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History

International Mother Language Day is observed globally every year on Feb. 21. It was
established to promote linguistic and cultural diversity, multilingualism, and the preservation
of mother tongues across the globe.

The initiative was originally proposed by Bangladesh. The specific date, Feb. 21, holds a deep
and solemn historical significance. On this day in 1952, students and political activists in Dhaka
(the capital of modern-day Bangladesh, but then part of East Pakistan) launched the Language
Movement (Bhasha Andolan). They were met with fatal police gunfire while peacefully
demonstrating for the official recognition of their mother tongue, Bangla (Bengali), as one of
the state languages of Pakistan.

The tragic sacrifice of these language martyrs sparked a national movement that eventually led
to the liberation and independence of Bangladesh. In November 1999, the General Conference
of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) formally
proclaimed Feb. 21 as International Mother Language Day. The United Nations General
Assembly officially welcomed the proclamation in 2002, cementing it as an annual global event
to highlight that languages are the most powerful instruments for preserving and developing
tangible and intangible human heritage.

Core Concepts & Global Scope

* Mother Tongue (First Language): The language or languages a person learns from birth, or
that they speak best and use as their primary basis for socio-cultural identity.

¢ Linguistic Vulnerability: UNESCO estimates that at least 43% of the world's estimated 6,000
to 7,000 languages are endangered. A language disappears every two weeks, taking with it an
entire cultural, historical, and intellectual heritage.

¢ The Global Mandate: Multilingual education based on the mother tongue is a key
component of global inclusion. Research demonstrates that when children are taught in
their first language, they achieve better foundational literacy, experience higher cognitive

growth, and stay in school longer.
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Barriers To Belonging

Invisible Barriers

o The "Deficit" Label of Accents: Students who speak English as a second or third language frequently face
a social stigma. Peers and educators often subconsciously equate a non-native English accent with lower
cognitive capacity, poor academic capability, or a lack of comprehension.

e Linguistic Code-Switching Exhaustion: Multilingual students spend their school days under immense
cognitive load, constantly translating concepts, suppressing their native thought patterns, and adjusting
their phrasing to match dominant standard English norms just to avoid penalties or social alienation.

o Family Gatekeeping via Language: School administrative pipelines (such as enrollment, disciplinary
meetings, or academic planning) often rely heavily on complex, un-translated digital portals or English-
only automated communications. This effectively locks out parent/guardians who do not speak English,
preventing them from advocating for their children.

Common Misconceptions

otearning-English-is-to-stopspeaking-yournative language-athomefsehool: Thisis a
pervasive, damaging myth. Academic research shows that strong literacy and cognitive skills developed in
a student's mother tongue provide a robust psychological and structural foundation that actually
accelerates the acquisition of a second language.

14

i 5 fen 7 suages': Dialects, regional vernaculars (such as
African American Vernacular English or Appalachian English), and creoles are not "lazy" speech. They are
fully formed, rule-governed, and linguistically sophisticated language systems with their own rich
grammatical structures and historical lineages.

- sion-means-throewing-astudentinto-anEnglish-enly-elassroom-withoutsuppert': Forcing a
student into a subtractive linguistic environment without scaffolded bilingual aids creates an anxious,
isolating environment where the student falls behind in content knowledge while struggling to decode
vocabulary.

Common Microaggressions

e "Can you say something in your language for us?": Treating a student's native language as a performance
or an exotic novelty objectifies their identity and isolates them from the class culture.

e "Speak English, you’re in America now': This xenophobic demand actively shames a student's heritage,
weaponizes language as a tool of assimilation, and violates the basic human right to linguistic self-

expression.

e Mocking non-English sounds or speech patterns: Intentionally mimicking, laughing at, or making up
gibberish syllables to imitate an unfamiliar language inflicts deep psychological harm and teaches other
students that linguistic differences are targets for ridicule.
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Education Connections

Alignment with FCPS Portrait of a Graduate

e Critical Thinker: Analyzing the historical and political factors that lead to language loss and the
suppression of indigenous mother tongues trains students to evaluate societal power dynamics,
examine colonial legacies, and question standard definitions of institutional dominance.

e Effective Communicator: Exploring the deep structural differences across world languages
(such as variations in syntax, idioms, or untranslatable words) expands students' cognitive
flexibility, teaching them how culture fundamentally shapes thought and human
communication.

e Empowered Learner: Validating a student’s mother tongue as an academic asset encourages
them to utilize their full linguistic repertoire (translanguaging) to process complex texts, solve
problems, and connect school learning to their lived experiences at home.

e Creative Problem Solver: Designing collaborative, multilingual resources—such as dual-
language books, community translation guides, or digital audio glossaries—challenges students
to build innovative, universally accessible tools that solve real-world isolation.

¢ Collaborative Team Member: Engaging in cross-cultural, multi-accented collaborative
environments fosters deep global empathy, patience, and the high-level cultural competency
required to work effectively in an increasingly interconnected international workforce.

KY Standards Alignment

e Social Studies / Human Geography: Map the distribution of global language families
and analyze how migration patterns, shifting political borders, and historical
colonizations have impacted language survival and linguistic shifts over time.

e Linguistics / Language Arts: Analyze how root words from various global mother
tongues influence modern English, and evaluate the evolution of dialects and slang
within literature to analyze how character perspective and voice are shaped by
speech patterns.

e Civics / Human Rights: Evaluate international human rights declarations (such as the
UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples) to analyze the legal protections
surrounding language access, and critique domestic policies regarding bilingual
voting ballots and court interpretation services.
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Resources

Primary (K-5)

e Focus: Auditory Awareness, Identity Affirmation, & Global Welcome.

e Resources: Children’s literature celebrating multilingualism, such as The Day You
Begin by Jacqueline Woodson, Mango, Abuela, and Me by Meg Medina, or Your
Name is a Song by Jamilah Thompkins-Bigelow.

e Curriculum Idea: Have elementary students create a multilingual "Welcome
Directory" for the school lobby, learning how to write and pronounce greeting
words from the mother tongues of every student represented in their classroom to
meet basic geography and language arts targets.

o Inclusion Tip: Proactively learn how to correctly pronounce every student's legal
name before the school year begins. Avoid asking a child for an anglicized
nickname for your own convenience, as a person's name is the foundational
anchor of their language and identity.

Secondary (6-12)

e Focus: Sociolinguistics, Linguistic Justice, & Post-Colonial Preservation.

e Resources: Curricular toolkits from organizations like UNESCO, video resources
tracking endangered languages (such as projects from the Endangered Languages
Project), and essays or talks like Jamila Lyiscott’s TED Talk 3 Ways to Speak English.

e Curriculum Idea: In ELA or World History, have secondary students execute a
"Linguistic Mapping Project" of their city or school, collecting data on where various
languages are spoken, analyzing the accessibility of local signage, and presenting a
policy proposal for local civic translation improvements.

o Inclusion Tip: Proactively design your standard classroom architecture to
permit "translanguaging" strategies. Allow English Language Learners to take
initial brainstorming notes, map out outlines, or conduct research in their
native mother tongue before drafting their final submissions in Academic
English, treating their first language as a valid cognitive scaffold.
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