2000 (https://archivio.pubblica.istruzione.it/dg_
postsecondaria/memorandum.pdf).
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While we are strongly convinced of the intrinsic potential of the adult 
HGXFDWLRQ�VHFWRU�LQ�DϫUPLQJ�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�OLIHORQJ�OHDUQLQJ�DV�D�GULY-
ing force for personal and collective development, the adoption of suitable 
tools to promote such training has not taken place with the same speed and 
awareness. In recent years, the new adult education system has become an 
indispensable strategic infrastructure of our country’s development policies, 
FDSDEOH�RI�UHVSRQGLQJ�WR�QHZ�WUDLQLQJ�QHHGV�DQG�DQWLFLSDWLQJ�DQG�SUHϧJXULQJ�
the necessary innovations in the system. In fact, it represents a real driving 
force for the relaunch of learning for those who, for various reasons, have 
left the school system and thanks to bespoke courses devised for them, are 
DϱRUGHG�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�WR�PDNH�XS�IRU�ORVW�WLPH��EXW�DERYH�DOO�KDYH�WKH�RS-
portunity to complete or enhance their skills.

Nevertheless, it must be said that the adult education system, although 
IXOO\�SDUW�RI� WKH�,WDOLDQ�VFKRRO�V\VWHP��VWLOO� VXϱHUV� IURP�SUREOHPV�UHODWHG�WR�
WKH�UHDO� UHFRJQLWLRQ�RI� LWV� LGHQWLW\��6WDUWLQJ� IURP�WKH�SULQFLSOH� WKDW�VDWLVϧHG�
adults are and will be adequate citizens in society, we should note that having 
PRYHG�EH\RQG�D�ϧUVW�KLVWRULFDO�SKDVH�LQ�ZKLFK�LW�ZDV�OLPLWHG�WR�D�VLQJOH��DOEHLW�
indispensable, compensatory function (i.e. primary literacy), adult education 
LV�QRZ�FRQϧJXUHG�DV�D�WUXH�¶H[LVWHQWLDO�UHJXODWRU·�DQG�D�WRRO�IRU�VRFLDO�LQFOX-
sion. People placed in a position to exercise this right are able to guarantee 
full participation in social life as citizens. Talking about adult education today, 
therefore, means referring to the twofold instrumental and existential function 
LW�SHUIRUPV��WKH�ϧUVW�DLPHG�DW�FRPSHQVDWLQJ�IRU�WUDLQLQJ�JDSV�RU�UHWXUQLQJ�LO-
literacy; the second more linked to the cultural, ethical, value-based and self-
IXOϧOOLQJ�GLPHQVLRQ�RI�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO·V�GHYHORSPHQW�SURFHVV��,Q�WKLV�VHQVH��LW�
is worth remembering that it is now recognised at an interdisciplinary level 
that fostering a culture of lifelong learning means promoting strategies of in-
dividual and collective empowerment, of intra- and intercultural mediation, of 
improvement of equal opportunities and even of promotion of well-being and 
GHPRFUDF\��,Q�RUGHU�IRU�DOO�WKLV�WR�EHFRPH�FRQFUHWH�LQ�SUDFWLFH��LW�LV�ϧUVW�QHFHV-
sary to resolve the many problems/critical issues that, obviously, in Covid 19’s 
time have become exceedingly complicated and thus have pushed for the need 
to renew motivation and relationships to be implemented in adults, whether 
they are students or not. Today, there are increasing numbers of young people 
with complicated paths behind them, who opt for the aforementioned evening 
courses. The typical student is in fact no longer just a worker who wants to 
resume his or her studies to improve future working opportunities, but a young 
man or woman who is unemployed or has never worked before and is trying to 
JHW�EDFN�LQWR�WKH�JDPH��WKH�VR�FDOOHG�¶1((7·2 group).

Yet data from around the world give us a scenario that is certainly not 
encouraging and which, among other things, sees the presence of 750 mil-

2 NEET is the acronym for “Not in Education, Employment, or Training”.
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OLRQ�LOOLWHUDWH�DGXOWV��$�SLFWXUH�WKDW��LQ�WKH�VSHFLϧF�FDVH�RI�WKH�,WDOLDQ�VLWXD-
tion, is even starker because of the persistence of strong inequalities between 
regions, due to the gap between Southern Italy and the national average3. A 
QHZ�JOLPPHU�RI�KRSH�FRPHV�IURP�WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\�RϱHUHG�E\�1H[W�*HQHUDWLRQ�
(8�WR�FUHDWH�LQ�,WDO\��ϧQDOO\��D�WUXO\�VWUXFWXUHG�V\VWHP�RI lifelong learning in 
order to reach by 2025 the European objective of 50% of adults participating 
in training activities at least once a year. 

It is in this scenario that the work of the Provincial Centres for Adult 
Education (CPIAs)4 scattered across the country should be enhanced. If, on 
the one hand, the CPIA represents a clear institutional point of reference for 
the “reception, orientation and accompaniment aimed at the adult popula-
tion with particular reference to disadvantaged groups” (Guidelines, 2015), 
on the other, this sector of our education system is called upon to implement 
the enhancement of the cultural and professional heritage of the person, start-
ing from the reconstruction of his or her individual history, conveyed by the 
Individual Training Pact, stipulated by a Commission appointed by the CPIA 
LWVHOI��DQG�FHUWLϧHG�E\�PHDQV�RI�WKH�,QGLYLGXDO�%RRNOHW�

The CPIAs are organized as proper educational institutions and are auton-
omous; however, they have a rather complex internal structure. A territorial 
service network articulated in three levels, namely: 
D��DGPLQLVWUDWLYH�XQLW��WKH�&3,$V�FRQVLVWV�RI�D�FHQWUDO�RϫFH�DQG�GHOLYHU\�

SRLQWV��DVVRFLDWHG�RϫFHV��RI�ϧUVW�OHYHO�SDWKV�DQG�OLWHUDF\�DQG�,WDOLDQ�ODQJXDJH�
learning; 

b) didactic unit: CPIAs stipulate network agreements with educational in-
stitutions that provide second level courses for adults, also in order to connect 
ϧUVW�DQG�VHFRQG�OHYHO�FRXUVHV��
F��WUDLQLQJ�XQLW��LQ�RUGHU�WR�ZLGHQ�WKH�WUDLQLQJ�RϱHU��WKH�&3,$V�VWLSXODWH�

network agreements with local authorities and both public and private organ-
L]DWLRQV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�LQWHJUDWH�HQULFK�IDYRXU�WKH�FRQQHFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�GLϱHUHQW�
types of education and training courses. 

The CPIAs also carry out research on adult education through the Regional 
Centre for Research, Experimentation and Development (CRRS&S). In the 
Guidelines of 20155, in consideration of the curricula of the CPIAs, it is still 
VWDWHG�WKDW� WKH� WUDLQLQJ�RϱHU�PDGH�E\�WKH�&3,$V� LV�DLPHG�DW�REWDLQLQJ�WKH�

3 6XϫFH�LW�WR�VD\�WKDW�WKH�SURSRUWLRQ�RI�JUDGXDWHV�DJHG�������LV�������LQ�WKH�6RXWK��
compared to the national average of 26.9% (Source: OECD, 2018).

4 In the 2014/2015 school year, the new Provincial Centres for Adult Education (CPIA) 
were established. The new centres carry out the functions previously carried out by the 
Permanent Territorial Centres (CTP) and by the schools hosting evening classes. (see https://
www.miur.gov.it/istruzione-per-gli-adulti-centri-provinciali-per-l-istruzione-degli-adulti).

5 DECREE 12 March 2015 -  Guidelines for the transition to the new system to support 
the organisational and teaching autonomy of the Provincial Centres for Adult Education. 
(15A04226) (OJ General Series n.130 of 08-06-2015 - Ordinary Supplement n. 26).
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FHUWLϧFDWLRQ�DWWHVWLQJ�WKH�OHYHO�RI�HGXFDWLRQ�FRUUHVSRQGLQJ�WR�WKDW�SURYLGHG�
E\�WKH�V\VWHP�LQ�IRUFH�DW�WKH�HQG�RI�HOHPHQWDU\�VFKRRO��ϧUVW�DQG�VHFRQG�F\FOH�
TXDOLϧFDWLRQV��WKH�FHUWLϧFDWLRQ�DWWHVWLQJ�WR�WKH�DFTXLVLWLRQ�RI�EDVLF�VNLOOV�UH-
ODWHG�WR�FRPSXOVRU\�HGXFDWLRQ��WKH�TXDOLϧFDWLRQ�DWWHVWLQJ�WR�WKH�DFKLHYHPHQW�
of a level of knowledge of the Italian language not lower than level A2 of the 
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages. 

In this context, attention to policies for the inclusion of foreign students 
at the linguistic level is particularly important, considering that languages 
can be a source of discrimination and an obstacle to inclusion, but they can 
also be great resources and factors of resilience. The promotion of native 
languages and of the linguistic, human and cultural heritage that each im-
migrant brings with him/her cannot but be the point from which to start and 
on which to build new knowledge and new practices, linguistic but not only. 

The result is the need to rethink education systems at all levels, with a 
VSHFLDO� IRFXV�RQ� WKH�PRVW� YXOQHUDEOH� OHDUQHUV��ZKR�PXVW�EH�JLYHQ� VSHFLϧF�
instruction in order to guarantee social integration, even before educational/
training integration. This is the direction in which the work of the eight CPIAs 
operating within Regione Campania is heading. 
7KH�HGXFDWLRQDO�DQG�WUDLQLQJ�GLPHQVLRQV�WKDW�ZH�ϧQG�LQ�WKLV�FRQWH[W�DUH�

substantiated by competences: learning in prison, with migrants, at school, 
with adults, in the CPIAs, cannot but be dense with pathways that have 
“transversal and non transversal” competences as main axes to achieve ad-
equate learning outcomes.

2. THE DiM PROJECT IN THE CONTEXT OF CPIA AVELLINO

On September 1, 2015 the Provincial Centre of Adult Education Avellino-
Benevento came into being. It was to maintain this inter-provincial dimen-
sion until August 31, 2017 when two distinct entities, the CPIA Avellino and 
CPIA Benevento, were created. The centre included twenty-six service deliv-
ery points, of which six were prisons, with a student body made up primarily 
of foreigners mostly from Sub-Saharan Africa and Eastern European coun-
tries with a level of education ranging from illiteracy to a university degree. 
Currently the CPIA Avellino consists of the central headquarters situated in 
the city of Avellino, three associated branches located in the province, four 
EUDQFKHV�RI�SULVRQ� VFKRROV� ORFDWHG� LQ� IRXU�GLϱHUHQW�SULVRQV��$OO�YHQXHV�RI-
fer literacy courses for Italian adults as well as literacy and Italian language 
OHDUQLQJ�FRXUVHV�IRU�DGXOW�IRUHLJQHUV�DLPHG�DW�REWDLQLQJ�WKH�TXDOLϧFDWLRQ�DW-
testing to the achievement of level A2 of knowledge of the Italian language of 
the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages drawn up by 
WKH�&RXQFLO�RI�(XURSH��$GGLWLRQDO�FRXUVHV�RϱHUHG�LQFOXGH�ϧUVW�OHYHO�FRXUVHV�
OHDGLQJ� WR� D� ORZHU� VHFRQGDU\� OHYHO� TXDOLϧFDWLRQ� �HTXLYDOHQW� WR� WKH� ,WDOLDQ�



103�ඨཋཋ�ཟ༝�ෞྗ༝ෞ༬ෞໍයෞ

WHU]D�PHGLD�TXDOLϧFDWLRQ���ϧUVW�OHYHO�FRXUVH���VHFRQG�HGXFDWLRQDO�SHULRG�IRU�
WKH�IXOϧOPHQW�RI�FRPSXOVRU\�VFKRROLQJ�FRPSULVLQJ�VHQLRU�VFKRRO�\HDUV���DQG�
���IRU�WKH�IXOϧOPHQW�RI�FRPSXOVRU\�VFKRROLQJ�
7KH�'L0�3URMHFW�ZLWK�LWV�VSHFLϧF�IRFXV�RQ�OHDUQHUV·�ODQJXDJHV�DQG�FXOWXUHV�

was born in this context. From the outset, it was clear that the interest shown 
in their own mother tongue made the students proud and happy, as they felt 
they were directly involved in the realisation of a project that concerned 
them closely. In addition, participation in the project yielded important re-
sults in the learning of Italian as a second language. There was also an impact 
on students not directly involved in the project, who enthusiastically took 
part in related workshop activities such as, for example, the production of 
drawings, and put forward suggestions that their own languages be included 
in the dictionary at a future stage. 

2. 1 THE IDEA OF DiM

The idea of DiM arose within the CPIA Avellino in an Italian language course 
for foreigners (Italian L 2) during the 2016/2017 school year. The course 
was held at Poggio dei Signori, a facility located in Forino, which housed 
some sixty adult asylum seekers. The CPIA Avellino had signed a memo-
randum of understanding with this facility for the running of the Italian L2 
course within it. 

During the welcome and orientation phase which took place in the same 
structure, the class teacher conducted sociolinguistic interviews in the pres-
ence of the cultural mediator on duty at Poggio. The questions concerning the 
assessment of formal and informal competences, but also the understanding 
of the linguistic, cultural and experiential background, were asked by the 
teacher in Italian so that she could be aware of the level of L2 knowledge, 
and if necessary were translated into French or English. Often it was neces-
VDU\��LI�QRW�LQGLVSHQVDEOH��WR�KDYH�DQ�¶LQWHUQDO�PHGLDWRU·�ZKR�ZDV�FORVH�WR�WKH�
language and/or ethnicity of the interviewee and could translate the answers 
into French, English or Italian.

