Reimagining Indian Education: NEP 2020 and Pedagogical Shifts — NEP 2020
ISBN — 978-81-986263-8-7 | https://rchubpublisher.com/nep/

Mother Tongue as Medium of Instruction: Potential and Pitfalls

'Jaspreet Kaur, *Dr. Bikramjit Kaur Malhotra
"Research Scholar 2Associate Prof.,
School of Education, RIMT University Mandi Gobindgarh

Jaspreet.timsi@gmail.com
Abstract

The utilization of the native language as a medium for instruction in educational settings
has attracted considerable attention in recent decades, particularly within multilingual and
developing societies. Studies indicate that children learn more effectively when educated in a
language they comprehend, which fosters cognitive development, enhances participation, and
leads to improved academic results. Furthermore, instruction in the mother tongue strengthens
cultural identity and encourages social inclusion. Nevertheless, the implementation of this
approach faces obstacles, such as a shortage of qualified teachers, insufficient teaching
resources, and opposition from parents and policymakers who favor global languages like
English for socioeconomic advancement. This paper explores both the advantages and
disadvantages of mother tongue instruction through theoretical analysis, case studies, and a
review of educational policies. It concludes that a thoughtfully designed multilingual education
system, incorporating sustained mother tongue instruction in the early years and a gradual
transition to official or global languages, can provide substantial educational benefits while

addressing practical challenges.
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Introduction

Language serves as the cornerstone of all learning. It functions not only as a means of
communication but also influences how individuals perceive, comprehend, and engage with their
surroundings. In educational settings, the selection of language as the medium of instruction

(Mol) is vital for a child's academic achievement and socio-emotional growth. The promotion of
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the mother tongue—the first language a child acquires at home—has been strongly supported by
linguists, educators, and international bodies such as UNESCO for early childhood and primary
education.

In numerous multilingual nations, particularly in Asia and Africa, the language utilized in
educational institutions frequently contrasts with the language spoken at home. This disparity
between home and school languages presents considerable obstacles to learning, especially for
children from underprivileged or rural backgrounds. Studies indicate that children learn most
effectively when instructed in a language they comprehend, particularly during the foundational
years of their education. Employing the mother tongue can enhance understanding, critical
thinking, engagement, and retention rates.

Nevertheless, despite the acknowledged advantages, the execution of mother tongue instruction
encounters various challenges. These challenges encompass logistical issues in multilingual
classrooms, a shortage of qualified teachers, inadequate educational resources in local languages,
and societal pressures that favor global or official languages such as English or Hindi. Often,
parents and policymakers worry that mother tongue education might restrict a child's future
academic or career prospects.

This paper intends to investigate the dual aspects of employing the mother tongue as the medium
of instruction—its possible advantages and its practical constraints. By examining current
research, theoretical frameworks, and case studies from different countries, the study aims to
deliver a comprehensive understanding of the topic and propose recommendations for effective

language-in-education policies.

Objective of the study

* To investigate the educational advantages of utilizing the mother tongue as the medium of
instruction, especially in early childhood and primary education.

* To determine the cognitive, social, and cultural effects of mother tongue-based instruction on
students.

* To examine the obstacles and limitations encountered in the implementation of mother tongue
instruction within multilingual and diverse classrooms.

* To evaluate national and international case studies where mother tongue instruction has been

applied, and assess their results.
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* To analyze the implications of language policy decisions on educational equity and access,

particularly for marginalized communities.

* To suggest practical recommendations for educators, policymakers, and stakeholders to adopt

effective and inclusive language-in-education strategies.

Potential of Mother Tongue Instruction

The incorporation of the mother tongue as a medium of instruction in early education has
garnered substantial support from educational research and international policy frameworks.
When learners are educated in a language they comprehend best, it results in numerous
cognitive, academic, social, and emotional advantages. The following are critical areas where

mother tongue instruction demonstrates considerable potential:

> Enhanced Cognitive Development

Children grasp concepts more effectively when they are conveyed in a familiar language.
Mother tongue instruction enables learners to concentrate on comprehending the content
rather than grappling with language decoding. According to Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory,
language is essential to the evolution of thought processes, and utilizing a child’s first

language fosters more robust cognitive development.

