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ABSTRACT The purpose of this study is to examine attitudes and factors in using Amharic and English as medium
of instruction in preschools education. It employed explanatory design with randomly selected 384 parents and
teachers participants. The findings revealed that parents and teachers’ attitude in both private and government
preschools were positive toward Amharic, but neutral towards English. In practice, however, the medium of
instruction employed is English in private but Amharic in government preschools. The factors responsible for this
difference include the fact that the private preschools’ administration system favors English and ensures that
children and their teachers practice it. Besides, the instruction to pay more attention to English but less attention
to Amharic is given by the government, especially in classes which are above grade six. Therefore, feasible
educational administration system, and alternative path of instruction using Amharic medium from preschools to
higher education institutions would be created to use Amharic at preschool level for context based development of
children.

INTRODUCTION

Language is the most important way of ex-
pressing ourselves, planning our lives (Smadi
and Al-Ghazo 2013), and a tool for producing
and exchanging ideas (Takele 2017). It is not only
a tool for communication and knowledge but also
a fundamental attribute of cultural identity and
empowerment, both for the individual and the
group (UNESCO 2003a; Takele 2017). Language
plays a major role in establishing the social iden-
tities and relationships of teachers and students
(Tiglu 2015). It is essential for the development
and transmission of culture from one generation
to the next, and is a manifestation and a product
of culture where it is spoken (Minami 2002).
Rassool (2007) stated that the importance of us-
ing language that people know and can relate to
in their  learning process is significant, in rela-
tion to not only skills and knowledge acquisi-
tion, but with regard to language maintenance
and cultural reproduction.

UNESCO (2003a) also emphasized the impor-
tance of mother tongue instruction in the first
few years of education as providing a sound
basis for future learning. UNESCO stated that it

is better to introduce foreign language learning,
after years of mother tongue instruction, within
the framework of intercultural education as a
means to promote deeper understanding be-
tween communities and nations, and to devel-
op scientific indigenous language. Particularly,
the language medium generally does not present
a problem in Western societies. Within the West-
ern contexts, education normally takes place
through languages that are seen as represent-
ing “cultural heritage of their country” (Skut-
nabb-Kangas 2000: 306).

According to UNICEF (2016), mother tongue
based instruction has had a positive effect at all
levels of schooling. In developing countries like
Africa, there are unresolved questions regard-
ing the choice of language that would best sup-
port cultural and educational developments.
Since the use of African languages in education
are limited and not incorporated into social in-
stitutions, it did not provide opportunity for the
development of indigenous languages to bring
social change. These situations, therefore, have
left many indigenous languages underdevel-
oped (Rassool 2007). The use of English as a
medium of instruction in schools and universi-
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ties further enhances the neglect of local lan-
guages and consequently increases the nega-
tive attitudes among students regarding local
languages (Tiglu 2015).

Historically, English was seen as a ‘world’
language representing important cultural re-
sources through which “primitive” African peo-
ple could be ‘civilized’ into cultured western
people (Rassool 2007). In actual fact, the Afri-
can continent constituted complex cultural, and
linguistic components incorporating different
levels of socio-political organization. For exam-
ple, in some areas of Africa, particularly in Ethi-
opia, there were written languages that had his-
tories predating the impact of western dominant
culture. Specifically, Geez and its allied forms
including Amharic far predated the impact of their
dominant culture (Prah 2002). Mazrui and Mazrui
(1998) added that there are records of Amharic
written verse in honor of Ethiopian kings that
can be traced back to as far as the fourteenth
century, which is also predating the impact of
western dominant culture.

However, language in Ethiopian education
policy gave legitimacy to the English language
and literature facilitated the transmission of
Western knowledge. These language and litera-
ture took Africans (in this case Ethiopians) fur-
ther and further from our-selves to other-selves,
and from our world to other worlds (Ngug 1993).
As a result, Western mother tongue English his-
torically has left an enduring dilemma with re-
gard to the choice of language policy and prac-
tice in Africa in general (Rassool 2007), and in
Ethiopia in particular. This enduring dilemma
eradicated the traditional school systems em-
bedded in their local culture.

Regarding language-in-education, research
findings have shown that learning and develop-
ment of the mother-tongue scaffolds the acqui-
sition of higher order thinking skills, and en-
hances additional language learning (Hamayan
and Field 2012). However, a foreign language
use as a medium of instruction has a negative
influence on the students’ results and duration
of their study, the behavior of children in class,
and the development of their personality
(UNESCO 2003a,b; Seidel and Moritz 2009).

Statement of the Problem

Classroom observation and assessment data
in some areas of Ethiopia confirm the importance

of mother tongue instruction. For example,
stronger mother-tongue schooling has higher
student achievement levels at Grade 8 in all sub-
jects, including English; and students can inter-
act with the teacher, with each other and with
the content of the curricula in ways that pro-
mote effective and efficient learning (Heugh et
al. 2007; UNICEF 2016). But, in most of the pre-
schools education in Ethiopia especially in pri-
vate preschools education, the highly privileged
value is the acquisition of a foreign language
English than the mother tongue Amharic
(Tekeste 2006; Heugh et al. 2007; Federal Demo-
cratic Republic of Ethiopia 2010).