The emerging class group, the vast majority of which came from sub-
Saharan Africa, was composed of a group of French-speaking students from 
Mali, Togo, the Ivory Coast, Burkina Faso and Senegal; a group of English-
speaking students mostly from Nigeria but also from Gambia, Ghana, Liberia 
DQG�ϧQDOO\�WZR�VWXGHQWV�VSHDNLQJ�RQO\�$UDELF�RU�LWV�YDULDQWV�IURP�2PDQ�DQG�
Chad. Within the groups there were students who were not literate in their 
native language and had never attended school in their own country. Among 
them, three types of non-literate people could be distinguished: 1. those who 
spoke only their mother tongue and other local dialects and were unable to 
ZULWH�LQ�DQ\�ODQJXDJH�����WKRVH�ZKR�FRXOG�VSHDN�EXW�QRW�ZULWH�LQ�WKH�RϫFLDO�
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language (English or French) of their countries of origin; 3. those who had 
never attended any kind of school but spoke and wrote in French or English. 
$PRQJ�WKRVH�ZKR�KDG�DWWHQGHG�VFKRRO��RQO\�D�IHZ�KDG�ϧQLVKHG�WKH�FRXUVH�RI�
study and obtained a diploma, all the others had attended school for a few 
years and only occasionally; yet another group, Muslim by faith, had only 
attended Koranic school and were not familiar with the Latin alphabet. A 
further group, from Nigeria, claimed to be able to read and write English, 
ZKHQ�LQ�IDFW�WKH\�ZHUH�RQO\�DEOH�WR�KDQG�FRS\�ϩDZOHVVO\�DQ\�WH[W��GHVSLWH�
being unable to read.

It was evident that the linguistic competence of all the students, including 
the non-literate ones, was remarkable since they spoke and understood at 
least three or four languages. Their ability to communicate within the vari-
ous groups was surprising. There was something that I would call “linguistic 
solidarity” that allowed everyone to communicate with each other and with 
everyone else. This solidarity manifested itself very clearly within the same 
language group and was reinforced during classroom activities by reaching 
out to the other language groups, as in the case of the two Arabic-speaking 
students whom everyone tried to help even though they did not know Arabic. 
The idea of DiM was conceived in the multilingual and multicultural con-
WH[W�RI�WKLV�FODVVURRP�ZKHUH�D�YDVW�DQG�YDULHG�ZRUOG�RI�GLϱHUHQW�ODQJXDJHV��
sounds and cultures was enclosed within a few square metres. It was an op-
SRUWXQLW\�WR�VHH�WKH�VWXGHQWV� IURP�D�GLϱHUHQW�YDQWDJH�SRLQW��DV�NQRZOHGJH�
holders, giving voice to their identity through their native languages.

2. 2 FIRST STEPS IN THE BUILDING OF THE DiM

The idea behind the project was to take advantage of the linguistic skills of 
the students in the class to create a glossary of their languages, to be used as 
a teaching tool useful to both teachers and learners. The starting point for the 
experimental work was the lexical list A1 of the 3URϧOR�GHOOD�OLQJXD�LWDOLDQD� 
made up of about 500 headwords of level A1 of the CEFR (Common European 
Framework of Reference for Languages).

The lemmas were listed in alphabetical order on a sheet containing three 
FROXPQV��WKH�ϧUVW�FROXPQ�FRQWDLQHG�WKH�OHPPD�LQ�,WDOLDQ��WKH�VHFRQG�FROXPQ�

6 3URϧOR�GHOOD� OLQJXD� LWDOLDQD�� /LYHOOL� GL� ULIHULPHQWR�GHO�4&(5�$���$���%�� H�%�� is the 
result of the project entitled “Descrizioni dei livelli di riferimento per le lingue nazionali 
e regionali” (DLR), promoted by the Language Policy Division of the Council of Europe 
LQ� FROODERUDWLRQ� ZLWK� WKH� &9&/� �&HQWUH� IRU� /DQJXDJH� (YDOXDWLRQ� DQG� &HUWLϧFDWLRQ�� RI�
the University for Foreigners of Perugia and other international institutions (Cervantes 
Institute, University of Cambridge, Université Paris III - Sorbonne nouvelle, among others). 
�VHH��KWWSV���ZZZ�KXEVFXROD�LW�SURϧORBOLQJXDBLWDOLDQD�RULJLQL�KWPO��
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contained the translation into English or French (for French or English speak-
ing users); the third column was empty for the insertion of the translation 
into one’s own language. The students were divided into groups speaking the 
same language. 

From the teacher’s observations it could be inferred that the task was car-
ried out with a great deal of participation and interest, often outside class 
time, and was quite challenging. There were lengthy discussions about each 
WHUP�EHIRUH�ϧQGLQJ�WKH�RQH�WKDW�HYHU\RQH�WKRXJKW�EHVW�FRUUHVSRQGHG�LQ�WUDQV-
lation from one language to another.

The writing phase was the most complicated and was entrusted by the group 
to the best student, usually to the pupil with the greatest number of years of 
VFKRROLQJ��7KH�GLϫFXOW\�LQ�WUDQVOLWHUDWLQJ�WKH�VRXQGV�RI�RQH·V�RZQ�ODQJXDJH��
mostly used orally, into a written form was evident. After the arduous phase of 
writing, the teacher recorded the lemmas with a mobile phone. 

During the school year, the following languages were collected and re-
corded for A1 level: Kotokoli spoken in Togo; Bambara spoken in Senegal; 
Igbo, spoken in Nigeria. During the following school year (2017/2018), Twi 
language lemmas for A1 and A2 level were collected and recorded in another 
class consisting of 23 learners all from Ghana and belonging to the same eth-
nic group.  Urdu language for A1 level was also collected with the help of a 
Pakistani student with a degree in foreign languages from Pakistan, attending 
D�ϧUVW�SHULRG�FRXUVH��FRUUHVSRQGLQJ�WR�WKH�HLJKWK�JUDGH��

3. THE DiM PROJECT 

Already in its experimental phase, in the two years preceding the fund-
ing of the project by the European Community, the students involved had 
shown great interest and participation by working also after school hours. 
The project in its embryonic stage was presented at an interregional confer-
ence of CPIAs (Campania, Piemonte and Emilia Romagna) in December 2017. 
Colleagues appreciated the results of the project and suggested submitting an 
application for an Erasmus project so that it could be adopted as good work-
ing practice in teaching activities for the teaching of L2, and as a useful tool 
for the inclusion of foreign students.

A project application was submitted by CPIA Avellino as lead school for 
the Call 2018 within the framework of the Erasmus plus KA204 Projects - 
Strategic Partnerships for Adult Education for Good Practice and Social 
Inclusion, and was approved and funded by the European Community (Grant 
Agreement Number 2018-1-IT02-KA204-048332). 
7KH�SURMHFW�RϫFLDOO\�EHJDQ�RQ����2FWREHU������ZLWK�WKH�)LUVW�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�

0HHWLQJ�RI�DOO�SDUWQHUV�LQ�$YHOOLQR�WR�GHϧQH�WKH�H[SHFWHG�REMHFWLYHV��WKH�ODQ-
guages to be included and the modalities of implementation. Seven European 
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partners participated in the realisation of the DiM Project: CPIA Avellino 
as Coordinator, CPIA Benevento, CPIA Ravenna, Active Citizens Partnership 
(Greece), 36.6 Competence Centre (Scotland), Future Focus Ltd (Malta), IMS 
�&\SUXV���$OO�WKH�VFKRROV�DQG�LQVWLWXWLRQV�LQYROYHG�DUH�DFWLYH�LQ�WKH�ϧHOG�RI�
adult education for foreigners, and in particular in the teaching of L2. It 
should be emphasised at this point that the real protagonists of the project 
were the students of the various organisations and their native languages.

The choice of Bengali by the CPIA Avellino as a language to be includ-
ed in the DiM was made following the monitoring that is carried out every 
year to gain a general overview of the students’ catchment area. During the 
2017/2018 school year, 1098 students were enrolled at the CPIA Avellino 
(91% of whom were foreigners, subdivided as follows: 69% from Africa, 16% 
from Asia and 15% from Eastern Europe. The Bengali language, or Bangla, 
spoken in Bangladesh but also in the Indian state of West Bengal, was one 
of the most widely spoken languages given the high percentage of enrolled 
students from Bangladesh, and was collected by the CPIA Avellino. The 
other student languages chosen were Bambara (spoken in Mali), collected 
by the CPIA Benevento; Wolof (spoken in Senegal) collected by the CPIA 
Ravenna; Fârsi (spoken in Iran), collected by the Greek partners; Russian 
(spoken in Russia), collected by the Cypriot partners; Tagalog (spoken in the 
Philippines), collected by the Maltese partners; Tigrinya (spoken in Eritrea), 
collected by the Scottish partners.

The CPIA Avellino coordinated the various phases and activities of the 
project by creating the format for the collection, and the database used to 
process the data for the construction of the online dictionary. It also designed 
the DiM project website. The linguistic data was acquired by each partner 
through laboratory activities in which the students translated the words of 
WKH� OH[LFDO� OLVW�$��RI� WKH�3URϧOH�RI� WKH� ,WDOLDQ�/DQJXDJH��ϧUVW� LQWR�(QJOLVK�
(vehicular language of the project) and then into their mother tongue. They 
subsequently recorded the audio of the translated word; transcribed the word 
RQWR�DQ�([FHO�ϧOH�VKDUHG�RQ�*RRJOH�GULYH��SURGXFHG�D�GUDZLQJ��WKHVH�ZHUH�
created by students who lacked or possessed lower levels of literacy) and 
ZURWH�D�GHϧQLWLRQ�FRQVXOWLQJ�RQH�RU�PRUH�GLFWLRQDULHV��7KH�VWXGHQWV·�ZRUN�
was supported by a teaching team, usually a teacher acting as a technician 
for the audio recordings and data entry into Google drive and the Language 
2 teacher. For languages with an alphabet other than Latin, Google’s input 
tools were installed as a Chrome extension in order to be able to write with 
characters not present on the keyboard.7

7 http://www.dimproject.net/
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Google sheet for Bengali language data collection

All the shared online work was evaluated by the CPIA Avellino team, who 
were responsible for checking the technical quality and constantly moni-
tored all the data collected. Once the processing phase had been completed, 
data was uploaded onto the online DiM platform through the project website 
www.dimproject.net.

Bengali alphabet drawn by students
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3. 1 THE KEY CONTRIBUTION OF THE EXPERTS 

The project presented a number of challenges that had to be dealt with at dif-
ferent stages. From the outset, participating partners assumed that creating a 
dictionary would be a very simple task, the same assumption applying to the 
collection of linguistic data entrusted to them. Only during the implementa-
WLRQ�SKDVH�GLG�WKH\�UHDOLVH�WKH�GLϫFXOWLHV�DQG�FRPSOH[LW\�RI�WKH�SURMHFW��7KH�
greatest problems were encountered both in the data acquisition phase and 
above all during the revision phase of the linguistic material at our disposal. 
It is widely believed, even among teachers, that whoever speaks a language 
must also know it. There was a lack of awareness among participants that 
speakers do not necessarily possess knowledge of their own language, just 
DV��LQ�PDQ\�FDVHV��WKH\�GR�QRW�SRVVHVV�WKH�PHWDOLQJXLVWLF�DELOLW\�WR�UHϩHFW�RQ�
KRZ�WKHLU�ODQJXDJH�ZRUNV�DQG�KRZ�LW�LV�XVHG��7KLV�OHG�WR�VHYHUDO�GLϫFXOWLHV�
in the collection of language data as in the case of Tigrinya where the group 
of students was heterogeneous in terms of geographical origin (some from 
(ULWUHD�DQG�RWKHUV�IURP�(WKLRSLD��DQG�VSHDNLQJ�YHU\�GLϱHUHQW�DQG�PXWXDOO\�
unintelligible dialect varieties. In addition, the students were not very liter-
ate, having studied for only a few years in their country. For this reason, dur-
ing the revision phase entrusted to the experts, the linguistic data of Tigrinya 
turned out to be mostly inaccurate (on the peculiarities of Tigrinya variants 
and their script, see Lusini in this volume).
0DQ\�GLϫFXOWLHV�ZHUH�RYHUFRPH�WKDQNV�WR�WKH�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�'L0�

3URMHFW�RI�YDULRXV�H[SHUWV��KLJKO\�TXDOLϧHG�SHRSOH�LQ�WKH�YDULRXV�ODQJXDJHV��
who generously gave their time and experience to advise, guide and re-
view the work done by our students. Immediately after the approval of the 
DiM Project funding, the coordinator got in touch with Professor Adriano 
V. Rossi8, an expert in lexicography and Iranian languages, to request an 
opinion on the project and to seek advice on how to proceed with the design 
of the multilingual dictionary. Following an initial meeting with Professor 
A. Rossi, subsequent meetings were also attended by Professor Maddalena 
Toscano9, who has coordinated a number of European projects on multilin-
gual education in multicultural contexts in the past, and Professor Flavia 
Aiello10. All of them found the project valuable and interesting and agreed 

8 Professor Emeritus Adriano V. Rossi was full Professor of Iranian Linguistics and 
Iranian Philology at the University of Naples “L’Orientale”. Since 2016 he is President of 
IsMEO – The International Association for Mediterranean and Oriental Studies, Rome.

