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Executive Summary 

Senegal is at a pivotal moment in its education reform journey, with foundational learning and 
language of instruction (LoI) at the heart of national priorities. The BUILD framework—Blueprint 
for the Use of Evidence in Language of Instruction Decisions—developed by AIR with Gates 
Foundation support, offers a comprehensive, evidence-based approach to guide Senegal’s LoI 
policy and practice. This framework is designed to ensure that every child acquires foundational 
literacy and numeracy (FLN) skills in languages they understand, while also preparing them for 
success in French and beyond. 

Drawing on evidence from an extensive document review process, in-depth stakeholder 
consultations, and quantitative review of existing datasets, we have identified four high priority 
actions across the system:  

1. System-Wide Language Mismatch Alignment. There is significant mismatch across 
student language ability, teacher language ability (linguistic skills and pedagogical 
abilities), and school LoI policies and practices. These dimensions need to be tracked 
with high-quality data that is multilingually sensitive, and then all components of the 
system need to be updated to reflect the data and to support teachers to teach both the 
Senegalese languages they are expected to teach, and to teach the transition to French 
appropriately.  

2. Full Integration of French Transition and Bilingualism Across the Curriculum. While the 
country has made immense leaps in the design of Senegalese language foundation 
learning, there is still very little scientifically backed and practically oriented focus on 
transitioning to French LoI by upper primary grades. This requires a thorough 
understanding of transitioning including timing, teaching, and testing, and the technical 
design for a full L1-L2 transition model to support bilingual foundational learning 
outcomes. 

3. Teacher Professional Development and Ongoing Support for Implementation of 
MOHEBS. One clear issue that was apparent across all tiers of the education system is 
that teachers need much more targeted and ongoing support for the implementation of 
the national education policy, Modèle Harmonisé d’Enseignement Bilingue au Sénégal 
(MOHEBS). While MOHEBS is a scientifically grounded policy direction on paper, 
teachers need continuous support on the implementation of the policy. 
 

4. Better Bilingually Designed Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) Systems and Research 
Priorities. It is recommended to include explicit bilingual FLN targets (e.g., L1 decoding 
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thresholds, oral French vocabulary thresholds, words-correct-per-minute benchmarks 
for reading comprehension by language and grade) and generate evidence on the 
effectiveness of MOHEBS language transition models. This also includes the need for 
research to deepen our understanding of classroom-level transfer thresholds across key 
language pairs (e.g., Wolof-French, Pulaar-French), using cohort tracking and 
econometric models (SEM, GAM) to determine when L1 decoding and L2 oral language 
skills are sufficient to safely accelerate French literacy instruction and French-medium 
instruction transitions. In the longer term, there is a need for institutionalization and 
scale of the system. This would require building a bilingual research database and hub, 
training inspectors, regional offices and teachers to routinely use foundational learning 
assessments, MOHEBS and classroom assessment data to level learners and plan 
“language-sensitive pedagogy,” and aligning coaching and deployment policies with 
aligned language mapping data.  
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Introduction 

Foundational learning—the ability to read and do basic arithmetic—has a profound influence 
on lifelong learning and earning potential.1 However, millions of children across low- and 
middle-income countries (LMICs) are nowhere near acquiring foundational literacy and 
numeracy (FLN) skills.2 While this problem includes many facets, language plays a central role. 

At least half—and in some countries over 90%—of all children in LMICs are being taught in 
languages they do not use and understand.3, 4 Most children will have to learn to read at least 
two languages in their schooling years, making bilingual and multilingual foundational learning 
the norm across LMICs. 

The fact that students need to learn in their own language to acquire foundational skills is not 
only intuitive but backed by evidence from across the world and from across disciplines.5, 6, 7 The 
benefits include better cognitive and learning outcomes in both the first language (L1) and in 
the second (or later acquired) language (L2);8, 9 prolonged school attendance, more engagement 
from parents and communities;10 and some evidence of cost efficiency.11, 12  

At the same time, education stakeholders increasingly demand access to education in a child’s 
L2—most often a post-colonial language—earlier in their educational trajectory, given the 
strong relationship between skills in these languages and socioeconomic mobility.13, 14 
Governments often opt to educate children only in the post-colonial language. In addition, 
varying political agendas cause the sociopolitical milieu affecting LoI choices to constantly 
shift.15 Therefore, decisions related to which language(s) to teach in, for how long, and to what 
end must be both politically palatable and empirically effective to improve FLN outcomes.  

To support these decisions, there is an urgent need to treat FLN goals through the lens of 
bilingualism and multilingualism—not by framing the question of the acquisition of one 
language against another but by promoting learning outcomes in bilingual and multilingual 
education contexts. Decision makers need a systematic framework that politically and 
empirically reconcile this tension between the need to teach children in a familiar language for 
as long as possible and the need to teach children in an unfamiliar language as early as possible.  

To meet this need, American Institutes for Research® (AIR), in collaboration with the Gates 
Foundation, has developed the Blueprint for the Use of evidence In Language of instruction 
(LoI) Decisions (BUILD) to provide an empirically grounded and politically workable framework 
to guide decision makers to improve bilingual and multilingual foundational literacy outcomes 
across LMICs. We are working closely with education decision makers and stakeholders across 
four countries in sub-Saharan Africa—Cote d’Ivoire, Mozambique, Rwanda, and Senegal—to 

 

https://word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?new=1&ui=en-US&rs=en-US&wopisrc=https%3A%2F%2Fmsair.sharepoint.com%2Fsites%2Fprojects%2FSPO-6369-PROJECT-NA%2F_vti_bin%2Fwopi.ashx%2Ffiles%2F37fb774920c9413aa692c193bc303109&wdenableroaming=1&mscc=1&hid=B83AB6A1-1031-0000-D5EC-969E106679E3.0&uih=sharepointcom&wdlcid=en-US&jsapi=1&jsapiver=v2&corrid=5657f4ef-e03d-076d-5c33-ff2ed6945280&usid=5657f4ef-e03d-076d-5c33-ff2ed6945280&newsession=1&sftc=1&uihit=docaspx&muv=1&ats=PairwiseBroker&cac=1&sams=1&mtf=1&sfp=1&sdp=1&hch=1&hwfh=1&dchat=1&sc=%7B%22pmo%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fmsair.sharepoint.com%22%2C%22pmshare%22%3Atrue%7D&ctp=LeastProtected&rct=Normal&wdorigin=Other&afdflight=22&csiro=1&wdredirectionreason=Unified_SingleFlush#_edn12
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apply the BUILD project framework and create actionable blueprints in each country to help 
leaders improve foundational learning outcomes. 

Objectives 

The main objective of the BUILD project is to support governments and education stakeholders 
to make effective LoI decisions to improve foundational literacy outcomes in their countries. 
BUILD aims to bring holistic understanding about how language is at the heart of improving 
foundational learning outcomes, including empirical, practical, and political considerations at 
key levels of the education system. The BUILD project specifically focuses on the question: 
What language(s) are educators going to use to overcome the foundational learning crisis in a 
specific country, and—once that is decided—how? 

This perspective allows us to overcome the consistent and prevalent issue of either advocating 
for instruction solely in children’s familiar languages without much foresight into the transition 
process or focusing solely on the post-colonial language without much planning for the 
integration of the familiar languages to better support foundational learning outcomes. The 
BUILD project also aims to support decision makers to get a better sense of how different 
bilingual education models16 may be effective given all aspects of a country’s education system.  

Overarching BUILD Approach 

Our approach to this work includes the development of three components (see Figure 1) – the 
BUILD framework, the BUILD progression scale, and the theoretical model for the Science of 
Bilingual Reading (SoBR), also known as AIR’s Biliteracy House Model. The BUILD framework 
(Figure 2) encompasses the components of the educational system that will influence the 
relationship between language and learning. The progression scale (Table 1) helps track a 
country’s progress on the path toward effective integration of language considerations into 
solving learning poverty. The theoretical model (Biliteracy House; Figure 3) outlines the 
scientific underpinning of reading acquisition in bilingual contexts, which is central to all other 
decisions. Bringing these together, the BUILD project provides stakeholders with a blueprint for 
achieving the desired foundational literacy outcomes in bilingual and multilingual contexts. 
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Figure 1. BUILD approach 

The BUILD Framework  

The BUILD framework is designed as a series of tiers, representing the core components of the 
education system that are likely to influence the relationship between language and learning. 
The tiers are arranged in a diamond shape from top to bottom, with arrows indicating 
improvement of FLN outcomes as the overall goal. The top tier and the bottom tier are 
narrower than the center as they 
represent more focused topics: 
the FLN goals (topmost tier) and 
FLN outcomes (bottommost tier). 
These are presumably the most 
important components but the 
least “expansive” in terms of the 
components and concepts they 
cover—and thus are represented 
as taking up less space. As we 
work down the model toward the 
middle, the conceptual coverage 
increases, with the center of the 
model being the widest, as it 
represents the largest sections of 
the system together. These pieces 
work in tandem conceptually and 
temporally and are therefore 
represented next to each other as 
opposed to above or below each 

 

Figure 2. BUILD framework 
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other. In other words, curriculum and materials, teacher professional development (PD), and 
community components are all pieces of the education system that must be effective and 
functional at the same time. Each represents a large swathe of ideas, people, and materials 
involved, justifying its central and wide space in the model. In the following sections, we discuss 
each tier and present a set of questions that guide us in unpacking and understanding that tier 
in each country. 

FLN Goals and Policy 
The top tier, FLN goals and policy, represents the key objectives and 
policies that guide national education decision making at the 
primary-school level in terms of foundational learning. While 
foundational learning itself may or may not be part of the policy, 
there is an increasing presence of the term (or similar terms such as “early reading,” “early 
math,” or “basic education outcomes”) in policy documents and policy dialog, propelled in large 
part by evidence for its centrality in lifelong outcomes.17 

The reason the BUILD framework uses “FLN goals” rather than “LoI goals” or another term that 
focuses solely on language is that the separation of language policies and FLN policies is part of 
the problem with identifying how to improve FLN outcomes (the top of the diamond) across the 
remaining systemic components of an education system. Decision makers need effective tools 
and guidance to articulate and define a country’s FLN goals through language. In other words, 
national FLN goals (e.g., “the objective of all children reading”) should clearly state the 
language(s) in which students should achieve learning goals (e.g., “all children will be reading in 
X language[s]”). At a minimum, policymakers must understand and articulate the language(s) in 
which students should achieve their goals. 

In addition, each BUILD country report will provide a brief historical analysis of the LoI policies, 
stakeholder analyses, and key roadblocks in its implementation. FLN goals and policies are not 
static concepts. They are rooted in deep historical, cultural, and sociopolitical realities that 
constantly shift and influence each other over time.18 The key questions that we aim to answer 
under this tier are:  

What are the country’s language-specific FLN goals? 

What is the LoI policy (if there is one)? 

What are the pertinent political realities that might affect the LoI policy’s implementation 
and future sustainability? 
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Evidence and Data 
The second tier of the BUILD framework 
represents evidence and data on the 
status of learning and language use in 
the country. It represents a compilation 
of and secondary analysis of the extant data that our team could access at the time of 
publication of this report. It incorporates, for example, results on students’ early grade reading 
or math scores, language abilities of students and teachers, empirical information on when 
children are best able to transfer from learning in one language to learning in another (if 
available), and the orthographic and linguistic properties of the languages students are 
expected to learn. This information helps us understand various aspects of the transfer of 
language and reading skills and timings of learning trajectories.  

Too often, the generation, analysis, and application of evidence occurs in a vacuum, wherein 
the linkage to actual implementation and practice remains untapped. Filling this gap between 
the production of rigorous evidence and policymakers’ use and demand of evidence is one of 
the bedrocks of the BUILD approach. By incorporating this step within the framework, 
stakeholders can see multidisciplinary results (or gaps in the evidence) for the most pertinent 
questions to developing and successfully implementing an LoI policy that is likely to improve 
FLN scores.  

The following questions guide this section: 

What are learners’ current FLN levels across different languages, and how are these 
assessed? 

What languages do teachers and learners understand best, and how do these align with 
the current languages of instruction (LoI)? 

What factors influence first language (L1)–second language (L2) transfer and transition 
processes? 

Data on the first question will allow stakeholders to assess whether and to what extent they are 
on track to achieving their FLN goals, get a better sense of indicators they need to measure for 
bilingual students, and help determine in what language(s) they should test students’ FLN skills. 

The second question helps us understand the degree of proficiency both students and teachers 
have in various languages. Most reports and available information tend to focus on children’s 
FLN skills in a single language (most often the LoI). This makes it impossible to determine 
whether they have better skills in another language, whether they have skills in two or more 
languages, whether the level of their skill is strongest in the measured language, etc. Measuring 
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skills in only one language also makes it difficult to judge the extent of linguistic heterogeneity 
across students in a class. Furthermore, the lack of rigorous evidence on teacher skills—in 
terms of their own linguistic proficiency levels in the language they are teaching, as well as their 
pedagogical competence in teaching that language—is a serious impediment to effective 
teacher placement and training processes. Ultimately, classrooms should have as close a match 
as possible between the LoI, the proficiency levels of the teachers in both speaking/using that 
language and teaching that language, and the language proficiency of the majority of students 
(ideally all).  

The third question focuses on the evidence that exists on L1–L2 transfer in the languages of the 
focus country and the impact of this evidence on the development of curricula, teacher training 
materials, and teaching and learning materials (TLMs). Most early learning programs treat L1 
and L2 as separate entities, with many focused on improving national language education and 
others focused on supporting governments to implement a program in the post-colonial 
language. In the evidence and data tier, we aim to draw on the evidence of transfer between 
languages, orthographic and phonological processes that may affect such transfer, and other 
cognitive and linguistic processes (such as thresholds for transfer, thresholds for vocabulary, 
etc.) that may be necessary to plan and implement a program that accounts for bilingualism 
and multilingualism from the beginning.  

Teaching and Learning 
The central tier focuses on the 
heart of the education system 
in many ways—the teachers, 
curriculum and materials, and 
parents and communities—all 
of which support foundational 
learning outcomes in tandem. 

In terms of teacher workforce, it is vital that teachers are placed in schools where they have 
high levels of proficiency in the language(s) they are expected to teach, as well as high levels of 
pedagogical skills to teach the language(s) they are expected to teach. In addition, teachers 
need training to teach bilingual children, in line with the SoBR. This requires a deep analysis of 
existing pre-service and in-service professional development (PD) opportunities regarding 
multilingual teaching.  

At the classroom level, learning outcomes are only as good as the teachers and the  teaching 
and learning materials (TLMs) they use. Growing evidence specifies some of the key elements 
that support good teaching and learning in LMICs. For example, education systems need a 
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strong link between policy expectations and classroom realities.19 To be effective, systems also 
need a combination of teacher trainings, high-quality student learning materials, and clear 
teacher support for teaching and learning.20 What is less clear, however, is how educators 
should design and implement these materials in bilingual or multilingual programming. In the 
BUILD framework, we closely examine the TLMs in light of the SoBR and ensure that the 
curriculum, scope and sequence of skills, pacing guides, and all materials in the classroom align 
with this theoretical foundation.  

The role of communities in supporting literacy is well established, especially the role of parents 
and caregivers and the home language and literacy environment.21, 22, 23 However, the 
conceptualization of the home literacy environment and parental involvement (especially in 
cases of nonliterate parents and mismatches between home and school language) needs 
careful consideration.24, 25 As such, for any policy framework to connect with student-level 
outcomes, it is important to consider community-level engagements and perceptions toward 
bilingual education. The BUILD framework considers issues such as parental perceptions, 
especially in terms of demand for language education vis a vis post-colonial language 
education, the language mismatch between schools and homes, and the degree of parental 
literacy skills. Together, these dimensions can help leverage resources for nonliterate 
community members (e.g., by using transferable skills from oral language storytelling) and for 
places of language mismatch (e.g., by supporting the transfer of home language skills to school 
language skills). 

 The following questions guide this tier: 

How are language considerations integrated into teacher recruitment, placement, and 
training (both pre-service and in-service)? 

To what extent are the curriculum and TLMs designed to support bilingual and multilingual 
learners? 

How are parents and community members involved in decisions about the LoI? 

Monitoring and Evaluation System  
In a previous tier of the BUILD framework, 
we covered evidence and data – which 
represented an analysis and 
understanding of the evidence at any 
given moment in time. In addition, an 
education system must be able to track, understand, improve, and sustain FLN outcomes over 
time. A functioning measurement and evaluation (M&E) system ensures that each tier of the 
education system functions as intended and progresses toward the overarching FLN outcomes.  
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We conceptualize the M&E tier as a continuous process of data collection, analysis, and data 
use by system actors to inform programs and interventions to improve learning outcomes. This 
tier explores whether the country’s M&E mechanisms effectively assess the clarity, 
dissemination, and implementation of FLN goals and policies. It also examines if the M&E 
systems evaluate the effectiveness of teacher PD, the appropriateness and use of curriculum 
and materials, and the extent of community engagement. These assessments help identify 
areas for improvement and inform iterative adjustments to program implementation. 
Importantly, M&E also supports accountability by providing stakeholders with timely, 
actionable insights that can guide decision making and resource allocation. 

This tier will be guided by the following questions:  

Does the country have a regularly updated M&E plan, and are there national or 
subnational mechanisms to use these data for continuous improvement in FLN outcomes? 

To what extent does M&E incorporate linguistic considerations, including data on 
teachers’ and learners’ LoI? 

How are M&E findings used to inform and revise curriculum, teacher training, and LoI 
policies? 

By embedding M&E within the BUILD framework, the model promotes a culture of evidence-
based practice and continuous improvement, ensuring that all components respond to the 
dynamic needs of learners and the education system. 

The BUILD Progression Scale 

Within each tier, BUILD will support countries to determine their level of development and lead 
that into an action plan through the BUILD Progression Scale, as shown in Figure 2. The purpose 
of this scale is to consider each BUILD tier within the country context and—based on the 
analysis of the available evidence—decide the level at which countries are prepared to 
institutionalize their FLN goals.  

The BUILD Progression Scale serves as a diagnostic and planning tool that enables countries to 
assess their readiness to improve FLN goals through their LoI policies and systems. Organized 
into five developmental stages—Absent, Emerging, Developing, Established, and 
Institutionalized—the scale reflects a country’s journey from fragmented or nonexistent efforts 
to full integration of LoI within national education systems. Each stage highlights progress 
across key system components: policy, teacher workforce, professional development, 
curriculum and materials, community engagement, and monitoring and evaluation. Countries 
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may be at different stages for different criteria; for example, a country may be at the 
“Institutionalized” stage for its FLN goals and LoI policy but at the “Absent” stage for its teacher 
recruitment and placement practices.  

At the Absent stage, countries lack an official LoI policy to support FLN goals. Teacher 
recruitment and placement practices do not consider language skills, and educators receive no 
training to accommodate LoI to understand and improve FLN goals. Instructional materials in 
relevant languages do not exist, and the curriculum fails to reflect linguistic realities. No 
systems exist for monitoring learning or evaluating language-related teaching practices. 
Communities do not engage in conversations about language in education, and parents do not 
know which languages schools use or why they matter for learning. 

The Emerging stage marks the beginning of awareness and early action related to language. An 
LoI policy may exist, but it is often fragmented or poorly aligned with FLN goals. Teacher 
recruitment practices may acknowledge, but not yet operationalize, language dynamics. 
Training on multilingual instruction is minimal and insufficient for teacher preparedness. Some 
instructional materials begin to reflect language considerations, but they are inconsistent and 
limited in scope. Community engagement is largely one-way, consisting of awareness 
campaigns or information sharing, with minimal opportunities for parent or community input. 
Monitoring systems, where they exist, focus on outputs rather than learning outcomes. 

At the Developing stage, countries demonstrate increased commitment to incorporating 
evidence related to language needs. Countries have more clearly defined LoI policies, which 
they back by government action. Teacher recruitment and placement practices begin to 
consider language backgrounds more systematically, though gaps remain. Pre-service and in-
service training become more robust, incorporating both theoretical and practical strategies for 
teaching in multilingual classrooms. Instructional materials and curricula begin to reflect the 
SoR and students’ language contexts. Education systems consult communities through activities 
such as language mapping or early reading initiatives but do not fully consider their input for 
decision making. Policymakers monitor student learning outcomes, although they do not 
consistently use data to refine strategies. 

The Established stage is characterized by coherent and systematic implementation of evidence-
based practices related to bilingual and multilingual learning. Clear operational guidelines and 
implementation structures accompany the LoI policy. The linguistic context informs teacher 
placement practices, and training systems integrate comprehensive professional development 
related to L1 teaching and transition. Instructional materials and curricula align with 
multilingual pedagogy and the SoBR. Monitoring and evaluation systems produce data on 
learning outcomes, which decision makers use to adapt and improve policies and practices. 
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Education systems engage communities strategically by empowering families to support 
learning in home languages. Local leaders may contribute to school governance or teacher 
support, thus reinforcing LoI implementation. 

At the Institutionalized stage, national systems deeply embed evidence-based LoI 
considerations. Education leaders routinely review and adapt all components of the education 
system, from policy to practice, in alignment with FLN goals. Teacher training is dynamic and 
responsive to shifting linguistic and demographic realities. Educators regularly update high-
quality, evidence-based instructional materials. Monitoring and evaluation systems track both 
immediate outcomes and long-term impacts of LoI policies, thus supporting data-driven 
decision making. Community engagement is no longer a peripherality, a formalized and valued 
part of the education ecosystem. Parents and community members actively shape curriculum, 
materials, and school governance, ensuring that language choices reflect and support learners' 
needs. 

Ultimately, the BUILD Progression Scale underscores that effective implementation of LoI 
policies requires comprehensive system-level reform. It depends on sustained political 
commitment, investment in teachers, high-quality resources, strong accountability systems, 
and genuine partnerships with the communities that schools serve. 
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Table 1. BUILD progression scale 

Component Absent  Emerging Developing Established Institutionalized 

FLN goal(s) and LoI 
policy 

No official LoI policy is in place to reach the 
FLN goal(s). 

A LoI policy exists, but it is vague, 
fragmented, or not aligned with the FLN 
goal(s). 

A LoI policy is defined, with growing 
government commitment and early 
implementation to achieve the FLN goal(s). 

A LoI policy is applied in practice and 
supported by implementation structures in 
support of the FLN goal(s). 

A LoI policy is embedded in national 
education systems and reviewed regularly 
in alignment with the FLN goal(s). 

Evidence and data Education stakeholders do not use or have 
access to evidence related to student 
language skills to inform and adapt policies 
and practices. 

Education stakeholders have access to 
some data related to student language 
skills, but the data are only available on a 
limited scale or have suboptimal quality.  

Education stakeholders have access to 
student language mapping on a large scale, 
some evidence on language transfer 
between some L1s and the desired L2, and 
some other LoI indicators. 

Education stakeholders have access to 
student and teacher language mapping data 
on a national scale, language transfer data 
between the most prominent L1s and the 
desired L2, and data on additional LoI 
indicators. 

Education stakeholders not only have 
access to language mapping, language 
threshold data, and other LoI indicators 
aligned with all BUILD tiers but also 
regularly use and update those data to 
inform policies and practices. 

Teacher 
recruitment and 
placement 

No official teacher recruitment or 
placement plan is in place that accounts for 
teachers’ language skills. 

A teacher recruitment and placement plan 
that accounts for teacher language skills 
exists, but it is vague, fragmented, and not 
operationalized. 

A teacher recruitment and placement plan 
exists with a focus on LoI, though it is in 
early implementation and not fully 
operationalized. 

A strong teacher recruitment and 
placement plan exists with a focus on LoI 
and is supported by implementation 
structures. 

A strong teacher recruitment and 
placement plan that focuses on LoI exists, is 
embedded in national education systems, 
and is reviewed regularly in alignment with 
FLN goal(s). 

Teacher PD Teachers receive no pre-service or in-
service training on teaching in multilingual 
contexts or using national languages for 
instruction. 

Teachers receive limited training on 
teaching in multilingual contexts or using 
local LoIs, but that training is not sufficient 
for teachers to feel prepared to teach in 
local languages. 

Teachers receive more notable trainings on 
teaching in multilingual contexts and using 
LoIs, yet these trainings are not yet 
comprehensive and system-wide. Some 
gaps exist in teacher preparedness. 

Trainings on teaching in multilingual 
contexts and using national LoIs are 
integrated extensively into in-service and 
pre-service teacher training. 

Ongoing, adaptive training responds to 
demographic and linguistic shifts among 
teachers and learners. 

Curriculum and 
materials 

The curriculum does not address 
multilingual teaching. Instructional 
materials in local languages are unavailable. 

The curriculum addresses multilingual 
teaching to a minimal extent. Some 
instructional materials integrate 

language considerations. 

The curriculum and materials incorporate 
the science of reading for multilingual 
learners, reflecting students' linguistic 
contexts. Instructional materials 
increasingly integrate language 
considerations. 

The curriculum and materials are fully 
aligned with the science of reading for 
multilingual learners, reflecting students' 
linguistic contexts. 

A high-quality, regularly updated 
curriculum and corresponding materials 
support evolving FLN and LoI goals. 

Community 
engagement 

Communities are largely unaware of the 
benefits of multilingual education. Little or 
no sensitization efforts are in place. 
Communities have no tools to support 
children to read in school languages. 
Communities are not engaged in supporting 
education in school languages.  

Information-sharing efforts such as 
awareness campaigns may be in place, but 
they are not yet at scale with proven 
effectiveness. Families and communities 
have limited involvement in supporting 
multilingual education. 

Families and communities are generally 
aware of the benefits of multilingual 
education. Communities are somewhat 
engaged in decisions and/or 
implementation of multilingual education 
through, for example, language mapping, 
focus groups, materials development, or 
supporting student language and literacy 
development at home. 

Families and communities are largely aware 
of the benefits of multilingual education. 
Parents and communities actively support 
learning in the home language and/or the 
transition to the L2. 

Community engagement and commitment 
to multilingual education is deep and 
sustained. Families and community 
members are continually involved in 
governance, curriculum feedback, material 
development, and home language and 
literacy support. 

Monitoring and 
evaluation 

No systems are in place to monitor student 
learning or assess LoI-related practices. 

Some basic monitoring of outputs occurs 
(e.g., enrollment, textbook distribution) but 
not of student learning outcomes. 