Currently, it is also common to observe that
the use of English as medium of instruction in
preschools education in Ethiopia especially in
private preschools seems to promote the ideol-
ogy and practices from abroad, with very little
attention to traditional and culturally appropri-
ate language use. In actual fact, English is used
as medium of instruction in most of the private
preschools education in Ethiopia (Federal Dem-
ocratic Republic of Ethiopia 2010; Kassahun
2013; Rixon 2013), particularly in Gondar City.
The global dominance of English has generated
a number of myths on the value of English in
local contexts as well as in the national language
ecology (UNICEF 2016). It is even common to
see and hear of some private preschool campus-
es that discourage the use of the mother tongue
Amharic and encourage the use of the foreign
language English. Some sayings that discour-
age the use of Amharic in most private pre-
schools are “Amharic does not help people to
across the river; throwing a stone and speaking
Amharic in the school campus is strictly forbid-
den; etc”. Thus, the dominant use of English
and avoidance of Amharic as medium of instruc-
tion for preschool age children in Gondar city
private preschools raised questions regarding
whether this practice is preferred by parents and
teachers (as the first responsible bodies for child
development) or not, so as to deliver culturally
responsive and developmentally appropriate
education.

Surprisingly, these practices contradict the
local policies. For example, according to Transi-
tional Government of Ethiopia (1994), the Edu-
cation and Training Policy supports the use of
mother-tongue as the medium of instruction not
only at preschool level but also up to the com-
pletion of primary school level. Since every lan-
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guage is sufficient to give high cognitive skills
to its users; a foreign language cannot be a sub-
stitute for the mother-tongue, and it should be
avoided until the child fully acquired their moth-
er tongue (UNESCO 1953), because the use of
language as a medium of instruction requires
proficient use of the four skills: reading, listen-
ing, writing and speaking in English (Genene
2017). Besides, allowing English to dominate
education and other public spaces is likely to
obstruct the development of Ethiopia’s own lan-
guages (UNICEF 2016). The question is, “why
is English still dominant in private preschools
when research findings and the Ethiopian edu-
cation policy has emphasized the importance of
mother tongue?”

Of course, there are controversies about the
factors that affect the choices of language as
medium of instruction. Some of the broadly sug-
gested factors are the impact of globalization,
the attitude of parents and teachers of preschool
children in using English, and/or high profit de-
mand of preschool owners by providing chil-
dren with new language that is English. On the
other hand, when the mother-tongue is seen as
a key symbol of group identity, as a cultural core
value, vital to their community and ethnic iden-
tity, parents and teachers’ attitude towards their
mother-tongue will be very positive (UNESCO
2003b). Consequently, they tend to practice their
mother tongue in every situation. Otherwise, if
they view the mother tongue as a hindrance to
economic mobility and integration into interna-
tional society, they develop negative attitude
towards their mother-tongue; then they tend to
avoid it and use English.

Therefore, parents and teachers are the first
responsible bodies for children’s development
and then their attitude is considered as main
factor that affects the choices of language as
medium of instruction in preschool education
(Kassahun 2013). So, the purpose of this paper
is to examine the attitude of teachers and par-
ents towards using Amharic and English as me-
dium of instruction, and to investigate determi-
nant factors that affect their choices of language
in Gondar city preschools education.

Objectives

The general objective of the paper is to ex-
amine the attitudes of parents and teachers and
the determinant factors that affect the use of

mother tongue Amharic and/or English as me-
dium of instruction in Gondar city preschools
education.

The specific objectives of the paper are:
(a) To examine whether a significant differ-

ence in attitude towards Amharic/English
exist between private and government
preschool participants;

(b) To examine whether a significant differ-
ence in attitude towards Amharic/English
exist between parents and teachers;

(c) To discover whether a significant differ-
ence in attitude towards Amharic/English
exist between private and government
preschool parents;

(d) To determine whether a significant dif-
ference in attitude towards Amharic/En-
glish exist between private and govern-
ment preschool teachers;

(e) To find out the context in which the use
of Amharic and/or English is more
dominant;

(f) To identify factors influencing the prac-
tice of using Amharic and/or English as
medium of instruction.

METHODOLOGY

Research Design

Explanatory mixed research design was em-
ployed in this study, and the attitude differenc-
es among parents and/or teachers due to their de-
mographic variables were investigated in particu-
lar. It was also used to explain a factor that made
the use of Amharic or English as a medium of in-
struction dominant for preschool age children.

Sampling Techniques and Samples

The total number of preschools in Gondar
city during the study data collection time, in 2015/
16, was 66, out of which 42 were government
and 24 were private preschools with a total pop-
ulation of 11,378 teachers and parents. Categor-
ically speaking, there were 269 teachers’ popu-
lation (155 in private and 114 in government pre-
schools) and 11,109 parents’ population (4,603
in private and 6,506 in government preschools).

 Using a scientific formula, 384 representa-
tive samples of teachers and parents in 16 gov-
ernment and 6 private preschools were selected
using stratified sampling technique. More spe-
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cifically, 96 teachers (56 in private and 40 in gov-
ernment preschools) and 288 parents (168 in pri-
vate and 120 in government preschools) were
selected by using cluster and simple random
sampling techniques, respectively. Note that the
lists of children in each classroom from all se-
lected preschools were received and children in
each classroom in both private and government
preschools were randomly selected. Parents of
the selected children were taken as the samples
of the study and, then communicated either by
the researcher or the classroom teacher in order
to get brief instruction and fill the questionnaire.
In addition, 14 teachers, 21 parents, 4 preschool
principals and 2 Gondar city administration pre-
school education experts were selected purpo-
sively for FGD and Interview.

