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Language Diversity and Endangerment in Africa

There are 7,111 languages spoken in the world today.

Roughly a third of the world’s languages are endangered.

Africa is home to 2,140 languages, 30% of the world’s total.

Of these, only 197 (9%) are classified as institutional languages 
(International, National, Provincial, Wider Communication and 
Educational languages).



Green = at risk, Orange = endangered, Red = severely endangered
Source: Endangered Languages Project



Tanzania has 127 languages, (125 living and 2 extinct). Of 
those languages, 119 are indigenous.

32 million Tanzanians speak a tribal language as their L1.

15 million Tanzanians speak Swahili, the national language, as 
the their L1. There are 98 million Swahili speakers total.

(Ethnologue)

Indigenous Languages in Tanzania



The majority of Tanzanian languages are Bantu (green)
Source: Ethnologue



2 institutional languages (purple)
20 developing languages (blue)
60 vigorous languages (green)
37 languages in trouble (yellow)
6 dying languages (red)
2 extinct languages (black) Source: Ethnologue



Language Extinction and the Internet

53% of the world’s population don’t have adequate access to 
the internet in their mother tongue and it’s estimated that 95% 
of the world’s language will never gain traction online

Only 0.1% of the internet is available in Swahili, Tanzania’s 
national language

Multilinguals tend to use the internet in the dominant 
language, since there is more content available (5.8 million 
English wikipedia articles, versus 48,000 in Swahili)



Number of languages supported by each website
Source: Wired





The Storytelling Club

Weekly after school club at a Tanzanian government 
secondary school in the Kilimanjaro region

Students told oral stories, created written stories books to be 
digitally published and dramatized their stories

Each student told their stories in two or three languages 
(English, Swahili, Chagga, Hacha)



The Linguistic Context

English is the school’s medium of instruction, but students use 
primarily Swahili for day to day communication. Most students 
are Chagga, but few speak Chagga comfortably.

● Chagga: 571,200 speakers; 14,200 for Vunjo dialect 
● Hacha: 4,200 speakers; 98,700 for Suba language 

Both languages are classified as 6a (Vigorous: used for face to 
face communication among all generations, stable) but locally 
it seems like they are 6b (Threatened) (Ethnologue)





Theoretical Foundation: Storytelling

Stories are a valuable learning resource: “linguistically simple, 
intellectually and emotionally  complex,  highly  evocative,  
highly  sensory,  thematically  familiar,  inherently  instructive,  
and  aural/oral  in  nature.” (Romney and Mama, 2018)

Storytelling passes culture from each generation to the next 
and preserve core values and indigenous knowledge, which 
otherwise can be lost as groups stop speaking their tribal 
languages



Theoretical Foundation: Home Language Literacy

When students have access to materials and education in their 
mother tongue, it improves their literacy skills, including for 
subsequent languages (UNESCO, 2008)

Creating a space for students to use their full linguistic 
repertoires lets students see themselves as multicompetent 
plurilinguals and improves language skills across all languages 
(Cook, 2010)



Theoretical Foundation: Language Preservation

Tribal languages in Tanzania are increasingly threatened and 
few written resources exist to preserve them. Chagga and 
Hacha are classified as category 6a, used only for face to face 
communication (Ethnologue)

African students typically lack role models and resources to 
see themselves as digital producers, able to contribute to the 
body of knowledge on the internet, which is predominately in 
English (Darvin & Norton, 2015)



African Storybook Project

The aim is to make stories in African languages freely 
available to help children develop literacy skills in their mother 
tongue

174 Languages, 1099 Stories, 5796 Translations

Free to use digital open license publishing model 

Users can find, create, translate, adapt and download stories 

africanstorybook.org



Source: African Storybook Project



Storytelling Club Activities

Introduction: Read and listen to sample stories; identify 
themes and structures; compare stories from different cultures

Story Writing: Write, edit, illustrate and translate storybooks to 
be published online

Storytelling: Practice telling stories in 2-3 languages; present 
to the rest of the school

Dramatization: Create a script; rehearse and perform a story





Why Goat Has a 
Short Tail 
by Joshua Minja
Illustrated by Jacob Minja



Once upon the time there were two friends. One 
was sheep and the other was a goat. They were 
visiting each other.



One day the goat went to the sheep at her house, to find the sheep 
cooking rice without vegetables.
The goat asked, "My friend where is the vegetables?"
Then sheep replied, "Don't worry, wait a little bit."
Then sheep put the clay pot into the fire and with her tail started to 
produce oil.
The sheep served the rice with vegetables and started to eat it. It was 
so delicious.



The next day the sheep went to the goat's house. The goat made stiff 
porridge (ugali) without vegetables. This time it was the sheep who 
asked, "My friend, where was the vegetables?”
“Don't worry, wait a little bit,” replied the goat.
The goat lit the fire and placed the clay pot on it. Then she put her tail 
in it, to stir it.
She started to cry with the great pain " Meeeeeee...........meeeeeee!!!”
That is why until today goats have a short tail.



Why Goat Has a Short Tail in English, Swahili and Chagga

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1rDl5NCAZ08Sg3G8Ysf85FoYMjBZ_ynxc/preview


Student Response

Students felt storytelling club improved their skills in all three 
languages, especially vocabulary, and developed their 
creativity, self confidence and public speaking skills

Narration was their favorite activity

They were proud to share their languages on the internet

Parents and grandparents served as resources for Chagga 
and Hacha vocabulary



Student Responses: Chagga

“I’m a Chagga, but I don’t know Chagga, but through 
[Storytelling Club] I found a lot of vocabulary in Chagga and I 
started to improve my Chagga. Also my English, I improved it.”



Student Responses: Confidence

“Storytelling gives me confidence to stand in front of students 
and speak.”

“It has improved my English language and it has built for me 
confidence. Before the storytelling [club] I was not able to 
stand in front of people and narrate any story in English, but 
when Madam Njau told me to write the story in two languages, 
in Swahili and in English, from that day, I was able to narrate 
stories in front of people.”



Student Responses: Creativity

“[Narrating stories] makes me be creative. If you can narrate a 
story, then when you are in the exam it will not be difficult for 
you to answer questions because your brain, it thinks more 
and more. So if a person can narrate a story, that is good.”

“Through storytelling I become creative and a thinker.”





Recommendations for Storytelling Clubs

Create the club’s language policy and rules collaboratively

Be willing to change the plan as you go

Think about the cultural context and share a variety of 
example stories (traditional, original fiction and personal)

Test your technology and have a publishing backup plan

Plan for illustrations that will photograph well



References

Cook, V. (2010). Who is the language user? Multi-competence and foreign language 
learning/teaching. Proceedings of the Shiko Language Education Society, 30(11), 1-19.

Darvin, R., & Norton, B. (2015). Identity and a Model of Investment in Applied Linguistics. 
Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 35, 36-56.

Heath, (2010). Chagga. In Encyclopedia of Africa (Vol. 1, p. 258). Oxford, UK: Oxford University 
Press.

Simons, G. F. & Fennig, C. D. (eds.). (2018). Ethnologue: Languages of the World, Twenty-first 
edition. Dallas, Texas: SIL International. 

Romney, M. & Mama, R. (2018). Storytelling as a Window to Culture. In The TESOL 
Encyclopedia of English Language Teaching.

UNESCO (2008). Mother Tongue Matters: Local Language as a Key to Effective Learning. 
Paris: UNESCO.



Riah.Werner@gmail.com




