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Abstract

This theoretical article confronts the enduring challenge of formulating effective primary school language policy  
in  Cameroon’s  complex  multilingual  context.  It  analyses  the  persistent  disconnect  between  constitutional 
recognition of indigenous languages,  the official  bilingualism policy in English and French, and the practical 
realities  of  classroom instruction.  Through a  critical  synthesis  of  established sociolinguistic  and language-in-
education policy literature pertinent to Cameroon and analogous African settings, the study constructs a novel 
theoretical  framework.  The  methodology  entails  a  systematic  selection  and  integration  of  theories—notably 
translanguaging  and  language-as-resource  orientations—with  rigorous  analysis  of  recent  Cameroonian  policy 
documents and empirical  studies.  The article argues that  rigid,  subtractive language-of-instruction models are  
unsustainable.  Consequently,  it  proposes  a  flexible,  multi-layered  framework.  This  model  advocates  for  the 
strategic, pedagogically guided use of learners’ familiar languages as a scaffold for early literacy and concept 
formation, whilst planning for the systematic integration of official languages. The significance of this work lies in  
providing a coherent,  theoretically robust  alternative for  policymakers and curriculum developers.  It  seeks to 
transform linguistic diversity from a perceived obstacle into a foundational pedagogical asset, thereby prioritising 
educational equity and cognitive development within the pursuit of sustainable development goals.

Keywords: Multilingual education, Language policy, Sub-Saharan Africa, Translanguaging, Postcolonial theory, 
Primary education, Linguistic diversity

INTRODUCTION
The complex sociolinguistic landscape of Cameroon, characterised by over 250 national languages 

alongside the official languages of English and French, presents profound challenges for language-in-

education policy (LIPE), particularly in primary schools (Akongnwi et al., 2024). While the 1998 
Education Law advocates  for  the integration of  national  languages into instruction,  implementation 

remains inconsistent and fraught with tension (Nyoni, 2023).  This policy environment generates a 
critical research gap: a lack of a coherent theoretical framework to analyse the disjuncture between 
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multilingual policy aspirations and classroom realities. Existing literature on Cameroon’s LIPE often 

focuses on discrete aspects, such as teacher preparedness (Alemnge & Oben, 2024) or community 

attitudes (Serge Andigema et al., 2024), without synthesising these factors into a holistic model of 
policy enactment. Furthermore, while studies from similar multilingual African contexts highlight both 

the  pedagogical  benefits  of  mother-tongue-based  education  (Chimpololo,  2024)  and  the  practical 

constraints  to  its  delivery  (Humble  et  al.,  2024),  their  direct  applicability  to  Cameroon’s  unique 
bilingual and multicultural setup requires careful theoretical mediation.

This article addresses this gap by constructing a novel theoretical framework for analysing LIPE 

enactment in Cameroon (Alam et al., 2023). It proceeds from the premise that policy implementation 
is not a linear process but a complex negotiation shaped by intersecting sociolinguistic, institutional, and 

pedagogical  forces  (Anderson,  2023).  To  develop  this  framework,  the  article  employs  a  critical 
synthesis  methodology,  systematically  reviewing  relevant  sociolinguistic  and  LIPE  literature  from 
Cameroon  and  analogous  contexts  published  between  2021  and  2025.  The  synthesis  integrates 

established theoretical perspectives, including language ideology (Scheidecker, 2023) and language 

planning and policy (LPP) theory (Nakamura et al., 2023), with recent empirical findings from the 

Cameroonian context (e.g., Ebako et al., 2024; Nguemkap Kouamo, 2024). The resultant framework 
posits  that  the enactment of  multilingual  language policy is  contingent  upon the dynamic interplay 
between three core  components:  the macro-level  of  official  policy and ideology,  the meso-level  of 
institutional resources and governance, and the micro-level of classroom practice and teacher agency.  
By elucidating the relationships between these components, this model provides a robust analytical tool  
for diagnosing implementation failures and identifying pathways towards more effective, contextually-
grounded multilingual education in Cameroon’s primary schools.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
The  theoretical  underpinnings  of  language-in-education  policy  in  Cameroon  are  rooted  in  the 