Data Collection Instruments

The following data collection instruments
were used in this study: (a) Attitude question-
naires administered for teachers and parents;
(b) Focus group discussion (FGD) guide for
teachers; (c) Interview guide for parents, pre-
school principals and city administration edu-
cation experts; and (d) Observation rating scales
that is, one scale for preschool teachers and the
other for preschool children.

The Attitude Questionnaire

The attitude questionnaire administered for
parents and teachers contained 11 similar items.
The 11 items were adapted from previous three
studies such as, the study conducted in Kuwait
University by Alenezi (2010) to investigate stu-
dents’ language attitudes towards a mother
tongue Arabic and a foreign language English
as a medium of instruction; the study conduct-
ed in Libyan secondary school by Abidin et al.
(2012) to measure students’ attitudes towards
learning English; and the study conducted in
Saudi Arabia elementary school by Al-Nofaie
(2010) to investigate the attitudes of teachers
and students towards using Arabic in English
classroom. Out of the 11 items, the attitude of
participants towards Amharic was measured
through 5 items; and their attitude towards En-
glish was also measured through 6 items.

The items were put in a 5-point Likert scale
from Level 1: Strongly Disagree to Level 5:
Strongly Agree to determine teachers and par-

ents’ level of agreement. The content and face
validities of the adapted questionnaire was
checked by the judgment of professionals. More-
over, pilot test was conducted by using similar
participants to the main study participants. Fi-
nally, the Cronbach’s Alpha reliability of the scale
with the pilot study result was .731, which is
acceptable.

Focus Group Discussion (FGD) Guide

The focus group discussion guide contain-
ing 9 open ended items was constructed by the
researcher after reading different related litera-
ture. The FGD was employed with one private
and one government preschools teachers. The
FGD participants were 14 teachers who had filled
the questionnaire in order to explain why they
agreed or disagreed previously in the attitude
questionnaires. Two FGD were conducted with
six and eight groups of teachers, one in private
and the other in government preschools.

Interview Guide

FGD with parents was difficult due to the fact
that they were not willing to discuss on the is-
sues in groups. So, 21 parents, four preschool
principals and two city administration preschool
education experts were the participants our of
interview sessions. The number of parent partic-
ipants in the interview (9 parents in private and
12 parents in government preschools) was up to
the saturation of data. The FGD guide and the
interview guide contained the same questions.

Observation Rating Scales

These were two forms that had been em-
ployed in a study by Al-Nofaie (2010). The pur-
pose of teachers and children’s observation rat-
ing scales were to observe the context of teach-
ers and children’s use of Amharic and/or En-
glish in preschools education. Each observa-
tion scale contains 14 items with 5-points scale
levels: Never, Rarely, Sometimes, Often and Al-
ways. The children and their teachers were well
informed about the observation process and pur-
pose. Then, they gave their consent to be ob-
served after briefing the purpose of the study
and establishing rapport between observation
participants and the observer.
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RESULTS

Introduction

From a total of 384 participants, 318 of them
completely filled the questionnaire making sev-
enteen percent of the questionnaires that were
either incomplete or not returned to the research-
er. This means that only 318 filled questionnaires
were considered for data analysis and seven-
teen percent of them were discarded. The data
collected through the attitude questionnaire were
analyzed based on the following guideline or
criteria.

The attitude of 318 participants towards
Amharic was measured through 5 items with
possible minimum mean value M = 5 and maxi-
mum mean value M = 25. If the attitude mean
score of participants towards Amharic is greater
than or equal to 17.50, their attitude towards
Amharic is positive. If the mean score is between
12.50 and 17.50, their attitude towards Amharic
is neutral. And, if it is less than or equal to 12.50,
the participants’ attitude towards Amharic is
negative. Similarly, the attitude of 318 partici-
pants towards English was measured through 6
items with possible minimum mean value M = 6
and maximum mean value M = 30. If the attitude
mean score of participants towards English is
greater than or equal to 21.00, their attitude to-
wards English is positive. If the mean score is
between 15.00 and 21.00, their attitude towards
English is neutral. Finally, if it is less than or
equal to 15.00, their attitude towards English is
negative.

Attitudes in Private and Government Preschools
towards Amharic and English

In this section, the independent sample t-
test analysis was carried out to examine the atti-
tude differences towards Amharic in private and
government preschools, and towards English in
private and government preschools (see Table 1

for the details). The attitude mean value or score
towards Amharic in private preschools was 18.63
which is greater than 17.50,  indicating that par-
ticipants’ attitude towards Amharic in private
preschools was positive, and the attitude mean
score towards Amharic in government pre-
schools was 17.53 which is also greater than
17.50, indicating  that participants’ attitude to-
wards Amharic in government preschools was
positive. Moreover, there was statistically sig-
nificant attitude mean difference of participants
towards Amharic between private and govern-
ment preschools, t(316) = 2.98, p < .01. This means
that though the attitude of participants towards
Amharic both in private and in government pre-
schools were positive, their attitude towards
Amharic in private preschools was more signif-
icantly positive than the attitude towards Am-
haric in government preschools.

 On the other hand, the attitude of partici-
pants towards English in private preschools was
19.14 which lay between the attitudes mean score
of 15.00 and 21.00. This indicated that partici-
pants’ attitude towards English in private pre-
schools was neutral, and the attitude mean score
towards English in government preschools was
18.04 which is also between15.00 and 21.00, in-
dicating that the attitude of participants towards
English in government preschools was neutral.
Generally speaking, there is more favorable or
positive attitude towards Amharic in private pre-
schools than in government preschools. How-
ever, the attitudes towards English both in pri-
vate and in government preschools are neutral.

