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Abstract:   

In June/July 2006, Norad commissioned a review of its support to the Centre for Advanced Studies of 
African Society (CASAS), which is a non-profit making trust established in 1997 in Cape Town South 
Africa. CASAS sets out to promote the use of indigenous African languages as the mother tongue or 
familiar language in education, cultural empowerment and scientific and technological development in 
Africa. The purpose of the review was, among other tings, to assess the relevance and impact of 
CASAS’ work and look into the role CASAS is playing in the field of language of instruction on the 
African continent. 

The general impression of the review is a very positive one. In terms of output, impact and 
relevance, the review team has concluded that CASAS’ activities, in particular its production of 
scientific and academic materials, have so far been very impressive and indeed significant on the 
promotion of the use of African languages in education, science and technological development in the 
continent. Significantly, CASAS has developed a scientific methodology of the harmonization of 
indigenous African languages; a methodology which is currently being used to produce harmonized 
orthographies for the cluster of languages and dialects which share a high degree of mutual 
intelligibility. To date, CASAS has published harmonized orthographies for 9 languages in Africa. 
Moreover, the harmonization approach employed by CASAS was also observed to be effective in 
preserving smaller and lesser-used languages from extinction. Furthermore, through its networks of 
linguists and language specialists CASAS has also stimulated and encouraged academic work in terms 
of research in African languages. 
In brief, CASAS activities have laid a foundation whose impact and relevance in Africa is both 
multidimensional and long term. It represents an indispensable necessary first step towards the 
implementation of the ADEA and AU policies for the improvement of the quality of education in 
Africa through the use of African languages. Last, but not least, the technical expertise developed by 
CASAS will also be useful and needed by ACALAN in its agenda to pursue the promotion of cross 
border languages in Africa. The main area of concern from the review was the dissemination of the 
harmonized orthographies and other materials produced by CASAS. In this regard, the report calls on 



CASAS to develop an effective strategy to reach out to the end users; mainly to identify and work in 
collaboration with all organisations – public and private, secular and religious, as well as organisations 
at the local, national and regional/continental level, that have been involved in the promotion of 
African languages.  

Key words : Harmonization and standardization of African languages, CASAS, ACALAN, 
African indigenous languages, cultural empowerment, language of instruction, harmonized 
orthographies, multilingualism, bilingual education 
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Foreword 

This report is the result of the collective work carried out by the authors during a field 
visit to Southern Africa in June 2006 and afterwards through a process of sending text 
parts and other inputs back and forth between our respective offices in three different 
cities. The opinions and conclusions recorded in this report are those of the consultants 
and do not necessarily represent the views or policies of the Norad/MFA or CASAS. 

The team of reviewers wishes to thank all those who patiently listened to us, openly and 
extensively answered our many questions and shared with us their experience and 
knowledge within the field of African languages and African language and education 
policies.                
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Executive Summary 

This report outlines the findings of a review of the Centre for Advanced Studies of 
African Society (CASAS) conducted in June –July 2006.  

Established in 1997 and registered under the South African law, CASAS is a non-profit 
making trust, which purports to promote the use of indigenous African languages as the 
mother tongue or familiar language in education, cultural empowerment and scientific 
and technological development in Africa. Throughout its existence, the main focus of 
CASAS’ activities has been in research on standardization and harmonization of 
African languages which shares a high degree of mutual intelligibility. In addition, 
CASAS has also been involved in the development of glossaries, wordlists, 
monolingual dictionaries as well as development and testing of textbooks. 

As a non-profit making trust, CASAS has not had any stable donor contributions, but 
depends on ad hoc funding from donor agencies such as Ford Foundation, GTZ, 
UNESCO amongst others. CASAS has also received financial support from Norad in 
2004/2005, amounting to NOK 1 million, and in 2006 amounting to NOK 1.1 million. 
Consequently, Norad commissioned the review of CASAS in the period 19th to 30th 
June 2006 with three main objectives: firstly, to assess the relevance and impact of 
CASAS’ work; secondly, to look into the role CASAS is playing in the field of 
language of instruction on the African continent and thirdly, to make recommendations 
for possible future Norad support. The main methodological approach for the review 
has been a combination of the following activities; participation in the conference on 
Language and Education in Africa (LEA) in Oslo, 19th-22nd June 2006, interviews with 
central stakeholders within CASAS’ networks and cooperating organizations, field visit 
to CASAS’ offices and observation of CASAS’ “Shona Harmonisation Workshop” in 
Harare, Zimbabwe, as well as documentary analysis of relevant materials.     

The report starts with a critical review of literature that presents the sociolinguistic 
profile of African countries and the issues related to the use of African languages in 
education and development. More specifically, African linguistic diversity and 
multilingualism are re-visited in light of the most recent linguistic research undertaken 
by African linguists in various countries and regions in Africa. The role of African 
languages for education and development is also examined through a critical review of 
international and national language policies whose aim is to promote the use of African 
languages as means of instruction in both formal and non formal education.  

The overall impression of the report is a very positive one. In terms of relevance, output 
and impact this review has conclusively revealed that CASAS’ general level of activity 
and more specifically its scientific and academic production so far have been very 
impressive and indeed significant in the promotion of the use of African languages in 
education, science and technological development on the continent. CASAS’ 
harmonization process has been particularly referred to as a pioneering and 
indispensable foundational work in the promotion of the use of African languages in 
education and development and also in any future work in African languages on the 
continent. Significantly, CASAS has developed a scientific methodology for the 
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harmonization of indigenous African Languages; a methodology which is currently 
being employed to produce harmonized orthographies for the clusters of languages and 
dialects which share a high degree of mutual intelligibility. The technical expertise that 
CASAS has developed is said to be of crucial relevance as it represents an indispensable 
and necessary first step towards the realization/implementation of the AU’s and 
ADEA’s policy for the improvement of quality of education in Africa through the use of 
African languages. The technical expertise will also be useful and needed by ACALAN 
in its agenda to pursue the promotion of the cross border languages in Africa. 

Also significant is the fact that the harmonization approach developed and used by 
CASAS proves to be the most effective way of preserving smaller and lesser used 
languages from extinction or from being absorbed by bigger or major languages. For the 
main idea behind harmonization is neither the absorption of smaller languages into 
bigger languages nor the amalgamation of various languages and dialects within a 
particular language cluster into one big language. On the contrary, the essence of 
harmonization process is to develop a common orthography (or a common written 
language) for all languages in a respective language cluster while maintaining the 
different spoken languages and dialects. In this way, smaller and vulnerable languages 
such as Khoesan are secured and preserved.  

The output of CASAS’ activities is perhaps the most impressive side of the success 
story of the Centre. The catalogue of CASAS’ publications alone1 speaks volumes in 
testimony to the above. To date, CASAS has published harmonized orthographies for 9 
languages in Africa and several are in production.  In addition to the orthographies, 
CASAS has also produced a monolingual dictionary for the Akan language in West 
Africa. More importantly, CASAS has also produced reading materials in harmonized 
orthographies that can be used in both formal and informal education for the 
development of literacy among the learners. These reading materials covers areas such 
as HIV/AIDS, sanitation, agricultural extension, human rights, democracy and good 
governance. Furthermore, CASAS’ concept and model of operation has created 
effective networks of linguists, language specialists, teachers, development workers as 
well as other people and organizations engaged in the promotion of African languages 
across the continent.  

Regarding impact, the report emphasis that CASAS activities have laid down a 
foundational work whose impact is multidimensional and effects are long term. 
Through its networks for example, CASAS has stimulated and encouraged academic 
work in terms of research in African languages. Indeed, most African scholars consider 
it prestigious to publish with CASAS. These networks have actually improved 
cooperation amongst African universities in PhD programs, particularly in supervision 
and examination of the post-graduate and doctoral students. Of further interest is the 
fact that this cooperation has gone beyond the traditional Anglophone, Francophone and 
Lusophone borders which normally tends to limit the cooperation among African 
scholars. Though in a limited scale, the scholarships produced by linguists and language 
specialists within these networks are now being used for teaching and as 
literature/textbooks in some African universities such as the University of Western 
                                                 
1 See a  comprehensive catalogue with all published titles on CASAS’ website www.casas.co.za.  
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Cape. In that sense, CASAS work is gradually penetrating universities and thus, 
contributing to the Africanisation of higher education in Africa.  

Thus, the report has conclusively emphasized the appropriateness of Norad support to 
CASAS,  in view of the fact that CASAS has met most of its target objectives as stated 
in its agreement with Norad and has also gone beyond and achieved more in some. This 
is evidenced by the high level scholarly productivity of CASAS as exemplified by the 
catalogue of CASAS publications and also by the list of experts involved in its 
networks. In short, the review team is convinced that the Norad support has been 
utilized very satisfactorily and for the better cause by the CASAS.   

However, the report has also raised the following three main areas of concern: modality 
and adequacy of funding, staffing and dissemination. Lack of adequate funds has been 
observed to be the main constraint to CASAS. This lack of funds has hampered the 
momentum of CASAS’ work, especially by limiting the number of possible/needed 
workshops. Also, the short term and ad hoc funding modality has practically made long 
term planning impossible for CASAS.  

Lack of funds has also negatively affected the staffing situation at CASAS offices. It is 
reported that CASAS is currently facing a serious problem of understaffing precisely 
because it does not have funds to employ more staff. This far, the strategy of CASAS 
operations has been to avoid too much overhead costs through networking. Despite 
these efforts, CASAS is also facing problems in meeting the regular salary increments 
of its two core staff so that it can be in line with the law and practiced in South Africa. 
Also in the workshops CASAS has not been able to pay the participants their rightful 
allowances. Actually, participants are being paid below their normal standard 
allowances if at all. In an extreme measure to address the funding problem, the review 
team was informed that once the Centre Director had to mortgage his house to acquire a 
bank loan. In the other instance he also volunteered a reduction of about 15% for a 
period of  5 months from his salary in order to meet the salary increments of his staff 
member.  

The final area of concern raised in the report is dissemination. In this regard, and with 
respect to the harmonized orthographies, the report calls CASAS to develop an effective 
strategy to reach out to the end users in both formal and non formal sectors that utilize 
African languages as the language of instruction and communication. In other words, in 
devising the dissemination strategy, the report urges CASAS to identify and work in 
collaboration with all organizations - public and private, secular and religious, as well as 
organizations at the local, national and regional/continental level, that have been 
involved in the promotion of the use of African language in Africa. 

In response to the challenges highlighted above, the report strongly recommends to 
Norad to continue supporting CASAS and to devise its support on a long term 
perspective. In particular, the report has suggested to Norad to at least fund two five 
year terms.  

Likewise, the report has also recommended to CASAS to develop a well-detailed and 
realistically priced five year work plan as a basis for its budget and therefore, 
application for funds from Norad. On the same aspect of funding, the report also 
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touched on staffing challenge at CASAS.  In this respect, the report recommended 
CASAS, to seek sufficient financial support from donors, to be able to employ at least 
two more staff members, one of them a Deputy Director on a fulltime basis. The report 
further recommends to Norad to financially support the salary of the Deputy Director.  

On the crucial aspect of dissemination, the report recommends to CASAS to devise a 
pragmatic and effective dissemination system for its harmonized orthographies. The 
report mentions the following levels for an effective dissemination system: local level - 
involving schools, local NGOs and religious organizations; the national level - dealing 
with government, especially the Ministry of Education and, at regional/continental level 
- reaching out to Pan African organizations and institutions such as ADEA, ACALAN 
and FAWE etc. Furthermore, the review team recommends to CASAS to develop a 
system of continuous monitoring and evaluation of the dissemination process as a 
mechanism for the collection of regular feedback from the end-users, such as schools, 
local NGOs and communities. Finally, the report recommends CASAS to establish a 
specialized library on African Languages at CASAS premises.  
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2 Introduction 

2.1 Background for the evaluation 

Norad and Centre for Advanced Studies of African Society (CASAS) has agreed to an 
independent review of the activities of CASAS within the field of standardization and 
harmonization of African Languages. CASAS and the research project Harmonisation and 
standardisation of African Languages and the Production of Literature for Basic Education, 
Literacy Enhancement and Education of Illiterate Adults and Educational Materials for Out-
of School Youth which it coordinates, has been supported financially by Norad since 2004. 
The objective of the Norad support for the CASAS African Language Project was to 
“…contribute to better results in education and thus scientific technological and economic 
development in a long term perspective by introducing African Languages into the 
educational System.”2   

CASAS was established in 1997, and has been conceived as “…a Pan-African centre for 
creating research networks in Africa and its Diaspora… The centre undertakes the 
supervision, coordination and management of research work focusing on the economic, 
social, historical, political and cultural aspects of the development problematique in 
Africa….”3 As its name implies, its research activities is intended to be at the forefront of 
knowledge on African society. To achieve this, CASAS in all its research and academic work 
is looking for the best African expertise and scholarship available.   