nation’s complex sociolinguistic landscape and the enduring tension between global languages and local 

mother tongues (Chimpololo, 2024). Cameroon’s official bilingualism in English and French, a legacy 
of its colonial history, operates within a context of significant national multilingualism, with over 250 

indigenous languages (Alemnge & Oben, 2024). This creates a unique policy environment where the 
choice of language of instruction (LoI) in primary schools is not merely pedagogical but profoundly  
political and social.  A critical synthesis of recent literature reveals two dominant,  often conflicting,  
strands: one advocating for the pragmatic use of official languages for national cohesion and economic 
mobility, and another emphasising the cognitive, pedagogical, and cultural benefits of mother-tongue-
based multilingual education (MTB-MLE).

A  substantial  body  of  work  highlights  the  systemic  and  practical  challenges  of  implementing 

multilingual policies (Anderson, 2023). Studies note that the de facto LoI often defaults to English or 
French,  driven  by  parental  aspirations,  perceived  economic  advantages,  and  a  lack  of  standardised 

materials  for  indigenous  languages  (Ebako  et  al.,  2024;  Eku  &  Lyonga,  2024).  This  reality 
frequently marginalises local languages, potentially hindering early-grade literacy and alienating pupils 

from  their  linguistic  heritage  (Nguemkap  Kouamo,  2024).  Furthermore,  research  indicates  that 
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teacher training and pedagogical resources are frequently misaligned with the multilingual realities of  

the classroom, undermining policy intentions (Alemnge & Oben, 2024; Maclin et al., 2024).

Conversely,  a  growing  corpus  of  evidence  from  Cameroon  and  analogous  African  contexts 

advocates  for  the  intentional  integration  of  learners’  linguistic  repertoires  (Eponge,  2024). 
Translanguaging pedagogies, which strategically employ multiple languages within the classroom, are 
shown  to  facilitate  comprehension,  bolster  academic  confidence,  and  validate  pupils’  identities 

(Thongwichit & Ulla, 2024; Ünlü, 2023). Comparative studies from Malawi, for instance, argue for 
embracing  multilingualism  in  primary  education  to  improve  learning  outcomes  and  cultural 

sustainability  (Chimpololo,  2024).  This  aligns  with  broader  sociolinguistic  theories  that  frame 

multilingualism not as a problem but as a resource for learning (Macaro & Rose, 2023).

This review identifies a critical gap: while the challenges and potential benefits of multilingual  
education are well-documented, there is a lack of a coherent, context-sensitive theoretical framework  

that synthesises these insights into a actionable model for policy and practice (Deist et al., 2023). 
Existing studies  often examine components—such as  teacher  preparedness,  resource availability,  or 

parental attitudes—in isolation (Serge Andigema et al., 2024; Tobie Nicaise et al., 2024). What is 
required is an integrative framework that connects macro-level language policy, meso-level institutional  
structures, and micro-level classroom practices, acknowledging the dynamic interplay between them in 
the  Cameroonian  context.  The  following  section  details  the  methodology  for  constructing  such  a  
framework.
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Figure 1: A Postcolonial Framework for Multilingual Language-in-Education Policy in 
Cameroon. This framework illustrates how historical, sociolinguistic, and pedagogical factors 

interact to shape the implementation and outcomes of language of instruction policy in 
Cameroonian primary schools.

FRAMEWORK DEVELOPMENT
The development of a robust theoretical framework for analysing language-in-education policy in 

Cameroon necessitates a critical synthesis of sociolinguistic realities and established pedagogical theory 

(Ebako et al., 2024). Cameroon’s complex multilingual ecology, characterised by a official bilingual 
French-English policy alongside over 250 national languages, creates a unique but challenging context 

for primary education (Nyoni, 2023;  Ünlü, 2023). A foundational premise of this framework is that 
effective policy must move beyond simplistic,  imported models and engage directly with this local  
complexity.  Research consistently  indicates  that  the  rigid  application of  exogenous  monolingual  or 
early-exit  transitional  bilingual  models  often  fails  to  leverage  learners’  full  linguistic  repertoires,  

potentially  hindering  cognitive  development  and  academic  achievement  (Macaro  & Rose,  2023; 