Parents and Teachers’ Attitude towards Amharic
and English

Here the attitude of parents towards Amhar-
ic and English was compared with the attitude
of teachers towards Amharic and English respec-
tively (See Table 2 for the details). The attitudes
mean score of parents towards Amharic was 18.05
which is greater than 17.50 indicating that the

Table 1: Independent samples t-test of participants’ attitude difference between private and  government
preschools

Language Preschool type N M SD df t Sig

Amharic Private 173 18.63 3.07 316 2.98 .003
Government 145 17.53 3.26

English Private 173 19.14 4.41 316 2.25 .025
Government 145 18.04 3.99
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attitude of parents towards Amharic was posi-
tive, and the attitude mean score of teachers
towards Amharic was 18.20 which is also greater
than 17.50, indicating that   the attitude of teach-
ers towards Amharic was positive.  Although the
mean scores difference between the attitudes of
parents and the attitudes of teachers towards
Amharic was not significant, t(316) = 0.38, p > .05,
their attitude towards Amharic were positive.

 On the other hand, the attitudes mean score
of parents towards English was 18.65 which is
between15.00 and 21.00, indicating that the atti-
tude of parents towards English was neutral,
and the attitudes mean score of teachers towards
English was 18.45 which also lay between15.00
and 21.00, indicating that the attitude of teach-
ers towards English was neutral. As a result, the
difference of attitude mean scores between par-
ents and teachers towards English was not sig-
nificant, t(316) = 0.37, p > .05, that is, their atti-
tude towards English were similarly neutral. In
general, these findings indicated that both par-
ents and teachers held positive attitude towards
Amharic as their preferred   medium of instruc-
tion in preschools. However, both parents and
teachers were not sure about accepting English
as the medium of instruction in preschools. This
implied that some other external factors may af-
fect the choice of English as the medium of in-
struction at preschool level.

 The comparison of attitudes of parents and
teachers towards Amharic and English is more
general, and it did not show the attitudes of par-

ents in private and in government preschools as
well as attitudes of teachers in private and in
government preschools. So, these specific com-
parisons were carried out as follow by employ-
ing one way ANOVA data analysis technique
(see Table 3 for the details). The attitudes mean
scores of parents in private and in government
preschools towards Amharic were 18.65 and 17.51
respectively, which were greater than 17.50, in-
dicating that  their attitudes towards Amharic
both in private preschool and in government
preschool were positive, and the attitudes mean
scores of teachers towards Amharic in private
and in government preschools were 18.58 and
17.65 respectively, which are also greater than
17.50, and which indicate that  their attitudes
towards Amharic both in private and in govern-
ment preschools were positive.

 Furthermore, the statistically significant dif-
ferences in attitudes mean scores among the four
groups towards Amharic were observed, F(3,
314)=2.96, p<.05; then, using Tukey post hoc
comparisons, there were significant attitude
mean difference towards Amharic between par-
ents in private preschool and parents in govern-
ment preschool. Otherwise, there was no statis-
tically significant attitudes mean difference be-
tween the remaining groups. This implied that
though positive attitudes towards Amharic were
observed among the four groups (that is, teach-
ers in private preschools, teachers in govern-
ment preschools, parents in private preschools,
and parents in government preschools), only

Table 2: Independent samples t-test between parents and teachers’ attitude toward Amharic and
English

Language             Participants N M SD df t Sig

Amharic Parents 226 18.05 3.14 316 0.38 .708
Teachers 92 18.20 3.40

English Parents 226 18.65 4.31 316 0.37 .715
Teachers 92 18.45 4.06

Table 3: One way ANOVA of attitude among parents and teachers in private and government preschools

Language Specific group of participants N M SD F Sig

Amharic Parents in private 107 18.65 2.98 2.96 .033
Parents in government 119 17.51 3.19
Teachers in private 52 18.58 3.28
Teachers in government 40 17.65 3.54

English Parents in private 107 18.91 4.66 3.30 .021
Parents in government 119 18.42 3.97
Teachers in private 52 19.65 3.82
Teachers in government 40 16.86 3.88
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the attitudes mean score of parents in private
preschools was more significantly positive than
the attitudes mean score of parents in govern-
ment preschools to use Amharic as medium of
instruction in preschools education.

Additionally, the attitudes mean scores of
parents towards English in private and in gov-
ernment preschools were 18.91 and 18.42 respec-
tively, which lied between 15.00 and 21.00, indi-
cating that  the attitudes of parents towards
English both in private preschools and in gov-
ernment preschools were neutral, and the atti-
tude of teachers towards English in private and
in government preschools were 19.65 and 16.86
respectively, which also lay between15.00 and
21.00, indicating that  the attitudes of teachers
towards English both in private preschool and
in government preschools were neutral.

In general, these specific findings indicated
that both parents and teachers in private and in
government preschools had positive attitude
towards Amharic but the attitude of parents in
private preschools was more significantly posi-
tive than the attitudes of parents in government
preschools towards the use of Amharic as medi-
um of instruction in preschools education. How-
ever, both parents and teachers were also not
sure about the use of English as medium of in-
struction in preschools education. This also im-
plied that beyond the attitude of parents and
teachers, there may be some external factors that
affect the choice of English as the medium of
instruction at preschool level.

Factors that Affect the Practices of Amharic
and English as Medium of Instruction

This section presents the qualitative find-
ings collected through interviews with parents
of preschool children and preschool principals,
and with Gondar city administration preschool
education experts; focus group discussions with
preschool teachers; and observations with pre-
school children and their teachers.

