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Abstract This article aims at a deeper understanding of the importance of native lan-

guages in education and development, with Haiti as a case study. About half of Haiti’s

population is illiterate. Among ten children who enter the first grade, at most one (10%)

will graduate from high school; a large proportion will drop out of school at an early age.

Language is a factor in such academic failure. Education in Haiti is carried out mostly in

French, which is spoken fluently by at most 5% of the population, while the language

spoken by 100% of the population, namely Haitian Creole (Kreyòl), is by and large

excluded from the school system, in spite of legislation, official curricula, and various

efforts from civil society to generalize the classroom use of Kreyòl. This article reports on

the results of an intervention to improve early-grade reading and writing in Haiti. It argues

that the systematic classroom use of Kreyòl—at all levels, but especially in early grades—
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promotes academic success. The article also draws implications for policy, to enhance

reading and writing in Haiti.

Keywords Haiti · Haitian Creole (Kreyòl) · Literacy · Instruction in the mother tongue ·

Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA)

Unequal access to quality education is a global problem: it is one of the main sources of

economic and political inequality in the world. One major factor at the root of this

inequality is the marginalization of local languages in schools worldwide. There are some

200 million children throughout the world who are being taught in a language that they do

not speak in their homes and communities; more than 2 billion people speak languages that

are excluded in schools (Dutcher 2004; Walter and Benson 2012; UNESCO 2016). When

children are taught in a language that they do not understand, their learning is often limited

to rote memorization without creativity. This long-entrenched practice undermines chil-

dren’s prospects to become proficient readers and writers, in addition to causing them

undue stress and devaluing their ancestral languages and cultures—which, in many cases,

amounts to a violation of their human rights and to a sabotage of their identity and self-

worth.

Haiti is one spectacular instance of this pedagogical, sociocultural, economic, and

political predicament. Haiti is essentially a Haitian Creole–speaking nation, even though it

is often thought of as “Francophone”. In reality, 100% of the population speaks Haitian

Creole (Kreyòl), while less than 5% are fluent in French. Yet, French is the primary

language of classroom instruction and testing. Likewise, it is the primary language for

written transactions in government, courts, the formal economy, the press, etc. This is one

root cause of massive academic failure, democratic instability, and dire levels of economic

and political inequality. This makes Haiti an ideal test case for addressing the global

problem of linguistic marginalization, especially when we consider that, in the Americas,

Haiti shows the lowest level of literacy, the highest level of poverty, and the highest level

of inequality (Ortiz and Cummins 2011; UNESCO 2002; Verner and Egset 2007; World

Bank 2014).

In this article I document extraordinary learning gains by a sample of Haitian children

when they can benefit from the systematic use of their native Kreyòl in the teaching of

literacy in early grades. I start by providing some general background about Haiti and

about crucial language and education issues there. Next, I describe the Mother Tongue

Books (MTB) project, which is based on Kreyòl and on the active (and joyful!) partici-

pation of children in the production of Kreyòl texts about their everyday lives and

environment. The benefits of this approach were first initially measured by comparing the

reading-proficiency results in a school that had already been using the MTB approach

(Lekòl Kominotè Matènwa [LKM] on the island of La Gonâve) with five other schools, on

the same island, that had not been using the MTB method (non-LKM schools). I then

present and analyze the results of the MTB intervention in the latter schools. I also consider

some of this intervention’s larger implications vis-à-vis education and development in

Haiti. My hope, and that of all who worked on this project, is that the results described in

this article will help inform curricular reforms and teacher training in Haiti, which in turn

will promote better strategies for national development, including nation building through

the generalized use of the national language in all sectors of society.
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Background: Language, education, and exclusion in Haiti

Haiti is the first free black republic in the New World, becoming independent in 1804, after

a revolution against the French colonists who had occupied the western half of the island of

Hispaniola since the middle of the seventeenth century, and who had turned it, in the

eighteenth century, into the richest European colony. But in spite (or because) of this

successful struggle for freedom in a world where slavery and colonization were still the

norm since the arrival of Christopher Columbus in the Americas in 1492, Haiti has now

become what is often referred to as “the poorest nation in the Western world”. One root

cause of this chronic impoverishment (indeed, induced impoverishment, instead of inherent

poverty) lies in the intersection between language, pedagogy, and ideology.

About half of the Haitian population is illiterate (CIA 2016; Huebler and Lu 2013).

Among ten children who enter the first grade, at most one (10%) will graduate from high

school; a large proportion will drop out of school at an early age (GTEF 2010, p. 151).

Language is a crucial factor in such academic failure. Indeed, education in Haiti is carried

out mostly in French, which is spoken fluently by at most 5% of the population; while

school systems often exclude Kreyòl, the language spoken by 100% of the population,

especially in written materials and examinations—and the higher the grade level, the fewer

written materials exist in Kreyòl.

This language issue is compounded by a pedagogical and ideological one: The age-old

tradition in Haitian schools is rote memorization of French texts (“parcœurisme”) that, too
often, are largely irrelevant, or run counter, to students’ daily lives and to their cultural

background and identity (Jean-Pierre 2016). On top of their inhibiting effect on Haitian

children’s creativity, these texts induce alienation, with roots in Haiti’s colonial history

(Dejean 2006; Gourgues 2016; Jean-Pierre 2016). As for the teaching of literacy, it is often

based on the memorization of letter-to-sound correspondences, with students “reading”

texts that they often do not understand. As documented in a World Bank/USAID study

(Messaoud-Galusi and Miksic 2010), such methods create poor readers who, in turn,

become poor learners for life.

More generally, rote-memorization methods with materials in a language that most

students do not speak fluently are wholly inadequate for the promotion of the creative,

critical-thinking, and problem-solving skills necessary for national development (DeGraff

2013a; Dejean 2006; Hebblethwaite 2012; Jean-Pierre 2016). In order for Haiti to become

an “emergent country” by 2030 (an oft-repeated objective of Haiti’s current leaders),

Haiti’s schools must produce professionals who understand what they have learnt and who

can creatively and confidently apply their knowledge to local challenges. Yet, the use of

French as the language of instruction remains deeply entrenched in Haitian schools and

children’s textbooks in spite of the fact that the country’s official curricula mandate the use

of Kreyòl as language of instruction, especially in the early grades. This preference for

French over Kreyòl is rooted in Haiti’s colonial and neocolonial history and in its

geopolitical role vis-à-vis Francophonie (Arthus 2012, 2014; DeGraff 2005, 2015a;

Gourgues 2016; Jean-Pierre 2016).

It is, indeed, striking that the domination of French in the school system persists even

after the 1987 Haitian Constitution proclaimed Kreyòl an “official” language, alongside

French, and described it as the only language that “bonds” all Haitians together. In a

related vein, in 1979 the government made official a standard orthography for Kreyòl;

furthermore, since the early 1980s, the country’s official curricula (all written exclusively

in French!) have prescribed the use of Kreyòl as the initial language of instruction in
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primary schools. But, in practice, most books and most exams are still in French, which, as

noted above, no more than 5% of the population speaks fluently. Students from commu-

nities where people speak only Kreyòl (by far, the more typical situation) have little chance

to succeed in school and even less chance to make it to university. From this perspective,

language in Haiti becomes a vector of “élite closure” (Myers-Scotton 1993), helping to

reproduce socioeconomic inequalities across generations, with children from families

where French is spoken at home having a headstart toward academic and economic

success.