As stated in the appropriation document, the major reason for Norad to support the above 
mentioned project is its expected positive impact on development in general and on the 
quality of education on the African continent in particular. From that perspective, it is 
important to note that CASAS was established subsequent to a colloquium organized by the 
German foundation for international development (DSE)where the relevance and place of 
indigenous languages in African education was discussed. At the colloquium which was held 
in Cape Town in June 1997, it was recommended that basic education, cultural empowerment, 
scientific and technological development in Africa will be more pragmatically realisable if the 
mother tongue or familiar language is given greater primacy in African educational and 
developmental approaches. CASAS main contribution so far to this overarching goal, has 
been its foundational work to build and mobilize networks among linguists throughout Africa 
to define clusters of mutually intelligible languages and to develop harmonized orthographies 
for them.     

Today, through its scientific networks all across Africa and the coordinating role of its 
Director Kwesi Kwaa Prah, CASAS plays a leading part in the ongoing research on 
standardization and harmonization of African languages in different parts of the continent. 
The centre is also involved in related academic work such as development of glossaries, 
wordlists and monolingual dictionaries and development and testing of textbooks. 

                                                 
2 The NORAD appropriation document BD RAF 2805  
3 The CASAS homepage www.casas.co.za 
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The team invited to carry out the review was Associate Professor Titus Tenga at the Centre 
for International Education at Oslo University College (LINS), Norway, researcher Øystein 
Lund Johannessen from the Centre for intercultural Communication (SIK) at The School of 
Mission and Theology in Stavanger, Norway and professor Hassana Alidou at Alliant 
International University in San Diego, USA.  

The review team met and initiated its work during the Languages and Education in Africa 
Conference (LEA-Conference) held in Oslo from June 19th to June 22’nd 2006. There they 
also met with the Director of CASAS, Professor Kwesi Kwaa Prah, several of his co-workers 
and partners in the project of standardization and harmonization of orthographies as well as 
other linguists and  experts on African languages worldwide. During the conference, the team 
was able to talk with and interview both supporters of Professor Prah’s views concerning 
African language policies and the CASAS harmonization project as well as more critically 
inclined experts.  

After the LEA conference, the team travelled to Cape Town (South Africa) in order to 
continue its work. The reviewers spent most of their time there in CASAS’ office doing 
document studies, observing the daily work at the office and making further interviews with 
Professor Prah and his staff. The team also found time to visit a few research institutions and 
researchers working with national and local languages in education in the South African and 
Pan African contexts.  

After three days in Cape Town, the team went with Professor Prah to one of the many 
workshops with language experts that take place regularly in different African regions as part 
of the Standardization and Harmonization project. In Harare, Zimbabwe, the team met with 
the leader of the African Language Research Institute at the University of Zimbabwe (ALRI), 
Professor Chimundu, along with 12 other linguist experts on languages and dialects within the 
Shona language cluster. The specific pretext for this gathering was to include two new 
dialects/languages which have been discovered lately into the now almost finished 
harmonized orthography for the Shona language cluster.  

The main purpose of the review as stated in the terms of reference4 was to assess the 
relevance and impact of CASAS’ work, to look into the role CASAS is playing in the field of 
language of instruction on the African continent, and to make recommendations for possible 
future Norad support. In sub section 1.2 of this chapter the team present its internal reflections 
and considerations concerning how to achieve valid and reliable data on CASAS work in the 
perspective of its effectiveness, its efficiency, impact and relevance when it comes to the 
advancement of the harmonization effort, the strengthening of the role of African languages in 
formal and informal education and ultimately to development. In subsection 1.3 we discuss 
the scope and limitation issue, focusing especially on the problem of assessing all aspects of 
impact at the present stage of this Norad-funded CASAS project.  

In chapter 2 the team presents a critical review of literature that presents the African linguistic 
diversity and multilingualism in light of the most recent linguistic research undertaken by 
African linguists in various countries and region in Africa. The role of African languages for 
education and development is also examined through a critical review of international and 

                                                 
4 see a complete version of an agreed ToR in appendix 1 below  
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national language policies whose aim is to promote the use of African languages as means of 
instruction in both formal and non formal education. Chapter 2 in this respect presents the 
greater context in which the CASAS project on harmonization and standardization must be 
understood and assessed. 

Then in chapter 3 we look closer into CASAS’ own functioning, its administrative and 
financial arrangements, its professional capacity as well as the working modalities and 
allocation of recourses that has characterized the centre’s handling of the harmonization 
project. The findings and the team’s analysis are presented in chapter 4 and in chapter 5 the 
team summarizes its analysis and assessment in a subsection of conclusions and one of 
recommendations.        

2.2 Methodology and approach 

As indicated in the Terms of Reference, the methodology used in the Review included a study 
and analysis of relevant documents, informant interviews, observation and participant 
observation at three different sites, namely the LEA conference in Oslo, CASAS’s office in 
Cape Town and the workshop at ALRI in Harare.   

The team met first time in Oslo during the LEA conference and set up a schedule for its work. 
It was decided to carry out as many interviews as possible between plenaries and workshops. 
As participants in the conference, we would of course also take part in field conversations 
with researchers, NGO-representatives, government representatives, policymakers and other 
stakeholders – both opponents/critics of CASAS harmonization project and 
supporters/partners. As participants in the conference, the team members could also take 
active part in and listen to plenary and workshop discussions on themes relevant to the 
standardization and harmonization issue. A few papers discussed in workshop sessions were 
in fact addressing output and impact of the CASAS harmonization project directly, and here 
both critical and supportive comments were voiced.  

The overarching perspectives of relevance of the harmonization of African language 
orthographies in relation to language, education and development policies were also discussed 
during the plenary session after Professor Prah’s keynote speech and later on in the 
conference. Through listening to and participating in the conference discussions and bringing 
the same issues up in our internal discussions in the team, the reviewers managed to develop a 
balanced internal discourse on the core topics of the review among themselves.  

During the initial meeting at CASAS’ office, a draft program was set up for the three days in 
Cape Town. The staff at CASAS then made appointments for the reviewers. Some 
appointments were suggested by Professor Prah and agreed to by the team. Other 
appointments were made according to requests by the team members. In this way, the team 
was able to interview both members of the CASAS research network in South Africa and 
representatives of other research environments on African languages and education in the 
Western Cape area who are doing complementary research and implementation in the 
different fields of informal and formal education.  

The CASAS secretary Ms. Grace Naidoo was helpful in setting up a telephone conference 
with a member of CASAS research network in West Africa. This proved to be a very efficient 



 16 

interview method were all three team members and the informant from the Ivory Coast could 
listen to each other simultaneously and all the team members could ask their questions.  

Generally in interviewing, the team members followed a rough checklist of issues to be 
discussed with the informants. As field work developed and the perspectives of the reviewers 
were expanded and at the same time became more detailed, new questions were added to our 
list of topics. As a preliminary list of content for the report was developed, this also 
functioned as a checklist for discussion topics. It was not felt necessary to develop detailed 
questionnaires, and the team members shared the responsibility of maintaining dialogue 
during interviews. Professor Prah was not present at any of the formal interviews made during 
the field visit to Cape Town.  

Equally important as the formal interviews were informal conversations with other 
stakeholders in the field, research colleagues of Professor Prah and members of the CASAS 
network. Both during the LEA conference and during the workshop in Harare such 
conversations with the members of the CASAS network on harmonization in Southern Africa 
proved valuable. Equally, the conversations with Professor Prah during the whole stay proved 
to be very informative.  

The team of reviewers agrees that observation proved to be an important method of 
assessment at all three sites of the field work. Positions in research discourses, efficiency and 
competence in the fundamental scientific work as well as impressions of effectiveness, 
openness and transparency in the assessment of working modalities in the CASAS 
organization, were all variables that could be more precisely assessed when observation and 
participant observation when added, than what would have been possible by document 
analysis alone.  

It is the opinion of the review team that all informants interviewed freely expressed their 
opinion, both negative and positive, concerning the role of CASAS within the field of 
harmonization of African languages and  the importance of this issue for development on the 
African continent in general and for the quality of education in particular.  

In general, the methodology applied in this review was similar to that used in most 
reviews/consultancies, where time and resources are the main constraints. Findings were 
discussed and conclusions and recommendations were developed within the team based on 
experiences, observations and information gained in interviews during the day and daily 
internal team discussions. Conversations with new informants and the CASAS personnel 
triggered thoughts, questions and hypothesis’ which in turn were commented and discussed 
with the CASAS personnel. However, the conclusions and recommendations presented in this 
report are the sole responsibility of the authors of the review and represent their opinion alone 
All three team members concur with the conclusions and recommendations presented.  

2.3 Scopes and limitations  

Studying the Norad documents concerning the CASAS project, in particular the appropriation 
document (BD 2005 and 2006) it is evident to the team of reviewers that relevance for 
education and development and impact on the level of both formal and informal education are 
regarded as essential by the donor and therefore should be addressed as carefully and in as 
much detail as possible in this review.  
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Concerning the issue of relevance, this is being treated in the report both in chapter 2 where 
the CASAS project on standardization and harmonization is viewed in its wider Pan-African 
context and in chapter 4 where the team discusses its findings more specifically with regard to 
the different parameters of assessment mentioned in the ToR.  

In addressing the issue of impact, the team has noted that the contract between Norad and 
CASAS specify an expected output within this budget period in the form of “…textbooks in 
science and technology for the elementary levels stages, slowly to be expanded to advanced 
levels”. This indicates that the parties have agreed to start dissemination into the formal 
school system within a rather short time frame, especially in areas where the harmonization of 
orthographies for major language clusters is about to be concluded. According to these project 
proposals and appropriation documents, impacts in the schools sector should to some extent 
be possible to trace on the level of teaching and learning in school within a three year period 
starting in 2005. The parties agree that teaching material using the new orthographies should 
be developed for both formal and informal education and that it should be part of the Norad 
assisted CASAS project to undertake monitoring, testing and assessment of use. 

However, the team of reviewers would like to emphasize that impacts of a project of this 
character, should not be measured on the basic level of practical use in formal schools and 
adult information and training programs only. The character of an undertaking like the one 
CASAS is proposing here of harmonizing orthographies for language clusters all over the 
African continent, demands both a long term perspective, expecting output to be produced  at 
different moments at different levels and fields in society and an analytical perspective that 
take into consideration the multidimensional character of dissemination. The harmonization 
project must be expected to create social dynamics and processes of change in both different 
social fields and at different scale  levels. One of the levels that the reviewers would like to 
mention, and which are further discussed in chapters 4 and 5 in this report, is the social fields 
of policy making and government action through ministries of education and public 
institutions like schools and training centers. It is obvious that a project like the CASAS 
project, to be successful also in terms of quality of education and development, need to 
develop modes of cooperation with national governments and ministries as well as 
international organizations on the African continent like ADEA and ACALAN and 
international agencies and NGOs.   

Another social field where a considerable impacts of CASAS activities is both needed and 
expected, is the field of science, especially linguistic research and the development of 
scientific networks of linguists and African language experts in Africa, crossing national 
borders as well as the traditional language borders between Francophone and Anglophone 
scientific environments.  

This emphasize on impact and relevance is not to say that the team has regarded other 
variables such as effectiveness of the organization and the way CASAS operates and make use 
of  the Norad support, as irrelevant for this review. On the contrary, the team has tried to take 
advantage of the opportunity to visit CASAS’ office and through conversations with the staff 
and the studying of documents to assess the organizations cost-effectiveness, its priorities in 
relation to financial, administrative and professional capacity and the purpose of Norad’s 
support and also its sustainability in a somewhat longer time perspective in terms of its 
financial and personnel resources and the tasks this organization has to manage on the  
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average. In assessing the working modalities of the organization the team has focused on 
transparency, systemacy in the handling of funds and planning. Especially the conditions for 
long time planning measured against the long term regularity and adequacy of funds, will be 
discussed in more depth in chapter 4.  
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3 Languages, Education and Development in Africa   

3.1 Sociolinguistic profile of African countries: Linguistic 
diversity and multilingualism in Africa re-visited  

Linguistic diversity namely the existence of more than two or three languages within national 
borders characterizes the majority of African countries (Alidou 20005; ADEA 2005; 
UNESCO 2003). Within the same community two to ten speech communities (i.e. speakers of 
various languages) can co-exist. Linguistic diversity and multilingualism are influenced by 
other socio-historical factors such as wars and migration. For this reason, very few countries 
can be defined today as monolingual. Countries such as Burundi, Rwanda and Madagascar 
which are defined as such, are presenting linguistic complexities that require a re-evaluation 
of their monolingual status. During the post-genocide period, the return of a large number of 
Rwandan refugees who are speakers of Kiswahili (not Kinyarwanda) as a first language 
(and/or other African languages depending upon their host countries) and English as a second 
language, changes the sociolinguistic profile of the country. This situation has forced Rwanda 
to recognize English as its second official language. Kiswahili is currently spoken as a lingua 
francae among both former refugees and Rwandans who have never left their country. In light 
of this situation, a country such as Rwanda must be re-classified as a multilingual country.  