9 Maddalena Toscano is a former researcher and teacher in Swahili language at 
UNIOR with experience as main coordinator in various SOCRATES Comenius projects (see  
for e.g.: T.I.M.E for Teachers  http://opar.unior.it/179/1/Intercultural.pdf).

10 Flavia Aiello is Associate Professor of Swahili Language and Literature at the 
University of Naples L’Orientale.
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to collaborate to ensure its success, especially in the linguistic revision 
phase. Thanks to them, it was possible to get in touch with Professor Ilaria 
Micheli11, who revised the Bambara language resources and provided use-
ful information on the linguistic structures of African languages. Professor 
Gianfrancesco Lusini12, was the consultant for Tigrinya; and Emiliano 
Minerba, a PhD student at the University L’Orientale in Naples, took care of 
the language revision for Wolof and all the problems related to data gather-
ing for this language.

These academics, to quote Professor Lusini’s words, decided to “take an 
DFWLYH�PLOLWDQF\µ�E\�JRLQJ�RXW�LQWR�WKH�ϧHOG��ZRUNLQJ�VLGH�E\�VLGH�ZLWK�RXU�
native speakers and supporting the teachers with their specialist linguistic 
expertise. As mentioned earlier, the biggest problems for African languages 
were related to the prevalence of oral language and the lack of familiarity 
with written variants. This phenomenon occurs even among the most edu-
cated speakers, since the language of education often corresponds to the lan-
guage of the former colonial administration.

3. 2 THE RESULTS

,Q�LWV�ϧQDO�IRUPDW��WKH�SURMHFW�FRQVLVWV�RI�DQ�RQOLQH�PXOWLOLQJXDO�GLFWLRQDU\�
(http://dictionary.dimproject.net/index.php) called DiM, mounted on a digi-
tal platform and made freely available to all. The DiM currently contains 
eleven languages: Bambara; Bengali; Farsi; Russian; Tagalog; Tigrinya; Wolof; 
,WDOLDQ��*UHHN��0DOWHVH�DQG�(QJOLVK��$�OLVW�RI�DERXW�ϧYH�KXQGUHGV�HQWULHV�LV�
available for each language. Each word is accompanied by audio; a schematic 
drawing made with vector graphics (for concrete names); a transliteration for 
ZRUGV�ZULWWHQ� LQ�QRQ�/DWLQ� VFULSWV��D�JUDPPDWLFDO� UHIHUHQFH�� WKH�GHϧQLWLRQ�
of the word (for highly coded languages with a great written literary tradi-
tion); a drawing made by the students for some languages (Bambara, Bengali 
DQG�:RORI���ODQJXDJH�SURϧOHV�FRQWDLQLQJ�WKH�DOSKDEHW�DQG�GHVFULSWLRQV�RI�WKH�
main features of each language; semantic labels referred to words belonging 
WR�WKH�VDPH�VHPDQWLF�ϧHOG��H[DPSOHV�RI�DFWLYLWLHV�WKDW�FDQ�EH�FDUULHG�RXW�LQ�
L2 classes using words, audio, drawings or semantic lists.

11 Ilaria Micheli is Associate Professor of African Linguistics at the University of 
Trieste - Department of Legal, Language, Interpreting and Translation Studies (IUSLIT).

12 Gianfrancesco Lusini is Full Professor for Ge’ez and Amharic languages and 
literatures at the Dipartimento Asia, Africa e Mediterraneo of the University of Naples 
“L’Orientale”.



110

Semantic list of clothes

The user interface created for the DiM is very simple and is accessible from 
any device. Moreover, it is also designed to be used by people with a low 
literacy level and is suitable for embedding (the inclusion of the dictionary 
in any other website). Accessing the dictionaries is possible directly through 
the link: dictionary.dimproject.net (http://dictionary.dimproject.net/) and 
also through the website link: http://www.dimproject.net/. The DiM Project 
website chronicles the development of the project in its various stages and 
also contains articles related to the project written by participants or external 
SHUVRQV��,Q�DGGLWLRQ��LW�FRQWDLQV�WKH�SURϧOHV�RI�WKH�FRXQWULHV�LQYROYHG�LQ�WKH�
project; a recording of the Multiplier Event (a one day webinar to showcase 
WKH�SURMHFW��ZLWK�WKH�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�RI�DOO�SDUWQHUV��VWXGHQWV��SXEOLF�ϧJXUHV�DQG�
the academics who were instrumental to its success); and texts in Italian and 
English of the contributions of speakers who participated in the webinar.

CONCLUSIONS

The DiM does not claim to be a dictionary, but rather a multilingual glos-
sary. Furthermore, it was not produced by expert lexicographers. The work 
SURGXFHG� LQ� FROODERUDWLRQ�ZLWK� WKH� VWXGHQWV�ZDV� QRQHWKHOHVV� D� VLJQLϧFDQW�
DFKLHYHPHQW�IRU�DOO�WKRVH�LQYROYHG��7KH�SURMHFW�RϱHUHG�D�JUHDW�RSSRUWXQLW\�
for human and professional enrichment resulting from the exchange of ex-
SHULHQFHV� EHWZHHQ� WKH�GLϱHUHQW� SDUWQHUV�� DV�ZHOO� DV� EHWZHHQ� VWXGHQWV� DQG�
WHDFKHUV� IURP�GLϱHUHQW�FRXQWULHV�� LQ�RUGHU� WR�JDLQ�D�QHZ�DZDUHQHVV�RI� WKH�
VWXGHQWV·�ODQJXDJHV�DQG�FXOWXUHV��,W�DOVR�SURYLGHG�WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�UHϩHFW�
on the importance of languages as a vehicle of identity and culture; on being 
RSHQ� WR�GLϱHUHQW� FXOWXUHV�� ODQJXDJHV�DQG� OLWHUDWXUHV�DQG�RQ�RWKHU�ZD\V�RI�
receiving, teaching and learning with the belief that all languages are part of 
the common human heritage and are to be safeguarded and protected.
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The DiM experience highlighted the importance of language and the need 
for language education in schools. Not all teachers who deal with language on 
a daily basis are aware of linguistic diversity and the importance of language 
knowledge in the learning process. The sociolinguistic interviews conducted 
with the students highlighted the strong emotional bond they have with their 
mother tongue. This powerful tie is encapsulated in the words of Rahman, a 
Bengali student at the CPIA Avellino and one of the protagonists of the work 
on Bengali. During the sociolinguistic interview, when asked if he was inter-
HVWHG�LQ�SDUWLFLSDWLQJ�LQ�WKH�'L0�3URMHFW��KH�UHSOLHG��´6XUH��VR�ϧQDOO\�,�FDQ�
do something for my language13 too”. In fact, his commitment to the project 
has been truly incomparable, as he has devoted much of his free time in col-
OHFWLQJ�GDWD�DQG�ZULWLQJ�GHϧQLWLRQV��5DKPDQ�FRQFOXGHG�WKH�LQWHUYLHZ�ZLWK�
these words: “If I could express everything in my language, I would say it bet-
WHU�DQG�\RX�ZRXOG�XQGHUVWDQG�PRUHµ��7KLV�ϧQDO�VWDWHPHQW�FDSWXUHV�ZHOO�WKH�
meaning of the DiM Project.

13 TKH� %HQJDOL� ODQJXDJH� PRYHPHQW� DURVH� DV� D� SROLWLFDO� HϱRUW� LQ� (DVW� 3DNLVWDQ��
advocating the recognition of Bengali as one of the languages of Pakistan. The language 
issue played a very prominent part in the creation of Bangladesh.
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ABSTRACT

7KH� SUHVHQW� HVVD\� RXWOLQHV� WKH� SURJUHVV� RI� D� OH[LFRJUDSK\� SURMHFW�� QDPHO\� D�
6ZDKLOL�,WDOLDQ�RQOLQH�GLFWLRQDU\��ZKLFK�ZDV�GHYHORSHG�DW�WKH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�1DSOHV�
´/·2ULHQWDOHµ��KHQFHIRUWK�81,25��DQG�FRQFHLYHG�DV�D�XVHIXO�GLJLWDO�WRRO�IRU�,WDOLDQ�
/��OHDUQHUV�RI�6ZDKLOL�LQ�D�FRQWH[W�RI�UHQHZDO�RI�WKH�WHDFKLQJ�OHDUQLQJ�RI�6ZDKLOL�
DW�WKH�81,25��HQFRXUDJHG�E\�ZHE�EDVHG�GLVWDQFH�WRROV�DQG�SODWIRUPV�
$V�ZLOO� EH� H[SODLQHG� LQ�GHWDLO�� WKH� VRIWZDUH�RI� WKH�RQOLQH� OH[LFDO�GDWDEDVH��ϧUVW�
GHYHORSHG�LQ�WKH�SHULRG�EHWZHHQ������DQG�������LV�LQ�WKH�SURFHVV�RI�EHLQJ�XSGDWHG�
ZLWK�VRPH�WHFKQLFDO�DQG�OH[LFRJUDSKLFDO�LPSURYHPHQWV��DLPLQJ�IRU�D�UHVRXUFH�WKDW�
ZLOO�EH�LQFUHDVLQJO\�XVHU�IULHQGO\�WR�6ZDKLOL�ODQJXDJH�VWXGHQWV��DQG�LQ�JHQHUDO�WR�
,WDOLDQ�VSHDNLQJ�OHDUQHUV��
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INTRODUCTION

This contribution aims to chart the developments of the Swahili-Italian online 
dictionary project at UNIOR, which was led by the three authors, and discuss-
es some of the inherent challenges in Bantu languages/Swahili lexicography 
which targets foreign learners, along with the solutions recently adopted in 
the course of the dictionary updating.
7KH�SDSHU�LV�RUJDQLVHG�LQ�ϧYH�VHFWLRQV��WKH�ϧUVW�RI�ZKLFK�SURYLGHV�D�EDFN-

ground to the development of the dictionary’s project by giving an overview 
of the teaching of Swahili language and literature at UNIOR. It also touches 
upon the related need for lexical resources for Italian speakers and the pro-
gressive use of distance learning and web-based didactic materials and activi-
WLHV�E\�WKH�WHDFKLQJ�VWDϱ��7KH�VXEVHTXHQW�WZR�SDUWV�DUH�GHYRWHG�WR�WKH�RULJLQV�
of the project, namely the online lexical database UWAZO: the history of the 
project, its participants and the initial design of the database, which origi-
nates from lexicographical research applied to Swahili language and word 
structure. Owing to the old software being out-dated, UWAZO is currently in 
the course of being reprogrammed from an IT point of view by an IT special-
ist. This new phase has provided an opportunity to redesign some features of 
the dictionary, both in terms of software access and management tools, and 
of learner-oriented characteristics of the entries, as will be discussed in the 
last sections of this paper.

SWAHILI L2, LEXICOGRAPHY AND WEB-BASED LEARNING AT UNIOR

The teaching of Swahili language and literature at UNIOR was established in 
1969 by Elena Bertoncini Zúbková, an internationally renowned scholar of 
Swahili language and literature, whose educational activity was closely con-
nected with research on the Swahili lexicon1, resulting in the production of 
lists of words and vocabularies2. These were (and still are) much needed tools 
for the Italian students of Swahili, given the ongoing rapid expansion of this 

1 See, for instance, Bertoncini Zúbková 1973. 
2 The work of Bertoncini Zúbková LQ� WKLV� ϧHOG� UHPDLQV� ODUJHO\� XQSXEOLVKHG�� 7KH�

only publication, out of print, is a small vocabulary published in 1977, 9RFDERODULR�VZDKLOL�
italiano e italiano-swahili (1977).
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Bantu language, called Kiswahili by its speakers, in Eastern and Central Africa. 
From the Indian Ocean coast and its neighbouring islands, where the Swahili 
people (:DVZDKLOL) live, the Swahili language has spread in the continent due 
to various historical factors, such as the caravan routes of the Arabo-Swahili 
merchants, the activity of missionaries, the language policies of colonial and 
SRVWFRORQLDO�JRYHUQPHQWV�DQG�WKH�ϩRZV�RI�PLJUDQWV�DQG�UHIXJHHV��,W�LV�FXU-
rently used by approximately 99,000,000 people, mainly in Kenya, Tanzania 
and in the eastern regions of the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC)3. It is 
also spoken in Rwanda, Burundi, Uganda and, to a lesser degree, in Somalia, 
the Comoro Islands, Mozambique, Malawi, Southern Sudan and Zambia4. As a 
consequence of the post-independence development of Swahili in a wide geo-
cultural area and in multiple contexts of language use, especially in Tanzania, 
where it has become the dominant medium of communication in the pub-
lic sector (basic education, administration, courts, national assembly, media 
etc.), the Swahili lexicon has been constantly growing, also due to a huge 
lexicographical initiative undertaken by experts from the National Swahili 
Council (Baraza la Kiswahili la Taifa, BAKITA) and the Institute of Swahili at 
the University of Dar es Salaam (Taasisi ya Uchunguzi wa Kiswahili5, TUKI)6. 
These latter institutions, besides producing general dictionaries, have been 
creating and disseminating terminologies for many domains of language use, 
such as law, science, and IT glossaries7.