Looking at this problem from a global perspective, I argue, based on ample evidence

(some of which UNESCO collected from 1953 onward), that the systematic use of mother

tongues in education is essential, not only for the economic development of countries in the

“Global South”, such as Haiti, but also for not leaving anybody behind in developed

nations, such as the US, with sizable populations of immigrants whose native languages are

distinct from the primary languages of instruction in the “Global North”.

One anonymous reviewer asks that I problematize the notion of “mother tongue” and

“native speakers” in light of recent research such as that by Blommaert and Rampton

(2011), who state that “sociolinguists have long contested this idealisation, regarding it as

impossible to reconcile with the facts of linguistic diversity, mixed language and multi-

lingualism” (p. 4). As it turns out, the concept of superdiversity hardly applies to Haiti,

where the population is, by and large, monolingual, with exposure to Kreyòl starting in the

womb and throughout the speaker’s life. This, in effect, does make Kreyòl a mother tongue

for the majority of the population in Haiti. If we take, for example, the various definitions

of “mother tongue” in Skutnabb-Kangas (1988, pp. 16–17), Kreyòl does qualify as the sole

mother tongue for the majority of Haitians—for whom Kreyòl is indeed: (a) the language

acquired from the womb, in the cradle, and at home; (b) the language in which they are

most competent; (c) the language that they use, by far, the most (and, in most cases, the

only language that they use); and (4) the language that defines their identity—as is obvious

in many Kreyòl proverbs, such as “Kreyòl se lang rasin; Franse se lang achte”, which
means “Kreyòl is the language of our roots; French is the language that we buy”. In a

related vein, research documents that Kreyòl, in spite of its dialects, is relatively homo-

geneous, with no language barrier among Kreyòl speakers (Fattier 2000). One can, thus,

safely assert that Kreyòl is the only (mother) tongue spoken by most Haitians, from cradle

to grave; this is the converse of the superdiversity described in the Blommaert and

Rampton article. As it turns out, the Mother Tongue-based methods advocated in this

article are bound to open up the largely monolingual Haitian population to more efficient

pedagogical avenues for the learning of second languages such as French, English,

Spanish, etc.

Be that as it may, one unavoidable language-and-education problem is that, in the case

of Creole languages, preference for the formerly colonial language is compounded by a

dearth of quality pedagogical materials in local populations’ native languages. This is

similar to the situation with such indigenous languages as the Amerindian languages of

Latin America or the Aboriginal languages of Australia. This state of affairs is not acci-

dental: in addition to its (neo)colonial élite-closure function, the marginalization of these

local languages is rooted in the age-old and still common belief that these languages are

structurally and lexically impoverished and thus “inferior” to their European counterparts

(DeGraff 2005, 2009, 2014; Migge, Léglise, and Bartens 2010). Even among preeminent

intellectuals and political leaders in Creole-speaking communities, some believe that

Creole languages such as Kreyòl in Haiti constitute a cognitive handicap for their speakers

—even though this belief contradicts basic tenets in much of modern linguistics (DeGraff
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2005). In one recent manifestation of such beliefs, the late Leslie Manigat (well-known

Haitian historian and a former president of Haiti) is reported to have claimed that Haitian

Creole is an “infirmity” (Zefi 2011). My own writings (DeGraff 2005, 2009, 2014, 2015a;

DeGraff and Ruggles 2014) suggest that these beliefs are rooted more in geopolitical

power struggles and in remnants of colonial and neocolonial ideologies than in adequate

empirical data and theoretical considerations.

The empirical demonstration that the classroom use of Kreyòl improves literacy should

thus create the potential for an extraordinary paradigm shift in our knowledge and per-

ception of Creole languages, with a significant impact on teaching and learning in Creole-

speaking communities (DeGraff 2013a, 2014; Neyfakh 2011). The marginalization of their

native languages in school has traditionally deprived Creole-speaking communities of

optimal access to quality education. Recall that there are more than 200 million children

who are still being taught in a language that they do not speak fluently.

The transformative potential for global education is obvious: studies have long estab-

lished that students learn better in their native languages (UNESCO 1953). Ongoing

research continues to demonstrate the various ways whereby the use of students’ native

languages plays a key role in their education and their ability to express, explain, and

construct logical arguments (Webb 2010). The use of native languages is also crucial for

teachers, as we are currently researching and documenting in our ongoing NSF-funded

project for STEM education in Kreyòl (http://haiti.mit.edu). Furthermore, researchers have

convincingly argued that, by and large, countries that do not use their populations’ mother

tongues as languages of instruction are those with the worst records of academic

achievement and national development (Hebblethwaite 2012; Walter 2008). Yet, in regard

to the communities that most need access to quality education and quality materials in their

native languages, policymakers have long neglected such momentous findings. In partic-

ular, one should ask: Why is it that, in Haiti and in many other impoverished communities

in the world, so many students are still being taught in what is, in effect, a foreign

language, which deprives them of equal opportunity to succeed academically and

socioeconomically? Such pedagogical malpractice seems due to, among other things, a

vicious cycle of reasoning:

1) Policymakers and development agencies often claim that education in local languages

is difficult because of a lack of materials in these languages; and

2) The relative dearth of materials in local languages is due to the aforementioned

(erroneous) belief that these languages are structurally and lexically deficient and,

thus, unable to express abstract scientific concepts.

This article is one more step toward breaking this vicious cycle: in it, I make explicit the

advantages of Haiti’s national language as an indispensable tool for education. Given the

relatively low social status of local languages throughout the world, especially in post-

colonial environments, and their disenfranchisement in formal education and other spheres

where society creates and transmits knowledge and power (Babaci-Wilhite 2014; DeGraff

2005, 2009, 2014, 2015a), the study I report here should bear on language choices on a

global scale. This is especially true for school systems that serve communities of people

who speak such stigmatized local languages and where society still disenfranchises stu-

dents socially, economically, and politically if they don’t speak the language with the most

cultural and intellectual capital. In line with current global comparative research on reading

(see, e.g., Walter 2013), our major goal in this project, indeed, was to test the hypothesis

that the teaching of literacy through child-centered interactive pedagogy in Kreyòl would

Mother-tongue books in Haiti: The power of Kreyòl in learning… 439
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enhance the learning gains of students in Haiti, especially those who are fluent in Kreyòl

only. Such linguistic profile characterizes the vast majority of students in Haiti.

Outline of the project and its rationale

Messaoud-Galusi and Miksic’s (2010) study, mentioned earlier, motivated the research that

I present here. In that report, nearly half the children at the beginning of third grade could

not read a single word; third graders were reading at an average of less than 23 words a

minute. Messaoud-Galusi and Miksic stress that reading and writing proficiency is a key

predictor of subsequent academic success. So the widespread and chronic failure in early-

grade reading and writing in Haiti, as reported in their 2010 study, is bound to have dire

ripple effects throughout the academic lives of the students and on the development pro-

spects of the country.