In preschools education, there is a big range
of variations in subjects taught for children that
is, four subjects such as Amharic, Mathematics,
English, and Environmental sciences are taught
in almost all government preschools using Am-
haric medium of instruction, except the English
subject which is taught in English medium. In
contrast, nine subjects are taught in most of the
private preschools, namely: Amharic, Mathemat-

ics, Environmental sciences, Aesthetics and
sport, General English, English phonetics, En-
glish grammar, writing English, and Mathemat-
ics in English. The first five subjects are official-
ly approved by concerned education officials
and the last four subjects are not officially ap-
proved by concerned education officials but
taught secretly in private preschools. Therefore,
all the nine subjects are taught using English
medium of instruction, except the Amharic sub-
ject which is taught in Amharic medium.

In order to answer the question, “why is the
mother-tongue Amharic not used as the medium
of instruction in private preschools education if
the attitudes of parents and teachers towards
Amharic are positive but the attitudes of them
towards English are neutral in private preschool
settings?” Private preschool principals believe
that English is not only a global language and
fundamental to technology, but that it is also
the language used as the medium of instruction
in Ethiopian schools after completing grade six
and its higher education institutions. They add-
ed that the Ethiopian government in its Educa-
tion and Training Policy gives priority to moth-
er-tongue (in this case Amharic) as the medium
of instruction up to grade eight. In practice, how-
ever, the government of Ethiopia in general the
Amhara National Regional State in particular did
not implement Amharic up to grade eight, rather,
it stopped at grade six in the region to be used
as medium of instruction. The other perception
is that subjects taught in English in Ethiopian
primary schools become increasingly complex
and difficult when the grade level gets increased.
Therefore, private preschool principals believed
that these children cannot shoulder such prob-
lems related to English unless they lay founda-
tion in English at preschool level. As a result
private preschools are forced to place more em-
phasis on English language in order to better
prepare preschool children at the root level of
their development to be competent from pre-
school level to higher education institution lev-
els, and then to become competent at the global
market.

The interview results of most parents indi-
cated that there is no chance of getting Amharic
used as medium of instruction in Ethiopian sec-
ondary schools and higher education institu-
tions. For Ethiopian children, the chance to learn
subjects through mother tongue Amharic medi-
um is locked by English above grade six. If so,
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preschool children have no chance to avoid
English and use Amharic even if their parents
prefer the mother tongue Amharic as medium of
instruction. In addition, parents expressed that
government preschools are not well resourced
as compared to private preschools in terms of
school facilities and buildings, safe and healthy
school environment for children, human power,
budget and communication with parents, there-
fore, most of the parents are forced to send their
children to private preschools where English
dominates as the medium of instruction.

The focus groups discussion findings of
teachers also revealed that most of the private
teachers prefer to use their mother tongue Am-
haric than English but private preschool admin-
istration system do not allow teachers to prac-
tice Amharic as medium of instruction, rather,
English is dominantly practiced. In other words,
the preschool administration system, particular-
ly the private one ensures that children and their
teachers practice English as medium of instruc-
tion more dominantly than Amharic. Moreover,
preschools teachers revealed that the education
policy is developed by the government but not
yet fully and effectively implemented. They be-
lieved that the existing big gap between the lan-
guage in education policy and its implementa-
tion is the fault of the government due to sever-
al reasons.

One of these is that there is no preschool
curriculum developed by the government body.
The responsibility is left to each preschool. Each
private preschool then has open chance to bring
different foreign books and preschool curricu-
lums which is highly dependent on English, and
there is no supervision system established by
the local woreda education offices and experts
for the quality of preschools education. The pre-
school owners, therefore, are in a competition to
bring the curriculum of internationally known
countries and enforce the preschools communi-
ty to implement such curriculum which is entire-
ly dependent on English and out of local
contexts.

The concerned (or Gondar city administra-
tion) preschools education officials indicated
that they prefer Amharic to be used as medium
of instruction in preschools education in line
with the education and training policy of Ethio-
pia. In practice, however, there is no clear mech-
anism of supervisions especially in private pre-
schools unlike primary and secondary schools.

Furthermore, government intervention is very
minimal because the responsibility of preschools
education is mostly left to private owners who
believe that they could make huge profits if they
implement English, which in turn affects the lo-
cal language use of preschool children that
could have promoted context based develop-
ment as children.

DISCUSSION

There is more favorable attitude towards
Amharic in private preschools than in govern-
ment preschools in Gondar city, and the atti-
tudes toward English both in private and in gov-
ernment preschools are neutral. According to
Tiglu (2015) the attitude of the Ethiopian people
towards their language is positive. They con-
nect their language with their identity because it
facilitated self-administration in their own local
area. However, in practice about eight subjects
are taught using English medium of instruction
in private preschools even subjects not ap-
proved by the government education office were
taught secretly through English medium of in-
struction for private preschools children. The
reason for the avoidance of Amharic and prac-
tice of English as medium of instruction in pri-
vate preschools did not emanate from the atti-
tude of parents and teachers; rather, it is related
to the preschool administration system and oth-
er external factors. Regarding these findings,
most teachers and parents are in favor of using
mother-tongue since they believe in mother-
tongue as a symbol of their identity, natural lan-
guage facilitator to self-administration and learn-
ing strategy (Al-Nofaie 2010; Tiglu 2015).

