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Second-language learning is often associated
with globalization: knowledge of more than one
language gives people an “edge” by improving
their communication skills and exposing them to
diverse cultures; this, in turn, increases their em-
ployment opportunities. This argument is fine as
far as it goes, but Europe and North America, the
richest continents with the highest literacy rates,
also have the lowest rates of linguistic diversity;
in fact, in these geographic areas, bilingualism
and multilingualism, and, by extension, bilingual
and multilingual education, are more a matter of
choice than necessity. The situation is different in
Africa, where multilingual nations are the norm,
and result from traditional groups being brought
together in newly independent states upon decol-
onization. The educational significance of this
multilingualism is the focus of Kenneth Harrow
and Kizitus Mpoche’s Language, Literature and
Education in Multicultural Societies, a collection
of twenty-two essays derived from a conference
held at the University of Yaoundé I, in Cameroon,
in 2006.

The volume’s terms of reference seem broad,
but while countries in Africa, other than
Cameroon, are mentioned in individual chapters
(for example, those written by Gabriel Mba and
Edgar W. Schneider), it focuses, for the most part,
on language education and policy in Cameroon.
This is no bad thing: the focus on Cameroon
presents a fairly precise picture of the current
state of affairs there, which is more useful than
presenting readers with a superficial analysis of
the situation in a number of countries. Moreover,
Cameroon is perhaps the best possible example
for illustrating both the problems and the poten-
tial of multilingual education: while English and
French were the official languages adopted upon
unification in 1961, estimates of the number of
languages spoken in the country range from a
conservative 200 to over 280. Cameroon is, there-
fore, what Loreto Todd, in her useful model of
“Malvolian multilingualism,” refers to as “a coun-
try that was born multilingual” (p. 7). Indeed, as
Blasius A. Chiatoh explains, in Cameroon “the av-
erage citizen speaks at least three or four lan-



guages-—-the mother tongue, a language of wider
communication (LWC), the first official language
(OL1) and the second official language (OL2)” (p.
87). Given this situation, Edith Esch is right to ob-
serve that in Cameroon the roots of multilingual-
ism precede schooling, and children’s linguistic
socialization is “characterised by complexity, as
well as flexibility and fluidity”--even before they
learn to read and write--a process that inevitably
takes place in a language other than the mother
tongue (p. 29, emphasis in original).

While Cameroonian society is multilingual,
the state’s education system is structured around
the two official languages: French and English.
Various issues arise from this situation. The two
systems are very different: one is based on the
“strongly guided and front-led teaching” common
to the metropolitan French model, in which
“school knowledge is presented as pre-existing
and incarnated by the teacher”; the other on the
English model, in which there is a “strong element
of individualisation ... in method of learning” (pp.
36-37). Insofar as both language and pedagogy are
culturally rooted, this affects national identity and
unity. One of the more interesting attempts to
merge the two systems is analyzed by Innocent
Mbouya Fasse in “An Atypical Case of Dual-Medi-
um Education Programme in a Complex Multilin-
gual Setting: The Horizon Bilingual Educational
Complex in Cameroon.” Located in the largely
francophone city of Douala, the Horizon Bilingual
Educational Complex is a dual-medium, dual-cur-
riculum school whose reputation among educa-
tionalists is sure to grow. The fact that it is suc-
cessfully “overcoming the obstacles of its out-
standingly complex multilingual setting to pro-
duce real bilingual and biliterate citizens” makes
it a model of educational reform for societies
where official bilingualism needs to be more firm-
ly rooted in the educational system (p. 156).

Language, Literature and Education in Multi-
cultural Societies also deals with the classroom
ramifications of multilingualism. Esch calls for
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more research to be done into the means by
which multilingual teachers negotiate multilin-
gual classrooms, when students are being taught
in what is essentially a formal English or French
immersion setting. Practical, pedagogical consid-
erations are also dealt with in several essays, in
which the authors analyze various linguistic fea-
tures of Cameroon English and argue that its dis-
tinctive nature needs to be taken into account
when educational materials are being developed.
Daniel Nkemleke’s contribution is entitled “Fre-
quency and Use of Modals in Cameroon English
and Application to Language Education”; Mpoche
explores the pedagogical implications of English
anaphors (a word or expression, like a pronoun
or a noun phrase, whose meaning depends on its
antecedent) on second-language learning; and
Samuel Atechi’s analysis of the causes of commu-
nication breakdown has relevance for teaching.
Furthermore, in a study that has applications be-
yond the Cameroonian classroom, Luther Zogang
questions present-day, language-teaching ortho-
doxy that favors communicative approaches, and
suggests that the absence of lexico-structural
learning in a multilingual setting like Cameroon
can lead to linguistic codes like “Franglish,” which
is, according to him, “a real handicap for the com-
munication of knowledge” in an academic setting
(p. 219).

