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Should the mother tongue or English be the medium of 

instruction? 

English should be taught effectively not as the medium, but as a second language. 

Mother tongue as the medium of instruction: 

• Over the years, there has been a raging debate over the need for children to have their 

mother tongue as the medium of instruction in schools. While educationists have 

emphasised the importance of learning in the mother tongue to enhance a child’s 

learning and overcome glaring inequities, there has been an equally steady demand for 

English-medium schools in several States.  

• There is an almost-complete consensus among educationists, linguistic experts and 

psychologists that the mother tongue, or the language of the region where the child 

lives, is the only appropriate language of learning for the child.  

• A child can be taught any number of languages, particularly later in life, but the medium 

of learning should be the mother tongue. A number of classrooms today are stalked by 

the curse of incomprehension.  

• There are a growing number of schools, mostly private, that teach in English. 

Government schools too in States like Tamil Nadu, unable to bear the pressure from 

parents and to stop students from migrating to private schools, are switching to English 

medium. 

• If we have to talk of learning to read and write, the first language should be the language 

of the home, the language in which the child is communicating and interacting with the 

world around her.  

• In many places in our country, there are bilingual and multilingual classrooms. In 

Jharkhand, the state might say Hindi is the language, but 50%-60% of children don’t 

speak the language.  

Language is not subject:  

• We must look at the first language or the languages which children bring to the 

classroom, their first languages, and that is how we design and develop an interaction.  

• The pedagogy is very different for the first language as compared to the second 

language. Our system, however, treats language as a subject. This is a tragedy.  

• English-medium education is a profound tragedy in Indian education today. Millions 

are languishing because of their inability to learn in English — not English as a 
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language but as a medium through which they acquire any knowledge of any subject. 

English is their dream and their despair.  

• And these are children who belong to the vast majority of the Indian population except 

those at the very top of the class and caste social pyramid. It is only for those who are 

at the top that English has become almost a home language. 

English as a second language:  

• India has constructed an education system that is among the most exclusionary in the 

world. The impulse behind this is excluding the vast majority from all opportunities 

except the lowest and the least-paying jobs. Every component of education is crafted 

for fulfilling this class's purpose. 

• It is not saying that 80% of the Indian population must be denied access to a global 

language that will open up opportunities. It is only opposing English as the medium. 

But as a second language, English must be taught effectively, and that is the way the 

entire non-English speaking world is also learning it today. And that is the way, it was 

taught in India till the 1980s and 1990s. 

• There are political forces, especially Dalit groups, who insist that English has been the 

language of liberation for them. They look at it like that because of the denial and the 

deprivation of Dalits in the education system, and that’s important to acknowledge.  

• The pedagogical aspect of a child learning a second language is much better if 

proficiency and confidence in the first language are established in the first four-five 

years.  

• The first language is the language that you speak and think in, and if you learn to read 

and write and understand the world through that language, that is what gives you the 

proficiency and confidence to be able to read and write a second language which can 

be the state language, and a third language which should be English.  

• Our focus should be on children’s learning. But we need a lot of public opinions to be 

shaped and negotiated. 

 