Linguistic diversity and multilingualism also occur when the degree of intelligibility between 
two dialects belonging to the same mother language is very limited and sometimes almost 
non-existent. In West Africa, Songhoy-Zarma has several dialects spoken in Benin, Burkina 
Faso, Mali, and Niger. The degree of intelligibility between the Western dialect, Songhay, 
spoken in Mali and Western part of Niger and the oriental dialect called Dendi spoken in 
Benin, is non-existent even though linguistic analysis and historical and cultural analyses 
indicate that Songhoy-Zarma and Dendi are not two distinct languages but two dialects 
deriving from the same mother language. Due to linguistic research such as the one 
undertaken by linguists belonging to the CASAS’ network, the relationship between the 
various dialects is scientifically re-established. Therefore Western Songhay spoken in 
Timbuktu Mali and Dendi spoken in Malan-ville Benin are regarded as dialects and not two 
languages. Similar situations are to be found in Eastern and Southern African countries as 
indicated in several studies published by linguists involved with CASAS and other African 
linguists who are also native speakers of the cluster languages. Nkonko Kamwangamalu 
(1997:88) for example showed that Bemba, Lala, Lamba, Lima, and Swaka officially known 
as different languages in different Central and Southern African countries are actually dialects 
of the same “mother” language called Bemba. CASAS defines cluster languages as languages 
whose linguistic commonalities and mutual intelligibility can be established through linguistic 
analysis.  

                                                 
5 Alidou-Ngame (2000). Strategies pour le Developpment d'un Secteur Editorial en Langues Nationales dans les 
Pays du Sahel:Mali, Niger et Senegal. ADEA Working Groups on Books and Educational Material. Oxford: African 
Book Collectives.  
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The works of CASAS on cluster languages and by other linguists (native speakers of the 
languages studied) such as Sassongo J. Silue (2000)6 on Malinke languages in West Africa 
and the work of Agnes Georgina Che-Jika Nkoma-Darch (2005)7 on border straddling speech 
communities, indicate that the degree of African multilingualism has been perhaps 
unconsciously or consciously over-estimated. This situation does not facilitate the 
development of standard written African languages. Speakers of borders languages may have 
been defined as distinct ethnic or linguistic groups while they may be members of the same 
linguistic community. This leads to arbitrary and political fragmentation of several ethno-
linguistic groups in Africa and diversification of the orthographies of African languages. With 
regard to this situation, Agnes Georgina Che-Jika Nkoma-Darch (2005:14) argues that  

Many African languages were codified and indeed named by missionaries or 
anthropologists after colonial borders were already in place. …Political rather than 
scientific criteria resulted in Thonga-Shangaa and Ronga being named and 
described separately with their own grammars and orthographies despite their close 
similarities (Harris 1989:86-87). In many cases, the colonial authorities and 
individuals started codifying local languages in their colonies without reference to 
or interest in another part of the same speech community that happened to lie 
across the border. One inevitable result was significant differences in orthography, 
as in the case of SeSotho. French speaking missionaries codified the language with 
French phonetic values, and this orthography is used in Lesotho but not in South 
Africa. As a result related languages can appear quite distinct on the printed page 
(Esterhuyse and Groenewald, 1999). 

Colonization has significantly shaped the sociolinguistic profile of most African countries. In 
addition to the negative effects of the use of diversified writing systems to write different 
dialects of the same languages, many African languages became either dominant languages or 
minority ones. Che-Jika Nkoma-Darch (2005:13) suggested that  

Many African languages are partially invisible, disguised or hidden even more by 
the arbitrary nature of the colonial borders of African states, which cut through 
speech communities that existed before the colonial period as coherent social 
entities. One of the effects of this is that such languages are not seen in their 
entirety. In some cases the community may number as many as millions of 
speakers. However, part of the hidden character of the Border Straddling Speech 
Communities (BSSC) consists in the fact that each country only “count” those 
speakers of a given language who are found within its borders. As a result, 
majorities are transformed into minorities, and the sum of the parts is less than the 
whole.  

The study of cluster languages and the harmonization and standardization of the orthographies 
of cluster languages undertaken by CASAS is in this respect a pioneer work that helps re-
established scientifically a holistic picture of the language situation of African countries. The 
elaboration of harmonized, and to some extent standardized, orthographies of cluster 
languages, is a necessary linguistic work that can effectively contribute to the promotion of 
the use of African languages as effective oral and written means of communication. This was 

                                                 
6 Silue, Sassongo J. Education (2000), Literacy and Development in Africa. Cape Town: CASAS.  
 
7 Nkhoma-Darch, Agnes G. Che-Jika (2005) Border-Straddling Speech Communities: Linguistic and 
Educational Challenges facing the Nyanja-Chewa-Mang’anja Cluster of Southeastern Africa. Cape Town: 
PRAESA Occasional Papers No. 23.  
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pointed out by Professor Neville Alexander during our interview conducted on 26’th of June 
2006.  

The harmonized and unified orthographies allow people who speak different dialects or 
cluster languages to continue to speak their respective dialect while using the same writing 
system to write their language. During our interview with Professor Kwesi Prah he reminded 
us that European languages, such as English and German which have various dialects, have 
been standardized using the same strategies. Speakers of different dialects can speak 
differently, but write the same way. Americans, Australian, British, New Zealand people for 
example speak differently the English language yet they write quite similarly through the use 
of Standard English. There are only few words that are written differently. The word “color” 
found in American Standard English (the RP) for example is written “colour” in British 
Standard English or Queen’s English. Such orthographic difference does not impact 
negatively comprehension among speakers of English. Readers of American Standard English 
can perfectly understand the meaning of the word “colour”.   

Based on the above linguistic discussion, one could argue that linguistic diversity and 
multilingualism can be adequately managed to promote effective communication (particularly 
in writing) among African people. Consequently, multilingualism does not need to be viewed 
as a problem, but rather as a cultural resource whose extent and implications must be 
scientifically determined.   

3.2 Post-independence language and literacy policies 

An extensive critical review of literature on language policies in Africa was published by 
Ekkehart Wolff for the ADEA biennial meeting which was held in March 2006 in Libreville, 
Gabon. Wolff noted that the majority of African countries have not drastically changed the 
language policy they inherited from the colonial era. Consequently, languages such as French, 
English, Portuguese and Spanish continue to enjoy a dominant status as official languages of 
administration and education at the detriment of national languages, which are relegated to 
non-formal status. Unfortunately, far from promoting mass education, literacy and national 
integration, Africanists argue that the retention of such policies has had a negative impact on 
the development of education in general and literacy in both official languages and national 
languages. Most researchers concluded that these policies are inadequate and they account to 
a large extent for the high rates of illiteracy and educational ineffectiveness experienced by 
most African countries (ADEA-UIE and GTZ 20058; Alidou, 2000, 2002, Alidou and Brock-
Utne 2005). Silue (2000:66) summarized some of the issues related to the education language 
policies based on the use of English, French, Portuguese and Spanish as dominant languages 
of education in Africa. From a psychological point of view Silue (2000:66) argues that 

In the general context of learning, on using a language other than their mother 
tongue, children’s fragile and still emerging cognitive capacities are forced and 
routed through completely different linguistic and conceptual framework. In light 
of education today, we know for certain that the use of a foreign language implies a 
psychological disjunction between the school context and the social background of 
the children (Frereira 1994). Research in education and learning issues clearly 
indicates that the language of instruction is of crucial importance for the children’ 

                                                 
8 ADEA-UIE and GTZ (2005). Optimizing learning and Education in Africa – the Language Factor. Working 
Document. Paris: ADEA. 
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learning achievements (IDRC, 1994)…Experiments carried out in various areas of 
the world… have led to the conclusion that children do learn better when given 
education in their mother tongue. Other more original experiments in which the 
native language is paired with a foreign one give evidence that the learning 
performance is significantly optimized thanks to insertion of the native language.   

In light of these research findings, ADEA-UIE-GTZ experts made some recommendations 
that can help African countries improve the quality of their education systems. While they 
recognized that language of instruction is not the only factor that accounts for the educational 
inadequacies in Africa, they believe that without effective communication and instruction in 
languages that learners can understand, learning and education cannot take place (Alidou and 
Brock-Utne 2005; Brock-Utne and Alidou 2005). The recommendations they formulated are 
framed according to UNESCO’s 1953 declaration related to the right of children to be 
educated in their mother tongues and to the more recently formulated language, cultural and 
human rights principles written and accepted by UNESCO and the Organization of African 
Union (OAU) - now renamed African Union (AU) - as well as the majority of African 
governments. In 2003, UNESCO identified three fundamental principles that are of 
importance to the use and promotion of African languages for education and development. 
These principles are presented below: 

- UNESCO supports mother tongue instruction as a means of improving educational 
quality by building upon the knowledge and experience of the learners and teachers 

- UNESCO supports bilingual and/or multilingual education at all levels of education as 
a means for promoting both social and gender equality and as a key element of 
linguistically diverse societies 

- UNESCO supports language as an essential component of inter-cultural education in 
order to encourage understanding between different population groups and ensure 
respect for fundamental rights. 

Fear of political problems related to the selection of one or two national languages as 
languages of instruction in multilingual countries and lack of standardized languages and 
quality reading materials in African languages, have often been advanced as fundamental 
factors that account for the exclusion of African languages as languages of instruction in 
African schools. For example, lack of standardized orthographies and reading materials in 
African languages led UNESCO experts to recommend in the early 1960s the promotion of 
French or English-only instruction in some African countries in spite of its own policy of 
mother tongue education. In Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia) for example, UNESCO experts 
argued that in the absence of standardized local languages, teachers used ineffectively several 
orthographies to teach the same language. In order to remedy this situation, UNESCO experts 
recommended the promotion of English-only as medium of instruction in the schools. They 
believed that “the use of English will influence the improvement of the quality of spoken and 
written languages” (Ohanessian and Kashoki9 (1978). Unfortunately, Manchisi (2004)10 
argues, the English-only model also carried its own inadequacies. The use of English, French, 
Portuguese and Spanish languages that are un-familiar to children and adults as dominant 
languages of instruction in African schools, accounts largely for low educational achievement 
among the majority of African students (ADEA-UIE-GTZ, 2005). The retention of the 

                                                 
9 See Alidou, Hassana (2005) Use of African Languages and Literacy; Conditions, Factors and Processes. 
10 Manchisi, P. C. (2004) The Status of Indigenous Languages in Institutions of Learning in Zambia. Past, 
Present and Future. In the African Symposium, Vol. 4 No. 1 March 2004. 
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European languages as official languages of administration, and therefore the languages used 
for social mobility, has negatively impacted the development of literacy among both children 
and adults. The literacy national languages campaigns are undermined by the fact that neo-
literates prefer to learn the official languages in order to have a chance for better employment 
in both the formal and non-formal sectors. Only Tanzania has successfully promoted  a 
national language policy that relies on the use of Kiswahili as a language of instruction in 
formal (primary schools) and non-formal basic education. 

3.3 International and national frameworks  

Tai Afrik (1995)11 stated that since 1960, three major international conferences, namely the 
World Conference on Adult Education held in Montreal in 1960, Tokyo in 1972 and Paris 
1985 addressed specifically the issues of literacy, peace and international co-operation, 
democracy and the creation of learning opportunities for all age groups including women. 
More recently, he added, the United Nations declared 1990 the “International Literacy Year” 
and 1990-2000 the “International Literacy Decade”. The Education for All conference held in 
Jomtien in 1990 and the Women Conference held in Beijing in 1995 specifically advocated 
the promotion of literacy, women’s education and linking formal and non-formal education in 
the perspective of life-long learning.  