With these data and observations in mind, I was struck that at Lekòl Kominotè Matènwa

(LKM), where children are taught to read in their mother tongue, third graders were

reading at an average of 60 words a minute—as documented in my 2010–2013 research

funded by the National Science Foundation (DeGraff 2015b). This is one of the key factors

that motivated the project I describe in this article.

This project was funded by the All Children Reading initiative led by USAID, World

Vision, and Australian Aid. Christine W. Low was the project’s principal investigator, and

I was responsible for the evaluation component of the project. The title of the project is

“Mother Tongue Books: Learning to Read in Haiti”. (Find more information, including a

video, online at: http://allchildrenreading.org/innovators/friends-of-matenwa/; https://

youtu.be/xmDO-X_d9YU.)

This project consisted of three main phases in succession:

● Phase 1: An initial baseline assessment in which we compared the performance of the

first and second graders at LKM with their counterparts in five nearby schools that use

traditional (i.e., passive and teacher-centered) teaching methods with a mix of Kreyòl

and French;

● Phase 2: An intervention whereby we introduced LKM’s MTB model to the five

aforementioned non-LKM schools;

● Phase 3: An evaluation to measure the effects of the intervention.

My role in the project was to lead the efforts in Phases 1 and 3 (more details below).

Phase 1: Baseline assessment

Our evaluation of the project started with an initial baseline survey, more fully described in

a report dated March 13, 2013 (DeGraff 2013b). We measured this baseline with the Early

Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) instrument, and Vana Edmond collected the data from

November 5, 2012, to January 2, 2013. The EGRA is a reading evaluation instrument that

the Research Triangle Institute (RTI) designed in 2006 (see Gove and Wetteberg 2014).

Vana Edmond is a fourth-grade teacher at LKM. She was trained as an EGRA enumerator

in October 2012 in a workshop organized by RTI as part of its USAID-funded project Tout

Timoun Ap Li (ToTAL) (RTI International 2014). Vana Edmond, as enumerator, was

responsible for giving instructions to the students, reading texts, letter names and pho-

nemes, etc., as required by the evaluation instrument.
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For that initial report of March 2013, Edmond administered the EGRA test, as a

baseline assessment, to 255 pupils in 6 schools in La Gonâve: 37 pupils at LKM and 218

pupils in 5 other schools—1 public (or “national”) and 4 private. (Previous reports [such as

DeGraff 2013b] mistakenly reported the total number of students at 218; however, 218 is

the total number of non-LKM students—which, when added to the 37 LKM students,

brings the total students in the baseline to 255.) I will continue to refer to these 5 schools as
the “non-LKM” schools, with the LKM students serving as a positive control to help

evaluate the MTB intervention (Table 1).

Tables 2 and 3, below, summarize the results of the baseline EGRA assessment. For the

assessment, we used 8 out of the 9 subtests of the EGRA instrument. We administered the

dictation subtest, but it is not scored—RTI has not yet devised a scoring formula for this

subtest. Here are the 8 subtests and how they are scored—I give more details about these

subtests below, in the section on the final evaluation, for which we used the same subtests.

1) Letter-name knowledge, measured by the number of correctly identified graphemes in

1 minute, from a list of 100 graphemes

2) Phoneme segmentation, measured by the number of phonemes correctly identified at

the beginning of a word, out of 10 words

3) Grapheme-phoneme correspondence, measured by the number of correctly identified

phonemes in 1 minute, out of a list of 100 graphemes

4) Reading of familiar words, measured by the number of correctly read words, out of

50 words, in 1 minute

5) Reading of unfamiliar (invented) words, measured by the number of correctly read

words, out of 50 words, in 1 minute

6) Short-story reading (61-word story), measured by the number of correctly read words

in 1 minute

7) Reading comprehension, measured by the number of correct answers out of 5

8) Listening comprehension, measured by the number of correct answers out of 5

Overall, both Tables 2 and 3 show that the performance of the LKM students was

significantly higher than the performance of the non-LKM students. Interestingly, the

results of the oral story comprehension, which by and large does not seem to depend on

literacy skills, are similar across the LKM and the non-LKM students, showing that both

groups have comparable cognitive abilities, outside of reading—this is a point that I will

revisit when I analyze the post-intervention assessment data (Tables 4 and 5).

Table 1 Student enrollment in the baseline assessment for each school in the project

School name 1st graders 2nd graders Total

Baptiste Mare–Sucrin (BM) 6 11 17

Joli Verger (JB) 27 54 81

La Pléı̈ade (LP) 41 35 76

École Nationale Mare-Sucrin (NM) 8 15 23

Vision Fred (VF) 11 10 21

Lekòl Kominotè Matènwa (LKM) 18 19 37

Total 111 144 255

Mother-tongue books in Haiti: The power of Kreyòl in learning… 441
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Meanwhile, I must stress that the overall results of the baseline assessment show that the

reading levels of the students in the five non-LKM schools were extremely low. Many

children, even in the second grade, seemed unable to read any word at all. And in two

schools almost every student was unable to read any word in a short story. These data

converge with the low averages in previous studies on reading and writing levels in Haiti

(e.g., Messaoud-Galusi and Miksic 2010).

Faced with these data, it was clear that the five non-LKM schools required immediate

remedial action. We hypothesized that MTB-based methods—teaching literacy through

child-centered interactive pedagogy and collaborative production of books in Kreyòl—

would improve the reading levels of the first and second graders at the non-LKM schools.

So we planned to measure the reading levels of that cohort of students the following

Table 2 Overall results, as medians, from baseline assessment, for subtests (1)–(4), in academic year 2012–
2013

School/grade Letter-name
knowledge
(correct words/
min)

Phoneme
segmentation
(correct words/min)

Letter-phoneme
correspondence
(correct answer/5)

Familiar-word
identification
(correct answer/5)

1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd

BM 11.5 12 2.5 3 10 8 1 5

JV 5 12.5 0 0 4 7 0 2

LP 7 22 1 2 7 10 1 8

NM 4.5 11 0 2 5 8 0.5 3

VF 7 10 4 2.5 6 8 1 1.5

LKM 14.5 33 10 10 21.5 60 5 28

Note 1: The LKM results are in the bottommost row, to be compared with the results in the non-LKM
schools in the other rows.

Note 2: BM Baptiste Mare-Sucrin, JV Joli Verger, LP La Pléı̈ade, NM École Nationale Mare-Sucrin, VF
Vision Fred, LKM Lekòl Kominotè Matènwa

Table 3 Overall results, as medians, from baseline assessment, for subtests (5)–(8), in academic year 2012–
2013

School/grade Invented-word
decoding (correct
letter names/min)

Short-story
reading (correct
answer/5)

Reading
comprehension (correct
phonemes/min)

Oral-story
comprehension (correct
words/min)

1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd

BM 0 1 0 0 0 0 3.5 4

JV 0 0.5 0 0 0 0 4 5

LP 0 4 0 4 0 0 4 5

NM 0 0 0 0 0 0 4.5 4

VF 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 4

LKM 0.5 21 0.5 31 0 2 5 5
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academic year, 2013–2014, i.e., when they reached the second and third grades,

respectively.