So, “why is mother-tongue Amharic not used
as medium of instruction in private preschools?”
As Heugh (2003) stated, some researchers and
many other education stakeholders misunder-
stood the early success, and then suggested an
early transition to English. However, if the num-
ber of years of mother-tongue instruction de-
creases from 8 to 0 years, then there would be a
serious drop in achievement in English as a sub-
ject and across the entire curriculum. So, the
dominant practice of English language as a me-
dium of instruction in most private preschool
settings may be due to lack of awareness of the
disadvantage of early transition to English or
the benefits that could be derived from the use
of mother tongue. Kassahun (2013) also stated
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that in the name of academic achievement, young
children in Ethiopian preschools are being
placed in very structured programs, which are in
contrast to the theoretical arguments.

Parents and teachers have positive attitude
towards Amharic to be used as the medium of
instruction in preschools, but both parents and
teachers were not sure about the use of English
as the medium of instruction in preschools. More
specifically, parents and teachers in private and
in government preschools have positive attitude
towards Amharic but the attitude of parents in
private preschools was more significantly posi-
tive than the attitudes of parents in government
preschools regarding the use of Amharic as me-
dium of instruction in preschools education.
However, both parents and teachers were also
not sure about the use of English as medium of
instruction in preschools education. This implied
that the choice of English as medium of instruc-
tion at preschool level may be affected by exter-
nal factors which are beyond the attitude of par-
ents and teachers.

 Therefore, why are some subjects secretly
taught in English as medium of instruction or
without the approval of concerned education
officials for children in private preschools? Why
is Amharic used as a medium of instruction in
government preschools? There is no uniform
preschool curriculum developed by the govern-
ment body. The responsibility is left to each pre-
school. Each private preschool, then, has open
chance to bring different foreign books and pre-
school curriculums which is highly dependent
on English. The preschool owners, therefore,
are in a competition to bring in the curriculum of
internationally known countries and ensure that
the preschools community implements such cur-
riculum which is entirely dependent on English
and out of local contexts. Furthermore, govern-
ment intervention is very minimal and the re-
sponsibility of preschools education is mostly
left to private owners who believe that they could
make huge profits if they implement English.

On the one hand, the Federal Democratic
Republic of Ethiopia (2010) stated that most par-
ents are not fully aware of their crucial role in
their children’s development and/or lack basic
parental competences. Therefore, they may not
know which language is most important for their
children to use as medium of instruction at the
preschool age level. Besides, the dominant use
of English is due to the assumption that English

as medium of instruction helps children learn
English and, further, that the earlier English be-
comes as medium of instruction, the more suc-
cessful students will be in school, in examina-
tions and in life. The assumption is that if chil-
dren learn all subjects in English, their English
language ability would increase. However, as
stated by Heugh et al. (2007) and Genene (2017),
the reason for the success of these children are
not related to early transition to English as me-
dium of instruction, rather, their successes are
related to the socio-economic resources of their
parents, excellent educational resources of the
education system, ample supply of learning ma-
terials, small class sizes etc.

On the other hand, according to Kuspert-
Rakotondrainy (2014), some Ethiopian parents
believe that strong Amharic will offer their chil-
dren portable language skills within the wider
Ethiopian context and that learning resources
are more plentiful in Amharic. Moreover, Minis-
try of Education (2002) and Tiglu (2015) stated
that language is not only a medium of instruc-
tion for the people, but also a symbol of identity.
According to Ministry of Education, the rea-
sons why people ought to be taught in their
mother tongue before and during the primary
school level are given as follows: (a) learning in
a mother tongue enables the student to under-
stand lessons easily, and avoids problems as-
sociated with language barriers; and (b) using a
language for instruction enables it to continue
to be a living language and saves it from possi-
ble extinction. This also enables students to
appreciate and master science and technology.
UNESCO (2003a) also supports mother tongue
instruction as a means of improving educational
quality by building upon the knowledge and
experience of the learners and teachers. As
UNESCO (2003b) stated, members of a speech
community are not usually neutral towards their
own language. They may see it as essential to
their community and identity, and use it without
promoting.

Furthermore, as Hamayan and Field (2012)
have also stated, everywhere in the world stu-
dents who study in their mother tongue are bet-
ter able to learn to read and write efficiently, un-
derstand mathematical concepts, and develop
high levels of academic competence. According
to Berhanu (2009) and Takele (2017), English is
more of a foreign language than a second lan-
guage in Ethiopia. This is mainly because En-
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glish is so infrequently used in daily life outside
the classroom and students do not have the
opportunity to learn the language informally. In
such a situation, it is no longer appropriate to
call English a medium of instruction; rather, it
has become a medium of obstruction. Amharic
featured most often as the language of econom-
ic opportunity at national level. Messay (1999)
also argued that no country has modernized its
culture, language and society by wholesale im-
portation of westernization. The only way out
for countries like Ethiopia is to anchor modern-
ization on the language, traditional values and
beliefs of the Ethiopian people.