At the continental level, several high level governmental meetings, declarations and plans of 
action emphasized the need to promote national African languages in education and other 
socio-economic domains. The major political declarations and plans of action include:  

• The OAU Cultural Charter for Africa (1976),  

• The Organization of the African Unity (OAU) Lagos Plan of Action (1980),  

• the Declaration on the Cultural Aspects of the Lagos Plan of Action (1985),  

• the OAU Language Plan of Action for Africa (1986),  

• the draft charter for the promotion of African languages in education developed during 
the Pan-African Seminar on “The Problems and Prospects of the use of African 
National Languages in Education”, organized by the Association for the Development 
of Education in Africa (ADEA) in 1996 in Accra, Ghana and  

• the Harare Declaration (1997) which evolved from the intergovernmental conference 
on language policies in Africa organize by ADEA.  

In Harare, Ministers, experts and representatives of intergovernmental agencies worked 
together and developed a very detailed plan of action which includes actions to be taken at the 
regional, sub-regional and national levels.  It states the nature of each action as well as its 
objectives, targeted results, timeframe, and implementing bodies. 

As a result of these international and regional conferences and declaration, and political 
frameworks, the ministries of education and the ministries of social development have 
included in their various policies, plans of action that comprised a component on adult 

                                                 
11 Afrik, Tai. Basic Adult Non-formal Education Curricula: A Sub-Saharan Scenario. Dakar: UNESCO Regional 
Office BREDA.  
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education and strategies to eradicate illiteracy among children and adult populations. The 
Conferences organized by ADEA in Cape Town (2000) re-emphasized the need to move from 
political declarations to more concrete actions. The use of African languages in both formal 
and non-formal education is viewed as a strategy to promote quality and equitable education 
in Africa. More recently, the African Union officially recognized the African Academy of 
Languages (ACALAN) as the main structure that will oversee politically all the activities 
related to the promotion of the use of African languages in education and development.  

ACALAN organized in May 2006 a Colloquium in order to define its plan of action. During 
the meeting, it became obvious that African countries should take advantage of the existence 
of cross-border languages in order to promote multilingual formal and non-formal education. 
The fact that languages are spoken across national boundaries by people who belong to the 
same linguistic and cultural backgrounds should be taken into consideration when formulating 
education language policies. Consequently, ACALAN’s main goal is to promote cross-border 
languages without neglecting lesser used languages for not only education but also socio-
economic development. In the terms of reference of the Colloquium, ACALAN stated that its 
main objective is: 

to concentrate, on a limited number of languages (i.e. cross-border languages) 
which answer well defined criteria, the intervention of the State while acting on 
the status (status and functions: officiality, institutionalized uses, education, means 
of mass communication, factors of diversification …) and on corpus ( mode and 
conditions of appropriation and use of linguistic competence) of these widely 
spread languages. After this stage, it would be important to pass to the action, 
through a certain number of strategic fields like education, socio-economic 
exchanges and communication. 

ACALAN is planning on developing linguistic projects that will produce national, regional 
and continental linguistic maps in order to determine the number of languages spoken in 
Africa. Such maps will provide clear information about not only cross-border languages, but 
the number of their respective speakers and their geographical locations. In this respect, the 
work undertaken by CASAS is critical as it already started identifying not only the cluster 
languages but also cross-border ones. All the cluster languages involved in the orthographic 
harmonization and standardization projects in Southern, Eastern and West Africa are also 
spoken across national boundaries.  ACALAN should take into consideration the solid 
linguistic work already undertaken by experts belonging to CASAS’ network. As a political 
entity, ACALAN can promote at the continental, regional and national levels, the harmonized 
orthographies and linguistic research produced by experts belonging not only to CASAS 
network but also various national language commissions. These experts are native speakers as 
well as well respected linguists and researchers who are already teaching in various African 
universities.  
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3.4 The relevance of CASAS’ work for the promotion of adequate 
language policies in education and development in Africa 

According to Nkhoma-Darch (2005:13)12  

“Inherited and imposed political and geographical borders play a key role in 
presenting a distorted and diminishing picture of a given speech community. It is 
then easy for the idea that it is not worth the effort of using the language as a 
medium of instruction, or of developing and publishing educational material for 
such a speech community…”  

The study of cluster languages undertaken by CASAS and its networks in Africa helps to 
reverse this picture. CASAS’ linguistic project, namely the elaboration of harmonized and 
standardized orthographies for cluster languages, constitutes a break-through in language 
planning and language policy in Africa. By redefining more adequately African linguistic 
diversity and its multilingualism, CASAS and its networks provide the much needed 
linguistic support not only to policy-makers and teachers, but also publishers who are in 
charge of producing educational materials in the African languages. African and non-African 
publishers were reluctant to promote books in African languages due to lack of adequate size 
of the market. The harmonized and standard orthographies of cluster languages provide 
incentive to the publishers as books written in the cluster languages can be read by larger 
number of readers across national borders. Consequently, CASAS not only contributes to the 
development of African linguistics at the scientific level, but at the practical and policy level 
it promotes orthographies that help teachers, learners and publishers. Moreover at the 
economic level its work can influence the development of a large book market written in 
African languages.  

                                                 
12 Nkhoma-Darch, Agnes G. Che-Jika (2005) Border-Straddling Speech Communities: Linguistic and 
Educational Challenges facing the Nyanja-Chewa-Mang’anja Cluster of South-Eastern Africa. Cape Town: 
PRAESA Occasional Papers No. 23.  
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4 The CASAS organization  

4.1 The CASAS orientation and concept 

The Centre for Advanced Studies of African Society (CASAS), has been conceived as a Pan-
African centre for creating research networks in Africa and its Diaspora. According to its self-
presentation on the internet, CASAS undertakes the supervision, coordination and 
management of research work focusing on the economic, social, historical, political and 
cultural aspects of the development “problématique” or issues in Africa.  

Cultural issues and their relationship to development, and selected basic research on the 
structure of African society are singled out as particularly important areas of interest to the 
centre. In this respect, CASAS judges itself to be distinct from other similar research bodies in 
Africa. 

A basic idea in the way CASAS operates is to make use of the best available African expertise 
and scholarship in all its work. Therefore it is of great importance for the Centre to maintain a 
wide network of academics and linguists across the African continent. The CASAS network 
covers institutions in 90% of the countries on the continent and counts about 220 academics 
and linguists who have in one capacity or the other been part of the work of CASAS. Most of 
the members of this network are academics based in their own institutions, but apportion 
some of their research time to the work of CASAS.  

CASAS is a non-profit making trust, registered as such, under South African law. Its financial 
resources are sought from donor agencies. CASAS organizes workshops, conferences, 
seminars and colloquia on various topics as approved by its Board of Trustees.  

CASAS undertakes through its network, fundamental research on African society, which is 
published as part of a book/monograph series. The Centre is also publishing 
Working/Occasional Papers on themes and topics which fit the mandate of the Centre. 
Eventually, a journal for the study of African society is envisaged. 

CASAS cooperates with, where possible and necessary, other bodies which share similar 
general or particular objectives. 

The major area of current involvement of CASAS is the classification of African Languages 
on the basis of mutual intelligibility. This work is part of the CASAS Harmonization and 
Standardization of African Languages Project which is currently supported by the Norwegian 
Agency for development cooperation (Norad) among other donors. In addition to 
classification, harmonization and standardization, the project involves development of 
glossaries, wordlists and monolingual dictionaries as well as development and testing of 
textbooks and other reading material.  

4.2 The organizational set-up 

As already stated above, CASAS is registered as a not-for-profit NGO organized as a trust. Its 
board of trustees normally consists of 7 members of high standing in society who are legal 
residents of South Africa. At the moment there are two vacancies, one due to resignation after 
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7 years of service for CASAS and one due to death. The board meets at least once a year to 
examine the financial status of the Centre, assess the annual achievement and approve the 
work plan for the coming year.   

On the administrative level CASAS has two full time employees and several working on part 
time. The organization is headed by Professor Kwesi Kwaa Prah. As director he manages the 
personnel and oversees and coordinates the activities of the Centre. He is also responsible for 
generating funds for the Centre. This includes proposal writing.   

In addition, Professor Prah coordinates the research activities CASAS is involved in. This 
includes coordination of the networks involved in the harmonization and standardization of 
African languages. As such he is the main editor and contributor to all CASAS publication. 

As part of his role as director of CASAS, Professor Prah is also in charge of the public 
relation for the Centre. He therefore develops and maintains relation with various stakeholders 
such as research environments at universities and institutes, policymakers at the regional 
national and continental level as well as stakeholders in civil society and NGO’s.   

Also working full time at CASAS is Grace Naidoo, employed as secretary for Professor Prah 
and administrator of the Centre.   

Qualification wise, Grace Naidoo has a high school diploma and has been working with 
CASAS for 7 years – that is since the beginning. Her function includes daily running of the 
centre and personal assistant to professor Prah. She is also responsible for daily book keeping 
and for coordinating the setting up of workshops, including contacting of members of the 
networks and travel arrangements. Grace Naidoo is also involved in the publishing of the 
CASAS books in the form of typing, layout for the manuscripts and even the illustration of 
the cover. She also handles the archives including contracts.    

Also working at CASAS on a daily basis is Michelle Boysen. She works as a receptionist. Her 
duties includes making phone calls, taking care of the mail, selling books and going to the 
bank.   

For security reasons CASAS has also hired a caretaker, Mr. Zico who lives on the property.  

In addition to these regular staff members CASAS rely on the services of part time employees 
and external consultants. Anne Gray works part time with CASAS as book keeper and the 
centre also count on the services of Mr. Bester who is a financial consultant specialized in 
taxation advice. CASAS uses Schwemmer and Associates Company for auditing.     

4.3 Funding and financial status.   

In 1996/97 CASAS obtained a grant of 7500 USD from the German Foundation for 
Development (DSE) to produce a study on African Languages for science and technological 
development in Africa. This study incorporated surveys in a number of African universities, 
including the universities of Western Cape, the University of Namibia, the University of 
Botswana and of Lesotho. Then DSE gave a second grant of 7500 USD for the book African 
Languages for the mass education for Africans.  DSE also funded two conference jointly set 
up by Professor Kwesi Kwaa Prah and Professor Neville Alexander at PRAESA. Out of the 
money that were granted, CASAS published the proceedings of the conference which was the 
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opening conference for the establishment of CASAS. The opening address was given by G. 
Beki . The publication was called Between Distinction and Extinction.  

With regard to funding, CASAS’ activities as a full scale research centre with an 
organizational set-up approximately as described above, started with seed money obtained 
from IDRC (east and west) and Ford Foundation West Africa. Both the IDRC branches  
provided 55.000 USD each and in addition Ford Foundation West Africa provided 70.000 
USD, all grants to be utilized over a period of 2 years. With this financial support CASAS 
was launched. The money was used to rent two rooms and to contract a retired English 
secretary half time.  

In 1997 CASAS was granted 22 000 USD from DSE and UNECA in cooperation to organize 
workshops on language, gender, technology and science. These workshops helped establish 
the concept of CASAS and its philosophy. During this period Professor Prah was still 
working as faculty at the University of Western Cape. He could not therefore be officially on 
CASAS’ payroll. As time went on, however, the volume of work increased and the demand 
for travel for CASAS reached a level that made it difficult for Professor Prah to keep his 
appointment as faculty and work for CASAS at the same time.  

A new phase in the development of the institution was entered when Professor Prah in 1998 
was employed on a full time basis as Director of CASAS. During the period from 1996 to 
1998, CASAS had had an average annual income from grants of about 100.000 USD per 
year.13 The eight following years from 1999 to 2006, with CASAS now being formally 
established as a trust and Professor Prah and his secretary and administrator both working full 
time at the centre, the annual income of CASAS increased gradually from around 125.000 
USD per year in the period from 1999 – 200114, to around 265.000 USD in the “top years” 
2003-2004.15 As can be seen from the diagram of donor support to CASAS (Appendix II), the 
organization has been supported by several foundations and governmental institutions in 
Europe, The US, Canada and Africa to carry out its activities. 

The last two years around 40 % of the annual income has been allocated to salaries and other 
personnel related costs, while the hiring of language experts and organizing of workshops has 
been  responsible for 25 % of the budget and publications and documentations between 5 and 
10 %. The team of evaluators think that these figures reflect the already commented cost-
effectiveness of CASAS’ operations. Taking into consideration the number of languages 
clusters mapped, workshops held, orthographies, monographies and dictionaries published, 
there is no doubt that CASAS has achieved a lot with quite limited financial resources and 
definitely a very small staff.   