Phase 2: The intervention (overview)

The basic intervention in the MTB project consists of children’s production of illustrated

storybooks in Kreyòl, alongside the use of these storybooks in their classrooms. Students

create these books with the help of teachers, as a collaborative effort. The books are

trilingual: in Kreyòl, French, and English. The French and English translations are

produced by LKM teachers and by educators at partner schools and other institutions, in

Haiti and in the US, that support LKM’s efforts. The stories in these books are based on

Table 4 Overall results, as medians, from final evaluation, for subtests (1)–(4), in academic year 2013–
2014

School/grade Letter-name
knowledge (correct
letter names/min)

Phoneme
segmentation
(correct answers/
10)

Letter-phoneme
correspondence (correct
phonemes/min)

Familiar-word
identification
(correct words/min)

2nd 3rd 2nd 3rd 2nd 3rd 2nd 3rd

BM 35 57.5 10 9 49 46 27 36

JV 22 34 7 9 15 22 8 12

LP 34.5 51 10 10 30.5 53.5 21.5 44.9

NM 28.5 35 9 10 28.5 43 17 29

VF 34.5 37 10 10 57 51.5 38.5 26

LKM 33 37 10 10 44 68 30 55.6

Note: The LKM results are in the bottommost row, to be compared with the results in the non-LKM schools
in the other rows.

Table 5 Overall results, as medians, from final evaluation, for subtests (5)–(8), in academic year 2013–
2014

School/grade invented-word
decoding (correct
words/min)

Short-story
reading (correct
words/min)

reading
comprehension
(correct answers/5)

Oral-story
comprehension
(correct answers/5)

2nd 3rd 2nd 3rd 2nd 3rd 2nd 3rd

BM 20 27 33 52.5 2 3.5 5 5

JV 5 7 4 10 0 0 5 5

LP 17.5 28.5 26 62.6 2 4 5 5

NM 17 23 20.5 29 .5 2 5 5

VF 25.5 16.5 45 34.5 3 2 5 5

LKM 26 37 37.5 73.2 2.5 5 5 5

Note: The LKM results are in the bottommost row, to be compared with the results in the non-LKM schools
in the other rows.
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123



the children’s own experiences and environments and on their own spontaneous story-

telling. In the classroom, the children act out their stories as they are read aloud. The

book-writing process includes Writers Workshop sessions, where students also produce

journals alongside Mother Tongue Books. Interactive read-aloud sessions are another

crucial part of the MTB project; teachers read aloud samples of other texts to the

students and ask them questions about the text at preprogrammed points. The schools use

these read-alouds in tandem with independent reading sessions, with teachers working

with small groups, as needed. Children also read their stories in weekly all-school

meetings that are open to the entire community—for one example, see this video at

https://youtu.be/KHU-GHeQEQs. For more details about the MTB approach, see Friends

of Matènwa’s 2012 proposal, “Mother Tongue Books: Learning to Read in Haiti”; for a

video presentation and sample of these Mother Tongue Books, see: https://youtu.be/

xmDO-X_d9YU.

Phase 3: Final evaluation

The final evaluation was carried out after expanding the MTB intervention to the five non-

LKM schools through an LKM-led effort. In the sections below I analyze the updated

EGRA data that Vana Edmond collected from the same pool of pupils (now in second and

third grades) in June and July 2014.

The final-evaluation results (summarized in Tables 4 and 5 above, to be compared with

Tables 2 and 3 from the baseline assessment, repeated below for convenience) clearly show

that the MTB project’s Kreyòl-based teaching methods substantially increased the reading

levels of the pupils in the 5 non-LKM schools and the 10 pilot classrooms therein.

The contrast between the baseline-assessment data and the final-evaluation results

leaves no doubt about the positive effect of the intervention. In the baseline assessment,

the LKM pupils performed at a much higher level than their counterparts in the five non-

LKM schools in the study. In contrast, the final evaluation shows that the latter students

substantially caught up with their LKM counterparts in terms of their reading

proficiency.

Analysis of the results

As in the baseline assessment, the instrument for the final evaluation is the Early-Grade

Reading Assessment (EGRA) developed by the Research Triangle Institute (RTI), and the

enumerator for the MTB project was, again, Vana Edmond (LKM).

I now report on the eight aforementioned subtests of the EGRA instrument and compare

them with the corresponding data from the baseline assessment.

Results of letter-name subtest (Figures 1 and 2)

This part of the assessment evaluates students’ knowledge of letter names. (Please see the

appendix for an analysis of letter names in French versus Kreyòl and about the advantages

of Kreyòl’s transparent phonemic orthography over that of French’s opaque etymological

orthography. This appendix suggests a pedagogically sound nomenclature for Kreyòl letter

names while further encouraging the use of Kreyòl as the primary medium of instruction

for Kreyòl-speaking children, especially for the learning of literacy in the earliest grades.)
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In this letter-name subtest, the enumerator gives the student a grid that displays 100

occurrences of valid letters or letter combinations from the Kreyòl alphabet and asks the

student to identify as many of these occurrences as possible from the list of 32 graphemes
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of the Kreyòl alphabet. This is a timed test that lasts 1 minute. If the student goes through

the entire minute giving answers (i.e., when the time remaining is 0 out of 60), the score

(correct answers per minute) is the total of correct answers. If the student stops or is made

to stop (after 10 consecutive mistakes) before reaching the 1-minute mark (in order to

avoid stress on the children), or if the student goes through the entire grid in less than 1

minute, the score is calculated according to the following formula: x /(1-(“time remaining”

/ 60)), where x is the number of correct answers and “time remaining” is the number of

seconds remaining until the 60-second time mark. Similar formulas apply to other timed

tests in the evaluation (letter-name knowledge, reading of familiar words, reading of

unfamiliar words, short-story reading).

In the letter-knowledge subtest, the “Tangerine”-based (http://www.tangerinecentral.

org) evaluation instrument has an autostop feature that is activated (i.e., the subtest

automatically stops) if the student gives incorrect answers for the first 10 items in the grid

of stimuli. Here and in all subtests, the Android-based tablet for administering the “Tan-

gerine” evaluation was handled exclusively by the enumerator.

Figures 1 and 2, above, summarize the results for this test across the five schools. In

Figure 1, the data from the LKM students are shown in the rightmost and highlighted bar

(LKM students are shown in highlighted bars in all the graphs below).

In Figure 1, consider the median scores for the second and third graders in all the five

non-LKM schools in 2013–2014. The set of median scores falls in the range from 22 to

57.5 correct letter names per minute (see grey shade in the graph). As in the baseline, this

article focuses on median (rather than average) scores because outliers affect average

scores in the context of small group sizes such as the ones in this report.

In Figure 2 (as in Figures 4, 6, 8, 10, 12, 14, and 16 below) the median shown for the

five non-LKM schools is the median of their five medians. Now, consider the medians for

these very same cohorts in the preceding academic year (the first and second graders in

non-LKM schools in 2012–2013). These medians had fallen in a range from 4.5 to 22 (see

Tables 2 and 3).

