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M
ost of us take for granted our ability to speak the language 

of our childhood, our ancestors, our people. Yet more than 

half of the world’s languages will no longer exist by the end 

of the century. Unless something changes, many languages will be 

lost without a trace.

Because language is so strongly linked to culture, losing a language 

also implies the disappearance of a culture’s means of expression 

– making the world a poorer place to live in.

UNESCO declared International Mother Language Day to respond to the 

crisis of disappearing languages. By celebrating this day, our Member 

States are helping to protect cultural and linguistic diversity. At the same 

time, they are promoting languages as a means of communication and 

exchange. Our principal goal is to create dialogue and understanding 

between cultures.

Each year on 21 February, UNESCO’s Member States celebrate Inter-

national Mother Language Day through dance, poetry, song, theatre, 

storytelling and other cultural exchanges. Many members of society 

– in schools, universities, media and cultural associations – get involved 

and lend their support to different events honouring mother tongue lan-

guages.

But more than simply promoting the existence of minority languages, 

International Mother Language Day promotes respect for one’s own 

mother tongue, as well as those of others. This applies to both ma-

jority and minority groups. As the United Nations Secretary-General 

Kofi  Annan expressed in a message for the fi rst International Mother 

Language Day ceremony, “The lesson of our age is that languages are 

not mutually exclusive, but that human beings and humanity itself are 

enriched by communicating in more than one language.”
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K
nowledge transfer in edu-

cation systems is based on 

shared language and cul-

tural references. However each 

day, millions of children are taught 

in languages that handicap their 

capacity to learn.

Most experts agree that the mother 

tongue should be used as a medium 

of instruction during the child’s early years. During this important and 

impressionable time, mother tongue instruction enhances a child’s con-

fi dence. The child is able to assimilate knowledge through his/her own 

language and cultural references and this makes knowledge transfer 

more effi cient 

The use of the mother tongue in the classroom thus represents more 

than a simple process of teaching the mother tongue to students. 

Limiting students to one language within a larger community of cultures 

also limits their world view. Ultimately they risk being unprepared for life 

in the wider social context of their community, country, and the world. 

For this reason, experts agree that mother tongues should co-exist with 

learning in at least one national language.

Successful programmes typically introduce national language instruc-

tion after the initial school years. At the very least, students and parents 

should be given the choice.

What is ‘Mother Tongue’?

The term ‘mother tongue’, though widely used, may 

refer to several different situations. Defi nitions often 

include the following elements: the language(s) that 

one has learnt fi rst; the language(s) one identifi es with, 

or is identifi ed as a native speaker of by others; the 

language(s) one knows best and the language(s) one 

uses most. ‘Mother tongue’ may also be referred to as 

‘primary’ or ‘fi rst language’.

UNESCO Education Position Paper: Education in a Multilingual 

World, 2003.
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S
ince 2000 Member States have celebrated 

International Mother Language Day in many

ways. Some have focused on raising 

awareness of the diversity of the world’s languages 

and cultures. For example, in Malta, many schools 

have creatively explored topics ranging from the use 

of Maltese dialects in different areas to mother 

languages spoken by students from other 

countries. Schools also explored the use 

of braille, sign language, and even the 

use of baby talk. In Lebanon, nearly 

200 Lebanese politicians, edu cators, 

sociologists and researchers joined 

the Parliamentary Commission 

for Education in promoting the

importance of linguistic diver-

sity and mother tongues.
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O
ther Member States have 

explored the history of mother 

tongues and focused on 

the need for tolerance towards other 

languages. Azerbaijan organized 

book exhibitions, concerts and 

special events dedicated to the 

history of mother tongues and 

tolerance towards languages 

in the country. In Yugoslavia, 

tolerance was expressed 

through an event that explored 

“what kind of painting are our 

children supposed to grow up 

with” where “painting” refers 

to mother tongue. Visits were 

organized to schools where 

education takes place in 

different mother languages 

such as Hungarian, Roma, Romanian and 

Slovakian.
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S
ince they are the keepers 

of traditions linked to 

languages and culture, 

it is important that parents and 

elders, as well as students, 

participate in International Mother 

Language Day events. In Andorra, 

parents participated directly in 

poetry readings in a wide variety 

of languages. In Australia, a small 

school where approximately 

15 languages are spoken by 

students, celebrated the Day by 

gathering many of  their families 

together.

  
This gathering has led to regular 

meetings at the school including 

parents from a diverse range of 

linguistic backgrounds.
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M
ember States’ institutions play an 

essential role in promoting linguistic 

diversity in their countries. In 

Bangladesh, an International Mother Language 

Institute was created in Dhaka, the foundation 

stone of which was laid by the 

Secretary-General of the United 

Nations, Kofi  Annan, in 2000. In 

New Caledonia, a new Language 

Academy was announced. 

This institution has as its goal 

the preservation of Kanake 

languages, since a considerable 

number are disappearing along 

with their last remaining 

speakers.
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D
ue to the power of the media, messages on the importance of 

the mother tongue and the need for cultural diversity can be 

transmitted to even the most remote places. Thus the media 

plays a major role in International Mother Language Day celebrations. 

UNESCO itself provides press releases to help governments disseminate 

information about the Day and some Member States work closely with the 

media during their own celebrations. Namibia, for example, worked with 

its’ national broadcasting company to spread news on an expert panel 

discussion concerning the importance of mother tongue instruction in 

primary education. Many other countries – such as Cuba, Egypt, Romania, 

Tajikistan, and Uganda – have published articles on issues related to local 

languages, organized interviews on television and radio with speakers of 

minority languages, or organized media programmes about the value of 

any given language, regardless of the number of speakers.
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W hen Marie Smith-Jones 

passes away, she will take 

with her a small but irreplaceable 

piece of human culture. That’s 

because the octogenarian Anchorage 

resident is the last speaker of Eyak,

the traditional language of her

Alaskan tribe. “It’s horrible to be 

alone,” she has said.

Indian Express

Bombay (India) 11 March 2002

O n Hokkaido Island in Japan 
only eight elderly people were 

left who spoke the native tongue,
Ainu, in the late 1980s. As part of
new language policies by the Japanese
government, Ainu and a number of 
other  languages have been recorded 
not only for posterity, but also to teach 
the languages to others. As a result of 
keeping these languages alive, they have 
uncovered herbal remedies, cultural 
history and even a distinct humour.

Northern Rivers Echo-Lismore
(Australia)- 28 February 2002.
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We encourage you to send new ideas on how to celebrate 

International Mother Language Day to:

Section of Education for Peace and Human Rights

Division for the Promotion of Quality Education

Education Sector UNESCO

7, place de Fontenoy 75352 Paris 07 SP FRANCE

Email: languages@unesco.org

Further information about International Mother Language Day 

and UNESCO’s activities to promote cultural and linguistic 

diversity in education is available on UNESCO’s web site at:

www.unesco.org/languages