Nakamura et al., 2023). This underscores the necessity for a context-sensitive model.
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To address this,  the proposed framework integrates three core,  interrelated components derived 

from a synthesis  of  pertinent  literature (Eku & Lyonga, 2024).  First,  it  incorporates a  contextual 
diagnostic layer, which mandates a granular analysis of the local linguistic landscape, including the 
status and vitality of community languages alongside the practical dominance of official languages in 

specific regions (Alemnge & Oben, 2024; Eku & Lyonga, 2024). Second, it centres on pedagogical 
translanguaging as a principled instructional strategy. This component is justified by growing evidence 
that  strategically  leveraging  all  of  a  child’s  linguistic  resources  can  scaffold  learning,  enhance 

metalinguistic awareness, and foster inclusive classroom participation (Thongwichit & Ulla, 2024; 

Deist et al., 2023). Third, the framework emphasises teacher agency and preparedness, recognising 
that policy success is contingent upon teachers’ beliefs, skills, and training to implement multilingual 

pedagogies effectively (Serge Andigema et al., 2024; Tobie Nicaise et al., 2024).

The  relationships  between  these  components  are  dynamic  and  cyclical  (Eponge,  2024).  The 
contextual diagnosis informs the appropriate application of translanguaging strategies, which in turn 

requires specific teacher development (Nguemkap Kouamo, 2024). Conversely, teacher insights from 
practice should feed back to refine the contextual understanding. This model finds support in studies  
from  comparable  African  contexts,  which  highlight  the  success  of  flexible,  additive  multilingual 

approaches (Chimpololo, 2024; Kishindo-Mafuta, 2024). It also addresses gaps identified in recent 
Cameroonian  research,  which,  while  highlighting  issues  of  policy  implementation  and  resource 

disparity, often lacks a cohesive theoretical structure to guide solutions (Nguemkap Kouamo, 2024; 

Ebako et al., 2024). By synthesising established sociolinguistic theory with empirical findings from 
the region, this framework aims to provide a coherent analytical tool for designing and evaluating more  
equitable and effective language policies in Cameroon’s primary schools.

THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS
The existing literature on language policy in Cameroon consistently underscores the complex, often 

contentious, role of multilingualism in primary education (Nyoni, 2023;  Scheidecker, 2023). While 
official  policy  promotes  bilingualism  in  English  and  French,  the  on-the-ground  reality  involves  a 
tapestry  of  national  and  local  languages,  creating  a  significant  gap  between  policy  aspiration  and 

classroom practice (Eku & Lyonga, 2024;  Nguemkap Kouamo, 2024). This dissonance generates 
critical theoretical implications for understanding how language-in-education frameworks are negotiated 
within specific sociolinguistic ecologies.

A  primary  theoretical  concern  is  the  tension  between  systemic  policy  structures  and  localised 

agency (Humble et al., 2024). Studies indicate that top-down mandates for bilingual or monolingual 

instruction often fail to account for the lived multilingualism of learners and communities (Alemnge & 
Oben, 2024; Kishindo-Mafuta, 2024). This highlights the necessity of theoretical models that do not 
view policy  as  merely  implemented,  but  as  dynamically  interpreted and resisted  by actors  such as 

teachers, parents,  and school administrators (Anderson, 2023;  Ünlü, 2023).  Furthermore, research 
from comparable African contexts suggests that models privileging flexible multilingual pedagogies, 
like  translanguaging,  can  offer  a  more  theoretically  coherent  fit  for  such  complex  environments 

(Chimpololo, 2024; Thongwichit & Ulla, 2024).
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Consequently,  a  robust  theoretical  framework  for  Cameroon  must  integrate  at  least  three 

interconnected components: an analysis of the historical and political genesis of official policy (Nyoni, 
2023);  a  sociolinguistic  mapping  of  community-level  language  practices  and  attitudes  (Serge 
Andigema et al., 2024); and a pedagogical theory of teacher agency that explains how policies are 

adapted or subverted in daily classroom interaction (Macaro & Rose, 2023;  Tobie Nicaise et al., 
2024). This synthesis moves beyond merely cataloguing policy failures to constructing a testable model  
of  the  mechanisms linking macro-level  policy,  meso-level  school  culture,  and micro-level  teaching 

practice  (Vera,  2024).  The  present  article  addresses  this  gap  by  proposing  such  an  integrated 
framework, grounded in the cited sociolinguistic and educational policy literature pertinent to Cameroon 
and analogous multilingual settings.