Student learning outcomes are tracked but 
not yet used to refine or inform LoI 
strategies. 

Outcomes are continuously monitored; 
early evidence of what works is used to 
adjust approaches. 

Robust systems track learning outcomes, 
assess the impact of LoI policies, and inform 
iterative policy adaptation. 
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The Science of Bilingual Reading 

As mentioned above, the BUILD framework is grounded in the science of learning to read. 
Decades of research have led to several influential theoretical frameworks on learning to read 
(and reading to learn). Given that our current focus is foundational literacy, we rely on the 
theories of early reading development. We incorporate well-established theoretical models as 
well as emerging empirical trends from learning to read across languages and scripts and from 
across monolingual, bilingual, and multilingual models of learning.  

First, in terms of the earliest stages of learning to read, the Universal Grammar of Reading26 

posits that all writing systems, regardless of language, fundamentally map orthographic 
(written) to phonological (auditory) information. However, the nature of this mapping varies 
across languages, influencing how children learn to read. Key dimensions that affect the reading 
process include: 

• orthographic depth (how consistently letters map to sounds), 

• symbol set size (the number of unique symbols or graphemes a learner needs to 
recognize and identify in order to decode words), 

• phonological unit size (e.g., syllables vs. phonemes),  

• visual complexity of the script, and  

• tonality in tonal languages.  

These factors are critical in shaping the scope, sequence, and timing of reading instruction. 

As students’ ability develops beyond initial mapping of sounds and symbols toward basic 
reading comprehension abilities, the Cognitive Foundations of Reading Acquisition Model, 
articulated by Hoover and Tunmer, provides one of the most influential models of reading 
comprehension development.27 This model, previously articulated by the authors as the Simple 
View of Reading, emphasizes that reading comprehension in any language depends on the 
integration of two core skill sets: language proficiency and decoding (or word recognition). 
Through a review of multiple studies across language types, it is clear that language proficiency 
includes a series of subskills such as background knowledge and inference making, knowledge 
of syntax and semantics (including morphological and other skills), phonological knowledge 
(i.e., understanding of sounds and sound patterns), and oral or signed vocabulary.28 Word 
recognition also includes a series of subskills, including print awareness (i.e., understanding of 
the basic principles of text), knowledge of orthographic principles (i.e., understanding of how 
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sounds and symbols correspond with each other), symbol knowledge (i.e., understanding 
exactly what sounds correspond with specific symbols), and decoding (i.e., the ability to sound 
out words and symbols).29, 30, 31 Language proficiency and decoding then support the acquisition 
of reading fluency, which is the automatic (quick and accurate) sounding out of words and 
passages. Altogether, these abilities support reading comprehension—the overall goal of 
reading comprehension (or foundational literacy).  

In bilingual settings, the Transfer Facilitation Model32 offers a framework for understanding 
how L1 and L2 abilities influence reading skills in L2. According to this model, predictable and 
significant patterns of transfer, cross-linguistic cognitive resource sharing, and transfer 
facilitation affect literacy acquisition. This means that skills acquired in one language can 
support and enhance reading development in another, highlighting the interconnected nature 
of bilingual literacy acquisition. Children who learn to read two or more languages develop a 
metaphorical “house” for each language, as illustrated in AIR’s Biliteracy House Model (see 
Figure 3). The model provides an intuitive and metaphorical representation of the skills and 
subskills (pillars and bricks) and transferable skills (shared walls) needed to support the 
development of biliteracy acquisition. In these cases, the child’s L1 impacts the development of 
reading in second or later-acquired languages in significant and predictable ways, namely the 
transfer of decoding skills from an L1 to an L2 when an empirically defined threshold level is 
reached.33, 34, 35 

The BUILD framework will apply the biliteracy house as its theoretical underpinning for the 
Science of Bilingual Reading (SoBR), and as such, the model will guide all aspects of our analyses 
and the development of the country LoI blueprints.  

Figure 3. AIR’s biliteracy house 
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These theoretical models provide a comprehensive foundation for understanding how children 
learn to read in bilingual and multilingual contexts. By integrating insights from the Universal 
Grammar of Reading, the Cognitive Foundations of Reading Acquisition, and the Transfer 
Facilitation Model, the BUILD framework offers a robust, evidence-based approach to biliteracy 
development. The biliteracy house model operationalizes these theories into a practical 
structure that highlights both language-specific and transferable skills. As the guiding 
framework for BUILD, it will inform all aspects of our analysis and the design of country-specific 
LoI blueprints, ensuring that our work is grounded in the science of how children learn to read 
and read to learn across languages. 

Senegal Evidence Review 

Senegal, a focus country for the Blueprint for the Use 
of Evidence in Language-of-Instruction Decisions 
(BUILD) project has been in the process of integrating 
national languages in primary school education for 
years. After many experiments with bilingual learning 
over the past decades,36, 37 the Ministère de 
l’Education Nationale (Ministry of National Education, 
or MEN) has chosen to implement bilingual 
educational reform throughout the country. The 
national reform, called the Modèle Harmonisé d'Enseignement Bilingue au Sénégal 
(Harmonized Model of Bilingual Education in Senegal, or MOHEBS), is a standardized model for 
national language instruction, building off previous experiments in the country. With the 
support of national and international partners, the MEN is implementing MOHEBS through 
large-scale programs in six national languages and French in twelve of fourteen regions of the 
country, with plans to expand to two additional languages in school year 2025-26, and to the 
remaining regions by 2028.  

AIR and the Gates Foundation’s BUILD project aims to help stakeholders in Senegal’s primary 
education system effectively use evidence for LoI decisions as they expand bilingual 
programming across the country. There is widespread commitment to improving bilingual 
outcomes for children in primary school across the nation, especially at national and regional 
stakeholder levels. There have been numerous TLMs developed in multiple national languages, 
structured programs for teaching FLN mainly through national languages with some focus on 
French transition and French subjects. There is also a variety of TLMs and teacher training 
resources available and tested mainly in Wolof, Pulaar, and Seereer. The impactful Ndaw Wune 
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remediation program for foundational learning, developed by ARED, a Senegalese NGO, has 
recently been evaluated by AIR and shown significant improvements in key foundational 
literacy outcomes of decoding and reading comprehension in Senegalese national languages. 
There are currently plans for large-scale expansion of remediation through existing education 
infrastructure. Given this critically important juncture in time in Senegal educational history, 
this report provides national leaders an evidence-based and politically sensitive framework to 
support bilingual and biliteracy outcomes in the country.  

The main objective of this country report is to conduct a comprehensive review of the evidence 
on the role of LoI for supporting bilingual foundational literacy outcomes in country by 
providing empirical answers to the guiding question for the BUILD framework, highlighting 
areas where evidence is sparse or non-existent, and designing a blueprint for the nation’s 
roadmap to improving FLN outcomes across the nation. In the following sections, we describe 
the methods employed to review the evidence, and the results of the evidence review, and key 
actions that stem from each result to support country leaders to design a bilingual education 
FLN roadmap.   

Methods 

To address the key questions guiding the BUILD framework, we conducted an in-depth desk 
review of pertinent documents related to basic education and LoI policies and programming, 
consulted with key stakeholders, and conducted secondary quantitative data analysis on 
aspects of the BUILD framework related to LoI and foundational learning outcomes.  

Document Review 
Our evidence collection process included aggregating the documents and data that were 
available to our team from previous projects1 related to LoI in Senegal and working with our 
national consultant, Professor Aliou Seck, a well-reputed linguist who is a leader of Senegal’s 
bilingual education reform, to provide key documents for desk review. These documents 
covered each tier of the BUILD framework and included, for example, policy and strategy 
documents related to basic education, academic texts related to language use and multilingual 
education in the country, reports from governmental and nongovernmental organizations 
related to education programming and academic outcomes, and curricula and teaching 
materials for bilingual education programming.  

 
1 This includes our previous GPE KIX contract to conduct language mapping in Senegal – link – as well as our current work to 
build on this research, implementing supports for MOHEBS in Fatick to support foundational literacy – link. This also builds on 
our current evaluation of ARED’s Ndaw Wune program – link. 

 

https://www.air.org/project/supporting-multilingual-learning-francophone-africa
https://www.air.org/project/professional-development-teachers-working-multilingual-contexts-francophone-africa
https://www.air.org/project/evaluation-ndaw-wune-remedial-education-program-senegal
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After compiling 147 documents, we reviewed each for potential inclusion in the document 
review. To do so, a member of our review team, which comprised an AIR researcher, research 
assistant, and project associate who are all fluent in French and English, assessed whether each 
document contained information relevant to the guiding questions and was recent enough to 
provide pertinent data related to the BUILD framework topics.2 The assessment of document 
relevance involved first reviewing the title and abstract/introduction (if available) and then 
scanning the content until the reviewer had obtained sufficient information to determine if the 
document contained relevant information to address the guiding questions. Documents were 
reviewed twice by different team members. In any case of uncertainty regarding document 
relevance, documents were retained for further analysis. The document review also relied on 
our understanding of the educational context in Senegal from other research projects that AIR 
has led, such as the GPE-KIX program supporting bilingual teacher professional development 
with the Fatick regional government in support of MOHEBS, and the independent impact and 
cost-effectiveness evaluation of the Ndaw Wune remedial education program. 

During this review, we categorized documents by tier within the BUILD framework. For 
example, we tagged a document on national training and recruitment policies to the “Teacher 
Workforce and Professional Development” sub-tier, and we tagged a report on the 
implementation and outcomes of a bilingual education program to multiple relevant sub-tiers, 
including “Foundational Literacy and Numeracy (FLN) Assessment Data,” “Teacher Workforce 
and Professional Development,” and “Community Engagement.” Then, for each document in 
our evidence synthesis, the review team produced standardized analytical summaries using 
Open AI GPT 4.0 that included translated key findings. Two members of the review team (a 
researcher and a research assistant) each evaluated these syntheses to ensure accuracy to the 
original document. In cases of hallucination, we omitted the AI summaries in favor of human 
review.  

The research team manually synthesized all relevant evidence from the documents and 
presented a robust and extensive review of evidence. Using the AI summaries for support, 
these AIR analysts conducted an additional, in-depth human review of the most relevant 
documents (i.e., key documents that provided the most crucial data related to the guiding 
questions) to integrate into the evidence review. For example, for documents related to 
teacher professional development, we deemed policy documents about teacher qualifications 
and documents detailing teacher training plans through MOHEBS as highly relevant for in-depth 
review, but we deemed a document related to training plans for teachers of nonformal, adult 

 
2 In many cases, we omitted documents that were published before recent bilingual education reforms, when the information 
therein would likely no longer apply to Senegal’s contemporary education context. We also excluded, for example, data on 
student language and literacy competencies when more recent data were available. We included documents related to 
language orthography, for example, as old as 2003, since that information would be more enduring. 
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literacy education in Senegal as not relevant to the topics of study. In cases where AIR found 
topical gaps in our document review, we sought out additional documents through online 
searches and requests for information from our national consultant and stakeholder (see the 
subsequent section). 

This approach facilitated the processing of a wide breadth of literature in French and English 
while ensuring consistency in analysis and presentation. The methodology balanced efficiency 
in handling large document volumes with the analytical rigor required for meaningful review 
and synthesis of the literature.  

Stakeholder Consultations 
The AIR research team, in collaboration with local consultants—Professor Aliou Seck and the 
late Professor Moussa Daff—drew on their expertise in Senegal’s bilingual education to identify 
stakeholders through individual interviews and consultations. The list included MEN officials 
and advisors, linguists, academics, and implementing organizations, ensuring comprehensive 
coverage of expertise and all content tiers within the BUILD framework. Using the BUILD 
consultation guide (Annex A), our Senegal-based project associate and Professor Seck 
conducted virtual and in-person interviews with key stakeholders to gather insights on LoI 
issues in Senegal. These consultations also drew on prior work in the country, including the 
ongoing IDRC GPE KIX implementation and the Ndaw Wune impact evaluation. 

• Cheikh Beye, MEN, inspector of elementary education and focal point for multilingual 
education programming 

• Mbacké Diagne, MEN, technical advisor, general advisor for education and training  

• Papa Ndiaga Diome, MEN, inspector of elementary education, manager of the 
protection and support office in the Schooling Division for Elementary Education 

• Elhadj Omar Diop, MEN, inspector of elementary education 

• Hubert V. Ndecky, MEN, inspector of elementary education, manager of the Continuing 
Education and Training Division 

• Ablaye Niang, MEN, inspector of elementary education, principal advisor for the 
promotion of bilingual programming, manager of the Quality Division 

• Adjaratou Sall, Université Cheikh Anta Diop, Institut Fondamental d'Afrique Noire, 
linguist  

• Dr Serigne Ndiaye, MEN, inspector of elementary education, manager of the Schooling 
Division – key point of contact for IDRC, GPE KIX implementation 
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• Amy Sene, inspector of elementary education, educational specialist – literacy 
consultant for IDRC, GPE KIX implementation 

• Birama Toure, Institut National d’Etude et d’Action pour le Développement de 
l’Education (National Institute for Research and Action for Education Development, or 
INEADE), researcher, Study and Curriculum Division – M&E consultant for IDRC, GPE KIX 
implementation. 

Secondary Quantitative Data 
We also identified and analyzed data from multiple quantitative data sets to answer the 
questions guiding each tier in the BUILD framework, including questions about student 
foundational literacy scores across languages, oral language competencies, and cross-linguistic 
relationships in decoding scores, such as the possible transfer threshold between students’ L1 
and L2 decoding scores, aligned with the SoBR and theoretical framework.  

We gathered and analyzed the most recent nationally representative foundational learning 
data, which included Programme d'Analyse des Systèmes Éducatifs de la CONFEMEN (PASEC) 
assessments, Service Delivery Indicators (SDI) surveys, Jàngandoo assessments, and the 
Situation Economique et Sociale Nationale annual education report data. Other sources 
included regionally focused foundational learning data drawn from development program 
evaluations, academic reports, and Early Grade Reading Assessments (EGRA) from United 
States Agency for International Development (USAID)-funded Lecture Pour Tous (Reading for 
All, or LPT), Hewlett Foundation-supported “Evaluation des Compétences Fondamentales en 
Lecture au Sénégal,” and EdData funded by the World Bank. 

We conducted new analyses of the GPE KIX dataset (a multi-country study) compiled by AIR, 
which provides detailed insights into student learning outcomes, teacher language abilities, and 
classroom practices. We selected two regions (Dakar and Fatick) to ensure complementarity 
but not overlap with a USAID-funded study on LoI Transition in Education Systems (LITES, 
described below). Further, these two regions capture the linguistic diversity and bilingual 
education programs (i.e., ARED and USAID’s Renforcement de la Lecture Initiale pour Tous 
[Reinforcement of Reading for All, or RELIT]) that were already in existence in these regions, 
thus supporting the use of the research results for policy making. We sampled approximately 
70 total schools, evenly split among the regions and across urban and rural districts. From each 
school, we sampled students from Grades 2 and 4, recognizing that the medium of instruction is 
meant to progressively change to French starting in this range in Senegal and the other KIX 
focal countries and that Grade 2 literacy is an internationally recognized grade for measuring 
foundational literacy metrics. This approach enabled us to detect thresholds, as these are the 
earliest grades in which we are likely to see relatively normal distributions in reading scores in 
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both L1 and L2. We randomly selected approximately 12 students per grade level from each 
school for a total sample of approximately 1,680 students per country or 5,040 total students. 
In sample schools with fewer than 12 students in Grade 2 or Grade 4 classes, we sampled all 
students in the class. 

In addition, we leveraged data from the USAID-Notre Dame LITES study, in which AIR played a 
co-principal investigator role, to analyze student literacy subskills and student and teacher 
attitudes about their first (L1) and second (L2) languages in the classroom. The LITES study 
sampled 1,192 students and 146 teachers in third- and fourth-grade classes (cours elémentaire 
[CE]1 and CE2) in 2023 across 60 schools in the Kaolack and Matam regions, conducting Early 
Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) student surveys, teacher surveys/assessments, and 
classroom observations. These assessments were conducted in Wolof or Pulaar as L1 and 
French as L2. We analyzed the data through basic descriptive summary statistics. Though these 
data are not nationally representative, they provide more insight into how school conditions 
relate to student literacy outcomes in their L1 and L2. We present the data/reports reviewed 
for the quantitative analysis in Table 2.  
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Table 2. Data and/or project reports reviewed for quantitative analysis 

Data Set/Study Years Grades/Levels Languages 
Assessed 

Notes/Details 

PASEC 2019 (most 
recent round) 

Grade 2 
(individually), Grade 
6 (group) 

French (LoI); 
limited 
contextual data 
on national 
languages 

Nationally 
representative 
assessment using 
competency scales in 
reading and math 

SDI 2018 (Senegal 
round) 

Primary teachers and 
students 

French (mainly) Assessment of teacher 
knowledge, service 
delivery, and 
pedagogical skills 

Jàngandoo Annual (2010s 
onward) 

Household-based, 
school-age children 

French, Wolof, 
Pulaar, Serer 
(core), and 
sometimes 
others 

Citizen-led assessment 
focused on reading and 
math 

Situation Économique 
et Sociale Nationale 
annual report 

Annual (latest 
year used) 

All levels aggregated French Administrative data 
from official national 
statistics 

USAID LPT—EGRA Baseline 2017; 
follow-ups 
2019, 2021 

Grades 2 and 4 
primarily 

French and 
national 
languages 
(Wolof, Pulaar, 
Serer, etc.) 

Regionally focused 
assessment of early-
grade reading in 
national languages 

Hewlett Foundation—
“Évaluation des 
Compétences 
Fondamentales en 
Lecture au Sénégal” 
(EGRA) 

2010 Primary grades (1–3, 
4) 

French and 
Wolof 

Literacy-focused study 
including teacher 
interviews 

World Bank EdData 
EGRA 

2009–2011 
(Senegal pilot) 

Grades 1–3 (French; 
Wolof pilot items) 

French and 
Wolof 

Early EGRA 
implementation in 
Senegal 
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GPE KIX data set (AIR) 2022–2023 
(compiled data 
set) 

Grades 2 and 4 Student L1 
(varies by 
region: Wolof, 
Pulaar, Serer, 
etc.) and French 
(L2) 

Data on 
student/teacher 
language abilities, 
classroom practices; 
~70 schools sampled 
(Dakar and Fatick); 
~1,680 students 
sampled in Senegal 

USAID—Notre Dame 
LITES study 

2023 CE1 and CE2 (Grades 
3 and 4) 

Wolof or Pulaar 
(L1); French (L2) 

EGRA data, teacher 
surveys, classroom 
observations; 60 
schools sampled 
(Kaolack and Matam); 
1,192 students and 146 
teachers sampled  

 
Utilizing this comprehensive set of data and variety of mixed method analytical approaches, in 
the following sections, we describe the results to each of the guiding questions for each tier of 
the BUILD framework.  

FLN Goals and Language Policy 

This section outlines Senegal’s foundational learning goals, current LoI policy, and the broader 
policy environment—the top tier of the BUILD framework. It also highlights key historical and 
sociopolitical factors shaping these goals and policies, which are critical for developing durable 
LoI strategies amid future political changes.  

Country FLN Goals 
We address each question in the FLN goals and policy tier of 
the BUILD framework in turn, beginning with the first 
question:  

What are the country’s language-specific FLN goals? 

Senegal’s national education strategy places foundational learning, particularly reading and 
numeracy in early grades, at the core of system reform. Over the past decade, sector strategies 
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have consistently defined these competencies as key 
indicators of education quality and equity, anchored by 
measurable national benchmarks and increasingly 
operationalized through LoI reform. As reinforced in the 
Programme d'Amélioration de la Qualité, de l'Equité et de 
la Transparence de l'Education et de la Formation 
(Program for Improving Quality, Equity and Transparency 
in Education and Training, or PAQUET-EF),38 as well as the 
Lettre de Politique Sectorielle de Développement (Sectoral 
Development Policy Letter, or LPSD),39 Senegal has pursued the vision that all children should 
acquire basic literacy by the end of their early primary instruction, and this outcome is best 
achieved through competency-based pedagogy, reinforcement of L1, structured transition to 
L2, and structured pedagogy. 

In the 2018 Lettre de Politique Générale pour le Secteur de l’Éducation et de la Formation 
(General Policy Letter for Education and Training, or LPGS), the MEN defines the major strategic 
goals in education. The main goal for primary school academic achievement is to, “by 2030, 
improve learning outcomes so that at least 80% of students at the end of primary school 
achieve, on an equal footing between girls and boys, the minimum thresholds for mastering 
reading and mathematics skills while understanding their usefulness and use in everyday 
life.”40 Similarly, the PAQUET-EF includes the following outcome for improved education 
quality: that “elementary students master the basic skills of reading, writing, and STEM, in 
French and in the national languages, in accordance with the mastery thresholds set for each 
level and in coherence with the expectations of preschool and middle school.”41  

In pursuit of these goals, in 2021, the MEN identified challenges in teaching reading, including 
the existing curriculum’s failure to account for national languages through a bilingual approach 
(prior to MOHEBS).42 The 2021 Programme National de Lecture Scolaire à l’Elémentaire 
(National Elementary School Reading Program, or PNLSE) set forth goals to ameliorate these 
challenges across five result areas, with language considerations acknowledged throughout: 

• Teachers’ knowledge and skills in languages and reading instruction are improved. 
• Sufficient quality reading materials are made available to teachers and students. 
• Periodic and systematic assessments of pupils’ reading performance are implemented 

and lead to effective and well-calibrated remedial activities. 
• The commitment of parents, the community, and local authorities is increased in favor 

of improving the quality of pupils’ learning in reading. 
• The institutional and normative framework for reading is put in place.43  

Key Takeaway 
Senegal has pursued the vision that 
all children should acquire basic 
literacy by the end of their early 
primary instruction, and this outcome 
is best achieved through 
competency-based pedagogy, 
reinforcement of L1, structured 
transition to L2, and strengthened 
pedagogy. 
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The MEN has repeatedly identified ambitious national 
targets for FLN. The PAQUET-EF identified a target of 60% 
of Grade 5 students passing the Certificat de Fin d’Études 
Élémentaires (End of Elementary Studies Certificate, or 
CFEE), which certifies students’ mastery of elementary 
French literacy and numeracy.44 This threshold was 
reinforced in subsequent policy instruments and aligned with Sustainable Development Goal 
4.1.1 in the LPSD, which also called for the establishment of a national system to track learning 
outcomes, disaggregated by region and LoI (i.e., whether classrooms are taught in French or 
one of several national languages).45 The PAQUET-EF further commits to establishing targets for 
monitoring inclusivity outcomes, including matriculation parity between boys and girls and 
success metrics for students with disabilities. Within this framework, the MEN prioritizes a 
more accountable and equity-sensitive approach by requiring disaggregated data to reveal 
disparities (such as those affecting girls, children with disabilities, and learners in vulnerable 
regions) and strengthening mechanisms of traceability, decentralization, and performance 
monitoring to hold actors across the education chain responsible for results.46 

Although these policy documents established these goals based on thorough assessments of 
the country’s educational needs and accompanied the goals with comprehensive (if not 
ambitious) strategies to achieve these goals, the indicators fall short in defining the thresholds 
for proficiency. For example, the LPGS goal of achieving 80% mastery in reading and 
mathematics includes the following indicators: “percent of students achieving minimum 
proficiency levels in reading and mathematics at the end of each stage (CP, CE2, and CM2)” and 
“percent of students at the end of Grade 3 who master reading skills.”47 Yet “minimum 
proficiency” and “reading skills” are not defined in national policy documents, which makes the 
progress toward these goals challenging. For example, the General Policy Letter includes a goal 
of 80% mastery in reading and mathematics at the end of each primary cycle stage (CP, CE2, 
CM2) with indicators such as the “percentage of students achieving minimum proficiency levels 
in reading and mathematics” and “percentage of students at the end of Grade 3 who master 
reading skills.” However, nowhere in these documents are the thresholds for “minimum 
proficiency” or the specific criteria for “reading skills” mastery concretely defined (e.g. what 
score on which test constitutes “minimum proficiency,” or what abilities demonstrate a Grade 3 
student has mastered reading). In other words, the plans list these indicators in principle but 
lack operational definitions or benchmarks for them, making it challenging to measure progress 
toward the 80% goal in practice. National efforts were underway to better define and measure 
these skills, however they have since stalled post-USAID. The Ministry’s reforms, often with 
donor support, have introduced standardized assessments and benchmarks. For example, the 
Lecture Pour Tous program (2016–2021) set a goal of having 70% of Grade 2 students “reading 

Key Takeaway 
Senegal’s foundational learning goals 
are clearly defined, rigorously 
benchmarked, and structurally 
embedded across policy instruments.  
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at grade level” in national languages by 2021, implicitly defining a reading proficiency standard 
for early grades. 

Language Policy 
Next, we address the question: 

What is the LoI policy, if there is one? 

