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1. Introduction 

1.1. Background 

Ethiopia is a country characterized by its remarkable linguistic diversity, with over 85 different 

languages spoken. This multilingual landscape presents both opportunities and challenges for the 

country’s education system, particularly for higher education institutions. Historically, Ethiopia's 

language policy has evolved through different political regimes, each of which has shaped the 

role of languages in education differently. In recent decades, it has been recognized that 

linguistic diversity must be taken into account in the education system. This realization is in line 

with global trends that emphasize the benefits of multilingual education, such as improved 

cognitive skills, better educational outcomes and the preservation of cultural heritage at the lower 

education level. However, at the higher education level, Ethiopia follows a monolingual policy in 

its education and training system, which provides for English as the language of instruction at the 

tertiary level, even if it is not the first or second language of teachers or students. The history of 

formal education in Ethiopia and the rise of English as the dominant MOI illustrate the 

complexity of linguistic imperialism. It illustrates the interplay of language, power and education 

and highlights the need for policies that balance global integration with the preservation and 

promotion of local languages and cultures. 

2.  Purpose of the Study 

The primary purpose of this study was to explore the language policies and practices in 

Ethiopian higher education institutions towards multilingualism.  

Specifically, it aims to: 

1.  evaluate the consideration of multilingualism in higher education 

institutions in Ethiopia's language policy 

2.  see what the practices of multilingualism between teachers and 

students look like in the classroom of Mattu University 

3. determine whether the communicative practices of students and 

teachers outside the classroom at Mattu University represent the 

multilingualism of the university community 
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 2. Literature Review 

2.1. Language Policy in Higher Education 

Language policy in higher education refers to the regulations and guidelines that govern the use 

of languages in educational institutions. These policies may affect the medium of instruction, 

the language of administration, and the language rights of students and staff. An effective 

language policy in higher education institutions is crucial to ensure equitable access to education 

and to promote linguistic diversity. However, the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia 

(FDRE) Constitution of 1995, Article 3.5.5, and the Education and Training Policy of 1994, 

Article 3.5.7, explicitly state that “the English language is specified as the language of 

instruction for Ethiopian educational institutions”. 

2.2. Multilingualism in Education 

According to Hornberger (2009), multilingual education is considered a beneficial approach to 

prepare future generations to actively participate in building democratic societies in today's 

globalized and intercultural world. It recognizes the knowledge that learners already possess. It 

aims to empower them as important participants in society at local, national and global levels 

(Hornberger, 2009:2). In this approach, multiple languages are included in the curriculum to 

encourage the development of diverse language practice in children. Acceptance and tolerance of 

a wide range of languages in the classroom is essential to the success of this approach. 

Therefore, the introduction of multilingual education in Ethiopia can have profound benefits on 

both a societal and individual level. On an academic level, it increases cognitive flexibility and 

cultural awareness, which translates into an educated and harmonious society and better 

equipped individuals. By fostering mutual respect and social cohesion and by providing valuable 

cognitive and practical skills, multilingual education is an effective tool to achieve both personal 

and societal goals in a multicultural world. 

2.3. Ethiopian Linguistic Landscape 

Ethiopia's linguistic landscape is one of the most diverse in Africa. The country’s federal 

structure, which grants considerable autonomy to the regional states, has led to different 

language policies in the various regions. Amharic is the working language of the federal 

government, but the regional states have the power to choose their own official languages for 

administration and education. 
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3. Methodology 

3.1. Research Design 

This study follows a mixed methods approach, combining quantitative and qualitative research 

methods. This approach enables a comprehensive analysis of language policies and practices at 

Ethiopian universities with regard to multilingualism. 

3.2. Data Collection Methods 

Questionnaire: Distributed to students and faculty members to collect quantitative data on 

language policy and practice inside and outside the classroom. 

Interviews:  Conducted with experienced teachers to gain qualitative insights into the language 

policy and practice inside and outside the classroom. 

 Document Analysis:  Review of the Ethiopian Constitution of 1995 and the Education and 

Training Policy of 1994 were examined to see how they address multilingualism in higher 

educational institutions in Ethiopia. 

Classroom Observation: To obtain additional information about this study, the researchers 

utilized non-participant observation in the classroom. 