 

  

                                                 
13 Phase II in the diagram showing CASAS total donor support – see appendix II. 
14 Phase III in the diagram appendix II 
15 3.030.000 Rand and 2.302.000 Rand in 2004 and 2005 respectively - see Phase V in the diagram appendix II 
and CASAS’ report to Norad in 2005 
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5 Findings and Analysis  

5.1 The relevance of CASAS work related to the role of mother 
tongue/familiar language in African Education/schools 

The Pan African level 
The African Union (AU) and Association for the Development of Education in Africa 
(ADEA) agree that you can not have improvement of quality of education if you do not look 
into the issue of African languages.   

African Academy of Languages (ACALAN) was established in cooperation with the General 
Secretary of the African Union (AU) to promote the use of African languages in public life. 
At present ACALAN is looking especially into the promotion of all the cross border 
languages on the African continent.  

It is the fundamental technical work needed to carry out ACALAN’s agenda that is the special 
task of CASAS, namely the harmonization and standardization of orthographies for the 
various clusters of languages on the continent, most of which are crossing national borders.   

Also the issue of lesser used languages is taken care of by CASAS, since the technical work 
of the harmonization project will include and help to preserve these languages also. This is so 
because CASAS is preoccupied with the mutual intelligibility between smaller endangered 
languages and bigger languages and clusters of languages. This allows smaller endangered 
languages to be used as spoken languages and at the same time be possible to write in a form 
that is intelligible for speakers of bigger languages.  

The harmonization and standardization approach developed by CASAS is a very effective and 
at the same time fully scientific way of dealing with small local languages. It combines 
working with clusters of languages that are mutually intelligible, for instance by creating 
monolingual dictionaries for whole language clusters, and at the same working with 
orthographies that are common across the whole continent. Through this work whole regions 
of Africa can be linguistically linked. The concept here is not the absorption of smaller 
languages into bigger languages in one region, but in fact to protect these languages from 
distinction.   

At present CASAS is working on languages and dialects where the mutual intelligibility is 
very high – for instance the southern African cluster of languages called Nguni (Xhosa, Zulu, 
Ndebele…) 

The African Countries - the national level:  

Informal Education 

The use of African languages for literacy and development is until now first and foremost 
linked to the production of adequate material within areas such as the prevention of the 
HIV/AIDS pandemic and other health issues, agriculture and environmental issues, 
democracy, good governance and economic development. The availability of adequate 
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reading material produced by CASAS, for instance neo literate textbooks that are informative 
educative and empowering, will play an important role here once they are distributed in 
greater numbers in areas of great need.  

In the case of HIV/AIDS, in addition to information material, also sensitization campaigns 
should be pursued for the prevention of the fait of HIV/AIDS within communities and regions 
as well as countries. All such campaigns should be conducted through languages that are 
familiar to the readers who are neo-alphabets. This has not been the case in Africa, because 
knowledge and information that the masses need have been provided in colonial languages 
such as French, English and Portuguese. These are languages which are not understood nor 
spoken by most people.  Indeed,  the lack of effective communication in basic education (i.e. 
formal and non-formal education) now has undermined investments in African development. 
On the other hand, the production in languages that people can understand and read of 
materials related to the prevention of HIV/AIDS and  information to people who are 
HIV/AIDS-positive on how to live longer with the disease in communities in Africa, is in 
itself an important contribution to development in Africa.  At the same time it is fundamental 
work in the effort to prepare African National languages for a more significant role in 
education in a somewhat longer time perspective.  

Formal Education 

CASAS has an indispensable role in creating a platform for the use of National languages in 
schools. Many of the familiar, local languages that are spoken in African communities and 
that would be the first choice for parents and school teachers as language of instruction and 
literacy, are so small that it is economically not feasible to create school material for all of 
them or guarantee teachers with sufficient knowledge of a sufficient number of separate 
orthographies to secure high quality teaching for all varieties. Working with different dialects 
or mutually intelligible languages in one classroom, becomes a lot more realistic when these 
languages are connected and documented in monolingual dictionaries and are written in one 
and the same harmonized orthography. 

In fact, there is at present a revitalization of the use of national languages taking place in both 
formal and non formal education in several countries in Southern Africa like South Africa, 
Malawi, Zambia, Botswana, in the northern and eastern regions such as Eritrea, Ethiopia and 
in several of the countries in Western Africa like Mali and Burkina Faso. In some of these 
countries there are laws that promote the use of national languages for basic education. 
However, in many countries the development work of African Languages needs to take place 
before the implementation. The technical work that CASAS’ network in the countries and the 
work experts form various countries are doing, are fundamental before effective 
implementation of the policies can take place. Therefore the work done by CASAS, in close 
collaboration with their experts who are working with the networks in the various regions and 
countries, is very relevant for the use of mother tongues and familiar languages in African 
education and Schools.  

CASAS produces not only reading material, but also highly indispensable teaching aids for 
the development of literacy, like monolingual dictionaries and published harmonized 
orthographies. In this way CASAS contributes to the development of a literate environment in 
African Schools and communities. At present CASAS has started discussions with the 
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University of Kwa Zulu Natal to start production of textbooks in different subjects for both 
secondary school and for the undergraduate university level. Similar discussions have recently 
been initialized with the University of South Africa. In this way harmonized orthographies for 
the Nguni cluster of languages will soon be disseminated at a higher scale in the formal 
education of SA.  

5.2 Output of CASAS activities 

Scientific knowledge  

The output of CASAS activities so far has been very impressive and indeed significant 
through the harmonization project activities. CASAS has mobilized networks of linguist 
experts in southern and western Africa and has organized together with these networks series 
of  workshops. Out of these workshops CASAS has produced harmonized orthographies for 9 
languages.  

Through the same networks CASAS also has started to publish monolingual dictionaries. 

Papers prepared by the researchers of the network for the workshops have also been published 
in occasional papers and are now part of the academic literature in this field of knowledge.  

The role of CASAS’ research methods in relation to linguistic diversity 

CASAS had developed a methodology for making harmonized orthographies. Through the 
harmonization processes and production of new knowledge, this methodology has been 
discussed among the scholars and revisions and improvements have been made during the 
course of the work. The fact that CASAS has produced a methodology which is pre-reviewed 
and validated, facilitate not only the further work of CASAS but can be used also in other 
African language harmonization projects.  

According to colleagues interviewed, CASAS’ linguistic research activities are unique in the 
sense that it is the first major project which addresses in a very systematic way and from a 
scientific linguistic perspective the issue of multilingualism in Africa. Prior to the work of 
CASAS, it was difficult to discuss the harmonization of dialects even at the national level. By 
working on cross-border languages and with native speakers and well respected African 
linguists, CASAS has managed to influence in a positive way a new examination of concepts 
such as language, dialects and language clusters. By creating the network CASAS offers to 
the researchers who are part of the network an opportunity to address the harmonization issue 
from two perspectives: national perspective by harmonizing the dialects spoken within 
national borders and regional perspective by addressing the issue beyond the political 
boundaries. Therefore, CASAS engages linguists and language specialists to analyze dialects 
and language clusters from linguistic perspective because it is important to establish 
linguistically the relationship between dialects of the same language. Secondly, it also helps 
African linguists to analyze socio-linguistic issues related to language and identity formation, 
language and socio-cultural issues in a way that is more complex.  

It is quite refreshing to listen to a less emotional argument provided by Dr Haidara about the 
possible impact of the harmonization project when he was asked about the possible 
consequences of harmonization and actual use of the harmonization work when there already 
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exist national standards for a given language (ex. Bambara, a standardised national language 
of Mali vs. Montanan, a language cluster, in the CASAS terminology, which includes 
Bambara). As the Coordinator of the pedagogical unit in charge of the promotion of 
Pedagogue Convergent and bilingual schools in Mali, a speaker of Bambara and Songhoy, he 
said that the harmonized orthography of Mandingo languages such as Bambara, Jula and 
Mandenka should be viewed positively as it does not alter the way people speak. He believes 
that the existence of harmonized orthographies will help in the enrichment of a language. A 
dictionary can have for one entry several synonyms as vocabulary words, and each speaker of 
a dialect will be able to find in the dictionary a word written in the  way she or he pronounces 
it. Dr Haidara reminds us that while all languages and cultures must be preserved, it is a 
normal linguistic process that the dialects or languages whose speakers are prolific writers are 
eventually going to influence how people write and speak. This is not an African phenomenon 
but this is a linguistic phenomenon related to the development of literacy, literary and also 
scientific achievement. In the case of Mandingo languages such as Bambara, Jula and 
Mandingo or Zarma-Songhoy and Dendi, Dr. Haidara thinks that the first aspect that must be 
addressed is acceptance of the orthographic rules by all stake-holders and their willingness to 
revise the national standards in order to integrate whenever possible the rules of the 
harmonized orthographies. He stated that the grammar of the dialects of the same language 
does not change, even if the degree of intelligibility of the dialects is limited. However, just 
like Monaka from Botswana, Haidara believes that the rules of the harmonized orthography of 
Bamanankan should be known by linguists and writers and teachers across national borders, 
and the orthography must be tested in non-formal education and its use and effectiveness (i.e. 
easy to read and write in such orthography) must be assessed before a major policy decision 
that promotes it is undertaken.  

From the interviews, and also reading of a couple of articles produced by Colleagues from the 
CASAS’ networks, one can comfortably state that CASAS applies methodological procedures 
that are required for reliable scientific work in descriptive linguistics. The data used by 
CASAS for the harmonization of cluster languages are produced by not only native speakers 
but also well respected African linguists who have extensively published in national, regional 
and international peer reviewed journals such as the West African Linguistic Journals and 
Journal of Linguistics. Most of the researchers involved in the CASAS networks are either 
lecturers in African universities or Western universities. 

There are other linguists who are not involved with CASAS whose studies reflect some 
divergent views about aspects of CASAS work or approach. One should, however, mention 
that we have not yet found any articles or colleague who has a significant critique about the 
quality of CASAS’ work. Most of the argument lies in the involvement of all stake-holders in 
the process of producing the orthographies (i.e. a socio-linguistic argument), rather than an 
objection on descriptive linguistic ground which would have made the whole enterprise and 
the financial support from NORAD or any other donor very problematic.  Therefore, after the 
interviews and the review of literature, it is our position as reviewers of CASAS that we can 
say that CASAS’ work is viewed not only by us but also most African linguists as a high 
quality work. We would also say in agreement with our Colleagues interviewed that CASAS 
should work closely with all organizations that are involved in the various countries with 
language harmonization and the development of orthographies. CASAS should no longer wait 
until it has finished the production of harmonized orthographies before it involves other 
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stakeholders such as the national language boards, the churches or other parties interested in 
the same issue. In his paper presented in Oslo during the LEA conference held in June 2006,  
Samukele Hadebe argues that there are lot of advantages for harmonizing cluster languages 
such as his mother tongue Ndebele and Nguni languages. However, Hadebe16 also warned us 
that  

“The shift of focus from the standardization of individual Nguni languages to their 
collective harmonization into possible Standard Nguni is a significant language 
planning activity. If successful, as it should, it would be one of the major language 
engineering feats in Southern Africa in modern history. It promises a number of 
advantages, especially educational and most importantly, a unified Nguni stands a 
better chance than any of the individual languages in containing the linguistic 
hegemony of English in Swaziland, South Africa and Zimbabwe. Notwithstanding 
these practical advantages of a unified Nguni, in my view, there must be an 
ideological motivation that is pervasive and incorporates both the elite and the 
general populace for the harmonization project to be meaningful and worth the 
effort that it entails”. 

 

Research networks 

The mode of operation used by CASAS for the harmonization of African language 
orthographies led to the creation of a research network of African language specialists and 
linguists in West-Africa, Southern and Eastern Africa.  

Textbooks and teaching material 

On the basis of the new orthographies, CASAS has organized workshops for writers and 
teachers in order to write a number of textbooks and teaching  material for each language 
cluster.  