Based on international research and existing good practices, 
the PNLSE mandates that students must learn to read in a 
language they understand and speak well.48 However, 
Senegal does not currently have a national, legally codified 
policy governing LoI or the transition from national 
languages to French. The MOHEBS reform has introduced a 
standardized model for the introduction of national LoIs 
and transition to French, but it is not yet used throughout 
the country, nor ingrained in the law. One advisor to the 
MEN noted that a formal language policy document is in 
development, with input from researchers and education 
specialists.49 Despite some delays due to a lack of funding, the MEN plans to share the draft for 
input and adoption across “all levels of society” for finalization by the end of 2025.50 

MOHEBS, launched in 2021, is the largest and most structured L1/L2 transition model in the 
country to date. The model defines a progressive, structured language transition across three 
stages of primary education. MOHEBS supporting materials include scripted teacher guides and 
paired student books that outline daily lessons, including subcomponents on foundational 
literacy skills. In the cours d’initiation (Grade 1, or CI) and cours préparatoire (Grade 2, or CP), 
the L1 is the principal medium of instruction, with oral French introduced in February of CI and 
written French beginning in CP. In cours élementaire première année (Grade 3, or CE1) and CE2 
(Grade 4), instruction is balanced between L1 and French, described as a “functional 
equilibrium.” In cours moyen première année (Grade 4, or CM1) and CM2 (Grade 6), French 
becomes the dominant medium, with the national language retained for support. This 
progression is to be eventually applied to all major subject domains, including language arts, 
mathematics,  where French is added as a medium of instruction in CP’s second trimester, 
natural and social science, and Physical, Sports, and Artistic Education, which remain L1-only 
until CE1. In this way, the MOHEBS model employs a gradual bilingual transition from a familiar 
language to an unfamiliar one. It employs a “bigrammar” method to align grammatical, 
phonological, and lexical features between languages, focusing on both contrastive L2 

Key Takeaway 
Senegal has made significant 
strides toward the adoption of 
national languages in its education 
system in recent years and boasts a 
harmonized LoI transition model that 
encourages the use of national 
languages of instruction throughout 
the primary years. However, the 
sustainability of bilingual education 
is at risk until it becomes legally 
codified and integrated into the core 
education law.  
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transfer51 and facilitative metalinguistic transfer.52, 53 In doing so, MOHEBS seeks to integrate 
both the language and content dimensions of learning from the outset of schooling.54  

MEN leadership drew extensively on national and international sources to determine its LoI 
programming, namely, research showing that children have consistently better learning 
outcomes when they learn in their L1 (or another language they mastered at an early age). 
MEN also built upon the outcomes of bilingual education experiments that have occurred in the 
country (further described in the following section).55, 56 As an official from the MEN, noted in 
an interview, “The shift to bilingual schooling in Senegal is a decision based on tangible 
evidence, drawn from more than 40 years of experimentation and technical and political 
validation.”57  

Despite the use of evidence to inform the decision to pursue bilingual education in Senegal, 
several education stakeholders have noted that  there is little rigorous evaluation (c.f. AIR’s 
recent evaluation of ARED’s remediation program)to inform the selection of the bilingual model 
that would be used to scale up throughout the country.58 With the selected MOHEBS model, 
French becomes the dominant medium of instruction beginning in Grade 5, although a large 
body of evidence supports the use of the L1 as the primary LoI for at least six years of primary 
school.59, 60, 61 A strength of the MOHEBS model is its retention of the L1 for additional support 
throughout the primary grades, which aligns with research showing that children have better 
academic outcomes when the L1 is developed and reinforced through age 12; however recent 
data shows students are transitioning too early to the L2.62, 63, 64 

Thus far, the country has introduced six national languages—Wolof, Pulaar, Seereer, Soninke, 
Mandinka, and Joola—into the national education system through the MOHEBS reform. The 
MEN selected these languages based on codification status, the availability of linguistic and 
didactic resources, and their geographic and demographic reach.65, 66 In postreform MOHEBS 
practices, MEN officials determined the appropriate LoI for a given community through 
community validation, including local expert consultations and classroom/playground 
observations.67 As one stakeholder stated, the choice of these languages ensures a realistic and 
equitable implementation of bilingual education that considers both local linguistic realities and 
the operational capacities of the MEN.68 Others, however, note that because only six of more 
than 20 codified languages in the country are currently represented in the MOHEBS reform, the 
choice of languages poses challenges to equity and the acceptance of educational reform by 
linguistic minorities.69, 70 Two languages will be added at the back-to-school 2025, following 
advocacy by those language communities. 

Ultimately, Senegal has made significant strides toward the adoption of national languages in 
its education system in recent years and boasts a harmonized LoI transition model that 
encourages the use of national languages of instruction throughout the primary years. 
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However, because this model is only operational in selected MOHEBS contexts, French remains 
the primary LoI throughout much of the country. While the model outlines a sequence for LoI 
on paper, experts caution that the long-term sustainability of bilingual education remains 
uncertain unless it is formally codified and embedded within the core education policies.71 

Policy Context 
Bilingual education in Senegal has evolved through a patchwork of pilot programs, donor-
supported reforms, and regional adaptations, each shaped by broader historical legacies and 
political constraints, as summarized in Exhibit 2. National strategies and the MOHEBS have 
embraced instruction in national languages as a means of improving foundational learning. 
Here, we trace Senegal’s history related to bilingual education and outline its present political 
reality in fulfillment of the final question in the FLN Goals and Policy tier: 

What are the pertinent political realities that might affect the LoI policy’s implementation and future 
sustainability? 

As highlighted in several policy analyses, Senegal’s education system has long been influenced 
by a postcolonial logic that frames French as emblematic of statehood, socioeconomic 
modernity, and global relevance.72, 73 This positioning has led to the marginalization of national 
languages in education, not only through omission, but through resistance to their full 
integration into exams, curricula, and the civil service. Nonetheless, civil society organizations, 
researchers, and education planners have increasingly framed bilingual education as a right 
(with a focus on inclusion of national languages in the system), not simply a tool to improve 
education outcomes.74, 75, 76 Key contributing scholarship has also sought to reframe LoI policy 
through an equity and justice lens, aligning Senegal’s priorities with broader international 
commitments on inclusive education.77  

There is a long history of bilingual education pilot programs in Senegal over the past few 
decades. As shown in Figure 4, the first project to introduce national languages into the 
Senegalese education system occurred from 1978 to 1981 with televised and radio classes 
(referred to as “classes télévisuelles” and “classes non télévisuelles”) in Wolof, Pulaar, Joola, and 
Seereer, developed by national organizations for educational television and applied 
linguistics.78 Then, from 1993 to 1997, international aid organizations offered community 
school programming in national languages for out-of-school children ages nine to 15.79 In the 
early 2000s, the governmental Direction de la Promotion des Langues Nationales (Directorate 
for the Promotion of National Languages), with support from the World Bank, United Nations 
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), and Organisation Internationale de 
la Francophonie (International Organization for the Francophone World, or OIF), experimented 
with classes in six national languages and produced corresponding terminology documents and 
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reading materials.80 At the same time, the Education et Santé (Education and Health) 
Foundation created community elementary schools in four rural regions to teach national 
languages. 

Several organizations have been key in supporting bilingual and multilingual education 
programming. Notably, ARED, a nongovernmental organization based in Dakar, has been 
supporting education programming in national languages for adults since 1990.81 Since 2009, 
ARED has been implementing bilingual education programs that focus on teaching children in 
Senegalese national languages, with a lighter focus on transfer of reading skills developed 
initially in the L1, and then transferred to French.82 Other  initiatives include the École et 
Langues Nationales en Afrique (School and National Languages in Africa, or ELAN-Afrique 
(funded by AFD)), the Projet d’Education Multilingue (Multilingual Education Project, or EMiLe 
(funded by SIL)), and the Association pour le Développement de la Langue Saafi (Association for 
the Development of the Saafi Language, or ADLAS (funded by SIL and the Hewlett Foundation). 
ELAN, which works across multiple countries in Francophone Africa, has also supported 
significant bilingual programming in Senegal. In two phases, one from 2012 to 2016 and 
another from 2018 to 2020, ELAN focused on the transfer of skills in national languages to 
French.83 Beginning in 2009, the EMiLe project developed and implemented bilingual 
programming in Seereer and French, using a gradual transfer model throughout primary 
education, whereas ADLAS, from 2011–2016, used an additive bilingual model to support 
learning in the Saafi language.84  

Figure 4. Timeline of bilingual education programming in Senegal 

 

USAID-funded reading programs ran in Senegal from 2017-2025. Initially, the focus was on 
accelerating reading acquisition in Senegalese languages, in the initial grades of primary school.  
A later project aimed to introduce structured bilingual reading instruction. These efforts aimed 
to address key gaps in education from ongoing research, including the 2010 EGRA, which 
revealed that just 13% of Grade 2 (CE1) learners met international reading benchmarks in the 
French language, and more than a quarter of students could not decode even a single one- or 
two-syllable French word.85 From 2016 to 2021, USAID funded Chemonics International in 



 

31 | AIR.ORG   BUILD Senegal Report 

implementing a large-scale bilingual education program with the MEN called LPT, which aimed 
to significantly improve reading among Grade 2 students three national languages: Wolof, 
Serer, and Pulaar.86 The program worked with the MEN to develop reading standards for these 
three target languages in grades 1-3and share progress toward these standards in community 
meetings.87 Throughout the life of the project, LPT introduced early-grade reading instruction in 
Wolof, Pulaar, and Seereer across more than 3,600 schools.  

To integrate the multiple approaches used for bilingual education in the country, the 
government of Senegal formally adopted MOHEBS in 2021 as the national vehicle for 
foundational learning reform.88 MOHEBS is designed to ensure a “harmonious coexistence 
between national languages and French” in the early primary grades and aims explicitly to raise 
student learning outcomes.89 The model is structured around eight objectives, including the 
production of bilingual curricular materials, the development of a bilingual student competency 
framework, and the provision of comprehensive teacher training in both the structure of 
national languages and the pedagogical management of functional bilingualism. MOHEBS also 
mandates a dedicated monitoring and evaluation system to track learning progress.  

Following LPT, USAID launched the RELIT program to support the MEN in expanding early-grade 
Senegalese language and French education, across the language arts curriculum (LPT had 
focused only on reading). RELIT was designed as both a scale-up of Senegalese language and 
French instruction and a bridge toward the full implementation of MOHEBS. It operated 
through a dual model: government-to-government (G2G) agreements in seven regions and 
Ministry-led delivery in two additional regions.90, 91 RELIT focused on Senegalese language and 
French reading in kindergarten, CI, and CP, supported by structured teacher guides and student 
books, teacher training and coaching, and community outreach. The implementation centered 
on training inspectors and school heads in classroom-based support mechanisms and deploying 
pedagogical tools for teachers. The World Bank supports MOHEBS implementation in the three 
regions of Thies, Sedhiou, and Ziguinchor, using the materials developed by USAID. Following 
the shutdown of USAID in 2025, the Ministry of National Education (MEN) has continued to 
advance its vision for nationwide bilingual education with support from the World Bank and the 
Gates Foundation. The MEN aims to expand the program to additional regions and subject 
areas, beginning with the rollout of the new mathematics curriculum, followed by science and 
social studies, starting in the 2025 back‑to‑school period. 

AIR also works in Senegal to support language-responsive education programming through our 
previous and current GPE KIX programs as well as our evaluation of the Ndaw Wune 
remediation project. Through the GPE KIX-funded language mapping and language transitioning 
research, AIR and Dalberg showed that many children were learning to read in French despite 
the fact that children were not ready to transfer their first language reading skills to French 
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even in grade 4.  Building on these insights, AIR is now implementing a language-responsive 
structured pedagogy framework, FLIP (Foundational Learning Improvement Package) alongside 
MOHEBS, in IEFs Fatick, Gossas, Foundiougne, and Diofior in the Fatick region. This includes 
training 75 in-service teachers and 300 preservice teachers on the science of bilingual / 
multilingual reading and developing support for MOHEBS to improve language-sensitive 
structured pedagogies as well as supplementary materials to support students’ literacy 
development. The program includes teacher training, coaching school visits, and follow up and 
support via WhatsApp.  

AIR also conducted an independent evaluation of the Ndaw Wune remedial education program, 
which provides afterschool instruction in Senegalese languages to over 4,000 struggling readers 
in Grades 2 and 3. The evaluation showed significant impacts on foundational literacy sub-skills 
of letter knowledge and decoding, and on reading comprehension in Senegalese national 
languages. Phonological awareness, oral language skills and most numeracy skills did not show 
significant impact.92  

Despite its strong adoption of national languages in the initial FLN acquisition and an evidence-
driven gradual transition model, MOHEBS remains a programmatic remediation model in 
pockets of the education system, not a systemwide mandate that is formally codified in 
national legislation. Although its four implementation components (communication, training, 
materials, and monitoring) are strongly built out, its deployment depends on further financing 
and institutional commitment. It also needs further evidence for design of precise timing and 
amount of each skill need to be taught across the curriculum for better biliteracy outcomes and 
transition to French. An advisor to the MEN’s bilingual programming also claimed that the 
rollout of MOHEBS has been limited by weak coordination among actors and a lack of political 
engagement at a high level.93 The feasibility of the implementation process is further 
complicated by the uncertain funding environment because of USAID’s closure.  

Several key informants from the MEN suggested that the initial plans to extend bilingual 
instruction to mathematics and science subjects beyond reading and language in several areas 
have stalled at least to some extent, following the withdrawal of external funding.94, 95, 96 As one 
MOHEBS official noted in a stakeholder consultation conducted by the research team:  

“Thus far, the bilingual curriculum only focuses on reading and language comprehension. 
MOHEBS had planned a bilingual math curriculum for development and piloting, beginning with 
CI/Grade 1. However, with the elimination of USAID funding for RELIT, the status of the 
extension of the curriculum to math and other subject areas is uncertain.”97 
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Another stakeholder shared: “the Gates Foundation will fund the math program. Textbooks for 
grade 1 have been distributed and teaching is starting at BTS 2025. Second grade math books 
are in development for BTS 2026.” 

A third stakeholder noted that although strategies to mobilize resources have been put in place, 
the question of financing remains crucial to ensure the continuity of the reform: “The 
withdrawal of donors, such as USAID, creates uncertainty about the sustainability of the 
program. Although strategies have been put in place to mobilize resources, the issue of 
financing remains crucial to ensure the continuity and effectiveness of the reform.”98  

Meanwhile, national technical teams, which were trained by LPT and RELIT, are continuing the 
work, and project resources (e.g., equipment and vehicles) were transferred to the MEN.99, 100 
The Gates Foundation and the World Bank continue to support the MOHEBS, while other 
national actors have committed to including bilingual programming more extensively in the 
national budget and continuing to implement the program even with limited resources.101, 102 

Despite these constraints, the growing recognition of bilingual education in official discourse 
demonstrates significant progress toward the official adoption of national languages in the 
education system. However, Senegal currently experiences a transitional policy environment 
for bilingual education. Although the government’s adoption of the MOHEBS approach as a 
national model signals progress, the absence of legislative backing and full internal budgetary 
support limits its full institutionalization. The current approach emphasizes gradual expansion 
through learning-based adaptation, but long-term success requires sustained political 
commitment, formal regulatory frameworks, and stronger integration into national education 
planning systems. 

Evidence and Data 

To answer the questions in the next tier of 
the BUILD Framework, we conducted an 
analysis of as comprehensive a set of 
secondary data and existing evidence of 
students’ FLN and language abilities in 
Senegal that was available to us at the time of this publication. We also reviewed the linguistic 
properties of the languages that students are expected to learn to better inform the 
programmatic design of the curriculum mirroring the science of reading.  
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Foundational Learning Skills 
In this section, we address the first question in the Evidence and Data tier: 

What are learners’ current FLN levels across different languages, and how are these assessed? 

First, we describe some of Senegal’s large-scale FLN assessments, then we document student 
learning outcomes from these assessments over the years, assess student literacy 
development, and discuss the challenges to student achievement and some of the 
interventions that are shown to improve FLN outcomes. 

FLN Data Sources 

We analyzed multiple datasets to address BUILD framework questions on foundational literacy, 
oral language skills, and cross-linguistic decoding relationships, including potential transfer 
thresholds between L1 and L2, consistent with the SoBR and BUILD theoretical framework. 

We gathered and analyzed the most recent nationally representative foundational learning 
data, which included Programme d'Analyse des Systèmes Éducatifs de la CONFEMEN (PASEC) 
assessments, Service Delivery Indicators (SDI) surveys, Jàngandoo assessments, and the 
Situation Economique et Sociale Nationale annual education report data. Other sources 
included regionally focused foundational learning data drawn from development program 
evaluations, academic reports, and EGRA from the LPT, Hewlett Foundation-supported 
“Evaluation des Compétences Fondamentales en Lecture au Sénégal,” and EdData funded by 
the World Bank. 

We conducted new primary analyses of the existing GPE KIX dataset to answer the BUILD 
framework questions. Compiled by AIR during a previous grant, the GPE KIX dataset provides a 
detailed picture of student learning outcomes, student and teacher language abilities, and 
classroom practices in Senegal. We selected two regions (Dakar and Fatick) to ensure 
complementarity but not overlap with a USAID-funded study on LoI (LITES, described below). 
Further, these two regions capture the linguistic diversity and bilingual education programs 
(i.e., ARED and USAID’s Renforcement de la Lecture Initiale pour Tous [Reinforcement of 
Reading for All, or RELIT]) that were already in existence in these regions, thus supporting the 
use of the research results for policy making.  

The KIX dataset consists of a sample of 70 total schools, evenly split among the regions and 
across urban and rural districts. From each school, we sampled students from Grades 2 and 4, 
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recognizing that the medium of instruction is meant to 
progressively change to French starting in this range in 
Senegal and the other KIX focal countries and that Grade 2 
literacy is an internationally recognized grade for measuring 
foundational literacy metrics. This approach enabled us to 
detect thresholds, as these are the earliest grades in which 
we are likely to see relatively normal distributions in 
reading scores in both L1 and L2. We randomly selected 
approximately 12 students per grade level from each school 
for a total sample of approximately 1,680 students per 
country or 5,040 total students. In sample schools with fewer than 12 students in Grade 2 or 
Grade 4 classes, we sampled all students in the class. 

In addition, we leveraged data from the USAID-Notre Dame LITES study, in which AIR played a 
co-principal investigator role, to analyze student literacy subskills and student and teacher 
attitudes about their first (L1) and second (L2) languages in the classroom. The LITES study 
sampled 1,192 students and 146 teachers in third- and fourth-grade classes (cours elémentaire 
[CE]1 and CE2) in 2023 across 60 schools in the Kaolack and Matam regions, conducting EGRA 
student surveys, teacher surveys/assessments, and classroom observations. These assessments 
were conducted in Wolof or Pulaar as L1 and French as L2. We analyzed data through basic 
descriptive summary statistics. Though these data are not nationally representative, they 
provide more insight into how school conditions relate to student literacy outcomes in their L1 
and L2. We present the data/reports reviewed for the quantitative analysis in Exhibit 1.   

The PASEC assessments provide one of the most comprehensive longitudinal views of 
foundational learning outcomes in Senegal. PASEC assesses reading (French) and mathematics 
in Grade 2 (administered individually) and Grade 6 (administered in a group) and groups scores 
onto competency scales, covering approximately 2,880 Grade 2 and 4,500 Grade 6 students 
nationally in 2019.103 Senegal participated in MILO, where the Australian Council for 
Educational Research (ACER) and UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS) administered AMPL tests 
aligned with SDG 4.1.1b MPLs to Grade 6 students in June 2021, with results reported as the 
share meeting or exceeding the global minimum proficiency level. These AMPL results are 
explicitly benchmarked against PASEC 2019 and are not the same cut points as PASEC’s 
“threshold of competence.”104  The cut-points for the MPLs on the AMPL scale were 
determined from a standard setting exercise undertaken with the MILO participating countries 
in 2021. The MPL cut points for PASEC were determined from proficiency levels applied to the 
empirical achievement scale. The PASEC assessments and associated proficiency levels 
considered the content that students would be expected to be familiar with at the end of Grade 
6 and were used to describe the range of abilities found in the populations that PASEC targeted.  

Key Takeaway 
The government’s adoption of 
MOHEBS as a national model 
signals significant progress toward 
the official adoption of national 
languages in the education system. 
Yet the absence of legislative 
backing and full internal budgetary 
support limits its full 
institutionalization, thus exhibiting 
Senegal’s transitional policy 
environment. 
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At a national level, the national SNERS system regularly assesses CP/CE2/CM2 in French and 
mathematics and is used for policy planning. Analyses note both its rich disaggregation and 
some methodological critiques.105, 106 USAID’s LPT ran EGRAs at Grades 1–2 in Wolof, Pulaar, 
and Seereer (with some French subtasks), which we report in this document. The midline report 
details sampling, subtasks, and targets.107 Finally, Jàngandoo’s household-based, multilanguage 
assessments cover ages 6–14 (reading, arithmetic, general culture), capturing out-of-school 
children and offering a complementary lens on foundational skills.108, 109 

These various types of assessments illuminate different dimensions of student learning and the 
foundational learning environment. For example, national assessments (SNERS) provide 
internal monitoring across CP/CE2/CM2 in French and mathematics and are used for planning, 
with growing attention to disaggregation and quality, but public, up-to-date numeric 
summaries are less readily accessible than PASEC/MILO/LPT reports. Sector diagnostics 
describe SNERS’ regular administration and use (including sex disaggregation and regional 
reporting) and note both its importance for steering quality and occasional technical limitations 
raised by partners.110 Independent syntheses focused on Senegal also report improvements in 
foundational outcomes between 2014 and 2019, triangulating trends seen in PASEC and 
national monitoring.111 On the other hand, household surveys such as Jàngandoo complement 
school-based testing by illuminating learning across languages for all children—including those 
out of school—offering a broader picture of foundational learning in practice.112, 113 

FLN Assessment Data 
Educational assessment data collected over several decades 
in Senegal reveals a complex picture of foundational 
learning outcomes, with persistent challenges alongside 
modest improvements in specific areas. Across data 
sources, we see a steady, if uneven, improvement in 
Senegal’s foundational learning over the past three 
decades. 

Early longitudinal work that followed the 1996 PASEC Grade 
2/CP cohort shows that very weak early literacy and mathematics skills translated into poor 
progression, with only 20% of pupils who were in the bottom quintile of the 1996 French test 
managing to complete primary school seven years later, versus 73% of those in the top quintile. 
Similar gaps appeared in mathematics, and math scores were closely correlated with later 
attainment, measured seven years later on primary school completion and achievement in 
higher grades.114  

Key Takeaway 
Senegal has shown a steady, if 
uneven, improvement in 
foundational learning over the past 
three decades. The number of 
students achieving proficiency has 
increased significantly, but a large 
disparity remains between the 
highest and lowest achieving 
students.  

https://palnetwork.org/jangandoo


 

37 | AIR.ORG   BUILD Senegal Report 

By the 2014 cycle, Senegal posted the highest average reading score in French in Francophone 
Africa, yet fewer than half of Grade 6/CM2 pupils mastered basic competencies in French. 
Senegal ranked first in late-primary reading and near the top in mathematics, but it was also 
the system with the largest performance dispersion between its best- and worst-performing 
students.115 National-level calculations show that only 38.9% of Grade 6/CM2 children reached 
the “sufficient proficiency” threshold (“pupils can read simple sentences and understand short 
texts with familiar vocabulary”) in reading French, and just 41.2% did so in mathematics.116 

Results from the 2019 PASEC similarly document sizeable gains, especially in reading French, 
but they point to a persistent tail of low achievement.117 Between 2014 and 2019, the share of 
Senegalese Grade 6/CM2 pupils achieving minimum proficiency jumped to 74.7% in reading 
and 65% in mathematics.118, 119 Senegal is now one of only four PASEC countries in which a 
defined majority of pupils clear the mathematics benchmark.120  

The 2014–2019 comparison shows that Senegal nearly doubled the proportion of proficient 
French readers and added 24% points in math proficiency, but equity gaps remain. Reading 
proficiency rose by 36% points and math by 23.8% points, the fastest progress among the 10 
countries that participated in both assessments.121 Yet performance still varies sharply across 
schools and regions: the 2019 report notes that Senegal combines the best school 
infrastructure index in the sample with wide between-school score variance, signaling pockets 
of persistent low performance.122 

Regional disparities in learning outcomes within Senegal remain stark, as demonstrated by 
disaggregated assessment data. The PASEC 2019 assessment revealed that students in the 
Dakar region consistently outperformed their peers in other regions, with 62.3% reaching the 
minimum French reading proficiency, compared to just 28.4% in Sédhiou and 32.1% in 
Diourbel.123 Similar patterns appeared in mathematics performance, with a 33.7%-point gap 
between the highest- and lowest-performing regions. These regional differences correlate 
strongly with socioeconomic factors, teacher qualifications, and infrastructure quality, 
indicating complex, multifaceted causes for learning disparities that require targeted 
interventions beyond simple national policy prescriptions.124 

Gender disparities in foundational learning outcomes in Senegal also show important trends 
over time. PASEC data from 2007 showed boys outperforming girls in mathematics by 8.7% 
points in Grade 2/CP, but differences in French reading were minimal.125 By 2019, this gap had 
narrowed considerably to 3.2% points in mathematics, and girls had begun to outperform boys 
in reading by a small margin of 2.8% points.123 This trend toward gender parity, or even a slight 
female advantage in reading, represents a notable shift in educational patterns in Senegal. 