4.  Data Analysis 

The data obtained from the questionnaires are quantitatively analyzed using SPSS and simple 

descriptive statistics (percentage). The information from the lesson observation, the interview 

and the document analysis was evaluated qualitatively. 

5. Findings 

✓ Consideration of Multilingualism: The analysis of the Ethiopian Constitution of 1995 and 

the Education and Training Policy document of 1994 showed that multilingualism was 

not taken into account in higher education institutions. Nevertheless, he actual language 

practice in the institution showed multilingualism. 

✓ Language Practices inside the Classroom: Within the confines of the classroom, both 

teachers and students were observed engaging in a practice known as code-

switching. This phenomenon involved the alternate use of languages, mainly 
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between English and Afan Oromo or English and Amharic. This practice occurred 

despite the explicit stipulation in the 1995 Ethiopian Constitution and the 1994 

Education and Training Policy that English is the prescribed medium of 

instruction in Ethiopian higher education institutions. This illustrates the 

discrepancy between language policy and teaching practice.  

✓ Language Practices outside the Classroom: Language practise outside the classroom 

reflects the multilingualism of the university community. Students and instructors used 

more than two languages (English, Afan Oromo and Amharic) for communication in 

different contexts, emphasizing multilingualism in the university environment. 

6.  Discussion 

The findings of the current study, which focuses on language policy ad practices in Ethiopia 

higher Education institution towards multilingualism, can be interpreted in the context of 

previous studies conducted in different countries with similar multilingual settings. The concern 

over language in education policy within multilingual contexts has been a recurring theme 

among educators, and while no local studies have explored this in multilingual Ethiopia at the 

tertiary education level, various studies in Africa provide a comparative framework. For 

instance, research in the Republic of Kenya revealed a discrepancy between policy and 

classroom practices, where the mother tongue should be taught as a subject and used as the 

medium of instruction, yet teachers resorted to code-switching between Kiswahili and English in 

teaching non-language subjects. This echoes the tension identified in the current study between 

policy mandates and actual classroom practices (Nyaga and Anthonissen 2012). 

Similarly, a study in the Republic of South Africa between 1996–1998, particularly in 

mathematics and science classes, indicated that teachers predominantly used English and 

switched to learner’ primary languages for reformulation and interaction (Sеtati еt al. 2002). The 

findings in Malawi showcased a policy allowing Chichewa as the medium of instruction, but 

teachers tended to instruct in a local language other than Chichewa, emphasizing the need for a 

nuanced understanding of language use (Chilora 2000). The studies in the UK and Québec also 

revealed instances of language policy non-compliance, with bilingual and multilingual settings 

witnessing code-switching and variations in the use of the first language (Wei and Wu 2009; 

Bouchard 2015), respectively. 
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In light of these international comparisons, the current study’s identification of a significant gap 

in the Ethiopian constitution aligns with the broader literature emphasizing challenges in legal 

frameworks of language policies in educational settings. The consistency of the identified 

deficiency with prior studies highlights the critical role of legislative support in shaping language 

policies and practices, forming a basis for the study’s interpretation and contextualization. 

7.  Policy Implications 

The findings suggest a need for an adaptive language policy that is crucial to effectively manage 

the complexity arising from multilingualism. Ethiopia’s historical and current linguistic diversity 

is complex and multifaceted. By favouring a monolingual approach to education, the current 

policy fails to recognize and accommodate the different languages spoken in the country. As a 

result, this approach does not fully address the needs and strengths of a diverse student and 

teacher population. 

8. Recommendations for Improvement 

The recommendations proposed in the study aim to improve language policy and practice in 

Ethiopian higher education institutions by promoting multilingualism and recognizing the 

country's diverse linguistic landscape: 

– Integrate multilingualism into the curriculum: This proposes to integrate 

multilingualism into the academic curriculum of higher education institutions so that 

students can master several languages during their academic training. In this way, 

students will have the opportunity to acquire knowledge in more than one language 

during their studies. This integration of multilingualism not only improves students' 

language skills, but also promotes cultural understanding and appreciation in an 

academic context. 