Cameroon’s complex linguistic history is out-
lined in chapters by Schneider and Stephen A.
Mforteh. What emerges from the volume as a
whole, however, is that little has changed in the
country’s educational system since unification; as
a consequence, one topic that unites virtually all
of the chapters is the need for reform. Most con-
tributors seem to agree on the direction this re-
form should take: education in the two official
languages has sidelined mother-tongue education,
and academics believe that it is time to reverse
this situation. With the help of organizations, like
the African Academy of Languages (ACALAN) and
the African Union, which “declared 2006 the year
of the MT [mother tongue],” various projects have



been initiated to facilitate the eventual implemen-
tation of mother-tongue education (p. 55). The Ba-
sic Standardisation for Unwritten Languages of
Africa program aims to develop writing systems
for indigenous languages; another program aims
to ensure literacy in mother tongues; and, in addi-
tion, mother-tongue summer language institutes
have taken place at universities, and ACALAN is
working to improve the availability of mother-
tongue information technology resources. The
need for more generalized policy reforms is tack-
led by Chiatoh in “Language, Politics and Educa-
tional Innovation in Cameroon” and Michael E.
Apuge in “Language Conflict and Pedagogic Impli-
cations in Cameroon.” While both chapters deal
with the subject of reform in practical terms, nei-
ther is concerned with the resource implications.
Nonetheless, they build convincing cases for the
need for a more coherent national language poli-
cy that reflects Cameroon’s linguistic reality, with
Apuge calling for a quadrilingual (English,
French, Cameroonian Pidgin English, and mother
tongue) system to replace the current, bilingual
one.

Because many mother-tongue languages do
not have fixed writing systems, the lack of peda-
gogical materials, and reading material in gener-
al, is a stumbling block for teachers and students.
Unfortunately, the chapters in Language, Litera-
ture and Education in Multicultural Societies that
deal with literature tend to conceive of it as pure-
ly didactic in function, and the analyses they offer
are, therefore, of limited value: texts are worthy
of study because of their “message” or because
they are written in nonofficial languages, and au-
thors seem to be little more than agents of linguis-
tic reform. One chapter goes so far as to accuse
authors of “mak[ing] things difficult for Cameroo-
nian languages” by choosing to write in English or
French, rather than working with linguists to de-
velop and enhance the writing systems of nonoffi-
cial languages (p. 71).
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The collection contains some thought-provok-
ing chapters; overall, however, it has a slapdash
feel to it and it would have benefited from more
rigorous peer review, editing, and proofreading.
The book is riddled with typos, bibliographic er-
rors and omissions, and confusing and/or incom-
prehensible passages. An index would also have
been useful. Some of the volume’s shortcomings
may stem from its conference origins. Confer-
ences allow for an exchange of ideas and for com-
mon points to emerge organically through discus-
sion whereas books transfer knowledge and pro-
voke enquiry in a way that requires editorial sign-
posts indicating what those common points of dis-
cussion were. Editors Harrow and Mpoche have
not provided these signposts, and the essays are
organized without any apparent guiding princi-
ple. This problem is compounded by the absence
of an introduction by the editors, which would
have provided a rationale for the inclusion of spe-
cific chapters (for example, the chapter on e-mail
discourse in Cameroon or, more puzzling still, the
chapter on James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist
as a Young Man [1916]). Organizing the essays by
topic or theme (for example, educational history
and reform, mother-tongue literature in the class-
room, second-language pedagogy, and English and
Cameroonian Pidgin English) would also have giv-
en the volume a more cohesive framework. In
sum, Language, Literature and Education in Mul-
ticultural Societies is a decidedly uneven collec-
tion whose chief merit lies in the light it sheds on
the history of official language education and
mother-tongue education in Cameroon since uni-
fication, and in the sharing of examples of educa-
tional innovation that are currently taking place
there.
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