A certain amount of progress from one year to the next is expected, given that the

students have matured and one would anticipate their improvement in any case. But what is

most noteworthy in the above figure, keeping in mind the differences in performances

between LKM and non-LKM students in the baseline data (see Tables 2, 3), is the fact that

the second graders in the five non-LKM schools in 2013–2014 now perform at approxi-

mately the same levels as their LKM counterparts, even though the LKM second graders

had performed much better than the non-LKM ones the preceding year. Indeed, the LKM

second graders show a median of 33 correct letter names per minute (Figure 2, bottom

graph, light and dark magenta bars in online version of this article), whereas the second

graders in the five non-LKM schools show a median of 34.5 (Figure 2, bottom graph, light

and dark blue bars in online version of this article). We see such progress among the non-

LKM second graders most clearly in Figure 2, where, in academic year 2013–2014, the

non-LKM second graders perform at a level slightly higher than their counterparts at LKM.

In this figure, and throughout the text below, the term “median of the 5 non-LKM schools”

refers to the median of the five medians of these schools. As for the third graders in the

non-LKM schools, there is progress as well, but not as spectacular: 37 for non-LKM versus

57 for LKM. This difference between the progress of the younger pupils versus the older

ones is consistent across most of the subtests.
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Results of subtest on phoneme segmentation (Figures 3 and 4)

In this subtest, the enumerator asked students to identify the initial phoneme (the onset of

the first syllable) of 10 Kreyòl words. The student listens to the enumerator pronounce each

word twice, and then the student has to pronounce the initial phoneme. For example, the
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initial phoneme in the Kreyòl word “soup” is / s /, and the student has to pronounce [ sssss ]

in order to identify that initial / s /. In this subtest, the Tangerine’s autostop feature is

triggered if the student gives incorrect answers for the first 5 words.

In Figure 3, the set of median scores for the second and third graders in the five non-

LKM schools in 2013–2014 fall in the range of 7 to 10 correct answers out of 10 (see grey

shade in the graph).

In the baseline assessment in 2012–2013, this subtest and the next one (on grapheme-

phoneme correspondences) were among the most difficult for first and second graders

across all non-LKM schools.

In the non-LKM schools, the phoneme-segmentation subtest had median scores equal to

1 and 2 for the first and second graders, respectively (Figure 4, top graph, light and dark

blue bars in online version of this article). (By “median scores”, we mean the medians of

the 5 medians for each grade.) This is in stark contrast with the LKM students, all of whom

could give the right answers for all the 10 stimuli for this particular subtest on identifying

the initial phoneme of words (Figure 4, top graph, light and dark magenta bars in online

version of this article). But, now, the non-LKM second and third graders in 2013–2014 are

at the same levels as their LKM counterparts: all the pupils in both groups (LKM and non-

LKM schools) have perfect scores (i.e., 10/10), as summarized in Figure 4, bottom graph.

Results of subtest on grapheme-phoneme correspondences (Figures 5 and 6)

This is another timed test (60 seconds, like all timed tests in EGRA) based on a grid that displays

100 occurrences of valid letters or letter combinations fromKreyòl’s 32-grapheme alphabet. The

student is asked to identify the phonemes associatedwith asmanyof these graphemes as possible.

For example, the phoneme corresponding to the grapheme\m[ is / m / and the student must

utter [ mmmm ] in order to identify this phoneme / m /. In this test, students’ giving incorrect

answers for the first 10 items in the grid of stimuli will trigger the Tangerine’s autostop feature.

In Figure 5 below, the median scores for the second and third graders in all of the five

non-LKM schools in 2013–2014 range between 15 and 57 correct phonemes in 1 minute

(see grey shade in the graph).

In the baseline assessment, this subtest, like the previous subtest, was very difficult for the

non-LKM students. In 2012–2013 pupils in all five non-LKM schools had a tendency to answer

by giving the letter names instead of pronouncing the phoneme associated with the letter.

Grade and School
2n

d B
M

3rd
 B

M
2n

d JV
3rd

JV

2n
d LP

3rd
 LP

2n
d N

M

3rd
 N

M

2n
d VF

3rd
 VF

2n
d LKM

3rd
LKM

0

20

40

60

80

100

C
or

re
ct

 P
ho

ne
m

es
 / 

m
in

Figure 5 Knowledge of letter-
phoneme correspondence in 2014

448 M. DeGraff

123



The median scores for the then first and second grades for the five non-LKM schools (i.e.,

the medians of the 5 medians for each grade) were 6 and 8, respectively (Figure 6, top graph,

light and dark blue bars in online version of this article); whereas, the median score for both

the first and second graders at LKMwas 21.5 and 60, respectively (Figure 6, top graph, light

and dark magenta bars in online version of this article). The contrast between 2012–2013

(Figure 6, top graph) and 2013–2014 (Figure 6, bottom graph) is clear: the second and third

graders at non-LKM schools in 2013–2014 had median scores of 30.5 and 46, respectively

(Figure 6, bottomgraph, light and dark blue bars in online version of this article), as compared

to the respective scores of 44 and 68 for the second and third graders at LKM(Figure 6, bottom

graph, light and dark magenta bars in online version of this article).

Reading of familiar words (Figures 7 and 8)

In this subtest, the student is asked to read each word in isolation from a sequence of 50

familiar words of relatively high frequency. In this test, students’ giving incorrect answers

for the first 5 words triggers the Tangerine’s autostop feature.

In Figure 7, the median scores for the second and third graders in the five non-LKM

schools in 2014 range between 8 and 44.9 words per minute (see grey shade in the graph).

Figure 6 LKM/non-LKM
medians for letter-phoneme
correspondence from baseline
assessment (2012–2013, top
graph) to final evaluation (2013–
2014, bottom graph)
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Back in 2012–2013, the results from the tests of the first and second graders in the non-

LKM schools were very low: 1 and 3 correctly-read words per minute (Figure 8, top graph,

light and dark blue bars in online version of this article), respectively, as compared to the
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respective median scores of 5 and 28 for the first and second graders at LKM (Figure 8, top

graph, light and dark magenta bars in online version of this article). But, in 2013–2014, the

respective medians for the second and third graders in the non-LKM schools narrowed the

gap vis-à-vis their LKM counterparts: 21.5 and 29 (Figure 8, bottom graph, light and dark

blue bars in online version of this article), as compared to 30 and 55.56 (Figure 8, bottom

graph, light and dark magenta bars in online version of this article).

Decoding of invented words (Figures 9 and 10)

In this subtest, we asked the student to read each word in isolation from a sequence of 50

invented words that were created in such a way that the student could not rely on context or

memory for decoding the stimuli. Such invented words force the student to rely on his/her

knowledge of grapheme-phoneme correspondences in order to decode the word and read it

aloud. In this subtest, a student’s giving incorrect answers for the first five words triggers

the Tangerine’s autostop feature.

In Figure 9, the set of median scores for the second and third graders in all five non-

LKM schools in 2013–2014 falls in the range of 5–28 correct words per minute (see grey

shade in the graph).