5.3 Impact 

Impact on the academic scientific environment in Africa  
Through this networking a new culture of communication has been developed among 
Africanists  and African linguists. For the production of a harmonized orthography for a 
particular language cluster, CASAS requires that the participants would produce an academic 
paper related to one of the languages involved. The papers are read and discussed during the 
workshops. The discussion help linguists and language experts determine the degree of 
mutual intelligibility between the languages involved, but also the relevant issues that must be 
taken into consideration before harmonizing the orthographies. The emphasis on paper 
presentation in the CASAS workshops has promoted intellectual rigor and accountability. The 
textbooks coming out of these workshops are now used for teaching in institutions of higher 
learning in Africa:  

                                                 
16 Samukele Hadebe (2006). From Standardization to Harmonization: A Survey of the Socio-linguistic and 
Political Conditions for the Creation of Nguni in Southern Africa. Paper presented at LEA Conference June 
2006. Oslo, Norway: Oslo University. 
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Language across Borders (Book series No. 12- authors’ comment) and other titles 
are used in universities now. At the same time they are being distributed to ordinary 
users. The Library at the university (at University of Western Cape – authors 
comment) will now buy a number of orthographies and other CASAS titles. Both 
undergraduate and graduate students buy them for their courses in linguistics after I 
recommended them. In this way we try to link theory and application. When the 
students see the orthography being applied in a text in a language/dialect other than 
their own local language and they can understand it, they get interested in 
orthography. (Professor Felix Banda, University of Western Cape interviewed 
27’th of June 2006 at CASAS) 

 

The use of CASAS academic books and papers contribute significantly to the transformation 
of African languages and curriculum and it contributes to the overall africanization of the 
higher education in African higher learning institutions.  

There is also an emergence of cooperation in the doctoral degree programs across Africa, 
particularly in respect to supervision and examination of postgraduate and doctoral students. 
This has been observed to be a breakthrough in breaking language barriers between English 
speaking and French speaking linguist in Africa serving in various African universities.  

Actual cooperation with other stakeholders and cooperation with and influence on 
the Policy Development of Ministries of Education 
Language planning is, according to Joshua Fishman (1974:79), the organized pursuit of 
solutions to a language problem. Some of these problems include the retention of an official 
language, the choice of languages of instruction in multilingual settings like the majority of 
African countries, reform or development of writing systems, production of reference 
grammars and textbooks. Consequently, language planning can be divided into two main 
activities. They are namely language status planning activities and language corpus planning 
activities. Language status planning focus on policy matters that involve the choice of official 
languages, selection of a standard language and allocation of different function to different 
languages. Such activities are generally carried out by government officials, politicians and 
government bodies such as ministries of education. In most African countries, language status 
planning activities are carried out by policy-makers. In each country, there exist national 
language boards. These language boards are composed of native speakers and specialists of 
the national languages. In general, most of the language policies advocated by the 
governments are undertaken in consultation with these national language boards.   

On the other hand corpus planning relates to what Haugen (1966) called the activity of 
preparing a normative orthography, grammar, and a dictionary for the guidance of writers and 
speakers. Corpus planning activities are usually carried out by linguists and language 
specialists such as writers. National language boards are often normative agencies that 
validate and promote new orthographies and make suggestions on how to promote their 
acquisition among speakers. CASAS, for example is involved primarily in corpus planning 
activities as a research institution. Its main focus is the study of African languages and the 
production of harmonized orthographies. During the second interview we conducted with 
Professor Kwesi Prah, he reiterated the main goal of CASAS with regard to the harmonization 
project, namely the description of cross-border languages by native speakers who have 
extensively studied these languages and the production of harmonized orthographies. It 
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should be pointed out that all the linguists who are involved in CASAS network are also 
members of language national boards in their respective countries. In that respect, they 
individually act as focal point. It is expected that they will also work in promoting at the 
national level the orthographies and the orthographic rules agreed upon for the cluster 
languages.  

The use of the harmonized orthographies must be carefully planned in order to facilitate their 
utilization among speakers who are used to applying different orthographic rules to write their 
languages. In order to determine how the orthographies produced by CASAS and its network 
participants can be effectively used in African countries, we conducted additional interviews 
with linguists and policy-makers from the Ministries of education in Mali, Burkina Faso and 
Niger. We also interviewed Colleagues from ACALAN in order to determine the type of 
collaboration ACALAN and CASAS can develop in order to promote not only the use of the 
harmonized orthographies but also the scientific resources that CASAS possesses in order to 
promote the development and use of African languages for education and development. . 

With regard to what type of collaboration ACALAN and CASAS can develop, the President 
of the Academy, Mr. Samassekou,  stated that it is first important to understand the objectives, 
functions and activities of the institution. He sent us ACALAN’s mission statement and other 
relevant documents from the African Union in which the question of language policy for 
education, culture and development are discussed (see Appendix V  ACALAN Status ). 

According to Mr. Samassekou, as a research institution, CASAS has undertaken the 
groundwork on which ACALAN, a political institution, which deals on matters related to 
language planning and language policies in Africa, should build on. He stated that Professor 
Prah has consulted him from the beginning of the project and he has recommended Professor 
Boniface Keita as an imminent linguist from Mali. Besides he suggested that all the majority 
linguists who belong to the CASAS network are also resource persons for ACALAN and they 
are members of national language commissions from their respective countries. Mr. 
Samassekou said that at the end of September 2006 ACALAN is organizing a meeting at 
Johannesburg, and Professor Prah is already invited as a resource person. At this meeting 
which will gather policy-makers and linguists from Southern African countries, CASAS’ 
African language harmonization projects will be presented and participants will examine 
strategies that each country will adopt in order to determine how to use the orthographies 
produced by CASAS’ networks.  He reminded us that the promotion of new orthographies or 
orthographic rules is a delicate issue that must be dealt with by taking into consideration not 
only the individual language development but also political factors.  

With regard to ADEA, Mr. Samassekou stated that it does not deal directly with language 
policy issues. The role of ADEA is to promote effective policies in education in Africa. 
ADEA works in close partnership with ministries of education and since its birth, ADEA has 
not only recognized UNESCO’s 1953 recommendation related to children’s right to be 
educated in their mother tongues. It has also through various high level meetings on language 
policies encouraged ministries of education to promote the use of African languages as 
languages of instruction. ADEA works in close collaboration with ACALAN to promote the 
use of African languages in education. Therefore, the main interlocutor of CASAS is 
ACALAN at the continental level.  
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The suggestions made by Mr. Samassekou were echoed by other highly respected linguists 
interviewed. Both Professor Nikièma from Burkina Faso and Dr Youssouf Haidara (linguist 
and head of Language Pedagogy Unit at the Ministry of Education, Mali) said that CASAS 
has made a significant contribution to linguistic research in Africa. For Professor Nikièma, 
who participated in one of CASAS harmonization meetings, CASAS moved African linguists 
from a discussion on alphabet to a more advanced analysis of the languages in order to 
develop orthographies that facilitate reading across dialects. Both Professor Nikièma and Dr 
Haidara said that in spite of these advantages presented by the harmonized orthographies, 
their use may be compromised if they are not presented and accepted by national language 
commissions. They suggested that in each country, CASAS and its network members should 
make some efforts to present the orthographies to all the stake-holders, namely the national 
language commissions, literacy programs, churches and other institutions that use African 
languages for communication, literacy and education. These proposals are similar to the ones 
made previously by Professor Neville Alexander with regard to Southern African countries. 
We should also remind the readers that Professor Alexander told us that the use of new 
orthographies for formal education is decided by the National Language Board. Ambrose, 
Read and Vic Webb (1998) published on the web the transcript of a discussion about the 
standardization and terminological development of South African languages. This discussion 
facilitated by Ms. Malimabe from the University of Pretoria, is very informative as it provides 
some information about institutions that deal with language policies and harmonization issues 
in South Africa and also what process and what type of collaboration researchers and research 
institutions such as CASAS should develop with Pan South African Language Board 
(PANSALB) in order to disseminate the results of both corpus planning and language 
planning research such as the study of cluster languages and the production of harmonized 
orthographies. It should be pointed out that in South Africa,   

“PANSALB promotes multilingualism in South Africa by fostering the 
development of all 11 official languages namely Afrikaans, English. isiNdebele, 
isiXhosa, isiZulu, Sepedi, Sesotho, Setswana,SiSwati, Tshivenda, Xitsonga. 
PANSALB encourages the use of the many other languages spoken in the country. 
PanSALB is mandated by law to investigate complaints about language rights 
violations from any individual, organization or institution”17.  

From the discussion transcript, the workshop participants made valuable suggestions about 
how to disseminate in an effective way. Such measures can be minimizing political problems 
among various stakeholders such as linguists, speakers and language boards, churches and 
educators or informing about the results of linguistic research on standardization or any other 
aspects that impact on the use of a particular written form of a language or cluster languages 
such as Nguni, Tsivenga and Xitsonga. It is, therefore, our understanding that as PANSALB 
is officially responsible for the standardization of African languages through its various 
language group, it is expected that CASAS work related to the harmonization of South 
African languages should be made available to PANSALB for examination and appropriate 
statement about how to disseminate these orthographies. This is also the suggestion made by 
Professor Neville Alexander founder of PRAESA. For him, bilingual programs such as 
PRAESA may benefit from CASAS work when the orthographies are reviewed by 

                                                 
17 http://www.southafrica.info/ess_info/sa_glance/constitution/pansalb.htm 
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PANSALB and also when PANSALB and all stake-holders determine how to appropriately 
use the harmonized orthographies.   

Similar suggestions are made in Botswana by K.C. Monaka from the University of Botswana 
with regard to harmonization of the orthography of Shekgalagarhi, a language which is 
classified as a dialect of Sotho-Tswana by various linguists such as Chebanne (2003) and 
Tucker (1929) and Vail (1991). Monaka, who is a native speaker of Shekgalarhi, argues that 
this is a language and not a variety of Sotho-Tswana, and it should have its own harmonized 
orthography as it has also several variants or dialects. The author however recognized that the 
Shekgalagarhi and SeSotho and Setwana belong to the same language group. Therefore they 
can be classified as belonging to the same language clusters in the same sense that CASAS 
classified most Bantu languages. In order to avoid resistance among speakers of Shekgalarhi, 
Monaka stated that in Botswana, a coalition of not for profit organizations called RETENG 
and the Multicultural coalition of Botswana, organized a couple of workshops with all stake-
holders (linguists, missionaries, educationists, newspaper publishers) in order to analyze the 
situation of Shekgalarhi and decide how to go about producing a systematic and harmonized 
orthography of the language that is accepted by all interested parties. Professor Chebane was 
one of the workshop organizers. The orthography produced was tested by the Lutheran 
Church as reading the bible and conversion seems to be a primary literacy activity related to 
Shekgalarhi. Monaka argues that the primary intention of the workshop organizers such as 
himself and Professor Chebane, who participates actively in CASAS harmonization activities, 
was to  

“Create informative and constructive dialogue between the diverse dialectical 
speakers of the language, the missionaries and the linguists….It is believe that 
Shekgalarhi even in its diversity can be codified and harmonized on the basis of , 
principally, linguistic considerations, as well as other social factors…. 

More specifically Monaka argues that  

“The creation of language awareness in the community is something that should 
not be left to the end. This is a crucial element which is necessary for avoiding a 
situation where the development of a language could be viewed by speakers as 
“their” (i.e. linguists and missionaries, etc.) problem. Linguists and missionaries do 
not want to come up with a product that will be rejected by the community and be 
viewed as “their product”.  

Monaka went on and presented two practical strategies that were used in Botswana to inform 
the speakers and readers and test the new orthographies. He said that language awareness 
developed among speakers of Shekgalarhi who read Mokgosi18 through the publication of 
articles using the new orthographies in that newspaper. Secondly, the Church also published 
hymnal booklet called “A He Epele”  in order to test the new orthographies. Here it should be 
pointed out that since the national language policy does not recognize Shekgalarhi as a 
national language but a dialect of Setswana, literacy serves more a religious purpose. 
Therefore it is understandable that the best way to experiment the effectiveness of the new 
orthography is through biblical materials or non-formal education materials as suggested by 
Monaka. 

                                                 
18 a newspaper written in Setwana 
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How does CASAS influence policy development within Ministries of Education? 

According to colleagues interviewed, from former Minister of Education Samassekou and 
founder of ADEA to linguists and Researchers such as Professor Nikièma and Dr Haidara 
who has played a significant role in promoting formal bilingual education in respectively Mali 
and Burkina Faso, CASAS as a research institution influences policies by providing quality 
and research based instruments deriving from corpus planning. One of the main arguments 
used to not promote African languages as means of instruction, is the inexistence of reference 
documents such as language description, reference grammars, dictionaries and orthographies. 
Therefore, as argued by Professor Nikièma, by producing such documents for major 
languages such as the cross-border languages, CASAS contributes effectively to the 
promotion of African languages. It also, in a more practical way, provides pedagogical 
resources that the ministries of education need in order to promote bi/multilingual education. 
Without scientific linguistic research on African languages and without particularly reference 
materials, mother tongue education is not conceivable. This situation has, indeed, prevented 
many countries even the ones such as Niger and Mali which have enacted laws in favor of 
bilingual education, to expand this policy beyond the lower level of primary education.  

