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Americas: 1059 

7139 languages

Asia: 2314

Pacific: 1323

Europe: 289 

Africa: 2154 

84% using Asian and European languages (Ethnologue, 2021)

https://twitter.com/intent/retweet?tweet_id=835201477434097665
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Language or language variety not considered the 
most prominent in terms of

o number (of speakers), 

o prestige or 

o official use by the government and/or the education 
system in a given state

Non-dominant language (NDL) 

(Kosonen, 2010, 74)



Major languages generally not used in education
Language Population

• Wu Chinese: 85 million 

• Yue Chinese: 82 million

• Egyptian Arabic: 70 million 

• Javanese: 68 million

• Western Punjabi: 65 million

• Jinyu Chinese: 47 million

• Sudanese Arabic: 39 million

• Hakka Chinese: 37 million

• Xiang Chinese: 37 million

• Sundanese: 32 million

• Algerian Arabic: 31 million

• Min Nan Chinese: 28 million

• Arabic, Moroccan: 28 million
Source: Ethnologue (2021)



Case study: Pakistan (73 languages total)



Benson, Carol & Kosonen, Kimmo (Eds.), 2013, 2021 



“Mother Tongue” / Home language

First language (L1)

Language: 

o that one has learnt first;

o one identifies with or is identified as a native 
speaker of by others; 

o one knows best; and/or 

o one uses most

(UNESCO 2003, Education in Multilingual World, 15)



Multilingual education (MLE)

Using several languages as:

• Language of instruction (LoI)

• Language of literacy (initial and on-going)

• Subjects of study

(Kosonen & Benson, 2013)
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o 11 independent nations: Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR 

(Laos), Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, Timor-Leste & 
Vietnam 

o Population: 660 million 

o 1250 languages spoken 

o Language policies (traditionally): emphasis on official & national 
languages

o Movement towards multilingual education (MLE) 

o Support for non-dominant languages (NDL) in education in some 
countries 

o Most widely taught foreign language: English 

Southeast Asia (SEA)



Languages in Southeast Asia
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Total: 1250



GLOBALISATION
(English)

REGIONALISATION 
(e.g. Mandarin 
Chinese)

NDLs &
ELM 

learners

NATIONALISM
(National / official 

languages)

Dominant languages

Concept by Kimmo Kosonen

Pressure on non-dominant languages (NDL) & 
ethnolinguistic minority (ELM) learners

Concept by Kimmo Kosonen, 2008



Mainland Southeast Asia

Total 

population 

(millions)

Official/national 

languages

Languages 

(Ethnologue 2021)

Official Support 

to NDLs

Cambodia 16 Khmer 26 Yes

Laos 7 Lao 86 No

Myanmar 54
Myanmar 

(Burmese)
120 Yes (??)

Thailand 70 Standard Thai 73 Yes

Vietnam 97 Vietnamese 109 Yes/No (?)



Insular Southeast Asia

Total population 

(millions)
Official/national languages

Languages 

(Ethnologue 2021)

Official Support to 

NDLs

Brunei 0.46 English, Standard Malay 16 No

Indonesia 273 Bahasa Indonesia 710 No (??)

Malaysia 33 Standard Malay       
(English, Mandarin Chinese)

132 Yes

Philippines 110 English, Filipino 184 Yes

Singapore 5.7
English, Mandarin 

Chinese, Standard 

Malay, Tamil
24 Yes (minimal) 

Timor-Leste 1.4 Portuguese, Tetun Dili 21 Yes (some)



Estimated percentage of Southeast Asian pupils whose 

L1 is the Language of instruction (in primary education)

Access Country

High range
Cambodia (~90%)

Vietnam (~90%)

Medium range

The Philippines (~65-75%)

Malaysia (~60--%)

Myanmar (~60--%)

Thailand (~50--%)

Laos (~50--%)

Low range

Singapore (~35-50%)

Timor-Leste (~30-50%)

Indonesia (~10-25%)

Brunei (~5-20%) (Source: Kosonen, 2017a)

90%? (in 2021)