– Training and professional development: This means that training programs and 

professional development opportunities should be offered to instructors and staff of 

higher education institutions. These programs aim to improve their ability to effectively 

teach and support students from diverse linguistic backgrounds. By improving their 

skills in this area, teachers can better meet the needs of multilingual students and ensure 

that they receive appropriate support and guidance throughout their academic careers. 
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– Create multilingual learning environments: This refers to the design of learning 

environments that accommodate linguistic diversity and facilitate interaction between 

students in different languages. By creating such multilingual learning environments, 

students have the opportunity to interact meaningfully with each other across language 

barriers. This fosters an inclusive atmosphere where different languages and cultures are 

valued and enriches the learning experience for all involved. 

– Evaluation and assessment: This includes setting up systems to assess how well 

language policies and practices promote multilingualism at universities. By introducing 

evaluation mechanisms, universities can gather feedback and data to determine the 

effectiveness of their approaches. This feedback can then be used to make the necessary 

adjustments and improvements to ensure that language policies and practices are in line 

with the goal of effectively promoting multilingualism. 

– Involve stakeholders: This emphasizes the importance of involving diverse groups of 

people such as students, instructors, administrators, and community members in the 

process of developing and implementing University language policies. By involving 

these stakeholders, universities can ensure that policies are inclusive, relevant and well 

supported. This involvement helps to ensure that all stakeholders participate and support 

the policy, ultimately leading to a more effective and sustainable language policy. 

– Research and exchange of best practice: The proposal here is to promote research on 

multilingualism in higher education and facilitate the exchange of best practice between 

institutions. By promoting research, institutions can gain insights into effective 

approaches to promoting multilingualism. In addition, the exchange of best practice 

enables institutions to learn from each other's experiences and implement strategies that 

have proven successful elsewhere. This continuous exchange promotes the 

improvement of language policy and practice over time. 

9.  Conclusion 

The conclusions drawn from the study underline the need to tailor language policy to the diverse 

linguistic composition of a nation. In the case of Ethiopia, the existing language policy has 

primarily favored a monolingual approach to education. However, this approach overlooks the 

complicated and rich linguistic diversity that is deeply embedded in the country's historical 
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context. The findings of the study draw attention to this discrepancy and highlight the existence 

of cross-linguistic practices in the higher education environment. An adaptive language policy is 

crucial to effectively manage the complexity arising from multilingualism. Ethiopia's historical 

and current linguistic diversity is diverse and multifaceted. By favoring a monolingual approach 

to education, the current policy fails to recognize and accommodate the richness of the different 

languages spoken in the country. As a result, this approach does not fully address the needs and 

strengths of a diverse student and teacher population. 

10.  Summary of Findings 

The exposure of code-switching practices in the university environment clearly demonstrates the 

need for a flexible language policy. This policy should be able to take into account and integrate 

the complexity of multilingualism. The adaptability of language policies in educational 

institutions is crucial for creating an environment that respects, supports and effectively utilizes 

people's different linguistic abilities. In summary, this study highlights the need to rethink and 

restructure language policies to better reflect the diverse language landscape in Ethiopian higher 

education institutions. 

11.  Future Research Directions 

It is crucial to acknowledge and address the limitations of this study in order to gain a 

comprehensive understanding of the research context and possible implications. Key limitations 

include the exclusive focus on a single university, Mattu University, which may limit the 

transferability of the findings to other higher education institutions in Ethiopia. Even though 

Mattu University provides valuable insights, one should be cautious in transferring the findings 

to a broader national or international context. 

Another limitation is the study's focus on first-year students. This focus on a specific group of 

students may limit the transferability of results to students in other cohorts. First-year students 

may have unique experiences and activities that differ from those of other cohorts, and therefore 

the scope of the study should be considered within this specific population. Furthermore, the 

research direction of this study provides a snapshot of language policy and practice at a 

particular point in time. Accordingly, the dynamics of education systems and changing language 

policies should be considered when interpreting the results. Changes in policy or practice after 
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the study period could affect the validity and applicability of the findings to current educational 

contexts. 

To mitigate these limitations and contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of language 

policy in Ethiopian higher education, future research should consider extending the study to 

multiple universities, different academic institutions, longitudinal studies, and linguistic 

ideologies that influence the state's language choices in education.  This broader approach would 

improve the generality and robustness of the findings and provide a more nuanced understanding 

of the complexity of language policy and practice in Ethiopian higher education institutions. 
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