 

38 | AIR.ORG   BUILD Senegal Report 

However, significant gender disparities persist in educational access and completion, 
particularly in rural areas where social and economic factors continue to disadvantage girls.126 

The Jàngandoo assessment, a nationally representative household-based evaluation of learning 
outcomes in Senegal, provides additional evidence of foundational learning challenges. This 
assessment is particularly valuable because it evaluates children regardless of school 
enrollment status, thus capturing learning outcomes for both in-school and out-of-school 
children. In its 2016 iteration, Jàngandoo found that only 26% of children aged 9–16 could 
successfully complete a set of basic reading (across French, Wolof, Pulaar, and Seereer), writing, 
and mathematics tasks at the expected level for their age.127 The 2019 round showed modest 
improvement, with 31% of children demonstrating minimum proficiency, yet still indicating that 
more than two thirds of Senegalese children lack basic foundational skills despite significant 
increases in school enrollment rates.128 

At the end of primary school (Grade 6), PASEC 2019 shows relatively high shares of Senegalese 
students above PASEC’s “threshold of competence,” especially in reading in French, with 
notable gains since 2014. In 2019, 74.7% of Grade 6 students were above the reading threshold 
(up from 61.1% in 2014), and 65% were above the mathematics threshold (up from 58.8% in 
2014). Girls outperformed boys in reading at the end of primary, but math showed no gender 
gap. These patterns are consistent with PASEC regionwide trends.129 At the beginning of 
primary (Grade 2), 47.7% were above the reading threshold (up from 28.9% in 2014) and 79.1% 
were above the math threshold (up from 62.3% in 2014), indicating strong early numeracy 
relative to early reading.130 These PASEC thresholds are PASEC-specific constructs based on 
ordered proficiency scales; they cannot be interpreted as SDG 4.1.1b MPLs.131 

Using the global SDG 4.1.1b benchmark (MILO/AMPL), Senegal’s Grade 6 proficiency rates are 
lower—13.3% in reading and 34.0% in mathematics in 2021—but broadly steady, relative to 
pre-pandemic 2019, underscoring that different standards yield different percentages. AMPL 
was administered in French to nationally representative Grade 6 samples in June 2021 and 
scaled to a global MPL. The UIS and ACER emphasize that AMPL/MPLs are set through standard-
setting aligned to the Global Proficiency Framework, which is distinct from PASEC’s 
country/regional scales—hence the large numerical differences between “above threshold” 
(PASEC) and “at MPL” (SDG 4.1.1b).132, 133 

Regional and urban–rural disparities are substantial, with the Dakar metro area far ahead on 
SDG-aligned MPLs and rural interior regions struggling, a pattern echoed in early-grade 
language assessments. In AMPL 2021, the share of Grade 6 students at or above MPL reached 
39.6% in reading and 61.1% in math in Dakar, versus single-digit reading MPLs and very low 
math MPLs in regions such as Kolda (reading 2.0%/math 10.7%) and Kédougou (reading 
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5.7%,math 8.4%), and intermediate results in other regions and departments of Dakar (e.g., 
Pikine/Guédiawaye and Rufisque).134 LPT EGRAs also report marked location effects: rural 
schools in Pulaar and Seereer zones had significantly lower performance (e.g., rural CP learners 
identifying 8–17 fewer words than urban peers on certain subtasks), reinforcing the urban 
advantage.135 PASEC’s Senegal brief likewise notes “disparities between zones” at both the 
start and end of primary.136 

Putting the pieces together, Senegal’s FLN profile shows (a) strong improvement from 2014–
2019 in both early and end-of-primary achievement on PASEC’s scales; (b) low but steady 
performance at the global MPL benchmark post-COVID-19 in 2021, especially in reading; (c) 
pronounced regional and urban-rural divides; and (d) meaningful early-grade gains in L1 reading 
with language-of-instruction alignment. The PASEC rise is visible at both Grade 2 and Grade 6 in 
language and math, and the AMPL/MPL lens (a more demanding, globally-aligned cut score) 
shows how far systems must still go to reach SDG 4.1.1b, particularly outside Dakar.137, 138 
Meanwhile, USAID-funded LPT EGRAs confirm L1 reading momentum but also underscore 
persistent disparities by language group and location and the need to support French literacy 
development as a second language through upper-primary.139 

Literacy Skill Development 

EGRA and LITES data from Senegal, collected mostly in French, Wolof, Pulaar, and Seereer, 
highlight persistent challenges in foundational literacy. Although students show some decoding 
ability, their comprehension remains low, with average reading fluency far below benchmarks 
and comprehension scores averaging at just 30%.140  

EGRA conducted in Senegal provide detailed insights into specific literacy skill development. A 
2009 EGRA baseline found that Grade 3/CE1 students read at an average speed of only 12 
words per minute in French, far below the 45–60 words per minute benchmark considered 
necessary for comprehension.141 Even more concerning, 80% of assessed Grade 3/CE1 students 
could not correctly answer a single comprehension question about a simple text they had read. 
A follow-up assessment in 2015 showed modest improvement, with average oral reading 
fluency increasing to 17 words per minute, yet still well below functional literacy thresholds.142 
These results highlight the specific challenges students face in developing automaticity and 
fluency in reading French, an essential foundation for all subsequent learning. 

AIR and the University of Notre Dame’s recent LITES project offer a picture of Grade 3/CE1 and 
Grade 4/CE2 students’ literacy skills in the Kaolack and Matam regions of Senegal, where 
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students used Wolof and Pulaar as their home languages (i.e., L1).3 We present details from the 
assessments in Figure 5.  

Figure 5. Student literacy task scores 

 
Note. N = 1,192 across Grade 3/CE1 and Grade 4/CE2 students in Kaolack and Matam regions. 
Source. Authors’ calculations using LITES data. 

• Beginning letter sounds: There was no meaningful difference between students’ ability 
to identify beginning letter sounds in L1 and French (83% and 86%, respectively). 

• Invented words: Students’ ability to read invented words was better in French than in L1 
by a difference of 8%–32% in L1 and 40% in French. 

• Oral reading fluency: Students performed better in oral reading fluency in French than 
L1, as students could read 64% when in French but only 42% when in Wolof or Pulaar. 

• Reading comprehension: Reading comprehension levels were the lowest among all 
subskills in both L1 and French. When students were tested on comprehension by 
having to answer questions related to a story they had read, the average score was only 
30%. 

• Reading comprehension—picture matching: When students were tested on 
comprehension by having to identify images that corresponded to descriptions of 
images they had read, the average score was 55% in L1 and 52% in French. 

 
3 Note that according to the MOHEBS curriculum, Senegalese languages are used for instruction in the 
early grades, and French becomes the primary language of instruction by the time children reach CE1 
and CE2. 
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• Receptive vocabulary: Children had better receptive vocabulary in their L1 (88%) when 
compared to French (74%). 

These results were very similar between Wolof- and Pulaar-speaking students. The only notable 
difference was that reading comprehension in French was much higher for Pulaar-speaking 
students (42%) than Wolof-speaking students (20%); however, reading comprehension in L1 
was higher for Wolof-speaking students (33%) than Pulaar-speaking students (26%).  

Additional EGRA data were collected in 2025 as part of the Gates Foundation Science of 
Teaching project in the Tambacounda and Kédougou regions.143 Students from Grade 1/CP 
were tested on expressive vocabulary and oral comprehension in French. The average scores 
for both these modules, shown in Figure 6, indicate that French comprehension is quite low 
among students entering the school system. Further, about a quarter of the students scored 
zero on the oral comprehension test. Students in Tambacounda are more proficient when 
compared to students in Kédougou. 

Figure 6. Grade 1 student French scores 

 
Note. N = 1,514 Grade 1/CP students in Tambacounda and Kédougou regions. 
Source. Authors’ calculations using Gates Foundation Science of Teaching data.  

Challenges to Achievement 
Analyses of our data sets (SDI surveys, PASEC, national education report, and rapid post 
pandemic assessment) reveal that notable challenges with teacher quality, student 
absenteeism, low rates of primary completion, and the COVID-19 pandemic have also impacted 
student achievement. 
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Teacher quality metrics consistently emerge as powerful 
predictors of learning outcomes in Senegal. The SDI survey, 
which provides important insights into the quality of 
educational inputs and their relationship with learning 
outcomes in Senegal, found that in 2012, Senegalese 
teachers were absent from school 18% of the time and, 
when present, spent only 38% of their scheduled instructional time actually teaching.144 This 
translates to students receiving only about three hours of actual instruction per day rather than 
the scheduled five hours. Moreover, the survey revealed significant deficiencies in teacher 
content knowledge, with only 29% of teachers demonstrating mastery of the primary 
curriculum they were responsible for teaching. These service delivery challenges directly 
correlate with learning outcomes, as schools with higher teacher presence and time-on-task 
showed significantly better student performance in both reading and mathematics. An analysis 
of PASEC 2014 data revealed that teacher content knowledge explained approximately 22% of 
the variance in student learning outcomes after controlling for socioeconomic and other 
factors.145 More recent SDI data from 2017 found that teachers’ pedagogical knowledge and 
practices, particularly in reading instruction, correlated even more strongly with student 
achievement than subject content knowledge alone.146 These findings suggest that investments 
in teacher quality, including both content knowledge and pedagogical skills, especially in terms 
of bilingual education pedagogy, represent high-leverage opportunities for improving bilingual 
foundational learning outcomes.  

Among students, school dropout and low rates of primary completion also pose system-level 
challenges to reaching FLN goals. Data from the Situation Economique et Sociale Nationale 
(National Economic and Social Situation) annual education report reveal that high dropout 
rates—10.0% in 2017 and 10.6% in 2018—continue to undermine educational continuity, 
particularly in regions such as Kaffrine, where nearly one in five students leave school before 
completing primary education.147 These dropout patterns correspond with low primary 
completion rates, with just 55.5% of students passing the CFEE in 2018, down from 58.3% in 
2016. 

In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic significantly disrupted educational progress in Senegal, 
with particular impacts on foundational learning outcomes. A rapid assessment conducted after 
schools reopened in November 2020 found evidence of substantial learning losses, with 
students performing at average levels equivalent to 0.8 grade levels below pre-pandemic 
expectations.148 These setbacks were most pronounced among students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds who had limited access to remote learning opportunities during school closures. 
Remediation efforts since reopening have shown mixed results, with preliminary data 
suggesting that learning recovery has been slow and uneven across regions.149 Nonetheless, 

Key Takeaway  
Teacher absenteeism, gaps in 
teacher knowledge, student dropout, 
and the COVID-19 pandemic have 
posed significant challenges to 
student achievement in Senegal.  
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comparing AMPL 2021 to PASEC-linked 2019 baselines shows no statistically significant change 
due to COVID-19 disruptions.150 

Interventions to Improve FLN Outcomes  
Targeted intervention programs, particularly those that 
integrate bilingual education in national languages and 
French, demonstrate potential for improving specific 
aspects of foundational learning in Senegal.  

The USAID-funded LPT program, implemented in six regions 
between 2016–2021, showed significant positive effects on 
early reading outcomes. Midline evaluations found that students in intervention schools could 
identify 43% more letter sounds and read 26% more familiar words correctly than students in 
comparison schools.151 The midline results also showed large increases in mean oral reading 
fluency scores, as well as in the proportion of students meeting fluency benchmarks. Overall, 
students in the program showed average gains in reading of 13-18 correct words per minute 
(cwpm) across languages in Grade 2/CP (after two years of implementation). These gains were 
associated with reductions in zero scores, which ranged from 25% to 29% points lower.152 
There was an overall 29%-point increase in the proportion of students meeting the program’s 
oral reading and reading comprehension benchmarks as well. These results suggest that LoI 
policies substantially impact foundational learning acquisition, with approaches in students’ L1s 
showing promise for improving early-grade outcomes. 

By language, early-grade reading results in Wolof, Pulaar, and Seereer improved substantially 
between baseline (2017) and midline (2019), but proficiency remains far from universal and 
varies by language, highlighting the importance of L1 instruction and language match at home 
and school. On the LPT benchmark (≥25 cwpm and ≥60% comprehension in the national 
language at CP), 29.0% of Grade 2 students met the standard in 2019, up from 0.3% at baseline; 
disaggregated, Wolof reached 35.9%, Pulaar 21.7%, and Seereer 16.6%.153 Average oral reading 
fluency and reading comprehension scores in the national languages rose sharply, and zero 
scores (being unable to read any words/answer any comprehension items) fell dramatically 
across languages between 2017 and 2019.154  

Thus far, the bilingual programs have focused more heavily on reading in students’ L1 rather 
than skills across the language arts curriculum, on French reading or on full bilingualism in the 
programming, which is reflected in the results. Early improvements in national language 
reading scores are clearer than the improvements in French performance in the same cohorts. 
In the 2019 midline, CP students’ L2 French oral reading fluency averaged roughly 11–16 cwpm 
across language groups (lower than in L1), and L2 French reading comprehension correctness 

Key Takeaway 
Targeted intervention programs, 
particularly those that integrate 
bilingual education in students’ home 
languages and French, have led to 
improvements in foundational 
learning in Senegal.  
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hovered about ~18%–31%, illustrating lower scores at the time of testing and with less 
exposure to learning in French.155 This pattern is consistent with the assessment design 
(national languages as LoI in early grades with supplemental French tasks) and with broader 
evidence that L1-first approaches support foundational decoding before transfer to L2 texts.156 

Despite these improvements, MEN stakeholders have noted that LPT was not fully successful in 
reaching its goal of 70% of students achieving proficiency in national languages, partially due to 
interruptions in teaching due to the pandemic and a lack of rigorous assessment measures.157  

Overview of Orthographic Properties of Senegalese Languages and Linguistic  
Abilities of Children 
In this section, we provide research insights into various aspects of the linguistic landscape of 
Senegal that are critical to informing the design of biliteracy curricula. First, we reveal data on 
student and teacher language proficiency skills in the key languages. Second, we provide a 
detailed description of the orthographic properties of the target languages to better ascertain 
the scope and sequence and trajectory of the skills within a biliteracy curriculum. Third, we 
examine the evidence on the degree and nature of cross-linguistic transfer between national 
language and French reading skills to inform timing and nature of transition from national 
language to French reading. Together, we provide a comprehensive view of the evidence 
needed to design biliteracy curricula, TLMs, and teacher professional development materials. In 
doing so, we respond to the following questions: 

What languages do teachers and learners understand best, and how do these align with the 
current LoI? 

Which factors influence L1–L2 transfer and transition processes? 

Demographics and Regional Distribution 
Senegal presents a linguistically diverse landscape characterized by numerous Senegalese 
languages alongside the official language, French, reflecting the country's ethnic diversity and 
colonial history. Professor Adjaratou Sall, linguist at the Université Cheikh Anta Diop, explained 
that 25 languages are currently spoken across Senegal (although the debate about the 
definition of languages and their dialects continues). Of those 25 languages, 22 are codified, 
meaning that orthographic and grammatical norms have been established, allowing the 
language to be taught in schools. 

French serves as the official language of Senegal, yet it is spoken as a first language by only 
approximately 0.6% of the population, primarily among the educated elite in urban centers.158 
Recent data confirm that many students enter school with limited French vocabulary and oral 
comprehension, with stark regional disparities.159 Despite this low percentage of first language 
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speakers, French maintains its prominence as the language of government, secondary and 
higher education, and formal business sectors. The low rate of French spoken as a first language 
underscores its status primarily as a second/additional language, with varying proficiency levels 
across the population, depending on educational attainment and urban-rural residence 
patterns. An estimated 24%–30% of Senegalese can communicate effectively in French, though 
proficiency is heavily concentrated in urban areas.160 

Wolof stands as the most widely spoken language in Senegal, serving as the first language for 
approximately 38%–40% of the population and functioning as a lingua franca for up to 90% of 
Senegalese across ethnic boundaries.161 The prevalence of Wolof extends well beyond its native 
speaker base, as it also functions as the primary language of interethnic communication in 
markets, public spaces, and informal settings throughout much of the country. Wolof 
dominates in western and central regions, particularly in the regions of Dakar, Thiès, Diourbel, 
Louga, and parts of Saint-Louis and Kaolack.162 The concentration of Wolof speakers in 
economically and politically significant urban centers, particularly Dakar, has contributed to its 
growing influence and the gradual “Wolofization” of urban spaces throughout the country. 
Census comparisons between 2002 and 2013 show an increase in Wolof speakers in all major 
urban centers, reflecting both demographic shifts through migration and language shifts among 
urban populations.163 This trend toward “Wolofization” appears particularly pronounced 
among young urban residents, with sociolinguistic studies indicating that approximately 15%–
30% of young people in major cities outside the Wolof heartland are adopting Wolof as their 
primary language despite different linguistic backgrounds.164 This shift accelerates in contexts 
of interethnic marriage and reflects the growing socioeconomic advantages associated with 
Wolof proficiency in urban settings. 

Pulaar (also called Fula or Fulfulde) represents the second-most widely spoken first language in 
Senegal, with approximately 24% of the population identifying as native speakers.165 This 
language predominates in northern and eastern Senegal, particularly in the regions of Matam, 
Saint-Louis, Tambacounda, and parts of Kolda. Pulaar exists in several dialectal variants across 
Senegal, with the Fouta Toro dialect prevalent in the Senegal River Valley region and the 
Fulakunda dialect more common in eastern and southern areas.166 The geographic distribution 
of Pulaar corresponds largely with historical settlement patterns of pastoral Fulani people, 
though significant Pulaar-speaking communities now exist in urban centers throughout the 
country. 

Seereer constitutes the third largest language group, spoken as a first language by 
approximately 14.7% of the Senegalese population.167 Seereer speakers predominantly reside 
in the central-western regions of Fatick, western Kaolack, and parts of Thiès, areas that are 
traditionally associated with the Seereer ethnic group. Several dialects of Seereer exist, 
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including Seereer-Sine (the most widely spoken variant) and Seereer-Noon, which vary in their 
mutual intelligibility.168 The geographic concentration of Seereer in these central regions 
reflects historical settlement patterns that have remained relatively stable despite significant 
rural-to-urban migration in recent decades. 

Joola languages (also spelled Diola), encompassing several related varieties, are spoken by 
approximately 5% of the Senegalese population, primarily in the southwestern Casamance 
region, particularly in Ziguinchor and parts of Sédhiou.169 The Joola language group includes 
several distinct varieties with varying degrees of mutual intelligibility, including Fogny (the most 
widely spoken), Kasa, and Karon, reflecting the complex ethnolinguistic landscape of the 
Casamance region. This linguistic diversity within the broader Joola classification presents 
particular challenges for educational planning and standardization efforts in the region.170 

Mandinka (also called Mandingo) serves as the first language for approximately 4% of 
Senegalese, concentrated primarily in southern and eastern regions, particularly Kédougou, 
eastern Tambacounda, and parts of Kolda and Sédhiou.171 As part of the broader Manding 
language continuum, Mandinka in Senegal shares linguistic features with variants spoken in 
neighboring Gambia, Guinea-Bissau, Mali, and Guinea. The distribution of Mandinka 
corresponds to historical patterns of the Mandinka empire and subsequent migrations, with 
contemporary communities maintaining strong cultural and linguistic connections across 
national boundaries. 

Sooninke speakers constitute approximately 2.3% of the population, residing predominantly in 
northeastern Senegal, particularly eastern Tambacounda and parts of Matam along the border 
with Mali.172 Historically associated with trade networks across the Sahel, Sooninke 
communities maintain strong transnational connections, with significant diaspora populations 
throughout West Africa and beyond. The geographic distribution of Sooninke in Senegal 
represents the western extent of a broader Soninke-speaking area that extends into Mali and 
Mauritania.173 

Regional linguistic patterns in Senegal generally follow historical settlement patterns while 
showing increasing complexity due to internal migration and urbanization. The Dakar region, 
although historically Wolof-dominant, now presents the country’s most linguistically diverse 
area due to substantial in-migration from all regions of Senegal. Census data indicate that 
approximately 85% of Dakar residents can communicate in Wolof, though only about 55% 
identify it as their first language.174 Northern regions (Saint-Louis, Matam) feature a mixture of 
Wolof and Pulaar, with Pulaar predominating in rural areas and along the Senegal River. The 
central-western “peanut basin” regions (Thiès, Diourbel, Fatick, and Kaolack) demonstrate a 
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complex linguistic landscape with Wolof predominating in urban centers and northern areas, 
whereas Seereer maintains strength in specific traditional territories.175 

Southern Senegal presents the country’s most linguistically diverse region, with Casamance 
featuring complex patterns of Joola languages, Mandinka, Balanta, Manjaku, and increasingly 
Wolof, particularly in urban centers such as Ziguinchor.176 Eastern regions (Tambacounda, 
Kédougou) feature a mixture of Pulaar, Mandinka, Soninke, and numerous smaller language 
communities. These complex regional linguistic patterns present significant challenges for 
educational planning and service delivery, particularly given the limited resources available for 
developing materials and training teachers in multiple languages. 

This detailed linguistic landscape provides critical information for selecting an initial LoI to teach 
foundational skills. It also underscores the value of objective language mapping studies, 
especially in dynamic and complex multilingual environments with dialectical differences and 
highlights the importance of placing teachers in classrooms where their language skills align 
with those of their students. Together, these elements can work to ensure that the language 
pillar of the biliteracy house can effectively support the structure needed for foundational 
learning.  

Linguistic Properties  
Wolof, Pulaar, Seereer, Mandinka, Sooninke, and Joola, each used for bilingual instruction 
through MOHEBS, represent the most prominent of the 25 recognized national languages in 
Senegal. For a language to qualify for use as an LoI in the education system, it must meet the 
following criteria: a) be the subject of prior codification, b) be relatively well researched in 
terms of linguistic description (e.g., phonetics, phonology, morphology, syntax, terminology, 
dialectology), c) have good didactic, literary, and scientific output, and d) have reference works 
available (e.g., dictionaries, specialized lexicons)177 

According to Mbacké Diagne (technical advisor to the MEN), Senegal, like several African 
countries, adopted the principle of “harmonized African orthography” in which a sound (i.e., 
phoneme) corresponds to a single grapheme, which allows for easier acquisition in terms of 
decoding and learning the grapheme-phonology mappings.178 For 14 of the 22 codified179 
national languages of Senegal, the government has issued decrees to standardize the grammar 
and orthography. As follows, we describe some of the orthographic, morphologic, phonologic, 
and syntactical features for the six national languages currently used in the education system, 
some similarities and differences to French, and how that may influence literacy acquisition and 
educational outcomes for students.  
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Wolof, the most widely spoken national language in Senegal, has three established 
orthographic systems: an officially recognized Latin-based alphabet used in the formal school 
system, an Arabic-based script called Wolofal used in religious education, and a minority writing 
system called Garay used in some artistic contexts.180 The Latin-based Wolof orthography, 
which we will focus on, was standardized in 1971 and updated in 2005. It uses 27 letters—24 
letters from the Latin alphabet plus three additional characters: ñ, ŋ, and ë.181, 182 This 
standardized orthography demonstrates high orthographic transparency183 with nearly 
consistent one-to-one phoneme-grapheme correspondences. The relationships between 
sounds and symbols are remarkably regular, potentially facilitating more rapid decoding 
acquisition compared to French.  

Pulaar (also called Fula or Fulfulde) uses a standardized Latin-based alphabetic writing system 
consisting of 28 letters.184 The orthographic system for Pulaar was standardized across West 
Africa in the 1966 Bamako Conference and further refined through subsequent linguistic 
meetings.185 Pulaar orthography exhibits high transparency, with consistent sound–symbol 
correspondences and relatively straightforward spelling rules. The writing system effectively 
represents the language’s complex phonological features, including its distinctive consonant 
gradation system, where consonants systematically alternate between different forms 
depending on grammatical context. The representation of these phonological aspects in the 
orthography creates a system that, though initially requiring learners to master a larger 
inventory of graphemes than French, ultimately provides a more predictable reading and 
writing experience.186 

Seereer employs a standardized Latin-based alphabetic writing system. The modern Seereer 
orthography includes 33 letters and 43 graphemes, with numerous digraphs and special 
characters to represent its phonological system.187, 188 The orthography demonstrates 
reasonable transparency in sound–symbol relationships despite its larger orthographic breadth. 
A particular orthographic challenge in Seereer involves the representation of its complex vowel 
system, which includes contrastive vowel length and nasalization. These features are 
systematically represented in the standardized orthography, but they require learners to 
distinguish subtle phonological contrasts that may not be salient to speakers of other 
Senegalese languages.189 

Mandinka (also called Mandingo) uses a standardized Latin-based alphabetic writing system 
established through regional cooperation efforts. The Mandinka orthography employs 25 
letters, including several digraphs representing specific consonant sounds.190, 191 As with other 
Senegalese languages, Mandinka orthography demonstrates relatively high transparency in its 
sound–symbol correspondences. A distinctive feature of the Mandinka writing system is its 
representation of tones, which are lexically and grammatically significant in the language. In 
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standard orthography, tones are typically not marked, creating potential ambiguity for readers, 
though some educational materials include tone marking to facilitate learning.192 This omission 
of tone marking represents a compromise between orthographic simplicity and complete 
phonological representation. 

Joola employs a Latin-based alphabet of 24 letters.193 Like many other Senegalese languages, 
Joola includes prenasalized consonants beginning with the letters m or n, such as “mb,” “ng,” 
and “nd.”194 It also distinguishes the length and tension of vowel sounds, expressing length by 
doubling the vowels (e.g., “ii,” “aa,” and “uu”) and expressing tension with an acute accent 
(e.g., é).195 Joola also makes extensive use of prefixes and suffixes, for example, to designate 
definite and indefinite nouns, possessives, and negations. Subjects and objects are also affixed 
to a verb. For example, the phrase “I saw” is expressed with a single word, “nijujuk,” and then 
changed to “he saw” by editing the prefix to produce “najujuk.” With the addition of “oo” as in 
“nijukoojuk,” the phrase becomes “I saw it.” 

Sooninke, also spelled “Soninke,” uses a 26-letter alphabet that does not include the letters “v” 
and “z,” similar to several other Senegalese languages, and it also includes “ñ” and “ŋ.”196 
Similar to other Senegalese languages, Sooninke uses prenasalised consonant sounds.197 Like 
Mandika, Sooninke uses tones, which are not noted in the written form but are distinguishable 
based on the context.198 Although derivatives with prefixes and suffixes are commonly used in 
the language to form words—for example, the word “small,” or “remme” in Sooninke, is used in 
combination with the noun—negation is created through a separate word after the verb.199 

Comparatively, French, as the official language of Senegal and the second/later language of 
most learners, employs an alphabetic writing system based on the Latin script with 26 letters 
and various diacritical marks. Although Senegalese national languages share the same 
punctuation and capitalization rules as French and most of the same letters, French includes 
some sounds such as “j” or “g” that do not exist in national languages.200 Furthermore, some 
aspects of French, such as the use of nasal vowels and fricatives, as well as more complex 
negation rules, do not exist in national languages.201 The French orthography demonstrates a 
moderate level of transparency in its grapheme–phoneme correspondence, though it contains 
numerous inconsistencies that can challenge learners.202 For instance, French contains multiple 
silent letters, context-dependent pronunciations, and complex spelling rules. This relative 
opacity presents particular challenges for Senegalese students learning to read in French for 
initial literacy acquisition, especially if the language is unfamiliar to them. Yet first learning to 
read in a familiar national language, which could be more transparent, allows for an enhanced 
transfer of skills in learning to read a new language.203 

Correspondingly, research demonstrates that students initially learning to read in more 
transparent orthographies typically acquire basic decoding skills more rapidly than those 
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learning in less transparent systems.204 For example, children who receive early literacy 
exposure, often through Arabic texts in Quranic schools, or in their mother tongue such as 
Wolof, tend to develop stronger later literacy skills than children who receive no early literacy 
exposure at all, who in turn struggle with learning French.205 Similarly, studies with Pulaar 
speaking children found that those receiving initial literacy instruction in Pulaar before 
transitioning to French demonstrated stronger overall reading outcomes by Grade 4/CE2 than 
children instructed only in French.206 

Bilingual education programs in Senegal have demonstrated 
the significance of orthographic transparency for early 
reading development. A longitudinal study following 
students in Wolof-French and Pulaar-French bilingual 
programs found that students are able to learn the  more 
transparent language orthographies during the first two 
years of instruction.207 These students subsequently 
transferred literacy skills to French more effectively than monolingual French program 
students, suggesting that initial literacy facilitates later language learning. The study further 
noted that after three years of instruction, students in bilingual programs were associated with 
stronger reading comprehension in both languages compared to monolingual program peers in 
localized programs. 