Regarding bilingual lexicographical works aimed at Italian learners, apart 
from E. Bertoncini Zúbková’s work which, as remarked above, remains substan-
tially unpublished or out of print, three dictionaries have been published so far. 
These are Vittorio Merlo Pick’s 9RFDERODULR�NLVZDKLOL�LWDOLDQR�H�LWDOLDQR�NLVZDKLOL�
(EMI, Turin 1961, re-edited in 1978, currently out of print), Maddalena Toscano’s 
pocket-size Dizionario swahili. 6ZDKLOL�LWDOLDQR��LWDOLDQR�VZDKLOL�(Vallardi, Milano 
2004) and Gianluigi Martini’s 'L]LRQDULR� VZDKLOL��6ZDKLOL�LWDOLDQR�� LWDOLDQR�VZD-
hili (Hoepli, Milano 2016). Furthermore, a terminological work has appeared, 
namely a Swahili-Italian linguistic glossary by Rosanna Tramutoli (.DPXVL�\D�
isimu Kiswahili – Kiitaliano, TUKI, Dar es Salaam 2018), published by the univer-
sity press of the Institute of Swahili at the University of Dar es Salaam within 

3 See https://www.ethnologue.com/.
4 6ZDKLOL� KDV� EHHQ� GHFODUHG� QDWLRQDO�RϫFLDO� ODQJXDJH� LQ� .HQ\D�� 7DQ]DQLD�� 'R 

Congo, Uganda, and more recently in Rwanda. As underlined by M. Mulokozi (2003), the 
6ZDKLOL� ODQJXDJH�KDV� DOVR� DQ� LQWHUQDWLRQDO� VWDWXV�� EHLQJ� DPRQJVW� WKH� RϫFLDO� ODQJXDJHV�
RI�WKH�$IULFDQ�8QLRQ�VLQFH�������)XUWKHUPRUH��VLQFH������6ZDKLOL�LV�DQ�RϫFLDO�ZRUNLQJ�
language of the Southern Africa Development Community, an organisation composed of 16 
states of Central, Eastern and Southern Africa.

5 In 2009 the Institute was renamed TATAKI (7DDVLVL� \D� 7DDOXPD� ]D� .LVZDKLOL� – 
Institute of Swahili Studies).

6 See Sewangi 2007. 
7 See Aiello & Toscano 2017.
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the sphere of a long standing cooperation agreement with UNIOR. All these 
useful works for Italian speakers, are however in print format, and partly only 
available at the library of UNIOR. Thus, in the early 2000s, the development 
of an online lexicographical resource for Italian learners was initiated by M. 
Toscano, as will be explained in detail in the next paragraph, in a context of 
renewal of the courses of Swahili at UNIOR, encouraged by Internet and digital 
technologies, which have revolutionised the teaching of foreign languages by 
introducing web-based distance tools and platforms.
2YHU�WKH�\HDUV��GLϱHUHQW�GLJLWDO�PDWHULDOV�DQG�DFWLYLWLHV�KDYH�EHHQ�GHYHO-

oped at UNIOR by the teachers of Swahili (E. Bertoncini Zúbková, M. Toscano, 
F. Aiello), in cooperation with mother-tongue collaborators, researchers and 
technicians8, to be used for “blended” or “hybrid” teaching/learning, i.e., to 
be combined with traditional face-to-face language courses9. These include a 
list of online resources for autonomous learning, available on the website of 
UNIOR’s Language Centre, CLAOR (Centro Linguistico di Ateneo Università 
L’Orientale)10��DV�ZHOO�DV�H�OHDUQLQJ�PRGXOHV�ZKLFK�RϱHU� WHDFKLQJ�PDWHULDOV�
and exercises integrating the contents of the Swahili language courses. The 
H�OHDUQLQJ� UHVRXUFHV� DQG� DFWLYLWLHV� DUH� RϱHUHG� WKURXJK� WKH� 0RRGOH� GLJLWDO�
platform managed by CLAOR, and consist of two courses, one for beginners 
(“Swahili livello iniziale”) and one for intermediate-advanced level (“Swahili 
livello avanzato”)11, which can be accessed by registered students who are giv-
en the course login by the teacher. The basic-level Swahili e-learning course 
targets students, enrolled in BA or MA programs at UNIOR12, who are starting 
the study of one or two African/Oriental languages; the intermediate-advanced 
FRXUVH�LV�RϱHUHG�WR��rd year BA students and MA students (4th/5th year). The 
OHDUQLQJ�REMHFWLYHV�RI�WKH�ϧUVW�FRXUVH�DUH�WR�FRQVROLGDWH�6ZDKLOL�EDVLF�JUDPPDU�
knowledge and develop listening and comprehension skills. The intermediate-
advanced course has been designed for students learning Swahili language 

8 All the individual credits are available on the web pages quoted in footnote n. 11.
9 Smyrnova-Trybulska, Eugenia. 2009. 
10 Swahili is the sub-Saharan language most widely taught at university level, inside 

and outside Africa, therefore a great deal of academic and non-academic teaching materials 
is available online, alongside Swahili-language media (information portals, musical videos, 
ϧOPV�HWF����7KH�UHVRXUFHV�DUH�FODVVLϧHG�LQ�GLϱHUHQW�VHFWLRQV��VXFK�DV�´LQWHJUDWHG�DELOLWLHVµ��
“information portals”, “culture and society” etc., see https://www.unior.it/ateneo/7644/1/
swahili-sul-web.html.

11 See respectively https://elearning.unior.it/course/view.php?id=84; https://
elearning.unior.it/course/view.php?id=5.

12 Undergraduate degree courses: “Oriental and African Languages and Cultures”, 
“Political Science and International Relations”, “Comparative Languages and Cultures”; 
Master’s Degree Courses: “Languages and Cultures of Asia and Africa”, “International 
Relations and Institutions of Asia and Africa”, “Comparative Literatures and Cultures”. See 
https://www.unior.it/index2.php?content_id=17159&content_id_start=2&titolo=lauree-
e-lauree-magistrali&parLingua=ITA. 
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and literature, mostly to further develop the written comprehension of liter-
ary texts and the awareness of translation strategies. The switch to “blended” 
teaching/learning has been facilitated by the user-friendly features of Moodle, 
IRU�ZKLFK�EDVLF�FRPSXWHU�OLWHUDF\�LV�VXϫFLHQW��DQG�KDV�LQYROYHG�WKH�QHHG�WR�UH�
design course materials, as one simply cannot shift content from one medium 
to another, i.e. from textbook to digital, asynchronous technology13. Rather, 
it is important to acknowledge the characteristics and potentials of the new 
medium. Therefore, fair amount of new content has been introduced, based 
on audio/picture/video resources (such as vocabulary quizzes, cloze tests for 
listening comprehension etc.), which expose the students to “realia” and/or 
to language use in full contexts. Moreover, an advantage of Moodle-based 
activities is that they promote student-centred learning since the students can 
self-evaluate their achievements step by step. 

Furthermore, from a partnership of UNIOR with Federica Web Learning, a 
SODWIRUP�FUHDWHG�E\�WKH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�1DSOHV�)HGHULFR�,,�WR�RϱHU�KLJK�TXDOLW\�
MOOC (Massive Open Online Courses), a MOOC for Swahili language and 
culture has been created by F. Aiello and published online in 2020, entitled 
“Karibuni! Introduzione alla lingua e cultura Swahili” (Welcome! An introduc-
tion to Swahili language and culture)14. The course is structured in 10 teaching 
units, containing slides (with text, pictures and links), short video-lessons and 
auto-evaluation quizzes meant both for students and a wider public.

Finally, a digital corpus of Swahili texts was collected by M. Toscano in col-
laboration with a number of students and researchers. It is a small (one million 
ZRUGV��6ZDKLOL�XQWDJJHG�UDZ�FRUSXV�FRQVLVWLQJ�FORVH�WR�ϧIW\�IXOO�WH[WV��WDNHQ�
mainly from contemporary written literature, with the addition of some oral 
narratives and non-literary works (socio-political essays, handbooks about ag-
riculture, media studies, information technology). It is available to researchers 
and MA students for their dissertation research on Swahili language, literature 
and linguistics.

AINI, a Swahili lemmatizer based on MSDOS15, was used for extracting 
lemma from the corpus. 

The corpus was available online for a short while and was also searchable 
through the use of regex (regular expressions)16 incorporated in Shika Neno17. 
For reasons of copyright restrictions only two lines of the retrieved contexts 
text were accessible to the user.

13 See Azaryad Shechter, Deborah 2015. 
14 See https://www.federica.eu/mooc/c/karibuni_introduzione_alla_lingua_e_cultura_swahili.
15 By Professor T. Schadeberg and P. S. E. Elias, Leiden (no more available).
16 For info on regular expressions see https://www.sketchengine.eu/guide/regular-

expressions/.
17 SHIKA NENO was a Linux environment, language dependent software for context retrieval. 

It allowed search for Swahili bases (by M. Sorrentino and M. Toscano, no more available). 
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7KH�FRUSXV�LV�QRZ�RQO\�DFFHVVLEOH�RϮLQH��7KH digital corpus is used for search-
ing examples and quotes to be included in the Swahili-Italian online dictionary.

The main tool used for information retrieval is CONCORDANCE18, a soft-
ware for context retrieval which operates in a Windows environment. It is a lan-
guage independent software which allows search for forms. CONCORDANCE 
also allows use of regular expressions and provides access to full text when 
WKH�QHHG�IRU�GLVDPELJXDWLRQ�RFFXUV��,W�LV�IRU�RϮLQH�XVH�RQO\�

Here below are some screen shots from CONCORDANCE, the main soft-
ware used by UWAZO operators to provide reliable examples of lemma usage.

Figure 1. Concordance - Context sort of KATIKA, by word after headword

18 Concordance: http://www.rjcw.freeserve.co.uk/.
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Figure 2. Concordance - Collocations of KATIKA

Figure 3. Concordance - Access to full text, for needs of disambiguation
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THE ONLINE DICTIONARY UWAZO

UWAZO19 is a Swahili-Italian online bilingual lexical database for Italian speak-
ers. It contains about 5000 headwords selected from a Swahili frequency list20 
and from various other sources, including, in addition to the above quoted 
works of Merlo-Pick and Toscano, the lexicon used in the teaching materials 
RI�6ZDKLOL�FRXUVHV��E\�(��%HUWRQFLQL�=~ENRYi��DQG�VRPH�VSHFLϧF�OH[LFRQV��H�J��
immigration, body parts) resulting from various unpublished works.

Based on T.E.I. guidelines21 and developed over a period of time between 
2003 and 200922, UWAZO came into being mainly thanks to IsIAO23 funding 
and the collaboration of various experts24.

Alongside the T.E.I. guidelines, reference was made also to the guidelines 
contained in the materials of the lexicography and terminology courses25, 
DFTXLUHG�E\�WKH�VWDϱ�WHDP��0��7RVFDQR��)��$LHOOR��5��7UDPXWROL��WKURXJK�SDU-
WLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�VSHFLϧF�WUDLQLQJ�FRXUVHV��DV�ZHOO�DV�UHIHUHQFH�ZRUNV�IRU�OH[LFRJ-

19 Originally available at the link http://old.iuo.it/diprapa/swahili_leksikoloja/
uwazo/default.asp, temporarily hosted at the link http://www.siamoinsieme.org/
mawazo/. 

20 See Bertoncini Zúbková 1973.
21 T.E.I. (Text Encoding Initiative): http://www.tei-c.org/index.xml. 
22 UWAZO was presented at the DWS 2004. Maddalena Toscano, Giuseppe Marzatico, 

Salvatore La Gala and Massimiliano Sorrentino: %XLOGLQJ�D�FRUSXV�EDVHG�.LVZDKLOL�,WDOLDQ�RQ�
OLQH�OH[LFDO�GDWD�EDVH��Third International Workshop on DICTIONARY WRITING SYSTEMS 
�':6��������%UQR��&]HFK�5HSXEOLF������6HSWHPEHU�������KWWSV���QOS�ϧ�PXQL�F]�GZV�����
pres/#17).

23 Funding came from the bilateral agreement IsIAO-UNIOR, 2002-2003 and from the 
bilateral agreement UNIOR-Univ. of Dar es Salaam, 2002-2005.

24 M. Toscano for project planning, Swahili language consultancy from E. Bertoncini 
Zúbková and S. Sewangi (Univ. of Dar es Salaam). Inserting data by F. Aiello, M. Toscano, 
ZLWK�RFFDVLRQDO�FRRSHUDWLRQ�IURP�&��0DU]LR�DQG�*��$TXDYLYD��$V�IRU�WKH�VRIWZDUH��WKH�ϧUVW�
version was by Giuseppe Marzatico and Salvatore La Gala (MARS, Napoli). The second 
version, now in use, was built by Tommaso Borrelli and Luciano Piedimonte. 

25 June 1996. Stage Inter-regional de formation à O·XWLOLVDWLRQ�GX�ORJLFLHO�0$5,$0$, a 10 
days training course organized by the GDRE 1172 of CNRS, at the Centre de Formation de 
Luminy, Marseille, FR. 

September 7-18 1998. ,QWHQVLYH� FRXUVH� RQ� OH[LFRJUDSK\, by AFRILEX-SALEX, Univ. of 
Pretoria, R.S.A.

August 5-8 1999. ��WK�7HUPLQRORJ\�6XPPHU�6FKRRO��0RGXOH���²�7HUPLQRORJ\�7HDFKLQJ�DQG�7UDLQLQJ��
August 9-11 1999. �VW�7HUPLQRORJ\�6XPPHU�&DPSXV, by TermNet and Infoterm, Univ. of 

Donau, Krems, AU.
July 16-20 2001. 7UDLQLQJ�ZRUNVKRS�LQ�OH[LFRJUDSK\�DQG�OH[LFDO�FRPSXWLQJ, by Information 

Technology Institute, University of Brighton and Lexicography Masterclass, Univ. of 
Brighton, (UK).