What we can retain from the above discussion, or more specifically, from the telephone 
interviews with linguists and policy-makers who participated in CASAS activities or are 
indirectly aware of either CASAS activities or issues related to the harmonization of African 
languages, can be summarized as follows:   

1) CASAS’ work is very much appreciated and, one should point out, is 
positively assessed by most African linguists and policy-makers (even 
though some of the conclusions of CASAS’ research activities, particularly 
those of Professor Prah, are not totally shared by the people interviewed)19; 

2) Policy-makers as well as researchers clearly view CASAS’ work primarily 
as  part of corpus planning activities that must be carried out at both 
national, regional and continental levels in order to formulate adequate 
language policies for education and development in African countries; 

3) While CASAS is not involved directly in language status planning, the use 
of the harmonized orthographies can positively influence the promotion of 
African languages in education. Therefore, CASAS’ research activities and 
results should be made available to national language boards for 
examination, discussion and determination of how to use them to enhance 
whatever the language boards are already doing.  

4) Researchers who are active participants in the CASAS networks should 
make their work known to other researchers and NGOs such as local 
language organizations, universities and national literacy programs and 
churches (Lutheran Church, SIL, and Catholic Churches) which are 
working on the same matter. In particular, they should make CASAS’ work 

                                                 
19 For example Mr. Samassekou highlighted that while he strongly thinks Professor Prah’s work is impressive 
and much needed by ACALAN, there are some conclusions that he may not share. We should point out that he 
has not elaborated on specific points of divergence.   
In Oslo, some of the Colleagues from South Africa and Zimbabwe also made similar suggestions.  
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known to the national language boards. The boards have significant impact 
on language policies. At the present time, people interviewed in Mali, 
Burkina Faso, South Africa suggest that this aspect is not well addressed 
and they encourage CASAS to examine ways to address it.  

Impact on LOI in the educational systems in African Countries 
To have an impact on language of instruction policies in the educational systems of African 
Countries, both  bottom-up and top-down approaches are important. In the case of CASAS, 
the harmonized orthographies already produced, both need to be disseminated into formal and 
informal educational arenas by means of texts of various types, while they at the same time 
must be introduced to government and policy making institutions such as the national 
language boards in order to gradually gain influence on the LOI situation in African 
education.  

First commenting on the bottom up approach, we refer to Professor Felix Banda from 
University of Western Cape, one of the contributors to the CASAS harmonization and 
standardization project and a member of the Southern African network. Asked about the 
major challenges confronting CASAS in the dissemination enterprise, Professor Banda 
answers:  

There are three major challenges.  

1. People don’t want to change. They say: “we’ll end up using English 
anyway, and that’s OK with me”. But what people don’t seem to 
understand very easily is that CASAS has no intention to change the way 
people speak.  

2. Funding is a second problem. Malawi, Swaziland, Mozambique, 
Zimbabwe, Botswana and South Africa – all these states have recognized 
several national languages and have decided to promote national languages 
in primary education, but they have not prepared budgets and there is no 
money for the production of teaching material and training of teachers.  

3. Procedures for implementation are a problem. School authorities, teachers 
and parents tend to be conservative as well. You have to approach and 
convince the right people – those who see the point and want to try 
something new. Because many people are positive after all. The curriculum 
development centre took some of the CASAS material I brought and they 
became very interested.  

Concerning the CASAS strategy for disseminating harmonized orthographies, Professor 
Banda states the following:  

- The workshops with writers are a very good start. On the basis of the texts 
produced, teachers can start teaching in the new orthographies. 

- Maybe some policymakers should be invited in on these workshops – to give 
approval of the project and some recognition.  

- To us linguists it should be emphasized, that making the orthographies easy, in 
itself is a dissemination strategy.   



 42 

- Creating monolingual dictionaries for each cluster with cross-references between 
synonyms from the various languages and dialects helps to increase significantly 
the number of readers and of schools which can use the same reading material.  

- Cross-cluster orthographies should also be encouraged. Such orthographies could 
greatly increase the number of readers and make it a lot easier to produce both 
teaching material and books in general.  

Concerning the top-down approach to influencing LOI policies by way of the CASAS 
harmonization and standardization project, the team would like to refer to Professor Neville 
Alexander, the director of PRAESA, South Africa, and hear his opinion about the possible 
impact of the project.  

The Project for the Study of Alternative Education in South Africa (PRAESA) is an 
independent research and development unit attached to the Faculty of Humanities at the 
University of Cape Town. PRAESA is also working on African languages, but differs slightly 
in perspective compared to CASAS. PRAESA was established in 1992, Since 1995 it has 
focused on language policy in education and has taken a similar position as CASAS in 
promoting the use of African languages as language of instruction in schools20. Today, the 
rationale for the project's research and development activities continues to be the 
democratization of South African society, particularly in the key area of language-in-
education policy implementation. Focal areas of work include language planning and policy 
formulation at national and provincial government levels, in-service teacher education, 
developmental research into multilingual classrooms, early literacy, dual-medium primary 
schooling, language surveys, as well as generating publications and learning support 
materials.  In this sense PRAESA is an important complementary institution to CASAS, since 
one of its foci has been to build network relations with and lobby with government institutions 
dealing with education in SA mainly, but also with important pan-African institutions and 
networks such as ACALAN and ADEA.  

In fact Professor Neville Alexander at present is member of ACALAN’s scientific committee  
and in an interview with the review team expressed great respect for the work CASAS is 
doing with harmonization of orthographies. He also judged the harmonization enterprise to be 
an essential and foundational contribution to the overarching project of making African 
languages the first choice for teachers and parents at all levels in the formal school system.  

CASAS work contributes to ACALAN’s and ADEA’s overall goal of promoting the use of 
African languages as languages of communication for social, economical, political and 
cultural development in general and education in particular. The main goal for ACALAN, is 
to promote cross border languages and lesser used languages in Africa. ACALAN also seek to 
work with existing language and linguistic institutions in Africa to achieve its goal. According 
to professor Neville Alexander “CASAS is doing a pioneering work that must be taken care of 
by ACALAN”. ACALAN will rely on CASAS network and its partners in African 

                                                 
20 See PRAESA’s policy statement on African Languages in Education - in Appendix III; Extract from PRAESA 
homepage on the internet:  
 :  
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universities and linguistic research institutes to carry out activities related to the promotion of 
the use of African languages.  

The development of the CASAS network can have a positive influence on the cooperation 
between ministries of education and institutions of higher learning in Africa in the field of 
programs for the use of national languages in school and in terms of harmonization 
methodology and orthographic standards of language and language clusters.   

Impact on the level of instruction and learning in society in general and in schools in 
CASAS’ area of operation 
Professor Felix Banda at University of Western Cape, member of the CASAS network and 
writer/contributor to several CASAS books:   

A personal experience from Malawi: I could perfectly well understand what people 
were saying when they were speaking in the Central Bantu language cinsenga, but 
I could only with great difficulties read what they wrote. The writing systems differ 
so much, both across national borders but also between regions and this creates a 
lot of problems in schools……  

Regarding teaching the alphabet in a multilingual community, the fine thing about 
harmonized orthographies and monolingual dictionaries developed for one cluster 
of languages, is that you can start teaching the pupils the alphabet from the first day 
in their own mother tongue or a local language even when the pupils speak 
different mother tongues and even when the teacher does not speak the local 
language - as long as she can understand it.  Each pupil keep on learning in their 
own language and the teacher keep on teaching in a different but intelligible 
one………  

We are now working with non-mother tongue speaking students from SA, Namibia 
and Botswana, training them to write material in KhoeSan.  These students are 
expected to plow back into their communities all they have learnt. Words from 
dying dialects are taken into the KhoeSan dictionary. When teachers teach the 
alphabet and produce material,  they can use these words.      

So, as far as impact in terms of actual use of CASAS material is concerned, the major field 
where CASAS books and material has come into use is in informal education. By producing 
harmonized orthographies and readers, CASAS is doing the foundational work for the 
promotion of  the use of African languages as languages of instruction. And in some places, 
CASAS’ teaching material is already in use. The books produced are used in some bilingual 
schools and in some adult education program for literacy and post literacy. Textbooks have 
been distributed to various NGOs involved in various kinds of development work such as 
agricultural extencionist work, health programs such as HIV/AIDS programs etc. water, 
sanitation and nutrition and awareness-raising projects on democracy, good governance and 
anti – corruption.     

However, neither the present staffing nor the financial resources available at the moment 
allow for a more extensive dissemination, testing and monitoring of CASAS material. Even if 
the actual dissemination work to a great extent is being done by partners in the CASAS 
network, the mere coordination of the work and administering the distribution, demands a lot 
of manpower, and that is where CASAS now has a capacity problem.        
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In terms of formal education, CASAS’ books has not yet anywhere been disseminated into the 
school system at a large scale, so impact on the formal education system therefore is still 
difficult to measure and assess. To a certain extent, according to Professor Prah, this must be 
seen in the perspective of the lack of regularity and the inadequacy of funds as well as the 
lack of skilled personnel at CASAS to take care of lobbying at the political level and carry out 
actual cooperation with schools. Dissemination – both in terms of marketing, implementation, 
monitoring and adjustments is a very time-consuming activity, and CASAS neither has 
sufficient funding for this year nor the right personnel available to carry this work out on a 
larger scale than it is already being done. On the other hand, the limited degree to which 
CASAS material so far has been disseminated into the school system, should also be 
understood as a result of a deliberate CASAS strategy on dissemination. CASAS has had 
conversations with ministries of education and other government agencies and  institutions, 
but this has not been and should not be the only approach  to be used. Instead one has used 
adult literacy classes, health classes etc. set up by NGOs and churches to test the texts 
produced within the project. As Professor Prah himself commented, “NGOs and churches 
don’t create bottlenecks”.  

5.4 Sustainability 

It is very clear to the team that the funds CASAS has received so far has been very effectively 
used. Given the amount of money granted and what has been achieved by CASAS, the team 
of reviewers is convinced that the Norad financial support has been utilized very satisfactory.  
This can be documented by the list of publication which comprises more than 100 titles (see 
appendix with catalogue of books) and the list of language experts from the network being 
mobilized for the harmonization project. This very fact indicate to the team of reviewers, that 
CASAS is both very cost-efficient and in addition well prepared to produce and function  in 
situations of scarcity of funds in the future.  

Over the last few months there has also been an alarming standstill of the former regular 
salary raises for the CASAS personnel to compensate for high inflation rates. The yearly 
salary raise is a regular phenomenon in South Africa. In fact, this year the director of CASAS 
also was forced to lower his salary about 15 % over several months to meet expenses of a 
necessary raise of his secretary’s salary. CASAS was also compelled to cancel some of its 
planned workshops. These events and measures, exemplify the difficult financial situation for 
CASAS, an issue which will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter. But they also  
indicate that CASAS operates safely and with great flexibility in difficult times and has been  
conscious not to place itself in a vulnerable situation when it comes to the balancing of annual 
costs with probable annual income.  

On the positive side when it comes to financial sustainability, the team would also like to 
mention that CASAS owns its own house, and therefore both has good control of its housing 
expenses and at the same time counts on a financial reserve that gives the organization a 
certain financial flexibility and makes it worthy of necessary credit if needed.  

Yet the unstable income situation, due to dependency of donors who up till now has been 
unwilling to commit themselves to long term support, clearly imply a limited financial 
sustainability.  
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CASAS strong network of highly competent, dedicated and loyal partners within the relevant 
academic fields of the harmonization and standardization project, implies a high degree of 
sustainability in terms of personnel resources to draw on and of academic strength. But again, 
the mere planning and coordination of these processes of harmonization of orthographies 
require a lot of administrative and professional capacity, and here CASAS now seem to have 
a problem of sustainability. These research and implementation processes are very extensive 
and complex, and for the harmonization project to be sustainable in a longer time perspective, 
the director of CASAS should have the support of a deputy director on a fulltime basis to 
assist him with regard to the scientific and networking activities as well as the management of 
the institution.  
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6 Areas of Concern 

Operational costs and funding 

As mentioned in section 3, funding modalities and inadequacy of the support granted to the 
organization, is one area of major concern for CASAS. The unpredictability and inadequacy 
of the funds allocated to CASAS has hampered the mode of operation of the organization. 
Because of uncertainty of funding, it is practically impossible to have a long term plan. 
Several undertakings of CASAS, such as workshops of harmonization of orthographies, have 
been delayed or not carried out altogether due to lack of funding. This is even more 
problematic given that the human resource necessary to carry out the task, has been available 
and prepared to undertake the task. This problem was raised by all the linguists interviewed 
during fieldwork. There was also a serious concern within CASAS that lack of funding could 
jeopardise the incentive to continue and fulfil the foundational work of harmonizing 
orthographies. The director of CASAS was also concerned about the moral problem of taking 
advantage of the network member’s dedication and enthusiasm  for this important work. The 
team of reviewers will argue that CASAS so far has operated too much on the basis of a 
“missionary” philosophy. Highly dedicated and motivated experts have carried this work 
forward without sufficient payment or adequate incentive from outside. Even though it is an 
NGO, the team think it is dangerous to expect an institution like CASAS to sustain its activity 
for a long term based on this high level of voluntary involvement from experts who are 
already serving full time in their own institutions. This  level of voluntary  involvement is 
unattainable in a long term perspective.  