Research in reading acquisition has established that on the level of transparency in the 
orthography places variable cognitive demands on beginning readers in terms of decoding 
acquisition pace and trajectories.208 In the Senegalese context, this could mean that students 
learning to read in national languages would likely do better than learning to read in French – 
due to either or both transparency and the fact the language is familiar to them.. Although 
student familiarity with national languages as opposed to French also plays a significant role in 
facilitating literacy acquisition, a study examining working memory demands during reading 
tasks found that Senegalese children required significantly greater working memory resources 
when reading French compared to reading Wolof, even when controlling for language 
proficiency.209 This differential cognitive demand could have important implications for 
instructional approaches and learning material design. 

Teacher preparation and instructional methods must account for these orthographic 
differences. Teachers in Senegalese schools need specific training on the orthographic features 
of both French and national languages to effectively support students’ literacy development.210 
Instructional approaches that explicitly contrast orthographic patterns between languages have 
shown promise in facilitating cross-linguistic transfer. For example, a pedagogical experiment in 
Casamance region schools found that explicitly teaching sound–symbol correspondences that 

Key Takeaway 
Learning to read in a national 
language before learning to read to a 
more complex orthography like 
French can help facilitate transfer 
and biliteracy acquisition. 
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differ between Mandinka and French improved students’ 
accuracy in both languages more than traditional methods 
that treated the languages in isolation.211 This finding 
underscores the importance of orthographically informed 
teaching strategies. In Senegal, the LPT initiative produced 
several pedagogical guides and “bigrammar” lesson plans to 
facilitate comparisons between French and national 
languages. Although these resources provide a useful 
means to systematically promote biliteracy among 
students, their usability and effectiveness among students are not yet clear. 

Standardization and materials development remain ongoing challenges for indigenous language 
orthographies in Senegal. Although official standardized orthographies exist for major 
Senegalese languages, their implementation in educational contexts is inconsistent.212 Limited 
availability of reading materials using standardized orthographies restricts students’ exposure 
to consistently spelled out text, potentially slowing automaticity development.  When students 
rarely encounter correctly written texts in their language, they can’t easily internalize spelling 
patterns. So, their reading stays slow and effortful instead of becoming fluent and automatic. 
Although the MEN issued decrees in 2005 to formalize many linguistic properties across 
national languages, a survey of educational materials found substantial orthographic 
inconsistencies across different publishers and regions, particularly for Seereer and 
Mandinka.213 These inconsistencies potentially confuse learners and complicate the transfer of 
reading skills between languages. Efforts to standardize materials and provide teacher training 
on official orthographies represent crucial steps toward improving literacy outcomes. 

Language policy decisions regarding orthography significantly impact educational equity in 
Senegal. The primacy of French in many educational contexts, despite its relatively opaque 
orthography and its unfamiliarity to many students, could disadvantage students with limited 
French exposure prior to school entry.214 Recent policy initiatives promoting national language-
based multilingual education represent important steps toward acknowledging the pedagogical 
advantages of beginning literacy instruction in orthographically transparent and familiar 
national  languages.  

Student Language Mapping 
To integrate national languages into the education system, national stakeholders need to first 
understand which languages students use/understand and in which schools. MEN policy 
documents have confirmed the necessity of this step, noting that to guide teaching in national 
languages, “it is important to […] set up a system for the choice of national languages and to 
carry out research […], in particular, the language of the school through a mapping of 

Key Takeaway 
To effectively support students’ 
literacy development, teachers in 
Senegalese schools need specific 
training on the orthographic features 
of both French and national 
languages, as well as on 
pedagogical approaches that 
explicitly contrast orthographic 
patterns between languages. 
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languages.”215 This process of identifying the languages used and understood in a region, 
referred to as “language mapping,” has been conducted in several ways in Senegal. Here, we 
describe language mapping that AIR conducted through the IDRC KIX study, which is one of the 
largest language mapping exercises in Senegal, as well as the language mapping study 
conducted by the UND in collaboration with AIR for the LITES study. 

According to Mbacké Diagne, Technical Advisor for the MEN, the Partenariat pour 
l’Amélioration de la Lecture et des Mathématiques à l’Ecole Elémentaire project, similarly 
funded by USAID, also carried out systematic language mapping at the academy (i.e., district) 
level throughout the country.216 This work, carried out in regions where the program has taken 
place, identified the languages spoken around the schools and those the students best 
mastered.217 These reports are not publicly available, and our team was not successful in 
obtaining them to assess the methods and extent of the language mapping.  

Data from semantic fluency assessments, which measure how many words a participant can 
produce in a language within a given time to assess expressive oral vocabulary, remain 
relatively limited in Senegal. According to findings from previous semantic fluency assessments 
of nearly 1,700 children in Grades 2 and 4 (CP and CE2) in Dakar and Fatick (the majority of 
whom had not received bilingual education programming) conducted under AIR’s 
Strengthening Bilingual and Multilingual Learning Systems project,218 about two thirds of 
children are monolingual, and one third are either bilingual or trilingual, as shown in Figure 7. 
29% of the sample could speak and understand French as either a first or additional language. 
Grade-level data indicate that students are in fact acquiring language skills in French, as the 
likelihood of a child being bilingual increased by 10% between Grades 2 and 4.  
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Figure 7. Language skills among students sampled in Dakar and Fatick 

 
Note. N = 1,691 Grade 2/CP and Grade 4/CE2 students in Dakar and Fatick. Source. Authors’ calculations using KIX data. 

This same study found that students in the Dakar region were significantly more likely to 
produce words in French (45%) as much as their other language, compared to students in Fatick 
(only 13%). Within these regions, children’s French skills also varied significantly by school; in 
Dakar, the percentage of students who understood French ranged from 21%–83% in each 
school, but in Fatick, that percentage ranged from 0%–44% in a given school. This finding 
indicates the need to tailor foundational learning teaching to the extent possible by regions. 

The LITES study conducted a semantic fluency assessment that was narrower in scope by 
testing students on French and a preselected national language—Wolof in the Kaolack region 
and Pulaar in the Matam region.219 According to this study, a majority of students sampled 
from the Matam region are bilingual (see Figures 8 and 9). In the Kaolack region, 45% of the 
students are monolingual. Concerningly, about 10% of the students in the Kaolack region 
demonstrated very low expressive vocabulary skills in the national language and in French. The 
number of bilingual children seems much higher than is commonly understood from anecdotal 
and stakeholder information and warrants further investigation. 
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Figure 8. Language skills among students sampled in Matam 

 
Note. N = 579 Grade 3/CE1 and Grade 4/CE2 students in Matam. 
Source. Authors’ calculations using LITES data. 

Figure 9. Language skills among students sampled in Kaolack 

 
Note. N = 675 Grade 3/CE1 and Grade 4/CE2 students in Kaolack. 
Source. Authors’ calculations using LITES data. 

One of the enduring policy challenges that characterizes Senegal’s LoI landscape is the 
misalignment between language mapping data and instructional practice.220 The CONFEMEN 
diagnostic reports that many students arrive at school speaking a national language that is not 
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used in instruction. This creates a fundamental mismatch between sociolinguistic reality and 
classroom practice.221 In addition, the selection of LoI at the school level often reflects top-
down planning rather than investment in decisions based on sociolinguistic realities at the local 
level, confirmed through rigorous language mapping.222 LoI decisions at the school level are 
based on dominant local languages identified through sociolinguistic surveys, but the absence 
of standard procedures may have led to inconsistencies and inadvertent exclusion of some 
linguistic minorities.223 This disconnection points to the need for empirical data on student 
language skills, more participatory and inclusive mechanisms in language selection, and clearer 
protocols for multilingual zones. 

A recent study by Dubeck & Pouezevara (2025), focusing on Pulaar and Mandinka schools, 
examined the prevalence of mismatches between students’ home languages, teachers’ 
proficiencies, and the dialects used in teaching materials. The researchers used existing surveys, 
interviews, focus groups, and classroom observations in which data were collected in the de 
facto LoI of the school. The study found that while many teachers and students had some 
familiarity with the designated LoI, mismatches were common, particularly in literacy skills and 
dialectal variations. These mismatches sometimes led to confusion, ridicule, or disengagement 
in classrooms. Teachers reported coping strategies such as code-switching into Wolof or 
French, collaborating with colleagues for translation, and adapting lessons to local dialects. 

Decoding Transfer Thresholds  
Student data from 2024 show that children who were able to decode their L1 with at least 
15%–20% proficiency on a specific decoding assessment were able to decode in French at a 
greater rate (see Figure 10).224 In other words, once children achieve basic decoding skills in a 
familiar language, they are able to transfer those skills and learn to decode  French 
exponentially faster. Although the actual threshold point is not transferable to other types of 
assessments, which may include simpler or more complex decoding tasks, the existence of a 
threshold point in decoding skills indicates that the acquisition of basic decoding skills in a 
familiar language leads to improved decoding skills in French. 
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Figure 10. Relationship between L1 and French decoding skills among Senegalese learners 

 
Note. N = 1,691 Grade 2/CP and Grade 4/CE2 students. 
Source. Nakamura et al., Strengthening Bilingual and Multilingual Learning Systems. 

Conversely, yet as expected, there is no threshold for French language comprehension, above 
which there is a steep rise in French decoding skills, as shown in Figure 11. The slopes of the 
lines do not significantly differ from one another before or after the tested breakpoint, 
suggesting that there is no point in French comprehension skills after which French decoding 
skills grow at a faster rate. This finding aligns with our theory that the strength of the 
relationship between one’s level of language comprehension, although correlated with 
decoding skills, does not change significantly at any minimum proficiency level. Because 
language comprehension is a continually developing skill—in contrast to decoding, in which one 
reaches a point where one has learned all the sounds of letters in a language—there is no 
definitive level of language comprehension above which decoding is greater. 
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Figure 11. French decoding skills in relation to French language comprehension skills for 
Senegalese learners 

 
Note. N = 1,691 Grade 2/CP and Grade 4/CE2 students. 
Source. Nakamura et al., Strengthening Bilingual and Multilingual Learning Systems. 

Teaching and Learning  

In the central tier of the BUILD 
framework, we focus on 
teaching and learning 
practices, especially at the 
teacher level within the 
classroom but also on 
community engagement in the teaching and learning process. This includes first taking stock of 
the MOHEBS curricula and materials used in public schools throughout the country to see how 
French language and literacy instruction are introduced, how national language instruction is 
integrated, what resources are available, and what assessments are included in the curriculum. 
We also assess teachers’ language skills and the professional development opportunities they 
receive to support bilingual learning. Last, we examine existing data for engaging family and 
community members in LoI decisions.  
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Curriculum and Materials 
We first examine how the MOHEBS curriculum is designed across key literacy subskills, assess 
the MOHEBS TLMs provided to schools, and briefly describe some of the regular assessments 
administered to students. Critically, we examine the alignment across these materials. In doing 
so, we respond to the following question: 

To what extent are teaching and learning materials designed to support bilingual and multilingual 
learners? 

Curriculum 

The MEN introduced the MOHEBS bilingual curriculum concept in 2022 as part of its efforts 
toward broader curriculum reform. MOHEBS proposes a scripted, additive transition from 
national languages to French, building on Senegal’s long history of bilingual education programs 
and incorporating lessons learned from previous initiatives. Its design aims to strengthen 
literacy, numeracy, and core subject mastery by starting instruction in a Senegalese language 
familiar to the child before gradually transitioning to French. This approach seeks to ensure 
comprehension and acquisition of foundational learning skills during early grades while 
preparing students for French as the primary LoI in later years. While MOHEBS is intended to 
eventually replace the Curriculum de l’Éducation de Base (CEB), the CEB remains the officially 
sanctioned curriculum at present, and the MEN has not yet launched the full reform process. 

The progressive balance of national language and French used in each grade within the 
MOHEBS curriculum is summarized below in Table 2. Schools that have not been reached—all 
except those in the region of Dakar (3 academies) with MOHEBS materials and training continue 
to use the CEB curriculum, along with grades and subject areas not yet covered by MOHEBS. 
The updated MOHEBS curriculum and accompanying operational documentation provide 
teachers with a clear framework for teaching and planning language arts in the early grades, 
using a structured pedagogical approach that teaches students to read in their L1 first.225  

Table 3. MOHEBS Curriculum226 

Cycle / Grade 
Level 

LoI L1 (national 
language) 

LoI L2 
(French) 

Notes on transition & remarks 

CI–CP (1st cycle, 
Grades 1–2) 

≈ 80 % ≈ 20 % L1 is the principal medium; French introduced early but 
remains secondary. 

CE1–CE2 (2nd 
cycle, Grades 3–4) 

≈ 50 % ≈ 50 % Both languages are used as LoI. 

CM1–CM2 (3rd 
cycle, Grades 5–6) 

≈ 20 % ≈ 80 % French becomes the principal medium of instruction; L1 
remains as object or supporting medium of instruction.  
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We conducted an in-depth review of the MOHEBS curriculum and associated supporting 
documents using the SoBR discussed above as the BUILD framework. This rubric provides a 
framework to evaluate the curriculum in terms of its support for each reading subskill across L1 
and L2 described above. The curriculum review was first conducted as part of our GPE KIX 
project and expanded upon for our BUILD analysis. The curriculum review focused on early 
grades – CI and CP, grades 1 and 2 – to assess the progression of literacy skills in L1 and the 
introduction of French.  

The foundational MOHEBS documents include three guides: the pedagogical guide, the 
teacher’s manual, and the student manual. These documents are aligned to one another and 
envisioned to be companion documents supporting teachers’ implementation of MOHEBS 
throughout the academic year. The pedagogical guide is the overarching theoretical document 
developed to accompany the daily work of teachers before, during and after lessons. The guide 
is divided into two parts: 1) the overarching pedagogical background of MOHEBS including key 
skills, definitions, and underlying principles, and 2) high level outlines for the lessons for the 
year. Hubert Ndecky, head of the MEN’s department for training and communication, notes 
that the curriculum guide offers teachers the essential pedagogical guidelines for effective 
implementation of bilingual education, including benchmarks and content to ensure quality 
learning in the national language designated for a school and French.227 Key underlying 
principles of the curriculum, as emphasized in the pedagogical guide, include a competency-
based approach, a strong focus on integrating learning into practice to ensure skill mastery, and 
the use of an “I do, we do, you do” instructional methodology. Many literacy terms and skills 
are presented in the beginning of the guide but the core skills that serve as the foundation for 
the curriculum are listed as phonological awareness, alphabetic principle, vocabulary, fluency, 
and comprehension. 228  

The teacher’s manual is a practical, scripted tool that outlines every literacy activity a teacher 
should implement for all 25 weeks of the academic year. The CI and CP schedule largely focuses 
on reading skills – with full days on Tuesday and Thursday and shortened days on Monday, 
Wednesday, and Friday. CI includes a 
greater focus on L1 with CP introducing 
more sections on L2. Within the guide, 
each week includes three lessons, with 
periodic “Integration” weeks to reinforce 
knowledge. For each lesson, there are 
stated phonics, communications 
situations, dialogues, introduced 
structures, vocabulary, and dialogues 
with key conjugations. These focus areas 

Figure 12. Guide lesson concepts 
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are first introduced for L1 and subsequently the same focus areas are presented later in the 
lesson in L2, see Figure 12. For each lesson, each day is outlined and broken down into sessions 
that include lecture [reading], langage [language], ecriture [writing], production d’ecrit [written 
production], and poesie and recitation [poetry and recitation].  These are each included in L1 
along with language comprehension skills in L2 for CI and CP. Word recognition skills are only 
included for L1 in CI and introduced in L2 in CP. In alignment with this, the curriculum also 
includes L1/L2 sessions in each of these categories which highlight similarities and differences 
across the two languages. Language [langage] sessions at the beginning of a lesson introduce 
the new concepts and grammatical structure that are the focus of the overall lesson. Reading 
[lecture] sessions include activities ranging from symbol knowledge, decoding language 
comprehension, phonological awareness, fluency, to reading comprehension. Light touch 
weekly formative evaluation and remediation are intermixed with lessons.  Lastly, the student 
manual is a short companion to the teacher’s manual. This includes visuals for the student to 
supplement activities outlined in the teacher’s guide. For example, there are visual examples 
for students to match images to written sentences; images they are supposed to orally 
describe; space to practice writing letters; and written letters, syllables and words to decode. 
There are separate student manuals for French and for L1 which are each explicitly referenced 
in the teacher’s manual. See an example from the student manual in Figure 13.  

The MOHEBS curriculum reflects core 
principles of the SoBR, as articulated 
in the biliteracy house model, and 
introduces literacy skills 
progressively in both L1 and French. 
Instruction in each language begins 
with foundational skills and advances 
systematically to more complex 
skills. Letters and sounds are 
introduced in a deliberate sequence, 
starting with the most frequent and 
easily articulated sounds—for 
example, in CI, weeks 9 and 10 focus 
on reviewing the short vowel a, the long vowel aa in Wolof, and the consonants s, f, and r. This 
progression extends from symbol knowledge to letter blending and decoding, followed by 
increasingly complex word structures and, eventually, sentence‑ and paragraph‑level reading. 
Consistent with the SoBR, the curriculum prioritizes language comprehension and word 
recognition in L1 while introducing L2 through oral language comprehension before formal 
word recognition. In CI, instruction focuses on L1 skills with gradual exposure to L2 oral 
comprehension; L2 word recognition is introduced in CP alongside continued L1 instruction. 

Figure 13. Guide lesson concepts 
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Instructional methods for word recognition in L2 build on strategies first established in L1, such 
as blending letter sounds, and the curriculum includes translanguaging guidance to highlight 
similarities and differences in decoding across languages. 

Overall, the MOHEBS curriculum incorporates many of the key principles of the SoBR, however 
there are some differences that remain. There is no overall explanation provided in key 
MOHEBS documents that clearly explains the progression of the five skills for teachers and their 
interrelationship nor the progression of these skills in terms of transfer from L1 to L2. While 
there are translanguaging strategies included in the teacher’s guide, and additional training 
documents we analyzed in our document review on similarities and differences between 
national languages and French, there is no clear underpinning for the timing and planning of 
introduction of various sub-skills across languages. In addition, the key literacy skills are often 
presented differently across documents. While the five skills are highlighted as the foundational 
skills in the pedagogical guide, sessions in the teacher’s manual are organized by lecture 
[reading], langage [language], ecriture [writing], production d’ecrit [written production], and 
poesie and recitation [poetry and recitation] with reading sessions further broken down into 
learning new letters [symbol knowledge], reading syllables, oral comprehension, explaining an 
image, phonological awareness, fluency, and comprehension. This presentation, compared with 
the pedagogical guide can be confusing and lacks a clear organizing principle for teachers to 
understand the skill a session is focused on relative to the five foundational MOHEBS skills. 

The foundation for the pedagogical guide is five foundational literacy skills - phonological 
awareness, the alphabetic principle, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension. At a high level 
there are many similarities between these skills and the SoBR, however there are a few 
important differences. Within the alphabetic principle – there are several sub-skills - print 
awareness, orthographic principle, symbol knowledge, print vocabulary and decoding. These 
skills appear separately in the house to show the discreet skills necessary for students to 
graduate up towards reading comprehension in L1 and L2. Within the five MOHEBS skills – 
vocabulary and comprehension include both language comprehension (e.g. oral) capabilities as 
well as word recognition (e.g. processing written text) capabilities. This can create a 
complicated understanding of skills for example, when just oral vocabulary is introduced in CI in 
French, not written vocabulary, however this is combined into one skill in the foundation of the 
curriculum. For reading comprehension, language comprehension is a key pillar that holds up 
overall reading comprehension, and a prerequisite for achieving overall reading with 
understanding. Combining these skills, even if they are broken out as sub skills, can lead to 
confusion in how overall reading progression works for learners.  

Last, a key difference between SoBR model and the MOHEBS curriculum is the current MOHEBS 
pacing, which according to our GPE KIX monitoring data, is not aligned with students’ current 
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progression in Wolof and French skills. The SoBR prioritizes teaching at the right level in the 
right languages to meet students at their current skill levels, ensuring that instruction is 
adaptive, developmentally appropriate, and rooted in students’ linguistic realities. In contrast, 
the MOHEBS curriculum is highly scripted, with limited flexibility to adjust when learners fall 
behind resulting in pacing that often outpaces students’ readiness and undermines the 
intention of scaffolding. Although French word recognition is introduced at the beginning of CP, 
the data shows that many children are still struggling with foundational skills: by the end of CI, 
students are unable to read with comprehension in Wolof. Our GPE KIX data in Fatick, found 
that average language comprehension scores in French (answering questions about a text read 
aloud) averaged just 24% for CI, and CP only modestly improved to 26%, suggesting persistent 
difficulties in French. In addition, toward the end of CI and CP (May 2024) language 
comprehension in French is notably low across both grades, with CI averaging 1% and CP 
students scoring only 31% on targeted questions. These data suggest that the current pacing 
and rigidity of the curriculum is outpacing students. 

In the following section, we describe all the MOHEBS skills in the curriculum considering the 
trajectories and progression of the SoBR.  

Concept of Print. The Senegalese curriculum does not 
necessarily provide focused instruction on the concept of 
print, maybe operating under the assumption that children 
have acquired this skill prior to CI. In the curriculum, the 
concept of print is included along with letter recognition 
and decoding in what is referred to as the “alphabetic 
principle.” The CEB describes the alphabetic principle as the 
concept that “print represents the idea that one wants to 
express.”229 It also covered “competences lexicals” which allow students to count words, 
sentences, and learn the basic of punctuation. However, the content in the curriculum is 
relatively light on very basic understanding of print, such as exposure to pictures and words, 
teach students principles about reading left-to-right and top-to-bottom or that letters make up 
words, which make up sentences, which are separated by punctuation. Instead, the alphabetic 
principle primarily focuses on letter and grapheme recognition. In early grades, some lessons 
include matching sentences to images, thus supporting the understanding that words show 
meaning, separate from illustrations. Lessons also include providing opportunities for children 
to handle reading materials, and students, in theory, should all receive a student book that is 
aligned with the MOHEBS teacher materials. The curriculum could be improved by providing 
more scaffolding for the concept of print, especially because many children may not be in a 
print-rich environment. More explicit instruction on the concept of print early in literacy 
instruction would facilitate understanding of these key, basic skills and concepts and facilitate 

Key Takeaway 
Senegal’s curriculum does not 
explicitly teach basic principles of the 
concept of print, which could help 
promote clarity of understanding and 
facilitate transfer from reading 
Senegalese languages to reading 
French. 
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transfer to French, which uses the same print concepts as the Senegalese languages. This is also 
especially critical for children who might be seeing text for the first time when they enter 
formal education.  

Language Comprehension. Building language proficiency 
includes activities to reinforce listening, speaking, and oral 
vocabulary in the national language. The MOHEBS 
curriculum includes exercises for listening comprehension 
with vocabulary building components. One particularly 
strong aspect of the curriculum is how the curriculum 
integrates familiar contexts, storytelling, and oral exercises to enhance understanding and use 
of national languages in everyday situations. The curriculum also includes some thematic 
vocabulary and pictures to introduce words, although it could be improved by covering more 
words to describe actions, feelings, or specific subjects and integrating additional ways for 
students to connect new words with their background knowledge. Appropriately, the early 
grade curriculum focuses on more complex language skills in the national language while 
introducing more foundational listening and speaking skills in French. The curriculum begins 
with basic greetings and common phrases, then moves toward more structured dialogues and 
interactive speaking exercises in French. It also incorporates songs, rhymes, and simple 
conversations to familiarize students with French sounds and basic vocabulary, which are key 
elements to building initial language skills. Beginning in CP/Grade 2, the pedagogical guides 
include stories for listening comprehension in French. The stories aptly include pictures that 
teachers can use to reinforce known vocabulary words and prompt the discovery of new words.  

Phonological Awareness. The bilingual MOHEBS curriculum 
includes a strong theoretical basis for phonological 
awareness as an important precursor to reading, which it 
defines as “the ability to identify and manipulate the 
sounds/phonemes within a syllable or word.”230 The 
curriculum presents these skills, beginning with consonant 
sounds, then vowel sounds, followed by syllables and 
phonemes with more complex sounds. While this is 
intended to show progression by complexity, beginning with syllables will be more in line with 
the science of reading acquisition in alphabetic languages. In addition to progression by 
complexity, the curriculum also moves from more common to less frequent and irregular sound 
patterns and presents basic skills such as identifying sounds and blending in a logical order. In 
CI/Grade 1, the focus of phonological awareness skills begins with the Senegalese languages. In 
CP/Grade 2, the curriculum reviews some of the more complicated sounds in the national 
languages, such as implosives and prenasalized consonants, and begins the shift toward 

Key Takeaway 
Language comprehension in the 
national languages, through 
storytelling and oral exercises, is a 
key strength of the MOHEBS 
curriculum.  

Key Takeaway 
The MOHEBS curriculum includes a 
strong base of phonological 
awareness skills as a precursor to 
reading, progressively moving from 
simple to more complex concepts in 
Senegalese languages in CI before 
focusing on French skills in CP 
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phonological awareness, primarily for French. The progressive introduction, practice, and 
review of phonological skills is a strength of the MOHEBS curriculum. One potential area for 
improvement is to incorporate more exercises related to rhyming and alliteration, which are 
core competencies for phonological awareness. 

Decoding. The bilingual MOHEBS curriculum introduces and 
reinforces decoding skills with a progressive and systematic 
structure. It begins with letter recognition, presenting 
grapheme–phoneme (i.e., letter–sound) correspondences 
in an explicit and sequential fashion, then introduces sound 
patterns in a logical progression, for example, beginning 
with consonant–vowel–consonant words, and then moving 
toward more complex letter combinations. Student 
workbooks provide opportunities to practice with letters and combine letters and syllables over 
time. The curriculum consistently teaches blending, which is an important skill for reading and 
spelling. It also integrates regular assessment and targeted remediation to ensure that all 
students can achieve proficiency. Some potential areas for improvement include (a) greater 
attention to word families (i.e., words with similar form and spelling) to prompt associations 
and reinforce concepts, (b) increased focus on teaching prefixes and suffixes, especially 
considering the importance of such features in the orthographies of many national languages, 
and (c) a delay in the introduction of French decoding skills. Although the curriculum in CI and 
CP includes a strong focus on L1 decoding to support the transition of these skills to French, it 
introduces French decoding earlier than students might be prepared for in CP, according to the 
transition threshold data presented above. 