June 8-12 2015. 7KH����� /H[LFRP�:RUNVKRS� LQ�/H[LFRJUDSK\�DQG�/H[LFDO�&RPSXWLQJ, 
Masaryk University’s Centre in Telɟ, Czech Republic.
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raphy and publications on lexicographic standards. In the project phase other 
available DWSs were considered26.
8:$=2�ZDV�VSHFLϧFDOO\�WDLORUHG�IRU�D�OLVW�RI�QHHGV�ZKLFK�LQFOXGH�ϩH[LELO-

ity in setting masks and labels, controlled on-line access, search facilities, out-
put in .doc and .xml, and a user friendly and corpus based approach. Unlike 
a traditional printed dictionary, the online dictionary supports the transfer of 
knowledge from research to teaching/learning of Swahili (teaching module 
of computer applications to African languages), while also enhancing tools 
for distant learning and cooperation.

The UWAZO general framework is based on the aims and objectives of 
target users, and on language aspects which are relevant to the project. These 
HOHPHQWV� ZHUH� WDNHQ� LQWR� DFFRXQW� ZKLOH� GHϧQLQJ� WKH� GDWD� EDVH� VWUXFWXUH��
Resources and tools available at the time were also considered.

UWAZO target users are Italian speakers/learners of Swahili, namely lan-
guage students also majoring in (literature, political science, etc.) who are 
required to learn grammar (morphology and syntax) up to advanced level, 
to read and translate literature and political texts; to produce proper Swahili 
texts. Potential interested users are also non-language students (other indi-
viduals from NGOs, tourists, etc.) who need to know grammar at beginner/
intermediate level. 

UWAZO’s basic aim is to support Italian mother tongue speakers in the 
autonomous learning of Swahili by providing detailed information on gram-
mar/morphology and clues to syntactic structures. It also aims to provide 
updated lexical information, i.e., loanwords from English (e.g. VNULQL�¶VFUHHQ·���
new meanings assigned to already existing words (e.g. NLEDUXD� ¶WHPSRUDU\�
work’) or neologisms (e.g. VLPX�\D�PNRQRQL��¶PRELOH�SKRQH·��tovuti�¶ZHEVLWH·��
mtandao ¶LQWHUQHW·���

All entries contain an indication of the grammatical category and at least 
one simple gloss. Most of the items are divided into sub-items and completed 
ZLWK�H[DPSOHV�RI�XVH��7KH�LQϩHFWHG�JUDPPDWLFDO�IRUPV��LQ�SDUWLFXODU��FRQWDLQ�
YDULRXV�H[DPSOHV�RI�XVH�UHIHUULQJ�WR�WKH�GLϱHUHQW�PHDQLQJV�DQG�IXQFWLRQV��$OO�
examples were taken from the above-mentioned Swahili corpus. 

Following T.E.I. guidelines for printed dictionaries which include free and 
structured entries, the UWAZO database structure is based on various groups 
ZKLFK�LQFOXGH�D�ϧ[HG�OLVW�RI�HOHPHQWV�ZLWK�IUHH�SRVLWLRQ��6XE�FODVV�HOHPHQWV�
are also available. Main T.E.I. groups list used in UWAZO include: Gruppo 
grammaticale, Traduzione, Esempio, Etimologia, Confronta, DictScrap. Open 
lists of labels can also be created by the operator. 

26 MARIAMA, by R. Nicolai, Univ. of Nice - (historical linguistics, restricted access) 
/LQJXD/LQNV�� 6KRH� %R[�� E\� 6�,�/�� �ϧHOG� ZRUN�� FRPPHUFLDOLVHG��� '%7� ²� /(;;,.2�� E\� (��
Picchi, ILC-CNR, Pisa (old version in MSDOS environment, new WINDOWS version not 
commercialised). 
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UWAZO management tools allow parallel login by various operators; it 
LV�SRVVLEOH�WR�LGHQWLI\�GLϱHUHQW�ORJ�LQ�LGHQWLWLHV�EXW�LW�KDV�RQO\�WZR�OHYHOV�RI�
management (control on giving new access only).
8:$=2�GRHV�QRW�DOORZ�Rϱ�OLQH�ZRUN��H�J��OH[LFRJUDSKHUV�ZRUNLQJ�DW�KRPH�

with their notebooks); it allows online work only. The corpus, presently avail-
DEOH�RQO\�RϮLQH��KDV�WR�EH�PDGH�DYDLODEOH�WR�HDFK�RSHUDWRU�

Apart from the simple search for lemma, various advanced search options 
are available to the user: by PoS (part of speech), by type of word (form, 
morpheme, stem). It is also possible to search for words, Swahili and Italian, 
used in the examples, as shown in the following screen shots from UWAZO:

)LJXUH����8:$=2���%DVLF�VHDUFK�IRU�OHPPD�¶DPEDSR·
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Figure 5. UWAZO - Advanced search options

)LJXUH����8:$=2���6HDUFK�IRU�¶Q\XPED·��FDVD��LQ�6ZDKLOL�H[DPSOHV��%\�FOLFNLQJ�RQ�
HDFK�OHPPD�VKRZQ�LQ�WKH�OLVW��WKH�XVHU�ZLOO�VHH�GLϱHUHQW�6ZDKLOL�H[DPSOHV�FRQWDLQLQJ�

WKH�ZRUG�¶Q\XPED·
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)LJXUH����8:$=2���6HDUFK�IRU�ZRUG�¶FDVD·�LQ�WKH�,WDOLDQ�WUDQVODWLRQ�RI�H[DPSOHV�LQ�
Swahili

SWAHILI WORD STRUCTURE AND DICTIONARY ENTRIES IN UWAZO

Bantu languages are characterized by a complex system of noun classes, rep-
UHVHQWHG�E\�QRXQ�SUHϧ[HV��:LWK�WKH�H[FHSWLRQ�RI�FODVVHV����DQG�����ZKLFK�DUH�
no longer productive in the language), and class 11-14 which have merged 
into a single class, the Swahili noun class system includes 15 noun classes. 
Swahili words follow a main basic order: 0RUSKHPH�V��6WHP:

 – nouns: class concord + noun stem (noun classes: cl. 1/2, 3/4, 5/6, 7/8, 
9/10, 11-14/10; verbal nouns: class 15; locative classes: 16, 17, 18);

 – adjectives: adjectival class concords (cl. 1…18) + adj. stem;
 – pronominals: pronominal concords (cl. 1…18) + stem; stem + pr. 

conc. (1…18);
 – verbs: subject class concords (cl. 1…18) + tense marker + (relative 
FRQF��FO��«�������REMHFW�FRQFRUGV�FO���«������YHUEDO�VWHP���ϧQDO�
vowels/extensions.

Swahili is an agglutinative language, which means that morphemes are jux-
taposed to form words. Within the Swahili lexicographical tradition, the ac-
cepted lemmatization strategy is to list nouns in their full forms with class 
SUHϧ[HV�� ZKHUHDV� WKH� SUHϧ[HV� RI� YHUEV�� QXPHUDOV�� SURQRXQV� DQG� LQϩHFWHG�
adjectives are ignored, and the stems alone are listed27. Thus, in standard 
SULQWHG�GLFWLRQDULHV��ZH�ϧQG�WKH�IROORZLQJ�W\SHV�RI�6ZDKLOL�HQWULHV�

27 See Wójtowicz 2016: 410.
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 – nouns: singular form (e.g.: PR\R�¶KHDUW·�Æ PLR\R��PR\RQL��PLR\RQL��);
 – adjectives: stem (e.g.: -ED\D�¶EDG·�Æ PED\D, ZDED\D��PLED\D��ED\D��PD-
ED\D��NLED\D��YLED\D��NXED\D��SDED\D);

 – pronouns: stem (e.g.: h- ¶WKLV·�Æ KX\X��KDZD��KXX��KLL��KLOL��KD\D��KLNL��KLYL��
KL]L��KXNX��KDSD��KXPX��KX\R��KDR� etc.);

 – verbs: stem (e.g.: -soma�¶WR�UHDG·�Æ �VRPHD���VRPHND���VRPHVKD���VRPZD��
-somana, etc.);

 – invariable forms (some prepositions, conjunctions, adverbial forms, 
etc.).

Considering that Swahili students are used to this lexicographical tradition, 
for the online Swahili-Italian dictionary we have decided to choose solu-
tions adopted by almost all Swahili dictionaries in regard to the process of 
lemmatization. Consequently, we have listed only the stems alone for verbs, 
QXPHUDOV��DQG�LQϩHFWHG�DGMHFWLYHV��LJQRULQJ�VXEMHFW�FRQFRUG�DQG�DJUHHPHQW�
SUHϧ[HV��

On the other hand, in some other cases we have decided to reject tradi-
tional lexicographic solutions usually adopted in printed dictionaries, in re-
sponse to beginner learners’ needs and we have listed closed sets of grammat-
ical words, such as pronouns, in their full forms (with the stems also included 
as separate entries). We have also included all grammatical morphemes as 
separate entries, adding an explanation about their function.
Thus, the basic structure of an entry in the online Swahili-Italian dictionary 
includes the following elements:

 – headword;
 – variant/variants of the headword;
 – poS (part of speech), that is, the grammatical category;
 – noun class;
 – translation (gloss and/or description);
 – examples (quotations, collocations, idioms, proverbs, etc.);
 – example translations;

Moreover, each entry is categorized according to the type: 
 – form (nouns or invariable entries);
 – grammatical stem (verbs, pronouns, adjectives, variable entries in general);
 – PRUSKHPH��H�J��QRXQ�SUHϧ[HV��VXEMHFW�SUHϧ[HV��REMHFW�PDUNHUV��GHULYD-
WLRQDO�VXϫ[HV��HWF�

28 0R\R�PLR\R� �FO�� ������ ¶KHDUW·��PR\RQL�� ¶LQ� WKH� KHDUW·�� �ni� LV� D� ORFDWLYH� VXϫ[� WKDW�
H[SUHVVHV�WKH�ORFDWLYH�UHODWLRQV�LQGLFDWHG�LQ�,WDOLDQ�WKURXJK�SUHSRVLWLRQV��VXFK�DV� ¶LQ�DW�
from’ (Bertoncini Zúbková 2009: 7).
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In considering the Swahili word structure, it is evident that, while working 
with a Bantu language, we have to address problems not experienced by lexi-
cographers working with European languages. These problems are connected 
primarily to two issues: the form of headwords and the presentation of the 
numerous derivatives of a single root29. In the following sections, we will ex-
SORUH�FKDOOHQJHV�DQG�GLϫFXOWLHV�UHJDUGLQJ�WKH�GHVLJQ�RI�D�QHZ�6ZDKLOL�RQOLQH�
dictionary as a learning/teaching language tool.

FROM UWAZO TO KIU: SOFTWARE ACCESS AND MANAGEMENT 
TOOLS

The UWAZO software is presently being redesigned from an IT perspective 
owing to the old software now being obsolete. The upgrade is carried out by 
an IT specialist on the basis of the lexicographical indications provided by the 
three authors of this contribution. It includes some improvements aimed at 
the creation of a resource that will be increasingly useful to Swahili language 
students, and in general to Italian-speaking learners, as outlined in the next 
paragraph. 
,Q�WKH�ϧUVW�SKDVH�RI�DVVHPEO\�RI�WKH�QHZ�GLFWLRQDU\��WKH�PDLQ�HϱRUW�ZDV�

devoted to redesigning an updated version of the software, importing and 
editing previous data by tidying inconsistent entries, adding relevant miss-
LQJ�LQIRUPDWLRQ��DQG�FRPSOHWLQJ�VHWV�RI�JUDPPDU�LQϩHFWHG�IRUPV��&ORVHG�VHWV�
belonging to semantic and grammatical categories, like days of the week, 
PRQWKV�DQG�DGMHFWLYHV�ZHUH�YHULϧHG��DQG�DGGLWLRQDO�YRFDEXODU\�ZDV�DOVR�FRO-
lected by students and researchers who worked on chosen sets they found 
useful in their studies, such as body parts or the Swahili COVID lexicon. 

The new version of the dictionary, called KIU (Kiswahili-Italian-UNIOR), 
will be published online on an ad hoc page of the UNIOR website, and will be 
freely accessible to university students and the general public. The number of 
entries in the database (currently about 5,000) will also be increased. 

The KIU dictionary, accessible by users from computers or smartphones, 
VXSSRUWV� WZR� GLϱHUHQW� OHYHOV� RI� DFFHVV� GHSHQGLQJ� RQ� WKH� UROH�� DGPLQLVWUD-
tors, having the highest level of access to the database, can implement and 
edit data, and set up and manage the accounts of students and collaborators. 
Students and learners can have full access to database and software tools ex-
cept for data publishing, which needs administrator approval.

UWAZO management tools also allowed parallel login by various opera-
WRUV��ZKHUH�LW�ZDV�SRVVLEOH�WR�LGHQWLI\�GLϱHUHQW�ORJLQ�LGHQWLWLHV��+RZHYHU��XQ-
like UWAZO, which only provided control on creating new login access, the 

29 Wójtowicz 2016: 410.
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updated software enables the administrator to control both access and data 
editing as well as publishing of all other operators.

Another implementation which characterizes the new software consists in 
the export/import of full or selected data to facilitate editing and updating 
by remote access. 