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS
The  practical  application  of  research  on  language-in-education  policy  in  Cameroon  reveals  a  

complex  landscape  where  empirical  findings  are  deeply  contingent  on  specific  sociolinguistic  and 

institutional contexts (Ünlü, 2023). For instance, studies focusing directly on multilingual classrooms, 
such as those examining the challenges of implementing official bilingualism or mother-tongue-based 

education, underscore persistent gaps between policy intent and classroom reality (Eku & Lyonga, 
2024;  Nguemkap Kouamo, 2024). These works highlight practical issues like resource allocation, 
teacher preparedness, and community attitudes, which are critical for understanding policy outcomes. 
This contextual focus is essential, as broader sociolinguistic analyses caution that language policies are  

seldom neutral but are instead intertwined with power dynamics and identity politics (Scheidecker, 
2023; Ünlü, 2023).

Furthermore, comparative research from analogous multilingual African contexts provides valuable 

insights for Cameroon (Alam et al., 2023). Studies on translanguaging pedagogies and the integration 
of local languages in neighbouring systems demonstrate both the pedagogical potential and the systemic 

challenges of moving beyond monolingual instructional models (Chimpololo, 2024; Thongwichit & 
Ulla, 2024). Conversely, investigations into specific educational interventions, such as teacher training 
programmes  or  curriculum reforms,  reveal  how discrete  factors  can  influence  the  effectiveness  of 

language policy implementation (Alemnge & Oben, 2024;  Maclin et al., 2024). The divergence in 
findings across studies—from positive learning outcomes to entrenched systemic barriers—does not 
indicate contradiction but rather emphasises the critical role of mediating variables. These include the 
rigidity of policy enforcement,  the level of stakeholder consultation, and the material  conditions of 

schools  (Anderson, 2023;  Nyoni,  2023).  Therefore,  a  practical  application of  this  literature  must 
move beyond general endorsement of multilingualism to a nuanced analysis of how these contextual 
mechanisms  either  facilitate  or  hinder  successful  policy  enactment  in  Cameroon’s  unique  primary 
school environment.
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DISCUSSION
The  discussion  synthesises  evidence  from  recent  studies  on  language-in-education  policy  in 

Cameroon, revealing a complex and often contradictory landscape (Kishindo-Mafuta, 2024). Research 
consistently affirms the pedagogical benefits of multilingual approaches yet underscores a significant 

gap between policy intent and classroom reality (Alemnge & Oben, 2024; Kishindo-Mafuta, 2024). 
For instance, while national policy advocates for mother-tongue-based multilingual education, studies 
from the Anglophone regions highlight systemic challenges in implementation, including a shortage of 

trained teachers and appropriate materials (Ebako et al., 2024; Maclin et al., 2024). This dissonance 
suggests that the sociolinguistic complexities of Cameroon—its official bilingualism in English and 
French alongside  numerous  national  languages—create  unique  contextual  mechanisms that  existing 

policy frameworks do not fully address (Nguemkap Kouamo, 2024).

Comparative research from similar multilingual African contexts further illuminates this tension 

(Macaro  & Rose,  2023).  Studies  from Malawi  and  Thailand,  for  example,  demonstrate  that  the 
successful integration of translanguaging pedagogies requires substantial institutional support and shifts 

in teacher belief (Chimpololo, 2024; Thongwichit & Ulla, 2024). In contrast, findings from Nigeria 
indicate that the cross-linguistic transfer of literacy skills can be highly effective when systematically 

supported, a outcome not consistently observed in the Cameroonian studies reviewed (Humble et al., 
2024). This divergence points to the critical influence of specific historical, political, and resource-

based factors in each setting, which a robust theoretical framework must account for (Manga Edimo & 
Okeyo Obosi, 2024).

