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My comments on the rights of children in humanitarian situations will focus on only one aspect of 

such situations: the rights of children to have access to quality education, which in turn entail, 

among other things, their rights to education in the language that they know best, namely their 

native language.  In focusing on this one fundamental aspect of humanitarian situations, I will look 

at the situation of my native Haiti which, for familiar and unfortunate reasons, can be looked at as 

the proverbial “canary in the mine” in the context of natural disasters coupled with un-natural (i.e., 

man-made) levels of social inequity.  (This note is a slightly updated version of my article on Haiti’s 

“linguistic apartheid” in the openDemocracy blog.) 

 

Teaching in local languages is necessary for the protection and enhancement of children’s rights, 

anti-discrimination, quality education and equal opportunity for all. This is especially true in the 

context of natural disasters where lack of resources make it even more necessary to do away with 

artificial barriers to knowledge and information.  Teaching in a language that students are barely 

fluent in constitutes one of these artificial barriers leading to un-natural levels of socio-economic 

inequity. Yet Haiti stands out as one of the rare nations in which there is one single language spoken 

by all citizens, while the school system, by and large, does not use that language as the main 

language of instruction and examination.  This mis-use of language in education  and the lack of 

access to quality education leads, in turn, to un-natural states of unpreparedness, thus exacerbating 

the effect of natural disasters such as earthquakes and hurricanes on an already impoverished 

population. 

 

In the 2010–2015 Operational Plan of Haiti’s Ministry of National Education and Professional 

Training, the government announced, without any realistic means for implementation, the goal of 

“balanced bilingualism”—whereby the whole country would eventually become fluent in both 

French and Kreyòl. This seems like an insurmountable task, given that the country is mostly 

monolingual in Kreyòl and suffers from extreme and chronic forms of economic impoverishment 
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and social exclusion, from its independence in 1804 onward. Teachers themselves often do not 

speak French fluently, and most Haitians have no opportunity to be regularly immersed in any 

community that speaks fluent French on any regular basis, be it at home or at school—a situation 

that makes any promotion of Kreyòl-French “balanced bilingualism” at a national scale a socially 

and economically costly pipe dream.  In effect, there is no semblance of any socio-linguistic “parity” 

between Kreyòl and French; therefore, there’s no scientific or pedagogical basis for attempting to 

transform the entire Haitian population into “balanced bilinguals.”  The Haitian constitution itself, 

alongside making both Kreyòl and French “official languages,” recognizes that Kreyòl is the one 

language spoken by all Haitians.  So there’s no legal parity between Kreyòl and French either.  In 

such light, the quest for nation-wide “balanced bilingualism” is nothing but an impractical delusory 

objective that, in effect, reinforces the domination of French over Kreyòl and the exclusion and 

impoverishment of those who speak Kreyòl only. 

 

Indeed, virtually every Haitian in Haiti speaks Creole (“Kreyòl”) as their native language, while no 

more than 10% speak French, perhaps as few as 3% if we only count those who speak fluent 

French. The systematic use of Kreyòl at all levels of education, administration, justice, etc., is 

therefore indispensable for ensuring equality of opportunity and non-discrimination among all 

Haitians. Using their native tongue is critical to provide the most sustainable and optimal 

foundations for investing in children (and adults), and to develop Haiti’s human capacity for 

problem solving and socio-economic development. This is the fundamental premise that underlies 

the workings of the MIT-Haiti Initiative, funded by the US National Foundation since 2012. By 

providing state-of-the-art teacher training and pedagogical resources in Kreyòl to faculty in Haiti, 

the Initiative is directly contributing to the Millennium Development Goals in Haiti—particularly 

the goal of quality education without discrimination—and to the protection of children’s rights in 

the context of natural and man-made disasters.  

 

Meanwhile, despite multiple plans and documents promoting the use of Kreyòl in education 

(including a recent agreement between Haiti’s Ministry of Education and the Haitian Creole 

Academy), Haitian schools continue to impose French as the primary language of instruction and 

examination. In many places in Haiti, official exams are not offered in Kreyòl. When students do 

have access to the exams in Kreyòl, many prefer to take the exam in French because they have 

already rote-memorized, with little if any comprehension, the corresponding materials in French. 

Typically students do not have access to a full range of books in Kreyòl, and especially not in science 

and mathematics at the more advanced levels. 