Moreover, in addition to the Swahili-Italian dictionary, the new software 
was designed to be extended to other Bantu languages;  in particular a Zulu-
Italian lexical database (including a collection of body vocabulary and a small 
literary corpus) is being developed by R. Tramutoli.  

NEW LEARNER-ORIENTED FEATURES IN THE SWAHILI-ITALIAN 
ONLINE KIU DICTIONARY

New features for the entries have been introduced in the updated version of 
WKH�6ZDKLOL�,WDOLDQ�RQOLQH�GLFWLRQDU\��LQ�RUGHU�WR�DGGUHVV�VSHFLϧF�6ZDKLOL�/��
learner needs.

The new dictionary is going to be a learner’s dictionary, that is, a bilingual 
dictionary with features that until recently have been primarily associated 
with monolingual learner’s dictionaries: “extended grammatical information 
(meant to make the creation of real sentences easier, by providing hints for 
constructing the proper agreement patterns) and with visualisation of deriva-
tive forms that will provide extra lexical information and make navigation 
across the dictionary easier”30.

As regards to Swahili nouns, the entire plural form is entered immediately 
DIWHU�WKH�FODVV�SUHϧ[HV�DQG�WKH�VHDUFKHV�FDQ�EH�FDUULHG�RXW�RQ�KHDGZRUGV�DQG�
plural forms of headwords; thus, if a user looks up for PDHPEH�¶PDQJRV·��KH�
she will be directed to the entry for HPEH�¶PDQJR·��
'LϱHUHQWO\�IURP�SDSHU�GLFWLRQDULHV�DQG�RWKHU�RQOLQH�OH[LFDO�GDWDEDVHV��WKH�

RQOLQH�6ZDKLOL�,WDOLDQ�GLFWLRQDU\�RϱHUV�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�WR�VHDUFK�ERWK�IRU�UHJX-
lar and irregular forms of the plurals, such as MLNR��VJ��FO����¶NLWFKHQ·����PHNR 
(= PD���LNR��SO��FO����¶NLWFKHQV·���jino��VJ��FO����¶WRRWK·����meno (= PD���LQR, 
SO��FO����¶WHHWK·���ZKHUH�WKH�QRXQ�FODVV�SUHϧ[�RI�FO����ma- coalesces with the 
vowel -i changing to me-. Indeed, students at a beginner level might not be 
familiar with similar plural forms of class 6 (e.g. PHNR��PHQR), which change 
consistently compared to the corresponding singular forms, following the 
Bantu rules of vowel coalescence. The possibility to search for full plurals is 
thus very convenient for learners at a beginner level who do not have suf-
ϧFLHQW�NQRZOHGJH�RI�JUDPPDU�WR�HQDEOH�WKHP�WR�LGHQWLI\�HDVLO\�VLQJXODU�DQG�

30 Baئski & Wójtowicz 2008: 269-275. Baئski & Wójtowicz 2012: 60-72.
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SOXUDO�IRUPV�ZKLFK�FDUU\�GLϱHUHQW�QRXQ�SUHϧ[HV�DQG�DUH�KLGGHQ�LQ�WKH�HQWULHV�
of the singular form31. 

Another important issue with respect to macrostructure is related to the 
handling of derivation, which in Swahili, like in other Bantu languages, is 
very robust and typically creates dozens of complex lexemes from a single 
root, especially with regard to verbal roots32.

Verbs are described by the type of derivation and references to their base/
root in the case of derivatives, or to derivatives in the case of roots. Through 
a mechanism of cross-entry references, derivatives are inserted as searchable 
VXE�HQWULHV�VKRZLQJ�ERWK�VLGHV�RI�WKH�GHULYDWLRQDO�SURFHVV��GHULYDWLYH�URRW��
URRW�GHULYDWLYH�33. In standard paper dictionaries, only frequently used de-
rivative verbs (e.g. -pendeza� ¶EH�DWWUDFWLYH·���endelea� ¶FRQWLQXH·��RU�WKRVH�H[-
tended forms of the verb which have become lexicalized or fossilized, and 
which meaning is independent from the derivational process, (such as -sima-
ma�¶VWDQG·���NXPEDWLD�¶KXJ·���SDWLNDQD�¶EH�DYDLODEOH·���ZH]HNDQD�¶EH�SRVVLEOH·��
are usually searchable as separate entries and do not require learners to be 
aware of their morphological structure.

The Swahili dictionary for learners provides the possibility to look up all 
verbal derivative forms, i.e. all extended verbs, which have been listed as 
searchable sub-entries linked to the corresponding verbal bases. Thus, learn-
ers can either directly search for extended verb stems (e.g. -fundishana�¶WHDFK�
each other’; -MLEL]DQD�¶DQVZHU�HDFK�RWKHU·��HYHQ�ZLWKRXW�EHLQJ�IDPLOLDU�ZLWK�
the derivational process. Alternatively, they can look for the basic form of 
the verb and consult the corresponding possible derivations. The extended 
mechanism of cross-entry references, which also characterizes other types of 
learner-oriented dictionaries designed for Bantu languages (see T-Lex; isiZu-
lu.net)34, helps “to maintain a system whereby derivatives have the status of 
headwords, while simultaneously the derivational and semantic relationships 
between forms are preserved”35�¬

Swahili diminutive and augmentative forms are generally created by add-
LQJ�QRXQ�FODVV�SUHϧ[HV�RI�FODVV�����DQG�����UHVSHFWLYHO\�WR�WKH�QRPLQDO�VWHP��
for instance: 
PEX]L cl. 3 (goat) Æ NLEX]L cl. 7 (little goat) Æ EX]L cl. 5 (big goat).
Thus, augmentatives and diminutives have also been entered as search-

able derivatives forms linked with the corresponding nominal base, except for 
those forms which have acquired independent meaning in Swahili and thus 

31 Kiango 2005: 264.
32 Wójtowicz 2016: 410.
33 Wójtowicz 2016: 411.
34 TshwaneLex: https://tshwanedje.com/dictionary/swahili/; https://isizulu.net/. 
35 Wójtowicz 2016: 410.
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constitute separate headwords (e.g. m-ji�FO����¶WRZQ·�Æ NL�MLML�FO����¶YLOODJH·��Æ 
ji-ji FO����¶PHWURSROLV·�36.
0RUHRYHU�� WKH� XSGDWHG� 6ZDKLOL�,WDOLDQ� GLFWLRQDU\� �.,8�� LQFOXGHV� GLϱHU-

ent entry variants (orthographic, dialectal/continental, allomorphs), search-
able as cross-reference entries and visualized as part of the headword. Thus, 
entries are searchable not only in the plural form, but also according to the 
GLϱHUHQW�RUWKRJUDSKLF�DQG�SKRQHWLF�YDULDQWV��)RU�LQVWDQFH��ERWK�DOWHUQDWLYH�
forms DVDQWH��DKVDQWH�¶WKDQN�\RX·��KDYH�EHHQ�LQVHUWHG�LQ�WKH�HQWU\��
6LPLODUO\��WKH�VHDUFK�RI�QRXQ�FODVV�SUHϧ[HV�LQFOXGHV�DOO�DOORPRUSKV��WKDW�

LV�WKH�SRVVLEOH�YDULDQWV�RFFXUULQJ�LQ�GLϱHUHQW�SKRQRORJLFDO�FRQWH[WV��VXFK�DV�
cl. 1 m-: mw- and mu- DUH�WZR�GLϱHUHQW�YDULDQWV�ZKLFK�RFFXU�LQ�GLϱHUHQW�

phonological contexts; mw- before vowels except before vowel “u”, where the 
SUHϧ[�mu- does not undergo vowel assimilation -, e.g. muungwana ‘JHQWOHPDQ·�¬

cl. 2 wa-: w- before vowel (e.g. mwalimu, pl. walimu ¶WHDFKHU�V·���
cl. 3 m-: mu- and mw���VLPLODU�VLWXDWLRQ�DV�FODVV���SUHϧ[�
cl. 7 ki-: ch- before vowel;
cl. 8 vi-: Y\��before vowel.

The Swahili noun class system is quite standardised and homogeneous; each 
QRXQ� FODVV� LV� UHSUHVHQWHG� E\� QRXQ� SUHϧ[HV� ZKLFK�PDUN� DOO� HOHPHQWV� RI� D�
Swahili sentence and thus encodes the grammatical information necessary 
for the grammatical agreement. Nevertheless, in some cases, apart from noun 
FODVV�SUHϧ[HV��RWKHU�VHPDQWLF�DQG�JUDPPDWLFDO�VNLOOV��ZKLFK�FDQ�KDUGO\�EH�LQ-
cluded in the entry of standard dictionaries, are required in order to construct 
a correct Swahili sentence.

In order to enrich the learning tools and support beginner learners in the ac-
quisition of Swahili grammatical knowledge, the design of the updated Swahili-
Italian dictionary provides a tool for adding grammatical comments or usage 
notes where appropriate. This option allows us to enhance the quality of in-
formation contained in the entry with the aim of supporting the acquisition of 
grammar skills and expanding the learner’s vocabulary through the addition of:

 – indications on the correct grammatical agreement for more complex 
cases: e.g. the agreement of animate nouns from non-human classes 
(e.g. NLMDQD�¶\RXQJ�PDQ·�FO�����mama��¶PRWKHU·��FO�����waziri�¶PLQLVWHU·�FO��
5); possessive agreement with animate nouns in class 9/10 referring to 
close relationship (e.g. ELEL�\DQJX�¶P\�JUDQGPRWKHU·��SRVVHVVLYH�DJUHH-
ment is in class. 9 and not in class 1 *ELEL�ZDQJX), etc.;

 – notes on the semantic features of a term in order to disambiguate mean-
ings and facilitate the appropriate choice/use of a term in translations 

36 Class 12, including the diminutives in ND���has disappeared in standard Swahili and 
KDV�EHHQ�UHLQWURGXFHG�E\�VRPH�7DQ]DQLDQ�DXWKRUV�IURP�WKH�KLQWHUODQG�XQGHU�WKH�LQϩXHQFH�
of other Bantu languages; in a few cases, also the plural tu- of class 13 was imported.
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and oral/written production37. For this purpose, semantic explanations 
can also be accompanied by a number of labels/tags indicating sta-
tus (formal, informal, slang, derogative, euphemism, vulgar, colloquial 
HWF����UHJLVWHU��OLWHUDU\��IDPLOLDU��SRSXODU��HWF����VHPDQWLF�ϧHOG��ELRORJ\��
zoology; military; music; legal; medicine; religion, etc.), frequency of 
XVH��FRPPRQ��UDUH���ϧJXUDWLYH�RU�H[WHQGHG�PHDQLQJ��

Swahili learners will rely on phonological tools as well, such as audio record-
LQJV��DQG�SRVVLEO\�WKH�WUDQVFULSWLRQV��RI�GLϫFXOW�ZRUGV�WR�SURQRXQFH��6LQFH�
,WDOLDQ�/��6ZDKLOL�OHDUQHUV�GR�QRW�XVXDOO\�IDFH�GLϫFXOWLHV�LQ�6ZDKLOL�SURQXQ-
ciation due to the high degree of similarity with the Italian phonological 
system, pronunciation has not been inserted by default for each entry; nev-
HUWKHOHVV��D�IHZ�WHUPV�FRQWDLQLQJ�GLϫFXOW�VRXQGV��QRW�SUHVHQW�LQ�WKH�,WDOLDQ�
phonological system) are supported by audio recordings with pronunciation 
(e.g. words containing the sound ng’, such as ng’RPEH or the sound j, such 
as MDPER). This learner-oriented feature is also useful when adding hints for 
6ZDKLOL�ZRUGV�ZLWK�GLϱHUHQW�DFFHQWV�DQG�PHDQLQJ��H�J��EDUDEjUD� ¶KLJKZD\·��
EDUjEDUD�¶SHUIHFWO\·��6LQFH�LQ�6ZDKLOL�DFFHQW�UHJXODUO\�IDOOV�RQ�WKH�SHQXOWLPDWH�
V\OODEOH��WKH�GLFWLRQDU\�RϱHUV�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�LQVHUWLQJ�DQ�DXGLR�VXSSRUW�IRU�
those exceptional cases where an accent falling on the third last syllable of a 
ZRUG�LV�GLVWLQFWLYH�LQ�WKDW�LW�SURGXFHV�GLϱHUHQFH�LQ�PHDQLQJ�

Furthermore, the dictionary provides another useful learner-oriented tool 
through a function which allows cultural terminology to be supported by im-
DJHV�SLFWXUHV�� WRJHWKHU�ZLWK� D� GHVFULSWLRQ�GHϧQLWLRQ�ZKLFK� VXEVWLWXWHV� WKH�
gloss/translation.

The possibility of adding images and descriptions to an entry is particu-
ODUO\�KHOSIXO�LQ�RUGHU�WR�FODULI\�VSHFLϧF�WHUPV��ZKLFK�FDQQRW�EH�HDVLO\�WUDQV-
lated into Italian or for which the Italian gloss is not exhaustive enough to ex-
plain a cultural concept (e.g. ugali��´W\SLFDO�6ZDKLOL�IRRG�VLPLODU�WR�¶SROHQWD·µ��
NDQJD38: “coloured women’s textile”). This additional information is generally 
avoided in printed dictionaries and cannot be included due to printing size 
restrictions.