> Improved Literacy and Academic Performance

Students who commence their education in their mother tongue develop reading and writing
abilities more swiftly. Research indicates that early literacy in the first language establishes a
solid foundation for learning second languages subsequently. Mother tongue instruction has
been associated with enhanced performance in subjects such as mathematics, science, and

social studies during the initial grades.

> Increased Classroom Participation and Confidence
When learners comprehend the language of instruction, they are more inclined to pose
questions, engage in discussions, and articulate their thoughts. This cultivates a more
dynamic and interactive classroom atmosphere, enhancing students' self-assurance and

motivation to learn.
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> Cultural Preservation and Identity Formation

Employing the mother tongue in educational settings validates students' cultural identities
and fosters appreciation for their heritage. It aids in the preservation of indigenous languages
and traditions, which are frequently endangered in a globalized environment dominated by a

limited number of major languages.

> Social Equity and Inclusion
Mother tongue education plays a crucial role in connecting home and school, particularly for
children hailing from rural, tribal, or marginalized backgrounds. It facilitates equitable access
to education for every learner, irrespective of their language background, and contributes to

lowering dropout rates.

> Enhanced Parental and Community Engagement
When the language of instruction aligns with the home language, parents are more inclined
to support their children’s educational journey, help with assignments, and engage in school
events. This fosters a stronger partnership between the school and home, thereby improving

the overall learning atmosphere.

Pitfalls and Challenges

While the advantages of mother tongue instruction are widely acknowledged, its execution
presents various practical, social, and political obstacles. In multilingual and socio-economically
varied environments, ensuring effective mother tongue instruction can be intricate. The

following outlines the primary pitfalls and challenges:

> Multilingual Classrooms and Language Diversity
In numerous nations, particularly in South Asia and Africa, classrooms frequently consist of
children who communicate in different mother tongues. Selecting a single language as the
medium of instruction may alienate other linguistic communities, resulting in feelings of
exclusion. Furthermore, providing instruction in multiple languages within the same school

or region is challenging without adequate resources and planning.

145



Reimagining Indian Education: NEP 2020 and Pedagogical Shifts — NEP 2020
ISBN — 978-81-986263-8-7 | https://rchubpublisher.com/nep/

> Shortage of Trained Teachers
A significant challenge is the scarcity of qualified educators who are proficient in the local or
indigenous languages. Teacher training programs often fail to equip educators to teach in
mother tongues, particularly in rural or tribal regions. This limitation hampers the effective

delivery of content and the overall quality of education.

> Inadequate Learning Materials
There is frequently a critical lack of textbooks, storybooks, digital resources, and other
instructional materials in many mother tongues. Creating curriculum-aligned resources in
each language necessitates time, funding, and linguistic expertise, which many educational

systems do not possess.

> Transition to Dominant Languages
Students who are educated in their mother tongue may find it challenging to transition to
official or global languages (such as English or Hindi) that are utilized in higher education
and the workforce. In the absence of a robust second-language acquisition strategy, learners
may encounter difficulties in the later stages of their education, potentially impacting their

career opportunities.

> Parental and Societal Attitudes

Many parents hold the belief that education in global languages provides enhanced economic
prospects. Consequently, they frequently oppose mother tongue instruction and favor English
medium schools, even when children do not completely grasp the language. This societal

pressure can obstruct the implementation of policies.

> Policy Gaps and Inconsistent Implementation
While numerous governments endorse mother tongue education in principle, the execution of
these policies is often inadequate. A lack of political commitment, inconsistent financial
support, and fragile institutional frameworks contribute to the disparity between policy and
practice. In certain areas, mother tongue instruction is only offered during the initial grades,

followed by a sudden shift to another language, which can lead to confusion among learners.
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> Risk of Linguistic Isolation

An excessive focus on mother tongue instruction, without sufficient exposure to national or
international languages, may lead to learners experiencing linguistic and professional
isolation. This is particularly alarming in a globalized world where multilingual proficiency

is an essential skill.

Case Studies

Case studies from different nations provide significant insights into the effective application of
mother tongue instruction. These instances illustrate the variety of educational policies and the

tangible results of language-in-education strategies.