In this subtest as well, non-LKM median scores for the first and second graders in 2012–

2013 (i.e., medians of the 5 medians for each grade) were extremely low (0 and 0.5,

respectively; Figure 10, top graph, light and dark blue bars in online version of this article)

as compared to the medians of their LKM counterparts (0.5 and 21; Figure 10, top graph,

light and dark magenta bars in online version of this article). Here, as well, we see

substantial progress in 2013–2014, with a narrowing of the performance gap between non-

LKM and LKM schools: 17.5 and 23 for second and third graders, respectively, at non-

LKM schools (Figure 10, bottom graph, light and dark blue bars in online version of this

article) versus 26 and 37, respectively, for their counterparts at LKM (Figure 10, bottom

graph, light and dark magenta bars in online version of this article).
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Reading of short story (Figures 11 and 12)

In this subtest, the student reads aloud a short story (61 words). Here, the students’

misreading of the first 11 words of the story triggers Tangerine’s autostop feature.

In Figure 11, the median scores for the second and third graders in all five non-LKM

schools in 2013–2014 range between 4 and 62.6 words per minute (see grey shade in the

graph).

In 2012–2013, the median scores for the first and second graders for this subtest (i.e., the

medians of the 5 medians for each grade) were extremely low: they were both 0 correct

words per minute (Figure 12, top graph, light and dark blue bars in online version of this

article)—whereas, the medians for the LKM first and second graders were 0.5 and 31,

respectively (Figure 12, top graph, light and dark magenta bars in online version of this

article). In two non-LKM schools (École Nationale Mare-Sucrin and Vision Fred), almost

all the students were unable to read even a single word.

As Figure 12 (bottom graph) shows, the gap between LKM and non-LKM schools has

narrowed in 2013–2014, with the medians among the non-LKM pupils now 26 and 34.5 for

second and third graders (Figure 12, bottom graph, light and dark blue bars in online

version of this article), respectively, as compared to 37.5 and 73.2 for their LKM coun-

terparts (Figure 12, bottom graph, light and dark magenta bars in online version of this

article).

Figure 10 LKM/non-LKM
medians for invented-word
decoding from baseline
assessment (2012–2013, top
graph) to final assessment (2013–
2014, bottom)
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We see another striking result when comparing the reading-performance data from our

study with their analogues from the 2010 World Bank/USAID study (Messaoud-Galusi and

Miksic 2010), where the third graders showed an average of less than 23 words/minute

when reading a short story. In comparison, the pupils in the MTB project show averages of

26 words/minute for the third graders of the lowest-performing school (Joli Verger;
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Figure 12, upper triangles, dark green in online version of this article) to 62.6 and 73.2

words/minute for the third graders of the best performing schools (La Pléı̈ade and LKM,

respectively; Figure 11, diamonds and hexagons, respectively, or brown diamonds and pink

hexagons in online version of this article).

Short-story reading comprehension (Figures 13 and 14)

In this subtest, the enumerator asks the students five questions that test their comprehension

of the story they have just read—after the enumerator removes the story from their sight.

The students are only asked about the part of the story that they have read.

In Figure 13, the median scores for the second and third graders in the five non-LKM

schools in 2013–2014 range between 0 and 4 correct answers out of 5 (see grey shade in

the graph).

In 2012–2013, most of the first and second graders in the five non-LKM schools could

not give any correct answer. The median scores for those schools (i.e., the medians of the 5

medians for each grade) were 0 out of 5 in both first and second grades (Figure 14, top

graph, light and dark blue bars in online version of this article); whereas, the LKM students

had medians of 0 out of 5 for first grade and 2 out of 5 for second grade (Figure 14, top

graph, light and dark magenta bars in online version of this article). In 2013–2014, the gap

between LKM and non-LKM schools lessens: the second and third grades at the non-LKM

schools both have a median of 2 correct answers out of 5 (Figure 14, bottom graph, light

and dark blue bars in online version of this article); as compared to LKM, where the second

grade has a median of 2.5 out of 5, and the third grade has a median of 5 out of 5

(Figure 14, bottom graph, light and dark magenta bars in online version of this article).

We see another striking result when one compares the reading-comprehension data from

our study with their analogues from the 2010 World Bank/USAID study (Messaoud-Galusi

and Miksic 2010), where the third graders showed an average of 17% comprehension when

answering questions about a short text from a similar EGRA instrument. In comparison, the

students in the MTB project show averages of 31% for the third graders of the lowest-

performing school (Joli Verger) to 77% and 84% for the third graders of the best per-

forming schools (La Pléı̈ade and LKM, respectively).
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Oral-story comprehension (Figures 15 and 16)

In this subtest, the enumerator reads a short story to the student. The numerator reads the

story twice and then asks five questions in order to test the student’s comprehension of the

story.

In Figure 15, both second and third graders in all the schools (both LKM and non-LKM)

have a median of 5 correct answers out of 5.

In 2012–2013, this oral-story comprehension subtest was the only one where the LKM

and non-LKM pupils showed similar performances: both the first and second graders at the

non-LKM schools had medians of 4 correct answers out of 5 (Figure 16, top graph, light

and dark blue bars in online version of this article), where the LKM first and second grades

both had a median of 5 out of 5 (Figure 16, top graph, light and dark magenta bars in online

version of this article). (Recall that the non-LKM medians refer to the medians of the 5

medians for each grade.) As we noted in the baseline report (DeGraff 2013b), the similar

performances in listening comprehension suggest that the LKM pupils are not inherently

smarter than the non-LKM pupils. Indeed, listening comprehension, unlike literacy, is a

skill that all of the pupils, whether at LKM or elsewhere, are equally good at, indepen-

dently of their respective reading levels. This led us, in the baseline report, to suggest that

one likely reason why the LKM pupils had better scores on tests involving reading skills

but not on oral comprehension is that the LKM pupils have benefitted from the MTB

Figure 14 LKM/non-LKM
medians for reading
comprehension from baseline
assessment (2012–2013, top
graph) to final evaluation (2013–
2014, bottom graph)
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methods in terms of learning gains in reading. But now, with the 2013–2014 results at

hand, it seems to us that improved reading skills can actually help improve listening

comprehension as well. This is suggested by the comparison of the LKM versus non-LKM

Figure 16 LKM/non-LKM
medians for oral-story
comprehension from baseline
assessment (2012–2013, top
graph) to final (2013–2014,
bottom graph)
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medians across baseline versus final evaluation: at the final evaluation in 2014, the second

and third grades at both LKM (Figure 16, bottom graph, light and dark magenta bars in

online version of this article) and the non-LKM schools (Figure 16, bottom graph, light and

dark blue bars in online version of this article) had medians of 5 out of 5.

Summary of findings

We now have a solid data set to document the impact of the MTB intervention on the

reading levels of two cohorts of children, starting with baseline assessment data about first

and second graders in 2012–2013 (for a total of 255 students), then comparing this baseline

with a final evaluation of the same cohort of students in second and third grades in 2013–

2014 (a total of 225 students as shown in Table 6, due to a decrease in enrollments). As

documented in the graphs above, the non-LKM pupils in these cohorts have narrowed the

reading-assessment gap vis-à-vis their LKM counterparts.