 Private preschool principals believed that
English is not only a global language and fun-
damental to technology, but that it is also the
language used as the medium of instruction in
Ethiopian schools after completing grade six and
its higher education institutions. Moreover, sub-
jects taught in English in Ethiopian primary
schools become increasingly complex and diffi-
cult when the grade level gets increased. There-
fore, private preschool principals believe that
these children cannot shoulder such problems
related to English unless they lay foundation in
English at preschool level. In line with these find-
ings, Graddol (2006) noted that English has be-
come ‘basic skills’ in education globally, and
English abilities are important in terms of linking
one country with the rest of the world, obtain-
ing the world’s understanding and trust, enhanc-
ing international presence and further develop-
ing our nation (Hagerman 2009). Heugh et al.
(2007) also stated that there are a number of as-
sumptions about English. Some of these as-
sumptions include: English language ability of
children will improve if they use English as a
medium of instruction; and when children reach
Grade 9 they will not have any problem in using
English as a medium. According to Kemshall
(2002), English as a global language constitutes
dual meanings. It does not only facilitate our
understanding of the world, but also limits our
perception and understanding of the phenome-
na around us, including social process, social
institutions and cultural forms.

The qualitative findings indicated that there
are unorganized administration system of pre-
schools and superficial supervision system in
the side of the government body about pre-
schools education in general, medium of instruc-
tion in particular. In favor of these findings,

UNESCO (2005) also pinpointed the lack of a
responsible body, a distinctive curriculum, guide-
lines, or quality assurance systems as major prob-
lems in both private and government preschools
in Ethiopia. In addition, parents expressed that
government preschools are not well equipped
as compared to private preschools in terms of
school facilities, buildings, safe and healthy
school environment for children, human power,
budget and communication with parents. Due to
these reasons, most of the parents are forced to
send their children to private preschools in which
English is practiced as medium of instruction. And
the private preschool administration system en-
sures that children and their teachers practice
English as a medium of instruction more domi-
nantly than mother tongue Amharic. According
to Tiglu (2015), the zonal government does not
encourage the community to use their language,
and there are no clearly stated objectives and
strategies on language use and development.

This practice is due to the perception of pri-
vate preschool administrators or owners who
believe that an early exposure of children to En-
glish language could make them successful at
higher education institutions, and this in turn
attracted parents to send their children to pri-
vate preschools. In realty, however, the success
of children at the later age is not dependant on
early exposure to English language; but rather
to a context based learning process.

CONCLUSION

The attitude of parents towards Amharic in
private preschools is more significantly posi-
tive than the attitude of parents in government
preschools. However, the attitudes of parents
towards English in private and in government
preschools are similarly neutral. The same is true
for teachers. Thus, the dominance of English as
medium of instruction in private preschools did
not intrinsically emanate from the attitude of
parents and teachers; rather, it emanated from
some other external factors.

Some of the external factors include, the ig-
norance of government bodies to preschools
education in allocating relevant resources; lack
of culturally and developmentally appropriate
preschools curriculum; lack of clear supervision
systems at woreda level; implementation of for-
eign or culturally irrelevant books in private pre-
schools; the administration system of private
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preschools,  the less attention given to Amharic
by the government, and lack of alternative
schools as well as higher education institutions
which uses Amharic as medium of instruction.

The subjects taught to preschools children
in government preschools are different from the
subjects taught in private preschools including
the hidden subjects taught to preschools chil-
dren in private preschools. The medium of in-
structions are Amharic even in government pre-
schools and English in private preschools. These
existing gaps in practice between private and
government preschools violate the rights of all
children in receiving developmentally appropri-
ate education.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The gaps existing in subjects taught and
medium of instructions for preschool children at
both private and government preschools should
be in the context and age appropriate to chil-
dren. In other words, children either in private or
in government preschools should receive de-
velopmentally appropriate education which is
taught through culturally relevant language.

The dominance of English as medium of in-
struction in private preschools is not preferred
by parents and teachers, but it is rather dictated
by external factors which include the policies of
the preschool managers. Therefore, trainings
relating to the advantage of mother tongue and
the disadvantage of early transition to foreign
language should be provided to managers/own-
ers of private preschools education. Otherwise,
individuals who have graduated with early child-
hood care and education should be assigned as
preschool principals or managers.

The Amhara regional state and Gondar city
education officials should establish feasible
working mechanisms with professionals of child
development and other relevant stakeholders to
provide culturally and developmentally appro-
priate preschools curriculum and text books; to
establish clear administration and supervision
system from woreda education level to school
level; and to attain the desirable goals of pre-
school education in general.

The government, especially the Amhara Na-
tional Regional State, should give respect and
more attention to Amharic by making it the me-
dium of instruction parallel to English at sec-
ondary schools as well as at higher education

institutions in order to respond to the parents
and teachers’ preferences and to promote cul-
ture based education in the country. Finally, fur-
ther study should be conducted with zonal, re-
gional and federal levels education officials in-
cluded as participants of the study so as to dis-
close other external factors aiding the dominance
of English as medium of instruction in private
preschools as opposed to by the positive ten-
dency of teachers and parents who prefer the
use of Amharic.

REFERENCES

Abidin MJZ, Pour-Mohammadi M, Alzwari H 2012.
EFL students’ attitudes towards learning English lan-
guage. The case of Libyan secondary school stu-
dents. Asian Social Science, 8(2): 119-134.

Alenezi AA 2010. Students’ language attitude towards
using code-switching as a medium of instruction in
the college of health sciences: An exploratory study.
ARECLS, 7: 1-22.

Al-Nofaie H 2010. The attitudes of teachers and stu-
dents towards using Arabic in EFL classrooms in Sau-
di public schools: A case study. Research on Youth
and Language, 4(1): 64-95.

Berhanu B 2009. Language Determination in Ethio-
pia: What Medium of Instruction? In: S Ege, H As-
pen, T Birhanu, B Shiferaw (Eds.): Proceedings of
the 16th International Conference of Ethiopian Stud-
ies, 2-6 July 2007, Trondheim, Norway. Addis Aba-
ba: AAU Press, pp. 1089-1101.

Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia 2010. Na-
tional Policy Framework for Early Childhood Care
and Education. Addis Ababa: Minister of Education.

Genene B 2017. What Kind of Education System and
Indigenous Knowledge to Ethiopia: How and Why
English Became a Medium of Instruction for Ethio-
pians? Amharic Version. Addis Ababa: Far East Trad-
ing Plc.

Graddol D 2006. English Next. London: British Council.
Hagerman C 2009. English language policy and prac-

tice in Japan. Osaka Jogakuin University Journal,
6: 47-64.

Hamayan E, Field RF 2012. Language Policy: Mother
Tongue Support. From <http://www. beaconhill.
edu.hk/content/language-policy.pdf> (Retrieved on
13 December 2014).

Heugh K 2003. A re-take on bilingual education in and
for South Africa. In: K Fraurud, K Hyltenstam (Eds.):
Multilingualism in Global and Local Perspectives.
Stockholm: Centre for Research on Bilingualism,
pp. 47-62.

Heugh K, Benson C, Berhanu B, Mekonnen A 2007.
Study on Medium of Instruction in Primary Schools
in Ethiopia. Addis Ababa: Ministry of Education.

Kassahun T 2013. Professionalism in early childhood
education and care in Ethiopia. What are we talking
about? Childhood Education, 89(3): 152-158.

Kemshall H 2002. Risk, Social Policy and Welfare.
Milton Keynes: Open University Press.



ATTITUDES OF PARENTS AND TEACHERS TOWARD AMHARIC AND ENGLISH 47

Kuspert-Rakotondrainy S 2014. Language policy and
political identity in the light of socio-political chang-
es in Ethiopia: A comparative case study among the
Gumuz and Shinasha. Ethiopian Renaissance Jour-
nal of Social Sciences and the Humanities, 1(1):
25-39.

Mazrui A, Mazrui AA 1998. The Power of Babel: Lan-
guage and Governance in the African Experience.
Oxford: James Currey.

Messay K1999. Survival and Modernization: Ethio-
pia’s Enigmatic Present (A Philosophical Discourse).
Lawrenceville, NJ: Red Sea Press.

Minami M 2002. Culture-specific Language Styles:
The Development of Oral Narrative and Literacy.
Clevedon: Multilingual Matters Ltd.

Ministry of Education 2002. The Education and Train-
ing Policy and its Implementation. Addis Ababa:
MoE.

Ngug WT 1993. The language of African literature. In:
P Williams, L Chrisman (Eds.): Colonial Discourse
and Post-colonial Theory: A Reader. London: Har-
vester Wheatsheaf, pp. 435-456.

Prah KK 2002. Education, Mother-Tongue Instruc-
tion, Christianity and Development of an African
Culture. Paper Presented at the International Con-
ference on Visionen fur das Berufliche Bildungs Sys-
tem in Africa, 13-15 February, Centre for Advanced
Studies of African Society (CASAS), Loccum, Ger-
many.

Rassool N 2007. Global Issues in Language, Educa-
tion and Development: Perspectives from Postcolo-
nial Countries. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters Ltd.

Rixon S 2013. British Council Survey of Policy and
Practice in Primary English Language Teaching
Worldwide. London: British Council.

Seidel K, Moritz J 2009. Change in Ethiopia’s Lan-
guage and Education Policy – Pioneering Reforms?
In: S Ege, H Aspen, T Birhanu, B Shiferaw (Eds.):
Proceedings of the 16th International Conference of

Ethiopian Studies, 2-6 July 2007, Trondheim, Nor-
way.

Skutnabb-Kangas T 2000. Linguistic Genocide in Edu-
cation or Worldwide Diversity and Human Rights?
Mahwaw, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Inc.

Smadi OM, Al-Ghazo A 2013. Jordanian teachers’ atti-
tudes toward foreign language teaching and their re-
lationship to these teachers’ classroom practices.
Journal of Education and Practice, 4(17): 62-87.

Takele T 2017. The Language Usage in Ethiopia. Am-
haric Version. Addis Ababa: Zekaryas Printing Press.

Tekeste N 2006. Education in Ethiopia. From Crisis to
the Brink of Collapse. Stockholm: Elanders Gotab AB.

Tiglu GN 2015. Language Planning and Policy in the
Silte Zone. PhD Dissertation, Unpublished.  Addis
Ababa: Addis Ababa University.

Transitional Government of Ethiopia 1994. Educa-
tion and Training Policy. 1st Edition. Addis Ababa:
St. George Printing Press.

UNESCO 1953. The Use of Vernacular Languages in
Education (Monographson Fundamental Educa-
tion-VIII). Paris: UNESCO.

UNESCO 2003a. Education in a Multilingual World.
Paris: UNESCO.

UNESCO 2003b. Language Vitality and Endangerment.
Document Submitted to the International Expert
Meeting on UNESCO Program Safeguarding of
Endangered Languages. Paris: UNESCO.

UNESCO 2005. Early Childhood Care and Education
in Ethiopia. EFA Global Monitoring Report. Paris:
UNESCO.

UNICEF 2016. The Impact of Language Policy and
Practice on Children’s Learning: In-depth Case Study
in Ethiopia. From <https://www.eddataglobal.org/
documents/index.cfm/LB_Ethiopia_Yr_2_ results.
pdf> (Retrieved on 11 March 2016).

Paper received for publication on October 2017
Paper accepted for publication on January 2018