Therefore, the central argument emerging from this synthesis is that understanding language policy 

outcomes in Cameroon necessitates moving beyond generic prescriptions (Maclin et al.,  2024).  A 
more  nuanced  analysis  must  integrate  sociolinguistic  realities,  institutional  capacities,  and  teacher 

agency  (Eponge,  2024).  The  following  conclusion  will  articulate  a  theoretical  model  designed  to 
capture these interrelated components and provide a more coherent explanation for the varied outcomes 
documented in the literature.

CONCLUSION
This  theoretical  framework  has  charted  a  principled  and  adaptable  course  for  navigating 

Cameroon’s complex linguistic landscape in primary education (Fangwi, 2024). Its core contribution is 
to  transcend  the  entrenched  binary  of  official  versus  national  languages  by  proposing  a  dynamic,  

context-sensitive model (Humble et al., 2024). This model prioritises pedagogical effectiveness and 
social inclusion, recognising that optimal language use may vary significantly between urban Douala 

and rural  Manyu Division  (Eku & Lyonga,  2024;  Manga Edimo & Okeyo Obosi,  2024).  By 
integrating a post-competence perspective on language learning with evidence on the cognitive benefits 
of  structured  multilingual  approaches,  the  framework  provides  a  coherent  rationale  for  leveraging 

children’s multilingual repertoires (Macaro & Rose, 2023; Alemnge & Oben, 2024).

The imperative for this approach is underscored by persistent systemic challenges, including issues 

of teacher preparedness and variable academic outcomes under current models (Eponge, 2024; Tobie 
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Nicaise et al.,  2024).  The framework addresses these by centring teacher agency and professional 
development,  equipping educators to make informed, context-appropriate instructional choices.  This 
aligns with broader African discourses advocating a re-evaluation of colonial language legacies and the 

embrace of indigenous linguistic resources for cognitive development and knowledge access (Nyoni, 
2023; Kishindo-Mafuta, 2024).

However,  implementation  faces  significant  constraints.  A  primary  limitation  is  the  substantial  
investment required in teacher education and multilingual resources within a system grappling with 

foundational  shortages  (Chimpololo,  2024;  Fangwi,  2024).  Furthermore,  while  grounded  in 
contemporary research, the framework’s long-term impact on learning outcomes and social cohesion in 
Cameroon  remains  empirically  untested.  Robust,  longitudinal  studies  are  urgently  needed  to  trace 

effects on literacy, content mastery, and identity formation (Serge Andigema et al., 2024). Success 
also necessitates fostering a supportive school ecology, where factors like peer dynamics interact with 

new language policies (Scheidecker, 2023).

These limitations delineate clear avenues for future research. First, design-based implementation 
research  is  needed to  pilot  and  refine  the  framework’s  principles  in  specific  Cameroonian  regions 

(Nguemkap Kouamo, 2024). Comparative analysis with other linguistically diverse African nations 

would yield valuable insights into common hurdles and solutions (Ebako et al., 2024). Additionally, 
research  must  explore  the  role  of  technology  and  parental  engagement  in  supporting  multilingual 

learning environments (Maclin et al., 2024). Ultimately, navigating this diversity is a fundamental 
question  of  educational  equity.  The  framework  provides  a  structured  compass  for  policy  that  is 
pedagogically sound and culturally responsive, standing as a call to action to reimagine an education 
system where every child’s language is a bridge to learning.

CONTRIBUTIONS
This article makes a significant contribution to the discourse on language-in-education policy by 

proposing  a  novel,  context-sensitive  theoretical  framework  for  analysing  multilingual  primary 
classrooms.  It  moves  beyond  the  entrenched  English-French  official  bilingualism  debate  to 
systematically incorporate the role of Cameroonian national languages and pupils' linguistic repertoires.  
The  framework  provides  policymakers  and  curriculum  developers  with  a  structured  model  for 
evaluating pedagogical strategies and policy outcomes from 2021 onwards. Furthermore, it establishes a 
foundation  for  future  empirical  research  aimed  at  fostering  equitable  and  effective  multilingual  
education practices across Cameroon's diverse sociolinguistic landscape.
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