The percentage of Tetun Prasa (Dili) and Portuguese 
speaking children in Timor-Leste 

(Source: Timor-Leste 2015)

Reported L1

Percent of total

Age group

All 0 - 4 5 – 9 10 – 14

Tetun Prasa 30.60 % 33.87 % 29.91 % 29.58 %

Portuguese 0.12 % 0.05 % 0.08 % 0.12 %

Total 33.92 % 29.98 % 29.70 %



o Who speaks which language and to what extent?

o Language proficiency (in L1, “L2”, and Lx)

o Actual functional L1s versus “heritage L1” / “common language of the ethnic 
group”

o Ethnicity vs. language (ethnolinguistic classification) 

o Macrolanguages (such as Arabic, Chinese, Malay, Chin)

o How to help surveyors/language mappers understand language issues? 

o Language populations in general – where are the accurate data?

Challenges in assessing the extent of L1-
based instruction



Country Languages of instruction (LoI)

Brunei Darussalam Standard Malay, English

Cambodia Khmer, 6 NDLs, new pilots in new languages?

Indonesia Indonesian, NDLs in Papua province

Lao PDR Lao

Malaysia Standard Malay, English, Mandarin Chinese, Tamil, NDLs (pilots)

Myanmar Myanmar, 60+ NDLs in NFE and ECE 

Philippines Filipino, English, NDLs (now 19 + 1 + 46)

Singapore English (main), other official languages (some subjects)

Thailand Thai, some NDLs (pilots) (8)

Timor-Leste Portuguese, Tetun Dili, 3 NDLs (pilots)

Vietnam Vietnamese, some NDLs as subjects





Vietnam

• Soviet-influenced political ideology dominates language and minority 
issues (policies focus on ideologies and principles rather than pragmatic 
policy implementation) 

• some policy documents support the use of NDLs in education, other 
documents appear non-supportive  

• Education Law 2005: Vietnamese the official language of education

• few MLE pilot programs implemented, but have been discontinued

• many NDLs taught as school subjects (seen as “bilingual education”)

• focus on using Vietnamese to strengthen the national identity

• pushing for more English

• education issues in ethnolinguistic minority communities largely ignored





• Constitution 2015: Lao is the official language and the Lao script the 
official script 

• Education Law 2007:  Lao is the language of education 

• no official references to the use of NDLs in society or education 

• “language issues seem to be mostly ignored in this country” (Djité 2011: 
38) 

• focus on teaching spoken and written Lao to children from NDL 
backgrounds as quickly as possible 

• advocacy efforts by nongovernmental, multilateral, and donor agencies: 
government reluctant to move forward on MLE

• educational enrolment, retention, and achievement rates of
ethnolinguistic minority children lower than the national average 

Laos



Multilingual Education in SEA: Issues 1
• Political sensitivities regarding many NDL communities due to increasing nationalism

(by the dominant ethnolinguistic groups), which hinder language development and 
MLE delivery

• Assimilationist policies — including boarding schools that repeat the mistakes of 
other countries

• Governments prioritize national and international languages over NDLs

• Lack of political will and technical resources which would enable MLE to be 
implemented in all NDL communities

• Governments’ ethnolinguistic classification often do not match linguistic reality (
challenge for data collection, advocacy & project planning and implementation)



o Government officials’ limited understanding of L1-based education, resulting in slow 
expansion of MLE

o Parents’, teachers’, and officials’ mistaken beliefs about language acquisition (of L1, L2 
and Lx)  and whether oral use of NDL at school is sufficient 

o Implementation gaps: policy vs. practice; rhetoric vs. reality

o Policy implementation only in some — not all — non-dominant languages

o Rapid expansion of MLE without proper planning, preparation, training or sufficient 
financial and human resources

Multilingual Education in SEA: Issues 2



https://www.asiapacificmle.net/

Asia-Pacific Multilingual Education Working Group
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Kiitos!

Terima kasih 謝謝你 நன்றி

ขอบคณุครบั
Thank you!
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• Questions and answers — general discussion