37 A cross-reference system is also exploited to link synonymous entries, such as 
NLQ\ZD - mdomo�¶PRXWK·��

38 “The kanga is a widely spread printed cloth, mainly used by women as a dress. The 
FORWK�PHDVXUHV�FD������FP�LQ�KHLJKW�DQG�����LQ�OHQJWK��,W�LV�GHϧQHG�E\�D�ERUGHU��pindo), a 
FHQWUDO�ϧHOG��mji) and usually contains on the lower third a printed proverbial inscription 
�MLQD���We know that it was “invented” around the 1880s in Zanzibar and imported from 
Europe in this form, i.e. already imprinted with patterns and inscription. It played an 
important role in the emancipation of slaves and their integration into the Muslim Swahili 
community of the East African coast. […] the kanga allows for the communication of the 
unspeakable, whereby the interactants cannot be held responsible for their interaction.” 
Beck, 2001: 157, 166.
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ABSTRACT

7KLV� FRQWULEXWLRQ� LV� PHDQW� WR� JLYH� DQ� LQVLJKW� LQWR� WKH� WRSLF� RI� /�� DFTXLVLWLRQ�
DQG� WHDFKLQJ� LQ� WKH�FDVH�RI� ORZ�OLWHUDWH�DGXOW� OHDUQHUV��7R� WKH�DLP�� WZR�DSSOLHG�
UHVHDUFKHV�ZLOO�EH�SUHVHQWHG��ERWK�IRFXVLQJ�RQ�/��,WDOLDQ��RQH�LQYHVWLJDWHV�WKH�RUDO�
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1. INTRODUCTION

According to UNESCO most recent data (2017), worldwide there are still 
about 750 million people aged over 15 (women in 63% of cases) who didn’t 
DFTXLUH�UHDGLQJ�DQG�ZULWLQJ�DELOLWLHV�LQ�WKHLU�ϧUVW�ODQJXDJH�RU�DQ\�DGGLWLRQDO�
ODQJXDJH��'HVSLWH�WKH�JUHDW�HϱRUW�PDGH�E\�WKH�81(6&2�,QVWLWXWH�RI�6WDWLVWLFV�
to obtain global data, the computation of this number is complicated by the 
absence of international standard tools to elicit data and to assess literacy lev-
HOV�DQG�E\�WKH�DPELJXLW\�RI�WKH�GHϧQLWLRQ�RI��LO�OLWHUDF\�LWVHOI��1LWWL�������1.

The lowest adult literacy rates (below 50% of the population) are ob-
served in several countries of Southern Asia (49%) and sub-Saharan Africa 
(27%): Afghanistan, Benin, Burkina Faso, Central African Republic, Chad, 
Côte d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Gambia, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Mali, Senegal, Sierra 
Leone etc. The highest rates (around 100%) are reported in the other regions 
of Asia, Europe and Northern America (UNESCO, 2017).
'DWD� IURP� WKH� ODVW� FHQVXV� LQ� ,WDO\� �,VWDW�� ������ FRQϧUP� WKDW� LOOLWHUDWHV�

represent 0.6% of the population (339.585 individuals), while 4% (about 2 
million) is composed of literates without history of formal education and 16% 
(almost 9 million) is represented by people who only attended primary school. 
In order to obtain an overall picture of the illiteracy phenomenon in Italy, 
these data should be accompanied by those regarding non-native, migrant 
population, coming also from the most “illiterate countries”, especially in 
UHFHQW�\HDUV��8QIRUWXQDWHO\��RϫFLDO�GDWD�RQ�OHYHOV�RI�OLWHUDF\��HGXFDWLRQ�DQG�
languages of migrants in Italy are still lacking (D’Agostino, 2017; Mocciaro, 
2019) and some information can be only derived from reports of the SPRAR 
(System of Protection for Asylum Seekers and Refugees). In 2018, 12% of 
41.113 guests of reception centres in Italy are described as illiterates, 63% 
as having a brief educational history (corresponding to Italian primary and 
lower secondary schools), while 19% attended high school (or equivalent) 
and only 6% university (Cittalia, Fondazione Anci, Ministero dell’Interno, 
2019). In 2019, 15% of 21.108 migrants learning Italian language in the 
SPRAR centres were taking pre-literacy classes while 38.5% were attending a 
basic course (Cittalia, Fondazione Anci, Ministero dell’Interno, 2020).

Despite the presence of low-literate and illiterate learners is not a new 
phenomenon for teachers in L2 Italian classes (Minuz, 2005), it has gained 
importance with the recent migrations towards Italy and other European 
FRXQWULHV��3HRSOH�IURP�UXUDO�DUHDV�RI�WKH�ZRUOG��RIWHQ�DϱHFWHG�E\�YLROHQW�FRQ-

1 ,Q�WKLV�FRQWULEXWLRQ�WKH�81(6&2�GHϧQLWLRQ�RI��IXQFWLRQDO��OLWHUDF\�ZLOO�EH�DGRSWHG��
«A person is functionally literate who can engage in all those activities in which literacy 
LV� UHTXLUHG� IRU� HϱHFWLYH� IXQFWLRQLQJ� RI� KLV� �RU� KHU�� JURXS� DQG� FRPPXQLW\� DQG� DOVR� IRU�
enabling him (or her) to continue to use reading, writing and calculation for his (or her) 
own and the community’s development» (UNESCO, 2005, p. 22).
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ϩLFWV��DUH�HQWHULQJ�VRFLHWLHV�LQ�ZKLFK�HYHU\�NLQG�RI�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�LV�EDVHG�
on the written medium and they are therefore experiencing a semiotic shock 
(Adami, 2009). For those, learning to read and write in the second language 
is an arduous task but it’s obviously essential to be able to interact with the 
literate community and to conduct an autonomous life. 

Literacy acquisition and literacy teaching in a second language have re-
cently become subjects of interest in the academic European context, as dem-
onstrated by the introduction of the Pre-A1 Level descriptors in the &RPSDQLRQ�
9ROXPH�RI�WKH�&RPPRQ�(XURSHDQ�)UDPHZRUN�RI�5HIHUHQFH�IRU�/DQJXDJHV (Council 
of Europe, 2020), as well as in Italy (Borri et al., 2014)2.

2. ILLITERATE OR LOW-LITERATE ADULT LEARNERS OF A SECOND 
LANGUAGE

L2 literacy classes for adults are usually very heterogeneous in terms of learn-
HUV·� SURϧOHV�� ZLWK� D� JUHDW� DPRXQW� RI� YDULDEOHV� RI� GLϱHUHQW� QDWXUH�� 0LQX]�
(2005) and Borri et al. (2014) proposed the following distinction in:

 – SUH�OLWHUDWH��OHDUQHUV�ZKRVH�ϧUVW�ODQJXDJH�GRHVQ·W�KDYH�D�ZULWWHQ�FRGLϧFD-
tion or it is not used as language of education in their country of origin;

 – illiterate: learners who didn’t develop reading and writing skills in any 
language;

 – low-literate (or semi-literate): learners who have a brief history of for-
PDO�HGXFDWLRQ��XVXDOO\�OHVV�WKDQ�ϧYH�\HDUV���7KH\�DUH�WHFKQLFDOO\�DEOH�WR�
read and write in at least one language but they can’t use literacy skills 
in daily communicative situations (they are not functionally literate).

Other linguistic variables that must be taken into account in an educational 
context are the kind of writing system of the learners’ mother tongue (Latin, 
non-Latin, alphabetic, logographic) and the typological distance between L1 
and L2, which can both have an impact on the perception of familiarity with 
the new language and particularly with the new written code to be learned. 
As we will observe in the following paragraph, also the didactic approach to 
which learners have been exposed in the few years of schooling could give 
important information to L2 literacy teachers. 

Moreover there could be a high variability also in terms of oral abilities 
already acquired in the second language (null, initial, basic or intermediate).

Finally, personal variables (such as age, motivation, presence of disabili-
ties or experience of trauma) and contextual factors in the country of arrival 

2 Previous researches mainly focused on L2 English and Dutch have been carried out 
especially by members of the international association LESLLA (Literacy Education and 
Second Language Learning for Adults) founded in 2005. 
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(nature and frequency of contacts with the L2, domains of use of the second 
ODQJXDJH��FDQ�REYLRXVO\�LQϩXHQFH�WKH�/��DFTXLVLWLRQ�SURFHVV��

Pre-literate, illiterate and low-literate learners of a second language are 
XVXDOO\�GHVFULEHG�LQ�OLWHUDWXUH�DV�FRPSOH[�DQG�GLϫFXOW�OHDUQHUV��6RPH�RI�WKHLU�
features are: 

 – the slowness in the process of second language acquisition, with fre-
quent failures in achieving high levels of L2 competence and obtaining 
RϫFLDO�ODQJXDJH�FHUWLϧFDWLRQV��VR�LPSRUWDQW�IRU�WKHP�LQ�RUGHU�WR�UHJX-
larize their situation in the host country (Kurvers & Stockmann, 2009);

 – WKH�ODFN�RI�PHWDOLQJXLVWLF�VNLOOV�ERWK�LQ�/��DQG�/��DQG�WKH�GLϫFXOW\�LQ�
focusing on linguistic forms instead of on their meanings (see, among 
the others, the studies on grammatical judgment by Van de Craats, 
Kurvers & Young-Scholten, 2006);

 – the scarcity of abstraction ability, due to a concrete, pragmatic way of 
thinking, closely connected to objects and experiences that can be direct-
ly observed (on this topic, see the study on syllogism by Kurvers, 2002);

 – the frequent lack of logical and numeracy skills;
 – peculiar educational needs, also regarding the developing of motor and 

spatial orientation skills and, of course, of competencies related to for-
mal classroom expectations and to studying techniques and learning 
strategies (Ardila, Roselli & Rosas, 1989; Minuz, 2005);

 – an uncertain motivation to second language learning, both instrumental 
and integrative, that in some cases can be easily undermined by a sense 
of frustration and insecurity due to a previous unsuccessful history of 
formal education.

According to the European guidelines (Council of Europe, 2017) L2 teaching 
DSSURDFK�LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�WKLV�VSHFLϧF�WDUJHW�PXVW�QHFHVVDULO\�EH�OHDUQHU�FHQ-
tred3. Taking into account the characteristics and the communicative needs of 
learners, L2 literacy teachers must propose educational paths strongly linked 
to the concreteness of learners’ lives outside the classroom context (Peyton, 
Moore, Young 2010; Brichese, 2018). Adults must be made aware of the ob-
jectives of the language acquisition process, in which learning to read and 
ZULWH� LQ� WKH�/��PHDQV�DOVR�WR�GHYHORS� OLQJXLVWLF�DXWRQRP\��VHOI�FRQϧGHQFH�
and self-esteem. Valorising learners’ past experiences and (also poor) linguis-
tic abilities previously developed in formal or informal contexts of education 
and in any language become therefore necessary and essential. 

In this respect, two studies conducted at the University of Naples 
“L’Orientale” and focusing on L2 Italian low-literate learners will be present-
ed and discussed in the following paragraphs. 

3 For a recent an in-depth look at the topic of L2 Italian literacy teaching, see Caon & 
Brichese, 2019.
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3. UNVEILING ORAL SKILLS: THE CASE OF SENEGALESE LEARNERS 
OF L2 ITALIAN

7KH�ϧUVW�LV�D�VWXG\�FRQGXFWHG�E\�0DϫD�	�'H�0HR��������DLPLQJ�DW�LQYHVWL-
gating the oral skills of low-literate Senegalese learners of L2 Italian. 

Senegalese immigrants in Italy represent a small community: in 2020 they 
were 106.198 (2.1% of all foreign population – Istat, 2020), mostly resident 
in Northern regions of the country and represented by adult and not married 
men. Nevertheless, they have always been and still are a very visible minor-
ity group, especially for their common occupation as local street vendors and 
for their strong ability to create community based support structures and link 
with other ethnic groups (de Filippo, 2003).

Senegalese usually present a rich sociolinguistic repertoire, as it is often 
observed in people from countries with a history of colonization. In Senegal, 
French, in the two varieties of Standard and Non-standard, is the linguistic 
legacy of the colonial period, with the former usually associated with high 
education and prestige, the latter usually spoken in market places and other 
LQIRUPDO�VLWXDWLRQV��1JRP���������)UHQFK�LV�XQWLO�WRGD\�WKH�RϫFLDO�ODQJXDJH�
of the country although it is spoken only by 10% of the population. The most 
ZLGHO\�VSRNHQ�ODQJXDJH�LV�:RORI�LQVWHDG��ZKLFK�LV�WKH�ϧUVW�RI�VHYHUDO�QDWLRQDO�
languages (Pulaar, Mandinka, Noon, Serer, Soninke, Arabic etc.). All these 
languages present a high vitality in oral communication but they have re-
ceived a standardised Latin orthography only after the independence, in the 
early Seventies. Moreover, they are nowadays in the process to be introduced 
LQ�WKH�6HQHJDOHVH�HGXFDWLRQ�V\VWHP��EXW�H[FOXVLYHO\�LQ�WKH�ϧUVW�\HDUV�RI�SUL-
mary school (Universalia, 2019). As a consequence, in Senegal literacy skills 
are developed in a second language, French or Arabic, depending on the kind 
of school attended. While French schools propose a “European” didactic ap-
proach, that gives priority to the acquisition of literacy abilities and to the de-
velopment of metalinguistic awareness, the educational approach adopted in 
Qur’anic schools (daaras) is mainly based on oral learning and memorization, 
that conversely gives priority to oral skills (speaking and listening), trained 
WKURXJK�WKH�UHFLWLQJ�RI�4XU·DQ��*DQGROϧ��������

3.1 PARTICIPANTS AND METHODS

,Q�RUGHU�WR�HYDOXDWH� LI�DQG�KRZ�WKHVH�GLϱHUHQW�HGXFDWLRQDO�FRQWH[WV� LQ�WKH�
FRXQWU\�RI�RULJLQ�FRXOG�LQϩXHQFH�WKH�DFTXLVLWLRQ�RI�/��,WDOLDQ�RUDO�VNLOOV�����
subjects were involved in the study: 10 learners who attended French school 
in Senegal and 10 learners who attended Qur’anic school (average of 7 years 
school attendance for all). They were all male, aged between 20 and 40, liv-
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ing in Italy for a period ranging from 1 to 7 years and they all indicated Wolof 
as their mother tongue. At the moment of the research they were all attending 
/��,WDOLDQ�FODVVHV�RϱHUHG�E\�D�YROXQWDU\�DVVRFLDWLRQ�LQ�1DSOHV��7KHLU�OLWHUDF\�
levels in French and Italian languages were assessed through standardised 
tests and resulted very poor. A test for Arabic was not administered because 
they all declared they were unable to read and write Arabic or to use it in real 
communicative situations. 