Oral Reading Fluency. The updated MOHEBS curriculum 
incorporates opportunities for children to listen to their 
teacher model oral reading fluency and practice reading 
aloud. The pedagogical guides for each language focus on 
the graduated “I do, we do, you do” approach, in which the 
teacher first models the skill, then practices with the 
students, and then asks the students to attempt the skill 
independently. Through this approach, the curriculum includes some activities in which the 
teacher reads a story or passage out loud, then offers opportunities for the students to 
practice, whether as a whole class, in pairs, or individually. Such practice, early and often, is key 
for students in building fluency. The curriculum also includes assessing students on the 
pronunciation, speed, and expression of their reading. One area for growth regarding oral 
reading fluency in the curriculum is to more strongly integrate commonly used “sight words” 
for readers to automatically recognize. Although the curriculum does include an illustrative list 

Key Takeaway 
The MOHEBS curriculum includes a 
strong focus on decoding, presenting 
skills in a logical and sequential 
fashion. Yet it may introduce French 
decoding before students are ready, 
based on evidence of transfer 
readiness. 

Key Takeaway 
Senegal’s curriculum includes 
teacher modeling and student 
practice for oral reading fluency. It 
could improve by emphasizing 
practice of commonly used words for 
automatic recognition. 
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of frequent words for children “to acquire overall” and, at one point, recommends that 
teachers practice four words per week, it does not emphasize this practice. More strongly 
emphasizing sight words, in both national languages and French, by regularly including key, 
frequently used words throughout the curriculum, along with introducing strategies for 
teachers to practice those words with their students, can help promote automaticity for 
emergent readers.  

Reading Comprehension. The updated MOHEBS curriculum 
consistently emphasizes reading comprehension, first in 
national languages and then by progressing to French. 
Appropriately, many of the reading comprehension 
activities also tie in closely with language comprehension 
activities. The pedagogical guides frequently follow a 
formula for reading comprehension lessons, which includes 
an image for children to look at and answer questions about 
what they see and their predictions for the story. Then, the teacher will read the text aloud, ask 
comprehension questions, and ask learners to retell the story in their own words and relate it 
to their personal experience. Comprehension questions gradually increase in complexity as 
students progress. Lessons also often revisit previously learned words or introduce new words, 
therefore incorporating language comprehension skills, and they ask students to practice 
reading on their own, which builds fluency. These methods and the frequency with which they 
are used are strengths of the bilingual curriculum.  

Nonetheless, the curriculum could be strengthened by incorporating a wider range of activities 
and more engaging comprehension questions. Rather than focusing primarily on factual recall 
(e.g., “What did the character do?” or “Where did the character go?”), questions could prompt 
deeper understanding by encouraging inference and prediction, such as asking why a character 
acted in a certain way or what might happen next. Activities could also move beyond 
teacher‑provided images by asking students to draw their own illustrations to demonstrate 
comprehension. In addition, providing opportunities for students to read level‑appropriate 
texts independently after teacher read‑alouds could further support comprehension and 
reading development. 

Activities in the student books could be diversified to better align with students’ developmental 
stages in reading. For example, the CP/Grade 2 student book includes 36 lessons that follow an 
almost identical structure: an illustration for oral description, activities focused on reading 
letters, syllables, and words, sentences matched to pictures, and a short reading passage. This 
repetition can be redundant and does not always reflect a natural progression of reading skills. 
In some cases, instructional demands exceed students’ developmental readiness. For instance, 

Key Takeaway 
The pedagogical guides emphasize 
reading comprehension through a 
strong formula for engaging with 
stories. Despite the strength of this 
method, it could improve by adding 
more variety for student 
engagement. 
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a lesson in Week 2 introduces basic French function words such as et (and), est (is), and sont 
(are) for decoding, while simultaneously requiring students to read and comprehend more 
complex words such as orange, mardi, livre, and regarde. This level of complexity is likely 
challenging for beginner readers who are just beginning to read in French.231,232 The CP French 
book also teaches teachers “whole word acquisition” of more complex words. Exclusive reliance 
on whole‑word instruction, without explicit teaching of sub‑lexical components (phonological 
and morphological), is inconsistent with established reading science and should be revised to 
ensure these components are taught explicitly. 

Writing. Writing is a core literacy competency that mutually 
reinforces reading skills. The MOHEBS curriculum 
introduces writing skills by having students trace and copy 
letters, then advances to writing simple words, sentences, 
and short paragraphs. Yet with reading and language 
comprehension as primary focus areas, the curriculum 
includes limited opportunities for students to develop and practice writing skills. For instance, 
the pedagogical guide for CI/Grade 1 intermittently asks students to copy a letter five times for 
homework, without much in-class practice or more extensive homework assignments. The 
CP/Grade 2 student book includes some minimal writing practice (i.e., copying a few words in 
most lessons). According to the recommended time schedules provided to teachers, writing 
practices should only occur for about an hour per week in the early grades. The curriculum 
could improve its integration of writing skills with more repetition in letter-writing practice (or 
practice for frequently used “sight words” recommended to promote fluency), as well as more 
activities for children to practice writing as they learn to decode. Such activities could progress 
from asking students to write simple words to asking them to write sentences based on 
prompts. In addition, the curriculum could also include more explicit instruction on how to form 
letters (as in, the direction and order in which to draw lines and how high or low lines should 
fall within or below lined writing paper). Furthermore, the curriculum could include more 

Key Takeaway 
The MOHEBS pedagogical guides 
include limited opportunities for 
students to develop and practice 
writing skills. 
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creative and multisensory writing activities, such as writing in sand, forming letters out of 
available materials, or using fingers and body movements to “write” letters or words.   

Teaching and Learning Materials 

The MEN has identified low coverage of quality teaching 
materials as a major challenge to reading instruction in the 
country. Specifically, the MEN cited little diversity in reading 
materials adapted to levelled curricular standards and a lack 
of supplementary materials in elementary schools as 
challenges.233 Children’s literature, particularly in national 
languages other than Wolof and Pulaar, is rare. The few 
books available are often inaccessible and unaffordable for teachers. For example, in a sample 
of former LPT schools, 20% of third-grade teachers noted an absence of reading textbooks in 
L1, and 48% noted an absence of additional reading books/materials for children in L1.234 RELIT 
and publishing initiatives (EJO and the World Bank’s Read@Home program, and the ongoing 
Engeza program) work to address this issue of developing supplementary books in L1, with 
Engeza on track to produce 300 titles in 8 languages by early 2026. Shortages still exist in both 
translated and original texts in diverse literary styles for children’s picture books, beginning 
readers, beginning non-fiction, chapter books, intermediate-level fiction, and nonfiction texts-
across all categories of children’s literature.235 Senegal’s textbook publishing policy demands 
that materials be produced by private publishers. However, the private publishing sector has 
not invested in the development of national language books, due to a perception of an 
insufficient market and thus Senegal will have a long term  challenge in building access to 
bilingual and national language reading books.236 The MEN has acknowledged the challenges 
with the low print environment and has made plans to carry out the following actions: 

• Train student teachers in creating a print environment for national LoI; 
• Organize activities such as reading competitions and reading rallies; 
• Develop posters and reading boards for display in schools; 
• Set up libraries and reading corners in schools; and 
• Raise awareness among communities, parents, and local authorities on the need to 

create a literate environment outside the school.237 

The 2019 PNLSE dedicated a budget of more than 30 billion Franc de la Communauté Financière 
Africaine (FCFA), (approximately 5.5 million USD according to 2025 exchange rates) to 
implement these goals,238 although the progress toward these activities remains uncertain.  

Many foundational learning TLMs do exist to support the roll out of the MOHEBS curriculum. 
LPT and RELIT initiatives supported the initial development and refinement of the MOHEBS 

Key Takeaway 
Teachers and students have access 
to high-quality TLMs as part of the 
MOHEBS reform. Any additional 
support for more literacy-rich 
classroom environments would be 
valued. 
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TLMs that continue to evolve through government support.  As described above, the main 
materials for the curriculum provided to teachers and students are the pedagogical guide, the 
teacher’s manual in L1 and French and the student manuals in L1 and French that are unique to 
each grade. The teacher’s manual and student manual from 2024 are both divided into two 
manuals (tome 1 and tome 2) to cover the full year. The pedagogical guide serves as the 
overarching background and supporting document for implementation of the curriculum and 
maps out key terms, theoretical underpinnings, and the progression of concepts throughout the 
school year. The teacher’s manual provides scripted lessons which are aligned to student 
manuals in L1 and French. Student textbooks are a key classroom resource, featuring color 
images and student literacy exercises that follow a structured progression for literacy 
acquisition, aligned with phonics-based principles. Images of these key documents are shown 
below in Figure 14. In addition to these guides there are developed bigrammars and referential 
documents for middle and upper primary grades and teacher training guides (discussed in the 
following section).239  

Figure 14. Image examples of key MOHEBS guides 

Teacher’s manual CP Student manual CP - Wolof Pedagogical guide CP 
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Beyond the core instructional documents, regions across the country have benefited from 
additional teaching and learning materials provided through various project-based 
interventions. Teachers and students participating in the LPT program received supplementary 
resources, including storybooks, take-home books, supplemental readers, and home–school 
communication tools. According to Ablaye Niang, Principal Advisor for RELIT, materials such as 
storybooks and decoding books were subsequently integrated into the main instructional 
packages to reduce fragmentation and promote coherence. RELIT implementation also included 
the provision of alphabet posters in French and Wolof, as well as the establishment of 
classroom reading corners stocked with books funded through LPT and RELIT. 

In parallel, several initiatives have aimed to further support and supplement MOHEBS materials 
and objectives. Through the GPE KIX program, AIR developed FLIP, a set of resources designed 
to help teachers use formative assessment results to inform instruction. Aligned with the 
MOHEBS curriculum, FLIP links assessment results to targeted instructional strategies in both 
Wolof and French, allowing teachers greater flexibility to teach at students’ levels and to 
provide differentiated support during in-school remediation sessions. These strategies are 
accompanied by linked supplementary materials in both languages (see Figure 15). 

To provide sustained support between coaching visits and formal training sessions, the project 
also developed short instructional videos, which are shared regularly with teachers via 
WhatsApp. These videos are aligned with the SoBR and systematically address key literacy skills 
by reinforcing teachers’ 
understanding of each skill, 
demonstrating how to assess it, 
and modeling effective 
instructional strategies. This 
approach offers a cost-effective 
mechanism for continuous 
professional support (see Figure 
15 for illustrative examples). 

In addition, under the Ndaw Wune 
project, ARED developed 
after-school remediation tools to 
support MOHEBS implementation, 
including formative assessments, 
student workbooks, and teacher 
guides for instruction in national 
languages. 

Figure 15. FLIP materials 
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Formative Assessments 
There are currently several types of formative assessments prescribed across the education 
system. In the MOHEBS teacher’s manual, formative assessments are embedded throughout 
lessons. These assessments cite previous activities from the teacher’s guide to conduct with 
students to understand their current levels but are not connected to linked strategies and do 
not provide clarity on scoring or interpretation of results. In the pedagogical guide, there are 
also formative assessments that have suggested remediation tasks. 

These formative assessments provide examples of how to 
assess foundational skills but are not clearly linked to 
instructional timing or to the progression outlined in the 
teacher’s manual (see Figure 16). At the regional level, 
Inspections d’Académie (IAs) administer formative 
assessments at the beginning of the school year, at the 
end of each trimester, and at year’s end; however, 
these assessments are not standardized nationally. For 
example, the CI first-trimester assessment focuses on 
language comprehension, phonological awareness, and 
symbol knowledge in Wolof, while the CP assessment 
includes a broader set of skills in both Wolof and 
French. Based on assessment results, teachers 
categorize students into four learner profiles (A–D) for targeted remediation. However, 
evidence from AIR’s ongoing GPE KIX project indicates inconsistent use of these formative 
assessments. In response, the project has linked assessment results to targeted instructional 
strategies to support more appropriately leveled student support (see Figure 17). 

Figure 17. AIR GPE KIX pilot strategies tied to formative assessment results 

  

 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

Figure 16. Pedagogical guide formative 
evaluation example 
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Translanguaging. Translanguaging, the principle of drawing 
on cognitive resources in multiple known languages to 
express oneself and build connections across languages, is 
key to developing multilingual proficiency. Teachers can 
promote translanguaging by encouraging students to code-
switch in the classroom whenever it is helpful to express 
themselves, as well as through explicit instruction to 
connect both targeted languages. The MOHEBS bilingual 
curriculum does not include a strong focus on 
translanguaging as a pedagogical principle, especially in the 
early grades. It does not highlight translanguaging or code-switching in the front matter of the 
pedagogical guides, as it does for other key, cross-cutting principles, such as cross-curricular 
skill integration, assessment, and remediation. Although teachers may use national languages 
to support French learning, most reading and language lessons in the curriculum focus solely on 
either the national language or French skills. Because the existing bilingual curriculum only 
covers language comprehension and reading subject areas, the way in which teachers handle 
translanguaging in subjects such as math and science is unclear. Teachers likely use various 
approaches toward translanguaging across these other subject areas, if at all.  

Classroom observation data from the Gates Foundation Science of Teaching project (2025) 
show that, despite its absence in the curriculum, translanguaging was the most frequently used 
instructional strategy among the 98 CI/Grade 1 and CP/Grade 2 classes observed in the 
Tambacounda and Kédougou regions.240 Within a ~30-minute lesson, teachers switched to or 
from French an average of 10 times (median = seven) and switched to or from Pulaar or 
Mandinka (L1s) an average of eight times (median = seven). Other strategies—such as using 
visual aids or other teacher/student support—occurred fewer than three times per lesson on 
average, with many having a median of zero. This suggests that teachers rely heavily on 
translanguaging to support student comprehension, even without formal curricular guidance. 

For middle and upper grades (CE1/Grade 3–CM2/Grade 6), MOHEBS has produced bilingual 
referential documents and bigrammar documents through RELIT to facilitate the transfer of 
skills from one language to another for more advanced learners. The referential documents 
define weekly listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills in both the L1 and French in a 
progressive manner, emphasizing the transfer of skills. Although the focus on transferring and 
the progressive complexity of the included skills are key strengths, the referential documents 
are not as user-friendly as the pedagogical guides for CI/Grade 1 and CP/Grade 2. The 
documents for bigrammar, defined as a didactic approach to systematically cross-analyze 
grammatical characteristics across languages,241 provide a comprehensive resource, specifically 
for CE1/Grade 3 teachers. The lessons include side-by-side text in the national language and 

Key Takeaway 
The curriculum and pedagogical 
guides do not include much 
guidance related to translanguaging. 
Although the bilingual referential 
documents and bigrammar 
exercises provided for middle and 
upper grades are a helpful and 
comprehensive resource, they are 
likely introduced before students are 
ready. 



 

72 | AIR.ORG   BUILD Senegal Report 

French, as well as guided activities to identify grammatical components in each. For example, 
the lessons may have students underline specific parts of speech or notice differences between 
how plurals or possessives are handled in each language. Lessons also include exercises for 
students to practice writing and using proper grammar in each of the languages. However, the 
bigrammar documents assume that CE1/Grade 3 learners already have relatively strong reading 
skills in both targeted languages. Student assessment findings, as described in the evidence tier, 
show that Senegalese students do not have the requisite skills to benefit from the bigrammar 
lessons. Furthermore, it is not clear how teachers are meant to incorporate bigrammar lessons 
into the rest of the curriculum.  

Teacher Workforce and Professional Development 
Teachers are key to implementing LoI policies and programming, and the success of educational 
initiatives depends on their competencies. Here, we describe teacher language skills and the 
teacher recruitment and placement practices used by the MEN. Then, we elaborate on some of 
the professional development opportunities provided to teachers to enhance their language 
skills and competencies for bilingual/multilingual teaching. In doing so, we respond to the 
following question: 

How are language considerations integrated into teacher recruitment, placement, and training (both 
preservice and in-service)? 

Teacher Recruitment, Placement, and Language Skills 
Program implementers involved in bilingual programming in 
Senegal have recognized that many teachers are not native 
speakers of the national languages they should teach.242, 243 
Even teachers who are native speakers may not have 
learned to read and write in a Senegalese language.244 
Currently, proficiency in national languages is not tested or 
considered for recruitment as a primary school 
teacher,245, 246, 247 although the guidelines for initial training 
for teachers in the Centres Régionaux de Formation des 
Personnels de l’Éducation (CRFPE) includes competencies to 
manage lessons in French and a national language, master oral and written communication in 
both languages, and demonstrate basic competencies for bilingual education.248 The MEN does 
not yet have a formalized assessment system to measure teachers’ language 
competencies.249, 250, 251, 252 The assessments that do exist are fragmented, from sources such as 
monitoring and evaluation missions of programming in some regions and reports from teacher 
training and coaching.253, 254, 255, 256 Some assessments conducted as part of teacher trainings 

Key Takeaway 
Teachers in Senegal often do not 
speak or know how to read and 
write the national language of their 
students. The MEN recognizes this 
issue and has plans to more 
systematically collect data on 
teacher language skills to inform 
teacher placement, as well as 
include preservice training for 
teaching in national languages.  
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have shown weak reading and writing skills in the national LoI.257 In fact, the LITES study found 
that teachers performed better on a French reading comprehension assessment than on a 
comparable assessment in the school’s national language: 41% achieved perfect scores in 
French compared to only 29% in the national language.258 According to one Ministry official, 
other studies on teacher abilities revealed a need to strengthen the language skills of teachers 
for them to teach in those languages.259 In cases where teachers do not speak the L1 of their 
students, teachers have reported relying on students who understand either the teacher’s L1 or 
French to translate into the other students’ language.260 

After hiring teachers, the MEN has historically avoided placing them in their region of origin in 
an effort to avoid regionalism.261 Yet the Ministry has acknowledged the need to account for 
teacher language skills for effective teacher placement.262 With the advent of large-scale 
initiatives in national languages, the MEN plans to collect teacher language data, especially in 
terms of teacher linguistic skills, more systematically in the future within the MIRADOR 
(information system for teacher management) system to support the implementation of 
bilingual education.263, 264 Some have shared that the human resources department has existing 
data on the linguistic profiles of teachers, which they use to ensure that teachers are placed in 
schools where they can effectively deliver lessons.265, 266 However, this database is not yet 
comprehensive, and language skills do not currently factor into teachers’ assignments in a 
systematic way.267, 268 The MEN and Department of Human Resources therefore plan to revise 
the existing database to add information on language skills to teachers’ profiles to better assign 
teachers.269, 270, 271, 272 While this aims to strengthen bilingual education, it must be 
implemented in compliance with teachers’ civil service rights and union protections. Teachers’ 
status as public servants guarantee job security and career progression, and any changes to 
assignment criteria should respect these rights. Moreover, strong teacher unions play a critical 
role in safeguarding these protections, so their involvement in the process is essential to ensure 
transparency and avoid labor disputes, although the withdrawal of USAID funding has put this 
work on hold.  

Because bilingual education has not yet been sufficiently integrated into preservice teacher 
training, which limits the effectiveness of in-service teacher training, as some have claimed,273 
the MEN is working to reform preservice training for teachers. This reform aims to ensure that 
each teacher receives training in two national languages: his or her home/familiar language and 
another priority language in the system.274 Not only does the reform aim to improve teacher 
language skills, but it will also address identified gaps in teacher competencies to teach reading, 
including supporting teachers in developing a literacy environment in their classrooms and 
helping students transition from reading in the L1 to French.275 LPT assisted the MEN in 
developing and piloting a new teacher competency framework and preservice modules for 
teaching in national languages.276 Bilingual initiatives have also implemented trainings to 
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reinforce the linguistic competencies of teachers who do not speak the prescribed LoI.277 
According to the manager of the MEN’s Continuing Education Division, a supporting document 
for bilingual education training has been created and tested but not yet integrated into the 
system for wider use.278 

Teacher Professional Development  
Teachers in Senegal frequently lack training in bilingual 
pedagogy, and studies confirm that many rely on parallel, 
nonintegrated instruction in French and national 
languages.279 Although MOHEBS and its predecessors, such 
as ELAN, introduced the “bigrammar” approach to 
synchronize L1 and L2 instruction through shared linguistic 
structures, implementation of this approach remains 
uneven due to the lack of formal teacher training in bilingual methods.280, 281 Many teachers, 
even those nominally trained, continue to rely on side-by-side instruction in French and the 
national language without integration.282 This reflects the broader institutional weakness that 
bilingual pedagogy has not been fully embedded in teacher training curricula or formalized as a 
core teaching competency within national education standards. 

A recent study as part of RELIT also found major professional development gaps in bilingual 
reading instruction, language transfer strategies (L1–L2), and national language literacy 
pedagogy among 1,145 sampled teachers, school directors, and inspectors.283 Through the 
study, teachers identified that they face the challenges of insufficiencies related to reading and 
writing national languages, confusion about how to transfer from L1 to L2, and inadequate 
training time. Another recent study found that most surveyed teachers are not well-equipped 
to teach in students’ L1.284 Only 31% of the teachers indicated that they have the materials they 
need to be able to teach effectively in children’s L1, and 43% of the teachers feel that they have 
been well trained to teach reading in L1, compared with 99% of teachers who reported feeling 
confident about teaching students to read in French. 

To address some of these challenges, the MOHEBS initiative has produced several training 
modules for teachers through initiatives such as LPT and RELIT to reinforce the capacities of 
teachers in national languages and develop competencies in bilingual pedagogies.285 Using a 
“cascade approach,” beginning with training a regional team of inspectors and school directors, 
which in turn trains teachers,286 trainings have covered topics such as scaffolding bilingual 
reading skills, teaching orthographic rules and phonology of national languages, and facilitating 
transfer of knowledge from L1 to French. LPT, for instance, included an initial 10-day teacher 
training, with multiple ongoing training modes including shorter, localized trainings, distance 
learning modules, monthly coaching sessions, school-based and virtual peer networks, 

Key Takeaway 
Teachers in Senegal have 
historically felt unprepared to teach 
in national languages. The MOHEBS 
initiative has produced multiple 
training resources to support 
teachers, which have generated 
positive results. 
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pedagogical days, and SMS push messaging.287, 288 LPT also 
introduced modules in differentiated pedagogical practices 
to support students who may not speak the majority 
language of the classroom.289 However, due to financial 
constraints, in-service teacher training has now been 
shorted to five half days.  

According to the action plan presented in the 2021 PNLSE, 
the MEN planned to continue building teachers’ capacity in languages and reading instruction, 
dedicating nearly five billion FCFA (more than 8.8 million USD, according to 2025 exchange 
rates).290 Building on the modules developed and tested through LPT, the MEN planned to scale 
up the continuing education trainings for teaching in national languages to all 14 CRFPEs in the 
country.291 Trainings continued through RELIT and the G2G programming, although RELIT 
reportedly did not focus as heavily on linguistic competencies as LPT.292 The MEN also 
developed the Curriculum Bilingue de l'Éducation de Base, which aims to lighten the workload 
of teachers by providing them with a clear and explicit framework for planning and delivering 
lessons for bilingual education.293 Some MOHEBS trainings have also experienced delays, 
sometimes due to issues with financing.294 In addition, teachers trained by LPT expressed their 
view that the training dosage was inadequate, as they saw it as a barrier to successfully carrying 
out the multilingual education policy.295 

Nonetheless, teachers who have participated in trainings have demonstrated a strong 
understanding of bilingual pedagogies296 as well as growth in national language skills.297 Being 
used to teaching in French, some teachers have sometimes struggled to adjust to bilingual 
methods, but with continued training and experience, they have progressively accultured to the 
bilingual approach.298 Now, national language has become recognized among educators as a 
“pedagogical springboard,”299 used to strengthen comprehension, notably for French.  

Community Engagement 
The sustainability and impact of Senegal’s bilingual education reform rest not only on 
pedagogical quality and system design but also on the support of the communities in which 
instruction takes place. Evidence indicates that teachers and educators generally hold positive 
views regarding the use of national languages in schools, but parents have mixed perspectives. 
The MOHEBS reform has carried out several initiatives and developed plans to engage 
communities in bilingual education reform, which we describe as follows, in response to the 
following question: 

How are parents and community members involved in decisions about the LoI?  

Key Takeaway 
Educators generally have positive 
views of national language 
education. They recognize that using 
students’ L1 as the LoI can benefit 
their academic performance and 
make teaching easier and more 
fruitful. 
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Educator Views 
First, representatives from the MEN and previous research in the country indicate that 
educators, in general, have welcomed the MOHEBS reform since it is an easy approach for them 
to implement, and they see the benefits for students. 300, 301 Hubert Ndecky, Manager of the 
MEN Continuing Education Division, noted that some teachers and inspectors, attached to the 
classic French education model, have hesitated to embrace bilingual education.302 
Communications from the MEN have helped to surmount this resistance.303 Even so, interview 
and focus group data find that teachers and school directors hold favorable attitudes toward 
teaching in students’ native languages, based on (a) their experiences implementing bilingual 
education as part of the MOHEBS reform, (b) anecdotal and news reports about bilingual 
education, or (c) their challenges with monolingual education.304 Teachers who have 
implemented MOHEBS have overall perceived a positive impact on their students’ literacy skills, 
as well as on student motivation, classroom engagement, and parental involvement in 
learning.305 Survey results from Tambacounda and Kédougou regions also found that school 
leaders recognize the benefits of time dedicated to building early language skills in the national 
languages.306 As shown in Exhibit 10, school directors ranked the following statement on the 
higher end of importance from a scale of 1 (most important) to 9 (not useful): “Increase time 
spent on mastering Pulaar/Mandinka at school.” Conversely, when asked to rank the inverse 
statement—"Reduce time spent on Pulaar/Mandinka in school to encourage the earlier learning 
and use of French”—the majority of teachers (53%) assigned ratings within the bottom three 
ranks (7, 8, or 9).    