These results are made even clearer when we compare the performance of the non-LKM

second graders in academic year 2012–2013 with the performance of the LKM second

graders in academic year 2013–2014. Each graph in Figures 17 and 18 has two horizontal

Figure 17 EGRA scores for 2nd graders in 2012–2013 versus 2013–2014 (I)
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lines, in dashes: the lowest line is the highest median across all the non-LKM schools for

2012–2013, and the highest line is the highest median across all the non-LKM schools for

2013–2014. With all the graphs taken together, it is apparent that, for each EGRA subtest,

Invented Word Knowledge Story Reading

Reading Comprehension Oral StoryComprehension

Grade and School

C
or

re
ct

 W
or

ds
 / 

m
in

2 n d
B M

-2
0 1 2

2 n d
B M

-2
0 1 4

2 n d
J V -2

0 1 2

2 n d
J V -2

0 1 4

2 n d
L P -2

0 1 2

2 n d
L P -2

0 1 4

2 n d
N M

-2
0 1 2

2 n d
N M

-2
0 1 4

2 n d
V F -2

0 1 2

2 n d
V F -2

0 1 4

2 n d
L K

M
-2

0 1 2

2 n d
L K

M
-2

0 1 4
-20

0

20

40

60

80

Grade and School

C
or

re
ct

 W
or

ds
 / 

m
in

2 n d
B M

-2
0 1 2

2 n d
B M

-2
0 1 4

2 n d
J V -2

0 1 2

2 n d
J V -2

0 1 4

2 n d
L P -2

0 1 2

2 n d
L P -2

0 1 4

2 n d
N M

-2
0 1 2

2 n d
N M

-2
0 1 4

2 n d
V F -2

0 1 2

2 n d
V F -2

0 1 4

2 n d
L K M

-2
0 1 2

2 n d
L K M

-2
0 1 4

0

20

40

60

80

100

Grade and School

C
or

re
ct

 A
ns

w
er

s 
/ 5

2 n d
B

M
-2

0 1 2

2n d
B

M
-2

0 1 4

2 n d
J V -2

0 1 2

2 n d
J V -2

0 1 4

2 n d
L P -2

0 1 2

2 n d
L P -2

0 1 4

2n d
N

M
-2

0 1 2

2 n d
N

M
-2

0 1 4

2 n d
V F -2

0 1 2

2 n d
V F -2

0 1 4

2 n d
L K M

-2
0 1 2

2n d
L K M

-2
0 1 4

-1

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

Grade and School

C
or

re
ct

 A
ns

w
er

s 
/ 5

2 n d
B

M
-2

0 1 2

2 n d
B

M
-2

0 1 4

2 n d
J V -2

0 1 2

2 n d
J V -2

0 1 4

2 n d
L P -2

0 1 2

2 n d
L P -2

0 1 4

2 n d
N

M
-2

0 1 2

2 n d
N

M
-2

0 1 4

2 n d
V F -2

0 1 2

2n d
V F -2

0 1 4

2 n d
L K M

-2
0 1 2

2 n d
L K M

-2
0 1 4

-1

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

Figure 18 EGRA scores for 2nd graders in 2012–2013 versus 2013–2014 (II)

Table 6 Student enrollment in the final evaluation for each school in the project

School name 2nd graders 3rd graders Total

Baptiste Mare–Sucrin (BM) 9 8 17

Joli Verger (JB) 33 51 84

La Pléı̈ade (LP) 30 22 52

École Nationale Mare–Sucrin (NM) 6 7 13

Vision Fred (VF) 12 12 24

Lekòl Kominotè Matènwa (LKM) 16 19 35

Total 106 119 225

Note: We could not recover the identities and affiliation of 14 data points from the online database. These
losses are due to a combination of human error and technological failure.
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the medians of the second graders across all non-LKM schools have improved with time,

whereas the medians of the second graders in LKM have remained quite similar overall.

To recapitulate, the two cohorts of second graders at LKM (i.e., second graders in 2012–

2013, then second graders in 2013–2014) performed similarly across the academic years.

Compared to LKM’s second graders, the second graders in the non-LKM schools have

consistently improved their performance from one academic year to the next.

The data below (Figure 19) further illustrates the progress of the non-LKM schools.

We generated the graph in Figure 19 by dividing, for each EGRA subtest, the median of

the non-LKM pupils’ scores by the median of the LKM pupils’ scores. For each subtest, we

have the non-LKM/LKM ratio for academic year 2012–2013 followed by the ratio for

academic year 2013–2014. A ratio of 1, as indicated by the horizontal line in dashes, would

indicate an (approximately) equal performance across LKM and non-LKM students.

Values below 1 indicate that the median of LKM is higher than the median of the non-

LKM schools for the different EGRA subtests, which is most apparent for academic year

2012–2013. From Figure 19 as well, it is apparent that the non-LKM pupils are progressing

toward LKM-level performance. Indeed, the performance gap between LKM and non-

LKM schools has been reduced across all subtests—with the non-LKM-to-LKM ratio of

scores increasing toward a ratio of 1 in 2013–2014.

Conclusion

On the education front in Haiti, one of the most impressive accomplishments of the

government of President Michel Martelly (2011–2016) and former prime minister Laurent

Lamothe (2012–2014) has been the welcome continuation of a trend started by preceding
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Figure 19 Non-LKM/LKM ratio of medians on each EGRA subtest for 2nd graders in 2012–2013, then
2nd graders in 2013–2014 (the pairs of medians are for the following subtests, from left to right: letter-name
knowledge, phoneme segmentation, letter-phoneme correspondence, familiar-word identification, invented-
word decoding, short-story reading, reading comprehension and oral-story comprehension)
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governments, concerning access to education. Indeed, access to primary schools has

increased from 47% in 1993 to 88% in 2013 (UNESCO 2013). But now the key question

facing current and future governments concerns the quality of the content of education
being provided to the increasing numbers of students. What are the children learning, if
anything, and how are they learning?

The results reported in this article suggest that the MTB-based methods have, indeed,

helped improve the reading levels of the students in the study. This article thus confirms

the results of previous research that has provided “evidence that educational policy on

language of instruction may, in fact, be the most salient explanatory variable in explaining

the widely observed deficit in reading skill development in [low income] countries”

(Walter 2013, p. 265). The literacy gains that I have described here thus highlight some of

the necessary conditions for successful literacy programs in Haiti. This is a key issue for

sustainable development in Haiti in light of the fact that reading is perhaps the most

important skill to be acquired in early grades. Children need to learn how to read so they

can eventually read in order to learn. Cognitive science teaches us that the child’s brain,

from the womb onward, is formatted by the ambient language to recognize the phonemic

structure of that language; in turn, it is such phonological awareness vis-à-vis the native

language that helps the child establish robust correspondence between texts, sounds, and

semantics when the child learns to read in that native language (Dehaene, Dehaene-

Lambertz, Gentaz, Huron, and Sprenger-Charolles 2011). Such capacity, and opportunity,

to learn to read in one’s native language is, in turn, a necessary condition for individual and

national academic and socioeconomic development.

It thus seems imperative that the state require schools to make systematic use,

throughout the country, of student-centered Kreyòl-based active-learning approaches,

similar to the Mother Tongue Books project, for the teaching of reading and writing—and

for every other academic field as well, especially science and mathematics (see DeGraff

2013a; DeGraff and Ruggles 2014; Dejean 2006; Jean-Pierre 2016; Neyfakh 2011). This is,

in fact, what is legally required of the Haitian state by Haiti’s Constitution of 1987, which

declares, unambiguously, that Kreyòl is the one language that bonds all Haitians together.