 

In too many Haitian classrooms, students are still punished, humiliated, and even expelled for 

speaking Kreyòl at school. This practice of punishing children for using their mother tongue 

interferes with their skills, creativity, and well-being. Among every ten children who enter the first 

grade, only one of them (10%) will finish school, as reported in 2011 by the State-sponsored Groupe 

de Travail sur l’Éducation et la Formation. Interestingly, approximately 10% of Haitians speak 

French to various degrees, in addition to Kreyòl. If this 10% substantially overlaps with the 10% 

that finish school, Haiti’s school system could indeed be playing a very powerful role in producing 

and re-producing socio-economic inequalities through exclusionary linguistic practices. All of these 
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practices and lack of resources amount to systemic discrimination and violations of human rights—

a type of “linguistic apartheid” that undermines the population’s mental health and sense of identity 

while blocking both academic progress and socio-economic development.  Such practices render 

the majority of the population particularly prone to the devastation caused by natural disasters. 

  

The successes of school systems in countries like Finland suggest that children are most successful 

at learning second languages, and almost everything else at school, when they have strong 

academic foundations, including literacy, in their home and community languages. From this 

perspective, literacy and other foundational academic skills in Kreyòl for Haitian school children is 

a necessary step for the learning of second languages such as French, English, or Spanish. This is 

exactly what works in successful Kreyòl-based education as in the Lekòl Kominotè Matènwa (LKM) 

in La Gonâve, which—thanks to funding from US institutions such as the National Science 

Foundation and World Vision—has now become a model for other schools in that area. The 

children at LKM read, on average, three times better than children in schools that still favor French-

based education. 

 

Clearly, the use of local vernacular languages in education worldwide has transformative potential. 

International organizations like the UN, alongside their Member States, should pay close attention 

to linguistic diversity as a means of promoting equal access to quality education and for protecting 

children’s rights worldwide. Organizations advocating for human rights should check whether 

government and international organization’s documentation and pedagogical materials (websites, 

social media, memos, syllabi, textbooks, examinations, etc.) are delivered in the corresponding local 

languages. Such monitoring could also provide longitudinal data to measure related progress in the 

use of local languages. All levels of human rights organizations should pay systematic attention to 

actual language and education practices on the ground.   Such practices are key factors in ensuring 

that children and other fragile (or fragilized) sectors of the population received adequate 

information and other resources for their protection and well being in the context of natural 

disasters. 

 

However, in Haiti the vast majority of administrative, legal and educational documents are still 

written exclusively in French—including documents being produced by the very organizations 

whose official objectives include the promotion of children’s rights and education. One UNICEF  site, 

titled “Timoun yo! The Voice of Haiti’s Children”, is a perfect example: the site’s home page 

prominently displays the UN Convention on the Rights of Child, but the site itself is in French and 

English and not in Kreyòl—the only language in which most of these Haitian children’s (and adults’) 

voices can be heard. In addition, publications in most Haitian state offices, including the Ministry of 

National Education, the State University, and human rights institutions such as the Office de la 

Protection du Citoyen, routinely violate Haiti’s 1987 Constitution, which mandates the use of 

French and Kreyòl as co-official languages, with Kreyòl deemed the one single language that bonds 

the entire nation. In effect, such linguistic practices exclude the majority of the population and put 

at risk the well being and human rights of most children in Haiti. 

 

http://www.unesco.org/education/EFAWG2009/LanguageEducation.pdf
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Before the MIT-Haiti Initiative began, there were no Kreyòl-language online materials and digital 

learning tools for university-level science and mathematics. The Initiative now provides resources 

that will help spread science and mathematics in Kreyòl indiscriminately, thus joining the still too 

small number of organizations that promote quality education in Haiti’s national language. Since 

2012, the Initiative has also provided teaching-training workshops to enhance high school and 

university teachers’ skills in active-learning pedagogy based on Kreyòl and in hands-on technology 

for education.  In order to succeed on a broader and more sustainable scale, this paradigm shift 

requires the participation of  local and international institutions—governments and courts, schools 

and universities, telecommunication companies, funding agencies and NGOs—which can help us 

change old prejudices that have, for far too long, excluded Kreyòl and other local languages from 

institutions and activities that create and transmit knowledge and power in post-colonial contexts.  

 

Such systematic and equitable use of local languages is how we can chart a more progressive course 

towards quality education and equal opportunity for all, in Haiti and beyond.  This generalized use 

of local languages is one indispensable tool in our quest to best help protect children in 

humanitarian (and in all other) situations. 
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