Figure 18. Head teachers’ rankings on increasing dedicated school time for L1 

 
Note. N = 98 head teachers in Tambacounda and Kédougou regions. 
Source. Authors’ calculations from Gates Foundation Science of Teaching data. 
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Even in schools that have not yet implemented MOHEBS, teachers have noted the use of 
national languages to explain concepts, especially in early grades, when children often struggle 
to participate in classes that are conducted only in French.307 Teacher surveys in Dakar and 
Fatick, which included educators who have implemented national language education in their 
classrooms and those who have not, find that 98% of teachers believe it is important for 
children to learn to read in their home language.308  

Nonetheless, some interviewed teachers expressed skepticism about teaching in national 
languages, citing the importance of learning French and expressing the idea that teaching 
Senegalese languages might slow or inhibit students’ development of French skills.309 Half of 
the surveyed teachers in Dakar and Fatick indicated believing that teaching students to read in 
the national languages would take too much time away from teaching reading in French.310  

Parental Views 
Despite generally favorable perspectives toward national 
language education among educators across Senegal, 
parents have expressed some mixed feelings about bilingual 
education. According to previous focus group data, parents 
unanimously agreed that everything should be done to 
increase students’ language and literacy skills in French.311 
They noted that because French is spoken internationally, it 
provides opportunities that national languages do not offer. 
Further, students can secure better jobs in the future if they 
master the French language. Thus, many parents fear that 
bilingual education could inhibit students’ French language acquisition. Interviews with MEN 
stakeholders also note that many parents misunderstand why their children should go to school 
to learn languages they already speak and understand,312, 313 but others have claimed that 
community members object to minority languages not being included in the curriculum.314 
Cheikh Beye, MEN leader who was in charge of RELIT programming, notes that this remaining 
resistance may occur due to communication and community engagement efforts not yet 
reaching their full potential.315 

As previously mentioned, the choice of national languages used for bilingual education also 
poses challenges to the acceptance of educational reform by linguistic minorities.316, 317 Despite 
the language mapping conducted for LPT and RELIT/MOHEBS programming, implementers have 
experienced some resistance among local populations.318 In cases where their languages are 
not included in the programming, some communities prefer not to enroll their children due to 
the lack of a representative language.319 After MEN officials carried out awareness-raising 
actions, the communities accepted the proposed linguistic compromise.320 To deal with 

Key Takeaway 
Parents generally find children’s 
French skills to be of the upmost 
importance, although some do 
recognize the benefits of national 
language education. These mixed 
perspectives indicate that 
community members are likely 
receptive to bilingual education 
initiatives but need sensitization 
about how learning in national 
languages can benefit French 
acquisition. 
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community resistance, the MEN has generally planned to raise awareness during language 
mapping to explain language choice and use local language solutions when the dominant 
language is not yet included in the available programming.321 

Although some parents and communities strongly encourage French, others do recognize the 
benefits of using national languages of instruction in schools. They note that instruction in 
children’s familiar languages may support students’ literacy in French and their L1, as well as 
comprehension in other subjects.322 Some parent focus group participants remarked on the 
futility of using French as the primary LoI before children understand the language. Other 
parents also view bilingual education as a means to preserve national languages, which they 
desire their children to know. Overall, these mixed perspectives toward national language 
education indicate that parents and other community members are likely receptive to bilingual 
education initiatives but need sensitization about how learning in national languages can also 
benefit students’ French acquisition.  

Community Engagement Initiatives 
Evidence from recent bilingual education programming 
indicates that a diverse range of community engagement 
strategies have had measurable success in some domains 
but continue to face challenges, particularly regarding 
parental concerns and regional equity.  

LPT, for instance, engaged communities in selecting the 
national LoI to be used in schools.323 LPT also implemented a parent and community 
component in a sample of program communities.324 This component consisted of tools and 
training for early-grade reading support and school-community grants for reading activities. A 
randomized controlled trial showed that the parent and community model had a positive 
impact on student reading levels. 

The strategic framework for the implementation of the PNLSE includes a focus on engaging 
parents and communities in response to the identified low levels of engagement to support 
reading.325 This plan outlines numerous goals on topics related to communicating student 
results with parents and supporting communities in creating literacy-rich environments, among 
others, along with a dedicated budget of 58 billion FCFA (more than 100 million USD, according 
to 2025 exchange rates). The PNLSE also mentions that advocacy and communication activities 
will be carried out in relation to the LoI but does not include details about those activities. 

The MEN has specified that communication is a key component of the MOHEBS bilingual 
education reform, although it has experienced limited deployment on the ground.326 

Key Takeaway 
Despite successful community 
engagement through LPT and the 
elaboration of communication plans 
through MOHEBS, the MEN has not 
yet carried out community 
engagement related to bilingual 
education through MOHEBS. 
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The MEN has discussed community engagement related to MOHEBS and has hosted workshops 
to elaborate on the communication plans. According to one MEN official, this communication 
strategy, deployed with support from the Directorate of Information and Communication, is 
meant to clarify that bilingual education aims not only to teach national languages but use 
them as a tool for improving academic performance, including in French. Another MEN official 
notes that community forums have been organized to explain the benefits of bilingual 
education and overcome community hesitations.327  

Nonetheless, most community sensitization in Senegal related to bilingual education has 
occurred through USAID programming, which is no longer active.328  

Monitoring and Evaluation 

In the final tier of the BUILD framework 
that we analyze (the final is the 
improved outcomes which are meant to be tracked over time), we assess Senegal’s M&E 
system to see how well the country regularly incorporates data related to each of the other 
education system components, including language considerations, for ongoing refinement. 

M&E System 
First, we address the following question: 

Does Senegal have a regularly updated M&E plan, and are there national or subnational 
mechanisms to use this data for continuous improvement in FLN outcomes? 

Senegal has established a robust M&E system that is 
routinely updated and closely linked to national education 
policy cycles. The MEN relies heavily on the Système 
d’Information pour la Gestion de l’Éducation Nationale 
(SIMEN), a centralized Education Management Information 
System (EMIS) launched in 2018 to integrate previously 
fragmented statistical tools. SIMEN builds on earlier 
platforms such as StatEduc and feeds directly into annual 
performance reviews and national reporting mechanisms, 
including the Rapport National de Suivi de l’Éducation and 
UNESCO submissions.329 This integration ensures that EMIS-generated data are formally 
embedded within the country’s sector planning and financial simulation models, notably the 

 

Key Takeaway 
Senegal’s M&E system explicitly 
builds in linguistic dimensions 
through national-language 
assessments and contextual tools, 
which is being formalized under the 
government’s bilingual reform. 
Systemwide assessments still 
prioritize French, and national 
education reform is working to 
address this.  
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PAQUET (2018–2030) and the Plan d’Amélioration et de Développement de l’Éducation du 
Sénégal (PADES) (2019–2023).330 

At the national level, Senegal has systematically mainstreamed results-based management into 
its education sector, which strengthens the use of data for accountability and policy learning. 
Reforms since 2007 have emphasized the production of timely sector indicators, the 
embedding of logic models across subsectors, and the institutionalization of annual 
performance reports.331 The Projet d'Amélioration de la Qualité et de l'Équité de l'Éducation de 
Base (Project for Improving the Quality and Equity of Basic Education) (2013–2025) introduced 
performance contracts for schools, subnational offices, and universities, requiring them to set 
measurable goals and track progress using EMIS and learning assessment data.332 These 
contracts were intended to sharpen accountability for outcomes, although implementation has 
faced bottlenecks such as limited capacity for local adaptation and tight timelines.333  

Senegal has also invested in strengthening subnational data use mechanisms. SIMEN was 
piloted in 161 schools across 10 regions, with expansion underway to reach more than 1,700 
additional schools.334 Regional and departmental education offices now feed their annual 
reviews into national databases, creating vertical linkages between local data collection and 
national sector analysis. However, barriers such as weak electricity and connectivity in rural 
areas, uneven uptake of digital tools, and continued reliance on external technical support 
constrain the full usage of these systems.335 As a result, although subnational actors 
increasingly have access to M&E data, their capacity to employ this information to improve FLN 
outcomes remains uneven. 

A distinctive feature of Senegal’s M&E environment is its active participation in national and 
international learning assessments, which serve as complementary evidence sources for 
monitoring FLN. The country has participated in PASEC since the 1990s, most recently in 
PASEC2024, which highlighted persistent challenges in foundational skills despite 
improvements to school access.336 Senegal has also implemented the SNERS, EGRA, and 
Jàngandoo household-based survey in addition to piloting the Program for International 
Student Assessment for Development and joining the UIS-led MILO study in 2021.337 Together, 
these assessments provide a rich evidence base for student learning trajectories, including FLN 
competencies, though their overlap has led to duplication and inefficiencies.338 Recognizing 
this, the MEN has committed under the MOHEBS reform to develop a permanent, harmonized 
schedule of assessments that systematically includes FLN and reduces redundancy.339 

Despite these advances, challenges remain in ensuring that M&E data directly contribute to 
continuous FLN improvement. Although Senegal now produces timely and reliable sector 
statistics, the translation of these data into actionable strategies at the school level remains 
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limited.340 For example, performance contracts have 
sometimes been criticized as top-down tools that lack 
sufficient training or flexibility for school-level actors.341 
Similarly, although SIMEN has improved data consistency, 
real-time statistics are not yet widely accessible for 
frontline educators. This has created a “last mile” gap 
between robust national monitoring and its practical use in 
classrooms. 

Overall, Senegal does have a regularly updated M&E plan, 
embedded in EMIS and annual reporting frameworks, and has developed national and 
subnational mechanisms, such as performance contracts, sector reviews, and SIMEN expansion, 
that aim to translate data into continuous FLN improvements. The country’s active participation 
in international assessments further enriches its evidence base. However, limited 
harmonization, local capacity constraints, and weak feedback loops continue to hinder the 
systematic use of these data to improve foundational learning outcomes on the ground. 
Ongoing reforms under PAQUET 2018–2030 and MOHEBS are explicitly designed to address 
these gaps by fostering coherence and strengthening the link between M&E and FLN outcomes. 

Linguistic Considerations 
Next, we examine how the M&E system addresses language issues in response to the following 
question: 

To what extent does M&E incorporate linguistic considerations, including data on teachers’ and 
learners’ LoI? 

M&E for FLN in Senegal explicitly builds in linguistic dimensions through national language 
assessments and contextual tools, and this is being formalized under the government’s bilingual 
reform. Since 2017, the government’s flagship reading program (LPT) has run EGRA studies in 
Wolof, Pulaar, and Seereer, paired with school- and teacher-questionnaires (SSME) and a 
student context survey. MEN directorates, including the Directorate for Literacy and National 
Languages, were involved in instrument development, and a school-level language mapping 
exercise was planned to ensure language–school alignment. More recently, the MOHEBS 
bilingual policy and USAID’s follow-on RELIT program have embedded M&E and learning 
agendas that track bilingual implementation and feed evidence back into the system.342, 343, 344  

Learners’ LoI and outcomes are measured and reported by language group, with bilingual 
performance tracked over time. The 2017 baseline EGRA tested CI and CP in the three national 
languages (plus a common French word-reading subtask), and the 2019 midline again assessed 

Key Takeaway 
Senegal has established a robust 
M&E system that is routinely 
updated and closely linked to 
national education policy cycles as 
well as international learning 
assessments. Challenges such as 
limited harmonization, local capacity 
constraints, and weak feedback 
loops remain but are being 
addressed by ongoing reforms. 
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Wolof, Pulaar, and Seereer and added connected-text reading in French at CP, allowing for a 
language-disaggregated trend analysis. These reports present reading outcomes (e.g., oral 
reading fluency and comprehension) separately for each language group and include 
comparative French results, making it possible to monitor bilingual learning and transfer.345, 346  

The existing M&E system also captures teachers’ linguistic capacity, comfort, and classroom 
language use. The program’s knowledge, attitude, and practice (KAP) surveys at baseline 
quantified teachers’ self-reported proficiency and comfort using national languages (e.g., only 
~31% felt “completely comfortable” teaching reading in a national language, versus 68% in 
French) and triangulated this with observation of actual language use. Later midline analyses 
noted that teacher self-efficacy in national languages improved from the baseline but still 
lacked comfort in French. These teacher-focused data illuminate whether LoI policy is 
implementable in real classrooms and identify what support is needed.347, 348 

At the same time, system-level assessments still center on French, the official language, thus 
limiting the routine measurement of learning in national languages outside program studies. 
PASEC 2019, Senegal’s regional assessment, measures reading in the official LoI (i.e., French) 
alongside mathematics. Senegal’s profile notes 22 codified national languages, but the 
assessment itself remains in the official LoI, constraining cross-system visibility on early reading 
in national languages. This highlights a gap between program-embedded bilingual M&E and 
systemwide accountability metrics.349 

Overall, linguistic considerations are well-integrated within Senegal’s FLN M&E system through 
language-specific EGRAs, contextual surveys, and teacher KAP instruments. MOHEBS is moving 
this from project to policy by aligning curricula and developing a system of assessments in six 
national languages plus French. The remaining gap is at the national assessment layer (e.g., 
PASEC/SNERS), which still prioritizes French; RELIT’s mandate to help INEADE link policy to 
assessments in national languages and French as a second language is designed to close that 
gap. However, with the termination of RELIT, the future of this mandate is uncertain. 

Continuous Improvement 
Finally, we assess the extent to which Senegal uses its M&E system for continuous 
improvement, as aligned with the following question: 

How are M&E findings used to inform and revise curriculum, teacher training, and LoI policies? 

M&E findings in Senegal have increasingly shaped reforms in curriculum, teacher training, and 
LoI policy, though the degree of institutionalization varies across levels. The MEN has used 
evidence from large-scale assessments and program evaluations to guide bilingual curriculum 
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development, revise teacher deployment policies, and scale 
up teacher professional development initiatives. However, 
the use of evidence remains strongest in donor-funded 
bilingual programs (e.g., LPT) and weaker in systemwide 
curriculum reforms, where the French language still 
dominates. As follows, we describe how Senegal uses its 
M&E system to inform curricular and LoI policy reform, 
teacher training and professional development, and policy 
feedback. 

Curriculum reform and LoI policy. Evidence from bilingual 
learning assessments has directly influenced curriculum design under MOHEBS. Pilot data from 
EGRA assessments in Wolof, Pulaar, and Seereer under LPT show that students taught in 
national languages in early grades make faster progress in foundational literacy than those 
taught only in French.350, 351 These findings support the MEN’s decision to institutionalize a 
bilingual model beginning with six national languages, with French introduced gradually. 
MOHEBS reform packages thus explicitly draw on evidence from program-embedded M&E to 
shape a new bilingual curriculum.352 

International assessments have also highlighted systemic weaknesses that have motivated 
curricular review. For example, PASEC 2019 found that nearly 60% of CP pupils in Senegal failed 
to reach minimum proficiency in reading and mathematics in French.353 These results 
underscore the fragility of early learning and reinforce calls to align curricula more closely with 
children’s linguistic realities. MEN’s 2025 Lettre de Politique Sectorielle de Développement de 
l’Éducation (LPSD) references such findings in its commitment to scaling bilingual instruction 
and reforming French as a second-language teaching.354 

Teacher training and PD. M&E findings have also been used to adjust teacher training 
approaches, particularly concerning LoI. Baseline KAP surveys from LPT reveal that although 
many teachers support bilingual education in principle, less than one third feel “completely 
comfortable” teaching reading in a national language, compared with nearly 70% in French.355 
These insights directly shaped the design of preservice and in-service training, with additional 
modules developed on early grade reading in national languages and bilingual pedagogy. 
Midline findings showing gradual improvements in teacher self-efficacy356 validated the need 
for ongoing PD and informed MEN’s decision to embed bilingual pedagogy training within 
teacher training institutes (CRFPE). 

The teacher management module in SIMEN, which records teacher language skills, 
qualifications, and deployment, has further allowed M&E data to guide where bilingual-trained 

Key Takeaway 
The MEN has demonstrated a 
strong use of evidence to guide 
bilingual curriculum development, 
revise teacher deployment policies, 
and scale up teacher PD initiatives. 
However, gaps remain in scaling 
evidence-informed practices 
systemwide, especially in 
embedding national-language 
assessment data into national 
accountability systems.  
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teachers are posted.357 By linking teacher placement to linguistic profiles, the MEN has 
attempted to align teacher deployment with community language needs, though this system 
may not be comprehensive or consistently applied. 

Policy feedback and system-level learning. Beyond curriculum and teacher training, the M&E 
system has provided a feedback loop for broader LoI policy debates in Senegal. The evaluation 
of LPT informed the MEN’s decision to scale elements of the program nationwide and codify 
bilingual instruction into law through MOHEBS.358 Similarly, dissemination of EGRA, SNERS, and 
Jàngandoo results has elevated public awareness of gaps in foundational learning, prompting 
policy makers to recognize bilingual education not only as a pedagogical strategy but also as an 
equity and rights-based reform.359 At the same time, critiques of fragmented assessment 
systems and overreliance on donor-funded evaluations have spurred the MEN to commit to a 
permanent, harmonized evaluation schedule under MOHEBS, which explicitly includes 
assessments in national languages alongside French.360 

Overall, M&E findings in Senegal have been pivotal in driving the adoption of a bilingual 
curriculum, reorienting teacher training toward national-language pedagogy, and legitimizing 
LoI reforms. Nonetheless, gaps remain in scaling these evidence-informed practices 
systemwide, especially in embedding national-language assessment data into national 
accountability systems such as PASEC. Future reforms under MOHEBS aim to close this gap by 
making linguistic considerations a permanent feature of curriculum, teacher training, and 
assessment cycles. 

Summary and Assessment of System Progression 

Here, we summarize the evidence along each tier of the BUILD framework, which we use to 
determine which stage of development the country falls into according to the Progression Scale 
presented on pages 10-13. 

FLN Goals and Language Policy  
AIR’s review of Senegal’s FLN goals and LoI policy shows that the country has clearly defined its 
goals for foundational learning and has set strong benchmarks that play a notable role in 
bilingual programming. The MOHEBS model provides clear guidance on LoI sequencing, 
language eligibility, and instructional design but does not yet have legal status as an official LoI 
policy, thus limiting its potential as a fully institutionalized transition model. Without the 
backing of a national legislative framework to align bilingual pedagogy, curriculum standards, 
and teacher preparation, MOHEBS remains a programmatic model rather than a systemwide 
mandate. The government and partners have extensively developed MOHEBS programming 
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across its four components (communication, training, materials, and monitoring) and have 
implemented the model at a large scale across several regions of Senegal. Nonetheless, 
MOHEBS has not yet reached all regions and is largely dependent on support from donors and 
implementing partners. Therefore, we would characterize Senegal’s LoI policy as being at the 
Established stage, as indicated by the progression criteria in Figure 19. 

Figure 19. Progression criteria for LoI policies 

Absent  Emerging Developing Established Institutionalized 

No official LoI policy is 
in place to reach the 
FLN goal(s). 

A LoI policy exists, but 
it is vague, 
fragmented, or not 
aligned with the FLN 
goal(s). 

A LoI policy is defined, 
with growing 
government 
commitment and 
early implementation 
to achieve the FLN 
goal(s). 

A LoI policy is applied 
in practice and 
supported by 
implementation 
structures in support 
of the FLN goal(s). 

A LoI policy is 
embedded in national 
education systems 
and reviewed 
regularly in alignment 
with the FLN goal(s). 

Evidence and Data Use 
Our review finds that Senegal’s MEN has appropriately responded to student assessment 
trends through targeted policies and programs. It has addressed achievement gaps and justified 
continued investments using monitoring and evaluation findings. Bilingual education—the 
focus of this review—has been informed by student assessment data and, to a limited extent, 
by evidence on national languages and language-mapping data. 

Specifically, the MEN, linguists at Université Cheikh Anta Diop, and initiatives such as ELAN and 
RELIT have produced and compiled significant resources regarding the linguistic properties of 
the country’s national languages. When deciding which national languages schools should use 
for bilingual education, the MEN and implementing organizations such as RTI have conducted 
language mapping exercises consisting of community consultations, questionnaires among 
teachers and school directors, and observations of the languages used by children during play. 
Semantic fluency assessments, which empirically determine which languages students know 
and understand, have not been used to determine LoI at the school or regional level. 
Assessments that have been conducted in some parts of the country show that even in schools 
that have received educational programming in national languages, many students are not 
learning in languages they understand. 

Furthermore, research using student assessment data in some regions of the country shows 
that there is a discrete point at which students who have obtained decoding abilities in a 
familiar language are able to transfer those skills to French at a faster rate. These findings 
support the importance of the MEN’s efforts to integrate and support literacy programming in 
national languages throughout the country. The MEN could use this research on reading 
thresholds by supporting teachers in using formative student assessments to determine when 
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those students are ready to begin learning to read in French or by tailoring the curriculum to 
transition to French literacy skills when a desired percentage of the student population typically 
obtains the requisite national language skills. Based on these findings, we could classify 
Senegal’s level of progression related to evidence and data use as Established according to the 
criteria presented in Figure 20. 

Figure 20. Progression criteria for evidence and data use 

Absent  Emerging Developing Established Institutionalized 

Education 
stakeholders do not 
use or have access to 
evidence related to 
student language 
skills to inform and 
adapt policies and 
practices. 

Education 
stakeholders have 
access to some data 
related to student 
language skills, but 
the data are only 
available on a limited 
scale or have 
suboptimal quality.  

Education 
stakeholders have 
access to student 
language mapping on 
a large scale, some 
evidence on language 
transfer between 
some L1s and the 
desired L2, and some 
other LoI indicators. 

Education 
stakeholders have 
access to student and 
teacher language 
mapping data on a 
national scale, 
language transfer data 
between the most 
prominent L1s and 
the desired L2, and 
data on additional LoI 
indicators. 

Education 
stakeholders not only 
have access to 
language mapping, 
language threshold 
data, and other LoI 
indicators aligned 
with all BUILD tiers 
but also regularly use 
and update those 
data to inform policies 
and practices. 

Curriculum and Materials  
Based on the SoR and existing evidence on student language and literacy skills in Senegal, our 
review of the MOHEBS curriculum and materials for early-grade reading indicates the following 
key strengths and areas for growth, as presented in Figure 21. 

Figure 21. MOHEBS curriculum strengths and areas for growth 

Reading Skill Strengths Areas for Growth 

Language 
proficiency 

A focus on oral comprehension in the national 
languages through storytelling and oral 
exercises 

 

Concept of print  Explicit teaching of basic principles of the concept 
of print, which could help promote clarity of 
understanding and facilitate transfer from reading 
Senegalese languages to reading French 

Phonological 
awareness 

A strong base of phonological awareness skills 
as a precursor to reading, progressively moving 
from simple to more complex concepts in 
Senegalese languages in CI before focusing on 
French skills in CP 

 

Decoding A strong focus on decoding, presenting skills in a 
logical and sequential fashion 

Incorporating evidence on student transfer 
readiness to delay the introduction of French 
decoding until students are ready 

Reading fluency Inclusion of teacher modeling and student 
practice for oral reading fluency 

Emphasizing practice of commonly used words for 
automatic recognition 
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Reading 
comprehension 

A strong formula for engaging with stories to 
emphasize reading comprehension 

Inclusion of additional practices for student 
engagement in reading comprehension exercises 

Writing  Incorporating additional opportunities for students 
to develop and practice writing skills 

Translanguaging  Developing in-depth guidance related to 
translanguaging in the early grades 

Our evidence review also shows that teachers and students have access to high-quality TLMs as 
part of the MOHEBS reform. Yet the country experiences a relatively poor print environment, 
with a dearth of reading materials in the national languages and French. Educators could use 
additional support for more literacy-rich learning environments. Based on this evidence, we 
would characterize Senegal’s level of progression for multilingual curricula and materials 
between the Developing and Established stage, according to Figure 22. 

Figure 22. Progression criteria for curriculum and materials  

Absent Emerging Developing Established Institutionalized 

The curriculum does 
not address 
multilingual 
teaching. 
Instructional 
materials in local 
languages are 
unavailable. 

The curriculum 
addresses multilingual 
teaching to a minimal 
extent. Some 
instructional materials 
integrate language 
considerations. 

The curriculum and 
materials incorporate 
the science of reading 
for multilingual learners, 
reflecting students' 
linguistic contexts. 
Instructional materials 
increasingly integrate 
language 
considerations. 

The curriculum 
and materials are 
fully aligned with 
the science of 
reading for 
multilingual 
learners, reflecting 
students' linguistic 
contexts. 

A high-quality, regularly 
updated curriculum and 
corresponding materials 
support evolving FLN and 
LoI goals. 

Teacher Workforce and Professional Development  
According to our evidence review, the MOHEBS initiative has produced multiple training 
resources to support teachers, which have generated positive results and helped teachers feel 
more prepared to teach in national languages. However, some gaps in teacher preparedness 
still exist. For instance, teachers in Senegal often do not sufficiently know how to speak, read, 
or write the national language of their students. The MEN recognizes this issue and has plans to 
more systematically collect data on teacher language skills to inform teacher placement, as well 
as include preservice training for teaching in national languages. Based on this evidence, we 
would characterize Senegal’s level of progression for teacher recruitment and placement 
related to LoI and for teacher PD to support multilingual education at the Developing stage, 
according to Figures 23 and 24. 
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Figure 23. Progression criteria for teacher recruitment and placement  

Absent Emerging Developing Established Institutionalized 

No official 
teacher 
recruitment or 
placement plan is 
in place that 
accounts for 
teachers’ 
language skills. 

A teacher recruitment 
and placement plan 
that accounts for 
teacher language skills 
exists, but it is vague, 
fragmented, and not 
operationalized. 

A teacher recruitment 
and placement plan 
exists with a focus on 
LoI, though it is in early 
implementation and 
not fully 
operationalized. 

A strong teacher 
recruitment and 
placement plan exists 
with a focus on LoI and 
is supported by 
implementation 
structures. 

A strong teacher 
recruitment and 
placement plan that 
focuses on LoI exists, is 
embedded in national 
education systems, and 
is reviewed regularly in 
alignment with FLN 
goal(s). 

Figure 24. Progression criteria for teacher PD  

Absent Emerging Developing Established Institutionalized 

Teachers receive no 
pre-service or in-
service training on 
teaching in 
multilingual 
contexts or using 
national languages 
for instruction. 

Teachers receive 
limited training on 
teaching in 
multilingual 
contexts or using 
local LoIs, but that 
training is not 
sufficient for 
teachers to feel 
prepared to teach in 
local languages. 

Teachers receive more 
notable trainings on 
teaching in multilingual 
contexts and using local 
LoIs, yet these trainings 
are not yet 
comprehensive and 
system-wide. Some gaps 
exist in teacher 
preparedness. 