Moreover, the Constitution assigns as “the first responsibility of the state […] the education

of the masses, which is the only way the country can be developed”. We are not arguing to

exclude French (Haiti’s other official language) from Haiti’s classrooms. Our argument is

that the optimal language to teach in is the children’s mother tongue, which is Kreyòl for

the vast majority in Haiti—as it is in such countries as Finland, Norway, and Korea, where

their national language (Finnish, Norwegian, Korean) is also the primary language of

school instruction. Of course, French, as an international language, should be taught to

Haitian children—as a second language. Given Haiti’s geographical position, English and

Spanish, as well, should be taught as second languages. And one should also consider the

fact that Kreyòl, too, especially in the Americas, does function as an international language

to the extent that Kreyòl speakers outnumber French speakers in that region (Mathieu

2005).

If Kreyòl continues to be marginalized in Haiti’s education system, the country will

continue wasting its most precious resource—namely, the academic readiness of the vast

majority of its youth, whose brains are wired, from birth, to decode the phonemic and

grammatical structure of Kreyòl, their sole mother tongue and an indispensable tool for

learning. In Haiti, some 50% of the population is under age 25; our youth is, in the words

of Nesmy Manigat, Haiti’s former minister of national education, a “demographic

bonus”—one that must be used, through Kreyòl-based education, for Haiti’s development

lest this youth become a “demographic bomb”.
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This demographic bomb is not a threat to Haiti alone. Some 200 million children

worldwide are not formally taught in their native languages; these children, therefore,

cannot have full access to quality education. Globally, over 2 billion people speak lan-

guages that are marginalized in, or outright excluded from, classrooms (Dutcher 2004;

Walter and Benson 2012; UNESCO 2016). Our hope is that the results reported in this

article will help to usher in a deep global change in attitudes toward local languages and

create better conditions for their use in education, especially for communities that need to

reclaim their native languages for their cultural and psychological well-being and for

sustainable development.

The good news is that the Mother Tongue Books intervention I describe here not only

can scale up to all of Haiti but can also have a deep transformative impact on countries and

communities throughout the world, including migrant communities in the US, that are

disenfranchised by exclusionary linguistic and pedagogical practices. Such interventions,

based on the innovative and systematic use of local languages, will open up quality

education to radically new levels, toward a better world.

Appendix: A proposal for letter names in Kreyòl

Typically, Haitian pupils are taught to memorize the French letter names, which they use

even as they learn how to read in Kreyòl. This application of the French letter names to

Kreyòl’s official 32-grapheme alphabet as described in Bernard (1980) is problematic in

light of the fact that the grapheme-to-phoneme mapping in Kreyòl is substantially different

from, and much more regular than, its counterpart in French.

Consider, say, the letter “g”, whose name is pronounced [ ʒe ] in French with the

corresponding phoneme / ʒ / occurring in words like orange, though “g” is pronounced / g /
at the beginning of a French word such as “garçon”. Now, compare the phonemic char-

acteristics of the same letter “g” in Kreyòl. In Kreyòl, this letter “g”, in the continuous

reading of written words, is uniformly pronounced / g / as in gaga. Therefore, applying the

French letter name [ ʒe ] to Kreyòl “g” is misleading since it obscures the relationship

between the grapheme \g[ and its associated phoneme / g /. Indeed, the Kreyòl letter

“g”, unlike the French letter “g”, always corresponds to the phoneme / g / and never
corresponds to the phoneme / ʒ /.

Similar considerations apply to the letter “c”, whose name is pronounced [se] in French.

However, in Kreyòl, the symbol “c” is not even a grapheme in the official alphabet. In

Kreyòl, the symbol “c” occurs, as a graph, only in combination with “h” to create the

grapheme \ch[, a digraph that corresponds to the phoneme / š /. Therefore, it is mis-

leading to identify the symbol “c” with the letter name [se] since the consonant / s / in [se]

never matches the pronunciation of the symbol “c” in Kreyòl—a symbol that is never
pronounced alone since, as noted above, it is not a grapheme in the alphabet. In other word,

the symbol “c”, unlike in the French alphabet, is not even a stand-alone letter in the Kreyòl

alphabet.

The French letter names present a more general disadvantage vis-à-vis the Kreyòl

alphabet. Consider the fact that the vowel that accompanies the consonants in the French

letter names is either / e / as in “b”, “c”, “d”, etc; / a / as in “h”, “k”; / ɛ / as in “l”, “m”, “n”;

/ i / as in “j”, “x”; / y / as in “q”. Furthermore, the supporting vowel is pronounced either

after the consonant (as in “b”, “c”, “d”, etc.) or before (as in “h”, “l”, “m”, “n”, etc.).
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Louis-Charles, Telfort, and DeGraff (2015) have proposed an alternative set of letter

names for Kreyòl, consisting of two segments for most of the consonants: the consonant

itself followed by the supporting vowel / a / in a consonant+vowel template that is easiest

for pronunciation by small children (Jakobson 1960). Such a system is much more regular

than the French letter names and more consistent with the transparent phonemic structure

of the Kreyòl orthography. Indeed, the Kreyòl orthography exhibits a virtually “trans-

parent” one-to-one relationship between graphemes and phonemes; whereas, French

orthography is “opaque”, with a many-to-many relationship between graphemes and

phonemes. Research on the advantages of transparent orthographies for developing chil-

dren’s phonemic awareness (Dehaene et al. 2011) indicates that having the Kreyòl

alphabet’s letter names be most transparent will help raise the phonemic awareness of

Kreyòl-speaking children. This is a considerable advantage for learning to read in Kreyòl in
Haiti. This advantage also helps dyslexic children, who show fewer deficits with trans-

parent orthographies (as in Spanish) than with opaque orthographies (Brunswick,

McDougall, and De Mornay Davies 2010; Lallier, Valdois, Lassus-Sangosse, Prado, and

Kandel 2014).

Furthermore, because of its phonetic acoustic and stochastic properties, there is a

pedagogical virtue in using the vowel /a/ as the supporting vowel for the consonant: among

all the vowels in Kreyòl, /a/ is the vowel that makes the consonants most perceptible and

most easily pronounceable (Jakobson 1960; also see Krull 1988 on the identification of

consonants across different vocalic contexts; I am grateful to Benjamin Storme (graduate

student at MIT Linguistics) for sharing with me his own research on this topic, including

his calculations, based on Krull 1988, showing that the vowel / a / is the one that, in the

neighborhood of consonants, leads to the least errors in the identification of these conso-

nants.). Lastly, the vowel /a/ is the most frequently occurring vowel in Kreyòl

(Hebblethwaite 2009), which implies that its use in Kreyòl letter names will make it even

easier for children to produce and remember these names and the letter-sound corre-

spondences they illustrate. Such templates for the names of Kreyòl consonants (consonant

+ / a /) can, thus, serve to enhance Kreyòl-speaking children’s phonemic awareness.
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