Lack of sufficient fund had forced the CASAS director to mortgage his own house. Over the 
last few months there has also been an alarming standstill of the former regular salary raises 
for the CASAS personnel to compensate for high inflation rates.  

The financial problems listed above cannot be solved by selling books. As an NGO, CASAS 
has a very low profit margin from sales of its publications.   

Actual staffing and personnel needs 

Staffing has been another area of concern for the review team. It is obvious for the review 
team that CASAS has been seriously understaffed in comparison to its level of productivity. It 
is articulated in section 3 the list of responsibilities and actual activities for both director and 
the secretary. The visit to CASAS and the interviews with the director also revealed that this 
level of activity can not be maintained in a regular framework of 8 hours pr day work 
situation. On average the director of CASAS work more than 10 hours pr day. This cannot be 
expected of any employee. The analysis of the situation indicates that more than two people 
should carry out the tasks currently performed by the director and his secretary.    

Dissemination 

The  third area of concern for  the review team would be the dissemination of the harmonized 
orthographies. The team is fully aware of that so far most of CASAS resources has been 
allocated to its primary mission of developing the harmonized orthographies, and rightly so.  
By involving linguists and language experts from various language networks and NGOs, 
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CASAS has begun the necessary grassroots work for disseminating these orthographies. 
However, the team of reviewers think a more systematic bottom-up- and top-down-strategy 
for dissemination for the orthographies should be developed. The main challenge for the 
dissemination process is the acceptability of the new orthographies. CASAS should therefore 
spell out an effective strategy to reach out to both formal and non-formal sectors that utilize  
African languages as languages of instruction. In this regard one could think of the need for 
CASAS to develop dissemination strategies at three levels: namely  

1. the local NGO and school level,  

2. the national level, in particular ministries of Education and  

3. continental liaisons with Pan African organizations such as the African Academy of 
Languages (ACALAN) and the association for the development of Education in Africa 
(ADEA).  

In other words, in devising the dissemination strategy, CASAS should identify and work in 
collaboration with all organization that have been involved in the promotion of the use of 
African languages in Africa.  
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7 Conclusions and recommendations 

7.1 Conclusions  

From the discussions above it is obvious that the CASAS activities place a significant role in 
the promotion of the use of African languages in education and development in general in 
Africa. CASAS focus on harmonization of African languages, in particular the development 
of harmonized orthographies, monolingual dictionaries and reading materials, which is  
critical and foundational technical work in the promotion of African languages as languages 
of instruction and means of communication.  

The harmonization and standardization approach developed by CASAS is a very effective and 
at the same time fully scientific way of dealing with small local languages.  

So far CASAS has produced harmonized orthographies for the 9 language clusters. 

CASAS has also produced a monolingual dictionary for the Akan language in West Africa.  

More importantly CASAS has also produced reading materials in harmonized orthographies 
that can be used in both formal and non formal education for the development of literacy 
among learners.  

This is a pioneer initiative, given that up to now, information needed by people has not been  
available in the languages that the majority can speak and understand. Such information is 
usually written in the official languages such as English, French and Portuguese.  

These reading materials cover areas such as HIV/AIDS, sanitation, agricultural extension, 
human rights, democracy and good governance. In addition to the production of harmonized 
orthographies and the development of its concept and mode of operation, CASAS has 
facilitated in Africa the creation of an effective network for African languages across the 
continent.  

These networks involves not only linguists at universities, but also language specialists,  
teachers, development workers as well as other people and organizations which are involved 
in the promotion of local languages.  

In terms of appropriateness of Norad’s support to CASAS, the review team would like to 
emphasize that CASAS has not only met its target objective as stated in the agreement with 
Norad, but has actually gone beyond. This is indicated for example in its high level of 
scholarly productivity21 and the number of African experts involved in its networks.   

However, the team of reviewers has concluded that CASAS from now on (August 2006), 
while trying to step up its efforts to complete the clustering and harmonization work for the 
whole African continent within a foreseeable period of time (5 – 10 years), need to strengthen 
both its staffing and its financial basis. The last year (2005/2006) with a considerably reduced 
financial support, the research and publishing activity has necessarily been slowed down. 
Even though employees and network members have refrained from agreed salary (director), 
foreseen salary raises (secretary) and compensations for workshop participation (writers and 

                                                 
21 See a comprehensive catalogue with all published titles on CASAS’ website www.casas.co.za 
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linguists), a number of workshops that should have been held – and could have been, 
technically speaking – had to be cancelled or postponed. Both the financial and organizational 
capacity of CASAS need to be strengthened considerably in order to catch up with the 
research, writing and publication processes already inspired and started up in the various 
African regions of present harmonization activity. This situation is the major background for 
the team of reviewer’s unanimous decision to suggest a considerable increase in Norad’s 
support to CASAS for the coming years. The argument being that CASAS need more long 
term and regular financial support and more abundant support to be able to step up its 
harmonization and standardization effort to a level that will have the work completed in 
reasonable time.  

Regarding impact, the team would like to emphasize that CASAS has laid down a 
foundational work whose impact is multi-dimensional and its effects are long-term. Already at 
this stage in CASAS work, one can se a significant impact on areas such as the academic 
work in terms of research in African Languages. There is also an emergency of cooperation 
between African universities through the supervision of postgraduates and the examining of 
postgraduate and doctorial students work. Of interest is that this cooperation crosses the 
traditional Anglophone – Francophone - Lusophone borders that used to limit cooperation 
among African Scholars. In that effect the team consider this a positive trend that must be 
maintained and cultivated.   

When it comes to its influence on policy development within the ministries of education, 
CASAS’ work is highly appreciated although CASAS’ mode of operation, so far, does not 
involve close and direct dealing/working with the MoEs. Based on the second round of 
interviews with policy makers as well as linguists and language specialists, the review team 
established that CASAS’ work is primarily viewed as a necessary part of corpus planning 
activities that must be carried out at the national, regional and continental level in Africa. In 
other word, CASAS as a research institution, has, so far, indirectly influenced policy 
development by providing quality research-based instruments deriving from corpus planning. 
These instruments are said to be useful in not only providing a counter argument for not 
promoting African languages as a medium of instruction in schools, but also laying ground for 
the effective use of African language in education. In this regard, the review team would wish 
to point out that it is high time now that CASAS’ mode of operation and its work should be 
brought much closer to the attention and operation of the ministries of education.               

Though limited in scale, the scholarships (books, monographs, journals) produced by 
Linguists and language experts involved in the CASAS network, is being used as text books 
in African universities. According to our interview with Professor Banda at the University of 
Western Cape, the use of CASAS academic books and papers contribute significantly to the 
teaching of linguistics and African language courses. In that sense CASAS work also 
contribute to the africanization of higher education in Africa.   

In order to promote effectively the harmonized orthographies, CASAS has strategically 
decided to start the dissemination of the orthographies and the reading material first in non 
formal education. The non formal education is the least normative domain while at the same 
time there is an urgency to disseminate information and knowledge for development among 
adult learners.  
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7.2 Recommendations:  

To Norad: 
1. The team highly recommend to Norad to continue its support to CASAS. In order to 

create consistency in the funding and  facilitate effective long term planning for 
CASAS, the team also recommend the support provided to  be long term. In the 
opinion of the review team, Norad should at least fund two periods/terms of five years 
each. 

2. Norad’s support to CASAS should cover the full salary for the director of CASAS, 
half the salary for a deputy director whom should be employed as soon as possible 
(see below) and in addition the cost of all workshops, publication of orthographies, 
books and monographs, library development as well as overheads and administrative 
costs needed pr year to speed up and complete the harmonization and standardization 
project.  

3. Norad’s contribution to the harmonization and standardization project should from 
2006 and onwards have as its main focus the Eastern and Southern African regions as 
described in more detail in budgets prepared by CASAS (See paragraph 4 in this 
section and appendix III). In sum, the support needed to cover the above mentioned 
expenses, it stipulated by CASAS to amount to 560.000 USD pr year (approximately 
3.360.000 NOK pr year).   

4. While the need for the geographical focus of the Norad support to the Eastern and 
Southern African region is here reiterated and emphasised, the team recommends a 
high degree of flexibility to be granted on this particular support,  precisely because of 
the nature of the CASAS activities. There are some aspects of CASAS’s activities that 
cannot be confined or discussed within a particular region alone, for example the 
common principles in the harmonisation process. Certain languages are spoken not 
only across national borders but also across geopolitical regions like Central and West 
Africa for Fulfulde. These demands a common approach and therefore, involve the 
whole of Africa. One needs linguists from the whole of Africa. Thus, Norad support, 
though targeted to the Eastern and Southern African region, should be flexible to 
accommodate these types of activities.     

To CASAS: 
1. In relation to the above, the team strongly recommend CASAS to develop a well-

detailed and realistically priced/costed 5-years work plan as a basis for its budget. In 
addition to guiding CASAS’s operations internally, the work plan will also provide a 
useful framework for monitoring and evaluation of CASAS activities. Norad should 
therefore request a well-detailed and realistically priced/costed activities plan as a 
basis for its funding to CASAS. 

2. For the harmonised orthographies, the team recommend CASAS to devise an effective 
and pragmatic dissemination strategy to reach out to both formal and non-formal 
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sectors. This should be regarded as a matter that requires immediate attention. From 
the review it is obvious that CASAS needs to at least develop a dissemination strategy 
at three levels, namely a local level – encompassing schools, local NGOs as well as 
religious organisations and institutions operating at the community level, a national 
level  - especially involving/dealing with governments, in particular the national 
language boards and Ministries of Education, but also with institution, such as 
PRAESA in South Africa and thirdly a regional & continental level – reaching out to 
Pan African organisations and institutions such as ADEA and ACALAN. 

3. With regard to dissemination, the review team recommends to CASAS to 
institutionalise and systematise continuous monitoring and evaluation of the 
dissemination process as a mechanism for the collection of regular feedback from the 
end-users, such as schools, local NGOs and communities. Among other things, this 
process will provide useful information on aspects such as communities’ perception 
and reception of the harmonised orthographies, as well as how these orthographies are 
being used. In devising an effective system of continuous monitoring and evaluation 
of the dissemination process, CASAS may wish to consider requesting for technical 
assistance. Upon such a request, the review team recommend Norad to support 
CASAS accordingly.  

4. Also related to dissemination, the review team challenge CASAS to devise a system to 
encourage and motivate researchers and language specialists in its networks to make 
their work known to other researchers and NGO such as local language organizations, 
universities and national literacy programs, the churches (Lutheran Church, SIL, and 
Catholic Churches) which are working on the same matter particularly the national 
language boards.    

5. In addressing the understaffing situation of CASAS, the team recommend CASAS, 
with the financial support from donors, to employ at least two more staff members ; 
CASAS should appoint a Deputy Director on a fulltime basis to assist CASAS 
Director with regard to the scientific and networking activities as well as the 
management of the institution. Specifically, the review team recommends that  Norad 
financially support the salary of the Deputy Director. 

6. Given the not only pioneering and foundational nature of CASAS’s work, but also its 
relevance and significance in education and development in Africa, the review team 
recommends the establishment of a specialised library on African Languages at 
CASAS. At this point, it is worth mentioning that CASAS has a space designated for 
the library at its premises which could to be developed.  

To Norad and CASAS: 
In light of the high level scientific work that CASAS is undertaking the team recommends 
that Norad supports financially CASAS in order to create a research fellowship that can be 
granted to African researchers and students who are interested in working on cluster 
languages and the harmonization project.  
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