India: National Education Policy 2020 (NEP 2020)
India boasts over 22 scheduled languages along with numerous dialects. The National Education
Policy (NEP) 2020 strongly advocates for the use of the mother tongue or regional language as

the medium of instruction wherever feasible, at least until Grade 5, and ideally until Grade 8.

Outcomes:
> States such as Karnataka and Odisha have launched pilot initiatives that promote mother
tongue instruction.
> Positive outcomes have been observed in terms of heightened engagement and
comprehension at the early primary levels.

Challenges:

> Multilingual classrooms complicate the selection of a single common mother
tongue.

> Parental preference for English-medium education poses a significant obstacle.

> There is a shortage of textbooks and teacher training in regional languages.

The Philippines: Mother Tongue-Based Multilingual Education (MTB-MLE) Policy (2012)

In 2012, the Philippines enacted the MTB-MLE policy, which requires instruction in 19 local
languages from Kindergarten through Grade 3, after which English and Filipino are gradually
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introduced.

Outcomes:
> There has been an improvement in reading comprehension and foundational learning in
the early grades.

> Cultural identity has been enhanced, along with increased student participation in rural

communities.

Challenges:
> Teachers initially faced difficulties with instructional techniques in local languages.

> There were inconsistencies in the development and delivery of materials across different

regions.

Ethiopia: Long-Term Use of Local Languages
Ethiopia stands out as one of the few African nations that employs regional languages (such as
Afaan Oromo, Tigrinya, and Amharic) as the medium of instruction (Mol) throughout primary

education and, in certain instances, secondary education.

Outcomes:

> Students exhibit superior performance in literacy and numeracy when compared to their

counterparts who receive instruction in a non-mother tongue.

> There are higher retention rates and lower dropout rates observed in the early grades.

Challenges:
> There are limited pathways for transitioning into tertiary education, which predominantly
utilizes English.

> Political tensions surrounding language and identity further complicate the formulation of

educational policies.

South Africa: Bilingual and Multilingual Models
The constitution of South Africa endorses all 11 official languages. Educational institutions are

encouraged to initiate instruction in the learner’s home language, gradually transitioning to
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English or Afrikaans.

Outcomes:
> Models based on mother tongue instruction have demonstrated elevated literacy rates in
pilot regions.
> Early exposure to both the home language and a second language fosters balanced

bilingualism.

Challenges:

> The implementation of these models varies across provinces.

> English continues to prevail due to its socioeconomic significance.

Papua New Guinea: Community-Based Language Education
With a linguistic diversity of over 800 languages, Papua New Guinea has established localized

mother tongue instruction programs through active community involvement.

Outcomes:
> There is a strong sense of community ownership regarding educational initiatives.

> The incorporation of local narratives and oral traditions has enhanced student

engagement.

Challenges:
> There are limitations in scalability and resource availability in remote regions.

> Transitioning to the official curriculum later in the educational process poses significant

difficulties.

Conclusion

The employment of the mother tongue as a medium of instruction presents considerable potential
for enhancing the quality, inclusivity, and relevance of education—particularly during the
formative years. It bolsters cognitive development, promotes improved understanding, increases
classroom engagement, and reinforces students’ cultural identities. International research and

specific case studies from countries such as India, the Philippines, Ethiopia, and South Africa
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consistently indicate that learners achieve better academic and social outcomes when instructed

in a language they comprehend.

Nevertheless, the implementation of mother tongue instruction is fraught with challenges.
Multilingual classrooms, a lack of teaching resources, a deficit of trained teachers, and societal
inclinations towards global languages like English frequently impede its effectiveness.
Furthermore, a poorly executed transition to second or third languages can jeopardize the long

term academic and career opportunities for students.

Consequently, the effectiveness of mother tongue-based education relies on context-sensitive
policy-making, sufficient teacher training, community engagement, and a well-organized
multilingual transition framework. Educational systems must find a balance between utilizing the
cognitive and cultural advantages of the mother tongue and equipping students for global
communication and competitiveness. With careful planning and ongoing support, mother tongue
instruction can serve as a formidable instrument for educational equity and lifelong learning.
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