An elicited imitation task was constructed and administered to all the 
participants: they were asked to listen once to 18 Italian utterances and to 
imitate them immediately after, as accurately as possible, regardless of the ef-
fective understanding of their meaning. The model utterances presented dif-
ferent degrees of complexity in terms of morpho-syntactic structures, length, 
lexical frequency and prosodic contours (assertion, questions and orders).
7KH�HQWLUH�FRUSXV�RI�LPLWDWLRQV�ZDV�REMHFW�RI�WZR�GLϱHUHQW�NLQGV�RI�DQDO\VLV�
 – an error analysis, conducted by a group of 10 experienced teachers of 

L2 Italian without any competence in phonetics, aimed at evaluating L2 
utterances in terms of accuracy and kinds of errors;

 – D�VSHFWURDFRXVWLF�DQDO\VLV��FRQGXFWHG�E\�D�SKRQHWLFLDQ�WKURXJK�VSHFLϧF�
software, aimed at observing rhythmical and prosodic characteristics 
of Senegalese learners’ imitations, in comparison to the utterances pro-
duced by the Italian models.

3.2 RESULTS

The results of the error analysis showed a higher level of accuracy in the imi-
tations produced by French school learners, when compared to the Qur’anic 
VFKRRO�OHDUQHUV·�SURGXFWLRQV��7KLV�GLϱHUHQFH�LQ�WKH�SHUIRUPDQFH�RI�WKH�WZR�
groups of subjects, somehow expected, was probably due to superior (even 
if very basic) analytic skills developed by learners in the context of French 
school education. Both in the case of simple and complex model utterances, 
French school learners were able to produce a higher number of complete and 
correct imitations, with lower percentages of errors, particularly in the case 
of segmental pronunciation and lexicon.

However, the spectroacoustic analysis revealed a “hidden” skill in the 
group of learners who attended in Senegal the Qur’anic school. Compared to 
the other learners, they were found to better imitate the intonational contour 
of simple and short model utterances, especially in the case of assertions and 
questions. Moreover, even when they were not able to correctly or entirely 
reproduce long and complex Italian utterances, they did not interrupt the 
imitations but instead they used a peculiar strategy in order to preserve the 
UK\WKPLFDO�VWUXFWXUH�RI�WKH�RULJLQDO�XWWHUDQFH��WKH\�FRUUHFWO\�LPLWDWHG�WKH�ϧUVW�
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and the last syllables of the model utterances, while in the central portion 
they produced a meaningless sequence of hypo-articulated syllables, called 
´PXPEOLQJµ��DV�LQ�WKH�WZR�H[DPSOHV�UHSRUWHG�EHORZ��0DϫD��3HWWRULQR�	�'H�
Meo, 2015).

Model utterance: )RVVL�LQ�WH��QRQ�DYUHL�OD�SUHVXQ]LRQH�GL�HVVHUH�LPSHFFDELOH�
Imitation (speaker 15): )RVVL�LQ�WH�[[[�[[[[[[[[[[[[�FDELOH

Model utterance: Perché usi ancora il cucchiaio di plastica?
Imitation (speaker 18): 3HUFKp�XVDUH�[[[�GL�SODVWLFD"

This study unveiled oral skills in a group of Senegalese learners of L2 Italian, 
VSHFLϧFDOO\� OLQNHG� WR� WKH�SURVRGLF�FRPSHWHQFH�GHYHORSHG� LQ� WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�
Qur’anic school education that can be normally “invisible” to teachers. A pi-
ORW�VWXG\�RQ�/��,WDOLDQ�WHDFKLQJ�WR�WKLV�VSHFLϧF�WDUJHW�RI�OHDUQHUV�GHPRQVWUDW-
ed that taking into account their peculiarities, grounding on them the entire 
HGXFDWLRQDO�SDWK��FDQ�KDYH�D�SRVLWLYH�HϱHFW�RQ�ODQJXDJH�OHDUQLQJ�PRWLYDWLRQ�
DQG�LPSURYH�/��OLWHUDF\�DFTXLVLWLRQ�SURFHVV��0DϫD�	�'H�0HR���������

4. UNVEILING WRITING SKILLS: FUNCTIONAL ADEQUACY IN L2 
ITALIAN TEXTS OF VULNERABLE LEARNERS

In this paragraph the results of another study focusing this time on the writ-
ing skills development of low-literate refugees and asylum seekers learners 
RI� /�� ,WDOLDQ�DUH� UHSRUWHG� �'H�0HR��0DϫD�	�9LWDOH�� �������7KH� ORZ� OHYHO�
RI�OLWHUDF\�LQ�WKH�ϧUVW�ODQJXDJH�DQG��RIWHQ��D�EULHI�DQG�XQFHUWDLQ�KLVWRU\�RI�
formal education in the country of origin are only two of the several aspects 
WKDW�FRQWULEXWH�WR�WKH�GHϧQLWLRQ�RI�YXOQHUDELOLW\�RI�WKLV�JURXS�RI�/��OHDUQHUV��
Personal features such as experience of trauma, anxiety, depression, lack of 
concentration, fragility, perception of invisibility and isolation can charac-
terize refugees and asylum seekers, and have, of course, a negative impact 
RQ�WKH�PRWLYDWLRQ�WR�/��OHDUQLQJ��%LJHORZ�	�6FKZDU]�������¬635$5�������
Gordon 2011; Galos et al., 2017; Nitti, 2018).

The research originated from the observation of frequent failures in pass-
LQJ�WKH�ZULWWHQ�WDVN�RI�/��,WDOLDQ�&HUWLϧFDWLRQ�([DPV�LQ�FODVVHV�IRU�UHIXJHHV�
and asylum seekers at the CLAOR, the Linguistic Centre of the University of 
1DSOHV�´/·2ULHQWDOHµ��7KH�VWXG\�KDG��WKHUHIRUH��D�WZRIROG�REMHFWLYH��ϧUVWO\�LW�
intended to monitor the development of writing skills in low-literate vulner-
able learners of L2 Italian in the context of formal education; moreover and 
VHFRQGO\�LW�PHDQW�WR�WHVW�WKH�HϱHFWLYHQHVV�RI�GLϱHUHQW�DVVHVVPHQW�PHWKRGV�RI�
/��,WDOLDQ�ZULWLQJ�VNLOOV�IRU�WKLV�VSHFLϧF�WDUJHW�
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4.1 THE CORPUS AND THE TWO SCALES

In order to reach these goals, 50 refugees and asylum seekers were involved 
LQ� WKH� UHVHDUFK� �RQO\� �� ZRPHQ��� FRPLQJ� IURP� ��� GLϱHUHQW� FRXQWULHV� RI�
1RUWKHUQ�DQG� VXE�6DKDUDQ�$IULFD�DQG�6RXWKHUQ�$VLD�DQG�ZLWK����GLϱHUHQW�
mother tongues (Arabic, Bambara, Bangla, Bissa, Mandinka, Urdu, Wolof, 
Yoruba etc.). A group of low-literate learners (0-8 years of schooling in the 
home country) was distinguished from a literate group (9-18 years), in order 
to understand if the variable level of literacy could have an impact on the 
GHYHORSPHQW�RI�ZULWLQJ�VNLOOV�DQG�RQ�WKH�HϱHFWLYHQHVV�RI�GLϱHUHQW�DVVHVVPHQW�
methods.

At the moment of the research, all the involved learners were hosted in 
an Extraordinary Reception Centre and in SPRAR centres in Naples and they 
were all attending L2 Italian basic classes. Their writing skills were monitored 
in a period of six months through the regular administration of written tasks. 
A corpus of 450 written productions, composed by narrations, descriptions 
and written interactions, was collected and all the texts were evaluated by 
H[SHUWV�XVLQJ�WZR�GLϱHUHQW�UDWLQJ�VFDOHV�

 – a traditional scale, focused mainly on formal accuracy and in which the 
DQDO\WLFDO�FULWHULD�XVHG�LQ�/��,WDOLDQ�&HUWLϧFDWLRQV�ZHUH�FRQVLGHUHG�DQG�
rated (language use, morpho-syntactic correctness, vocabulary, spelling 
and punctuation);

 – a functional adequacy scale, assessing the ability of the writer to suc-
cessfully transfer information and the socio-pragmatic appropriateness 
of his/her production. This scale is composed of four global dimensions 
- content, task requirements, comprehensibility, coherence and cohe-
sion (Kuiken & Vedder, 2017; Vedder, 2016).

4.2 RESULTS

7KH�ϧUVW�UHVXOW�RI�WKH�VWXG\�ZDV�D�FRQϧUPDWLRQ�WKDW�ZULWLQJ�VNLOOV�GHYHORS-
ment of low-literate refugees and asylum seekers learners of L2 Italian is a 
ORQJ� DQG� VORZ�SURFHVV��1HYHUWKHOHVV�� D� VSHFLϧF� IRFXV� RQ�/��ZULWLQJ� LQ� WKH�
classroom context was found to be very helpful to improve quality and ap-
propriateness of written productions in the second language. 

Furthermore, through the application of the functional adequacy scale, 
higher and more stable scores were obtained, even at the very beginning of 
the observation and especially in the assessment of low-literates’ productions 
and in the case of narrations and written interactions. While with the tradi-
tional scale the low scores given by raters in particular to the parameter of 
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morpho-syntactic correctness resulted in very negative evaluations, the func-
WLRQDO�DGHTXDF\�VFDOH�DSSHDUHG�WR�EH�D�UHOLDEOH�DQG�HϫFLHQW�WRRO�IRU�YDORULV-
ing also poor writing skills, instead of underlying the limits of low-literates’ 
productions. 

Such results led to suppose that an assessment method focused on so-
cio-pragmatic appropriateness of a written (but also oral) production, inde-
pendently from the formal accuracy of grammatical structures, could be ef-
IHFWLYHO\�XVHG�LQ�FODVVURRP�FRQWH[W�EXW�DERYH�DOO�LQ�/��,WDOLDQ�&HUWLϧFDWLRQ�
Exams for low-literate vulnerable learners, at least for A1 and A2 levels. This 
FRXOG�DYRLG�IXUWKHU�HGXFDWLRQDO�IDLOXUHV�WKDW��LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�WKLV�VSHFLϧF�WDU-
JHW��ULVN�WR�KDYH�D�GLVDVWURXV�HϱHFW�RQ�VHFRQG�ODQJXDJH�OHDUQLQJ�PRWLYDWLRQ��

5. CONCLUSIONS

,Q� WKLV� FRQWULEXWLRQ� WZR�GLϱHUHQW� VWXGLHV�KDYH�EHHQ�SUHVHQWHG�� WKH� IRUPHU�
focusing on the oral skills in the L2 Italian of Senegalese learners; the latter 
on the assessment method used to evaluate written texts produced by a het-
erogeneous group of refugees and asylum seekers attending Italian language 
FODVVHV�RϱHUHG�E\�UHFHSWLRQ�FHQWUHV�LQ�1DSOHV�
'HVSLWH� EHLQJ� YHU\� GLϱHUHQW� LQ� WHUPV� RI� REMHFWLYHV��PHWKRGRORJLHV� DQG�

linguistic materials analysed, the two studies have at least three aspects in 
common. 
7KH�ϧUVW�RQH�UHJDUGV�WKH�SDUWLFLSDQWV�LQYROYHG��DGXOW�ORZ�OLWHUDWH�OHDUQHUV�

of a second language, a target that has been neglected for a long time, draw-
ing only recently the attention of academic community in Europe and also in 
,WDO\��GXH�WR�WKH�JHQHUDO�JURZWK�RI�WKH�PLJUDQW�SRSXODWLRQ�DQG�WR�WKH�LQϩX[�
of refugees and asylum seekers also from countries with low literacy rates. 

The second aspect is that both studies represent attempts to change per-
spective when describing low-literate learners’ abilities: instead of pointing 
out to what they lack, these researches try to unveil and valorise what they 
can actually do with language, their “hidden” and maybe unexpected oral 
and writing skills.

Furthermore, what the two studies are also sharing is that they are deeply 
rooted in the L2 classroom experience and have important implications for 
teaching, constituting metaphorical bridges between the university and the 
GLϱHUHQW�FRQWH[WV�LQ�ZKLFK�/��,WDOLDQ�FRXUVHV�DUH�RIWHQ�SURYLGHG��VXFK�DV�UH-
ception centres or voluntary associations. 
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