Trainings on 
teaching in 
multilingual 
contexts and using 
national LoIs are 
integrated 
extensively into in-
service and pre-
service teacher 
training. 

Ongoing, adaptive training 
responds to demographic 
and linguistic shifts among 
teachers and learners. 

Community Engagement  
Research across some regions of Senegal has found that educators generally have positive 
views of national language education and recognize the benefits to student academic 
performance. Although some parents recognize these benefits, most emphasize the importance 
of children’s French acquisition, thus indicating a need for community sensitization about how 
learning in national languages can benefit French acquisition. 

Despite successful community engagement through LPT and the elaboration of communication 
plans through MOHEBS, the MEN has not yet carried out community engagement related to 
bilingual education through MOHEBS. For that reason, we could characterize Senegal’s level of 
progression for community engagement as Emerging, according to the progression criteria in 
Figure 25.  
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Figure 25. Progression criteria for community engagement  

Absent Emerging Developing Established Institutionalized 

Communities are 
largely unaware of 
the benefits of 
multilingual 
education. Little or no 
sensitization efforts 
are in place. 
Communities have no 
tools to support 
children to read in 
school languages. 
Communities are not 
engaged in 
supporting education 
in school languages.  

Information-sharing 
efforts such as 
awareness 
campaigns may be in 
place, but they are 
not yet at scale with 
proven effectiveness. 
Families and 
communities have 
limited involvement 
in supporting 
multilingual 
education. 

Families and 
communities are 
generally aware of the 
benefits of 
multilingual education. 
Communities are 
somewhat engaged in 
decisions and/or 
implementation of 
multilingual education 
through, for example, 
language mapping, 
focus groups, 
materials 
development, or 
supporting student 
language and literacy 
development at home. 

Families and 
communities are 
largely aware of the 
benefits of 
multilingual 
education. Parents 
and communities 
actively support 
learning in the home 
language and/or the 
transition to the L2. 

Community engagement 
and commitment to 
multilingual education is 
deep and sustained. 
Families and community 
members are continually 
involved in governance, 
curriculum feedback, 
material development, 
and home language and 
literacy support. 

Monitoring and Evaluation 
Currently, Senegal has an M&E system in the process of being linked to national education 
policy cycles and international learning assessments. Senegal’s M&E system explicitly builds in 
linguistic dimensions through national-language assessments and contextual tools, particularly 
in donor-funded bilingual education programming. Furthermore, the MEN has demonstrated a 
strong use of evidence to guide bilingual curriculum development, attempts to revise teacher 
deployment policies, and scale up teacher PD initiatives. Despite a strong commitment to 
evidence use and significant improvements over the last 20 years, the system faces some 
ongoing challenges related to limited harmonization and scaling, local capacity constraints, and 
a residual focus on French in national, systemwide assessments. The MEN recognizes these 
challenges and is working to align its data systems through the MOHEBS reform. Based on this 
evidence, we would characterize Senegal’s level of progression for M&E related to multilingual 
education as being at the Developing stage, according to Figure 26. 

Figure 26. Progression criteria for M&E 

Absent Emerging Developing Established Institutionalized 

No systems are in 
place to monitor 
student learning or 
assess LoI-related 
practices. 

Some basic monitoring 
of outputs occurs 
(e.g., enrollment, 
textbook distribution) 
but not of student 
learning outcomes. 

Student learning 
outcomes are tracked 
but not yet used to 
refine or inform LoI 
strategies. 

Outcomes are 
continuously 
monitored; early 
evidence of what 
works is used to adjust 
approaches. 

Robust systems track 
learning outcomes, 
assess the impact of 
LoI policies, and 
inform iterative policy 
adaptation. 
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Senegal Blueprint 

In this section, we draw on the BUILD framework and all the data and information analyzed and 
presented in this report to present four high priority and urgent actions (empirically, politically, 
and practically) for integration of language to improve FLN outcomes (in Senegalese languages 
and French) for children across the country. Following this, we present, tier by tier, evidence-
backed actions to form a blueprint that can be utilized by national and regional stakeholders to 
develop an LoI-integrated roadmap for Senegal. The recommendations are rated in terms of 
political feasibility, likelihood of impact in the near versus long term, and likelihood of 
sustainability and costliness, based on the available evidence. These actions will need 
implementation studies, rigorous impact research, and cost-effectiveness studies to continue to 
be refined. 

Top Priority Actions for LoI Integration into FLN Improvement  
Language Mismatch Alignment: This point has emerged as high priority across evidence tiers 
and stakeholders. Across the nation, there are serious mismatches between student language 
skills, teacher language skills, and LoI policies and practices. This requires several recommended 
actions including:  

• Tracking student language skills (through rigorous bilingually appropriate testing that 
doesn’t only rely on the LoI as de facto language of the test) – and using that data for 
language-sensitive structured pedagogy and bilingual literacy remediation.  

• Tracking teacher language proficiency on three main dimensions – 1) teachers’ own 
linguistic skills in the languages they are expected to teach, 2) teachers’ ability to teach 
Senegalese languages and French transition (linguistically focused pedagogical abilities), 
and LoI practices in the classrooms (degree of codeswitching, linguistic management 
strategies etc.). These data are then expected to be used for actions on the 
development of teacher specific in-service and pre-service modules on topics such as 
translanguaging, transfer of first language reading abilities, French oral language 
improvement, understanding phonics in the Senegalese language, working with mixed 
language classrooms etc.  

• Tracking LoI policies and teacher learning materials. It is important to have data on the 
school’s official LoI and the language of the materials to triangulate with the data points 
above.  
 

This LoI match triangle will allow for clear information on points and degree of mismatch on the 
key domains in which language impacts learning outcomes. In turn, this will enable us to 
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develop a set of teaching and TLM development pathways specific to the school and its 
mismatch coordinates.  
 
Serious Integration of French Transition and Full Bilingualism Across the Curriculum. While 
the country has made immense leaps in the design of Senegalese language foundational 
learning, there is still very little scientifically backed and practically oriented focus on 
transitioning to French LoI by upper primary grades. This requires a thorough understanding of 
transitioning including timing, teaching, and testing. For timing, the curriculum needs to be 
adapted to better understand precisely when to introduce oral French, when to introduce 
written/decoding skills in French, when to introduce subject matter in French, and when to fully 
transition to French as a medium of instruction. This should then be aligned with a better sense 
of teaching French to each of these levels. For teaching oral French first, there needs to be an 
inundation of French oral language to students who receive minimum French language 
exposure in their environments. While training teachers to provide this kind of input is helpful, 
it cannot be sufficient for what Senegalese students need. Artificial intelligence-driven videos 
and audio input through radio, Bluetooth devices, teacher what’s apps etc. provide significant 
potential here. For testing, all assessments (classroom formative tests and more M&E tests) 
would be most effective if aligned with this level of bilingualism across the curriculum. For 
instance, this would include testing of transferable skills, oral language skills across languages, 
language-specific phonological awareness and orthographic knowledge etc.  
 
Teacher PD and Ongoing Support for Implementation of MOHEBS. One clear issue that was 
apparent across the tiers is that teachers need much more targeted and ongoing support for 
the implementation of the MOHEBS. While MOHEBS is a very scientifically grounded method on 
paper, teachers need continuous support on the implementation of the policy. Targeted PD 
modules on supporting understanding of MOHEBS implementation especially in terms of the 
specifics of teaching Senegalese languages, and then transitioning to French, better use of 
formative assessment data for classroom teaching, language-specific structured pedagogy, 
understanding classroom management for mixed ability classrooms, understanding use of 
translanguaging and Senegalese language in teaching French, better utilization of bilingual 
resources for teaching foundational numeracy are key areas of support for teachers. Constant 
coaching through WhatsApp videos and use of AI to support teachers on a regular basis with 
implementation of a complex bilingual curriculum is being conducted and showing promise in 
the FLIP program with support from GPE-KIX.  
 
Better M&E Systems and Research Priorities. Building on the blueprint, we propose a 3-phase, 
5-year research and technical assistance agenda (2026-2030) in Senegal at an indicative cost of 
USD 4-6 million. In Phase 1 (first 2 years), we propose conducting rigorous longitudinal and 
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mixed-methods studies to refine explicit bilingual FLN targets (e.g., L1 decoding thresholds, oral 
French vocabulary thresholds, and words-correct-per-minute benchmarks by language and 
grade) and generate evidence on the effectiveness of MOHEBS transition models. The work 
should include supporting MEN to embed these targets and indicators in PAQUET-EF, LPGS, and 
LPSD revisions (costing approximately USD 2m). In parallel, a technical team should co-design 
and prototype a high-set-up-cost but scalable Bilingual Education Early-Warning Model using 
PASEC, SNERS, Jàngandoo and MOHEBS data, with dashboards that flag schools and regions off-
track on bilingual FLN outcomes and provide decision rules for coaching, remediation, and 
resource allocation (costing approximately USD 1.5m). In Phase 2 (Years 2-4), research would 
deepen into classroom-level transfer thresholds across key language pairs (e.g., Wolof-French, 
Pulaar-French), using cohort tracking and econometric models (SEM, GAM) to determine when 
L1 decoding and oral language skills are sufficient to safely accelerate French decoding and 
French-medium instruction. These research priorities will be augmented with technical 
assistance to support curriculum/TLM revisions to make bilingual progression and transfer 
explicit and embed contrastive phonics and translanguaging modules into pre-service and in-
service teacher development. In Phase 3 (Years 4-5), the focus would shift to institutionalization 
and scale: building a bilingual research database and hub, training inspectors, regional offices 
and teachers to routinely use EGRA/EGMA, MOHEBS and classroom assessment data to level 
learners and plan “language-sensitive pedagogy,” and aligning coaching and deployment 
policies with language mapping. These activities are budgeted at roughly $1.5-2.5 million (USD) 
but with low marginal costs once the data and M&E infrastructure are in place. 

In December 2025, stakeholders convened for the BUILD Senegal co‑interpretation workshop to 
validate and refine priority actions aligned with the BUILD framework. The following table 
presents the agreed‑upon actions and their underlying justifications as discussed during the 
workshop. 

Figure 7. BUILD Senegal co-interpretation workshop actions and justifications 

Workshop Proposed Action Justification 
Priority 1: System‑Wide Alignment of Language Mismatch 
Evaluate and expand the Track and Trace system by 
integrating parameters to monitor alignment between TLM 
language and school language 

Operationalizes the monitoring of alignment school LoI, 
teacher linguistic capacity, and student language profiles 

Improve material delivery systems Addresses logistical difficulties that hinder L1/LoI 
harmonization in classrooms 

Develop differentiated pedagogical strategies for linguistic 
minorities 

Directly targets student/LoI mismatch through inclusive 
approaches 

Evaluate and improve national language mapping processes Provides reliable multilingual data to align teacher 
assignments and practices 

Consider recommendations from sociolinguistic surveys Provide contextual evidence on real uses of languages 
Review teacher national mobility policy Aligns teacher deployment with language needs 
Integrate bilingual modules into initial teacher training Strengthens teachers’ bilingual skills 
Strengthen/popularize e-learning platform for national 
languages 

Creates continuous PD channel 
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Leverage AI to strengthen reading/writing in national 
languages 

Bridges linguistic and pedagogical gaps 

Priority 2: Full Integration of French Transition 
Ensure follow-up on integrating bilingual options in MOHEBS Institutionalizes L1→L2 transition 
Develop research for MOHEBS extension Strengthens evidence base 
Intensify capacity building in didactics/language Ensures quality implementation 
Priority 3: Teacher Professional Development 
Hold training sessions on time Prepares teachers 
Ensure timely financial resources & TLM delivery Prevents operational gaps 
Systematize SFMO tool use Supports data-driven PD 
Strengthen digital technology and AI use Amplifies coaching/monitoring 
4. Better Bilingually Designed M&E Systems  
Conduct bilingual proficiency assessments Aligns evaluation with FLN goals 
Ensure reliable, disaggregated language data Supports analysis of disparities 
Develop information system to detect progress/challenges Supports adaptive pedagogy/policy 

 
In the following sections, we discuss several further key priority actions in more detail.  

Tier 1: FLN Goals and Policy 
Over the past decade, Senegal has prioritized foundational learning, aiming for all children to 
achieve basic literacy by the end of early primary school. Policies such as PAQUET-EF, LPGS, 
LPSD, and PNLSE, along with USAID programs like LPT and RELIT, World Bank support, Gates 
Foundation support, and ARED’s work set ambitious goals for reading and math, promote 
bilingual education, and strengthen teacher training. MOHEBS provides a structured, evidence-
based approach to biliteracy, starting in national languages and transitioning to French, but 
scaling remains challenging largely due to organizational capacity, human resources, 
infrastructure, and funding constraints. While MOHEBS offers a structured, evidence-based 
pathway for biliteracy acquisition starting in national languages and transitioning to French, it 
remains vulnerable to scaling efforts due to several constraints, many of which are related to 
funding (post USAID), and questions of government prioritization for scale and sustainability. 
The following are suggested actions can support a roadmap for scaling and institutionalizing 
bilingual education in Senegal.  

Adopting a Clear National Legal Framework on the LoI. The development of a legally codified 
decree or framework that makes education in a known or familiar (dominant) language a right 
to a child is a high priority policy recommendation. This will provide a legal framework for 
Senegalese national language based- multilingual education. If such a framework is 
systematically integrated into sectoral plans, it can provide schools and teachers with clear 
guidance on language instruction and support nationwide implementation of bilingual 
education principles, despite possible political and other policy shifts. 

This action is likely low cost, politically challenging, but likely to have a long-term sustainable 
impact.  
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Include Explicit Bilingual Education Targets. Key national education frameworks such as 
PAQUET-EF, LPGS, and LPSD should be revised to include explicit targets for reading, writing, 
and mathematics by grade level, while national indicators are updated to capture mastery in 
national language and French foundational literacy targets. These targets – to be determined in 
discussion with key stakeholders and further research in studies such as Gates Foundation’s 
Bilingual Boost initiative – would include the following critical targets for bilingual foundational 
learning:  

• Number of decoding words required for L1 transfer before introducing decoding skills in 
French  

• Number of oral vocabulary items/oral language skills in French needed before 
introducing French decoding, French math instruction, and French as a medium of 
instruction 

• Number of correct words per min per language (type) for reading comprehension   

Aligning sectoral policies with foundational learning objectives will allow for more effective 
monitoring of student progression in both languages and support the scaling of bilingual 
education initiatives. 

This action is medium cost to ensure scientifically grounded targets, politically challenging to 
accept targets across the board, but likely to be very sustainable.  

Ensuring Sufficient Funding for MOHEBS is included in the government budget. It will be very 
difficult to ensure that MOHEBS is implemented with fidelity, in line with evidence, and 
ensuring children are learning unless there is dedicated funding for these precise components 
of MOHEBS. Over the long term, this investment can allow for updates to the policy as needed 
in line with emerging evidence on fidelity of implementation, and on the transition to French, 
and ensure access to higher education in French and Senegalese languages, and ultimate 
socioeconomic mobility of children and national growth.  

This recommendation is medium to high cost, politically feasible with strong stakeholder 
engagement, and highly sustainable once embedded in the national education budget, ensuring 
that MOHEBS continues to evolve and support long-term bilingual foundational learning 
outcomes. 

Updating Policies with Rigorous Research. There is a need for integrating rigorous evidence 
into continuously improving the program’s design and implementation. Longitudinal, mixed 
methods studies are needed to evaluate the effectiveness of bilingual models such as MOHEBS 
and PNLSE. Generating robust evidence on multilingual education transition strategies and 
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bilingual education outcomes will guide policy adjustments and inform decision-making at both 
policy and school levels, improving learning outcomes in both national languages and French. 

This recommendation is medium to high cost over time, likely to be politically feasible, and a 
critical way to keep honing MOHEBS and government investments into inputs that are likely to 
yield the highest impact and lowest costs for integrating LoI policies into FLN improvement.  

Tier 2: Evidence and Data 
Develop Key Indicators for Implementation of Fidelity of Bilingual Education. There is a critical 
need for a robust set of indicators with data collected from within and external to the system 
on how the current MOHEBS policies are being implemented. This would include the degree to 
which the languages that are meant to be used are being used in the classroom, to what extent 
code switching and translanguaging is already occurring and what language classroom 
management strategies are being deployed when the LoI does not match the language of the 
teachers and/or the students, to what extent teachers are proficient in the Senegalese 
language (linguistic skills) they are expected to teach, are proficient in teaching (pedagogical 
skills) the language they are expected to teach, and are proficient in French, and proficient in 
teaching the transition to French.  

Develop a Bilingual Education Early-Warning System or Prediction Model. To make Senegal’s 
M&E system predictive rather than descriptive, it is possible to develop a Foundational Learning 
Early-Warning Model (FLEWM) that forecasts students’ progression through key reading and 
comprehension benchmarks from CP to CM2, particularly with a multilingual education lens. 
Using historical data from PASEC, SNERS, Jàngandoo, and MOHEBS assessments, the model 
would estimate the probability of students crossing minimum proficiency thresholds by grade 
and language, incorporating predictors such as teacher presence, LoI fidelity, language transfer 
thresholds, orthographic features, and language match. Dashboards could visualize risk flags for 
regions or schools unlikely to reach key targets, prompting timely interventions such as 
coaching, remedial programming, or material redistribution.  

While this is a high setup cost recommendation, it is likely to offset costs using the datasets and 
analyses that have been developed for this blueprint and can also be offset with the use of 
modern AI and technology tools. It is likely to be politically feasible and yield long term 
effectiveness of multilingual education.  

Conduct further research to design classroom level interventions for determining readiness 
levels for transferring skills between languages. Moving beyond remediation for just skills 
required for learning to read one language, conduct research that helps develop tools for 
biliteracy and multilingual acquisition. This will include better understanding of the oral 
vocabulary size and other oral language proficiency needed in French before transition can 
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occur. This will also include testing transfer “thresholds” across languages. Specifically, it is 
recommended to test the hypothesis that once children reach a threshold in learning to decode 
(sound out and read with fluency) a Senegalese familiar language, acquisition of French reading 
accelerates exponentially. By tracking cohorts each term across three dominant language pairs 
with large instructional footprints (jointly measuring Senegalese language decoding, Senegalese 
language oral language, French oral language, and French decoding and comprehension) and 
utilizing structural equation models (SEM) and generalized additive models (GAM) it would be 
possible to detect non-linear transfer points. These data can be analyzed with covariates for 
teacher-student language match, exposure to bilingual materials, and classroom time allocation 
between Senegalese languages and French. We also recommend that the government draw on 
other research on vocabulary size tests and oral language needs for development of French 
reading comprehension that is being conducted in other parts of Africa, such as in South Africa. 
The results would generate empirically grounded, language-pair-specific thresholds that could 
inform when to intensify oral French instruction or when to delay or accelerate the transition 
from national language to French as the primary LoI under PAQUET and MOHEBS 
implementation frameworks. 
 
In addition, to optimize the pacing and sequencing of language transition in early primary, 
conduct empirical studies that compare types and dosages of transition, both by subject (e.g., 
shifting mathematics or reading first) and by duration (e.g., gradual versus rapid exposure to 
French). These studies should experimentally or quasi-experimentally vary the amount of 
instructional time spent in Senegalese language versus French across grades 1-4, while tracking 
cohorts’ performance in decoding, fluency, and comprehension across both languages. 
Analyses using hierarchical growth models or event-history frameworks can estimate how 
different exposure trajectories affect the timing and depth of transfer to French literacy, 
controlling for classroom quality, teacher language match, and orthographic transparency. 
Special attention should be given to “dosage thresholds”, i.e., the minimum number of hours or 
terms of sustained L1 instruction needed before an effective French transition, building on 
insights from Lecture Pour Tous and ARED-implemented Ndaw Wune remedial bilingual 
models. The resulting evidence would help define context-specific transition profiles (e.g., 
subject-first vs. time-intensity models) that balance linguistic equity with accelerated 
attainment of national FLN targets. A pipeline of action-oriented evaluations, similar to the 
ongoing effort to assess the impact of MOHEBS, should be on the agenda for the education 
stakeholders, including the government and civil society. 
 
Such bilingual transfer specific research could be leveraged from other data sources to be cost-
efficient and will be powerful for fine tuning a bilingual education model (in all tiers) through 
the coming years of implementation of MOHEBS.  
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Strengthen Bilingual Teacher Preparation and Language-Responsive Structured Pedagogy.  
To enhance the quality of bilingual instruction, Senegal could establish a Bilingual Pedagogical 
Core (BPC) within national teacher-training institutions focused on better understanding the 
SoBR, orthographic and linguistic aspects of learning to read across languages, and cross-
linguistic transfer – all to support the already existing MOHEBS bigrammar, which is designed to 
systematically cross-analyze grammatical features across two languages (with a focus on 
“contrastive analysis: vis-à-vis facilitative cross-linguistic resource sharing) Given the high 
transparency of national languages such as Wolof, Pulaar, and Seereer, teachers should be 
equipped to contrast orthographic features explicitly when transitioning from national language 
to French literacy. This would involve developing “contrastive phonics” modules, a deeper 
understanding of facilitative transfer and transition, integrating bilingual hands-on teaching 
experiences in teacher colleges, and institutionalizing refresher courses on orthographic 
considerations and constraints to reduce regional inconsistencies. The BPC could collaborate 
with ARED, CRFPEs, and the Institut National d’Étude et d’Action pour le Développement de 
l’Éducation (INEADE) to ensure pedagogical coherence across MOHEBS and other national 
initiatives. 

This is likely to be politically appealing for stakeholder ownership and can be part of the costs of 
other research activities. This will likely lead to strong evidence bases for designing a bilingual 
program that is cost-effective as this kind of research is vital for deciding priorities factors for a 
specifically language-responsive structured pedagogy system.   

Tier 3: Teaching and Learning 
Senegal’s bilingual education reform is at a critical juncture, with the MOHEBS curriculum 
providing a structured pathway for foundational literacy. The teaching and learning tier, 
covering curriculum, materials, teacher development, and community engagement, is central to 
implementation and ultimate success of these curriculum reforms.  

Curriculum and TLMs 

Ensure teachers understand how teaching multilingual children is different than monolingual, 
with enough strategies to teach a multilingual curriculum. The MOHEBS curriculum 
demonstrates strong alignment with the science of reading, covering many of the core skills in 
the SoBR and introducing them sequentially in the curriculum. For example, the curriculum 
begins in CI with a focus on language comprehension skills in L1 and French but only focuses on 
word recognition skills in L1. Word recognition skills in French are only introduced progressively 
in CP to leverage L1 skills for French literacy. Still, the curriculum lacks a clear explanation of 
how transfer and progression of skills happen in bilingual literacy acquisition. In addition, the 
presentation of the five skills as they currently appear could digress from the bilingual science 
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of reading in some ways. For example, a single category of comprehension when oral 
comprehension would come before the overall goal of reading comprehension could be 
misleading. To truly support bilingual education, the curriculum must be designed from the 
earliest stages with bilingualism at its core. This begins with the understanding that children 
learn best in languages they know well (are dominant in) and then progress to a new language 
in a systematic and cognitive science backed way. While MOHEBS already embraces this 
principle, further progress requires a deliberate approach to transitioning into French alongside 
the acquisition of national languages. This means designing a curriculum that considers transfer 
and bilingualism at all levels of the curriculum (learning to read a new language, learning 
academic subjects in a new language, switching to a new medium of instruction entirely).  

Systematize support for teachers teach in pace with both the student’s level and the 
curriculum. The MOHEBS curriculum is highly scripted to facilitate teachers’ implementation, 
leaving little room to adjust to the level of students in the classroom. Current data shows 
students’ learning pace is slower than the curriculum progression, with many students late in 
CP still struggling with word-level decoding with very low scores in reading comprehension in 
both the national language and in French. While the current MOHEBS, and government-
integrated programs like ARED’s Ndaw Wune remedial program and AIR’s work through GPE 
KIX aim to provide more tailoring to the curriculum, systematic support is just being planned for 
and rolled out nationally. Preliminary results from the impact evaluation of the pilot of Ndaw 
Wune Année Scolaire suggest that is an overall effective program for improving student 
foundational literacy scores in national languages in Grades 2-3 in Senegal. Monitoring data 
from AIR’s ongoing FLIP teacher training program in Fatick suggests that it is effective in 
improving teachers’ knowledge and practice of structured pedagogy using a less intensive 
approach. The language-responsive, structured pedagogy remediation approach for teaching 
foundational literacy skills in both Senegalese languages and French are also being 
implemented and showing promising outcomes in the FLIP project supported by KIX GPE – with 
consistent stakeholder demand for further pre-service and in-service support to teachers. 
Continuing this effort and providing clear guidance and support for teachers to help students 
keep pace with the curriculum is essential for students not falling further behind. It will also be 
key to continue tracking students’ levels across skills in L1 and French to decide if the pacing in 
the curriculum needs any adjustment such as a delay in the introduction of French word 
recognition skills to allow students to first master these skills in L1. Many of the tools to do this 
exist as well as the formative assessments to track progress; leveraging and systematizing those 
existing materials will be key to keeping this a cost-effective effort. 

Supporting overall access to TLMs particularly in L1 and with a focus on transition. Overall, 
there is still a lack of TLMs nationwide in either language. While MOHEBS has been increasingly 
able to provide foundational TLMs including the teacher’s manual, student manual, and 
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pedagogical guide, especially with support from the external funders, additional materials to 
support a print rich environment are needed particularly in national languages to support 
students’ word recognition skills.  While these manuals are available, classrooms themselves 
are often stark with limited text on the walls such as examples of letters and words visually 
displayed, supplementary materials to support engagement with print in activities, or books for 
students to use in class or at home. TLMs must be designed to support cross-linguistic transfer 
and reflect linguistic and orthographic differences. This includes books and materials that are 
tailored to the decoding and spelling needs of each language and focus on key challenges 
students are facing. For French oral language development, a variety of inputs—such as story 
cards, AI-driven tools, and radio/audio content—should be integrated to provide rich and 
engaging oral language experiences, in particular exposure to oral French which may be lacking 
in rural communities 

We note that TLMs are always a challenge for budgets, particularly in rural locations. Thinking 
about central long-term digital archives, long term storage at schools of physical materials, and 
ways to facilitate collaboration across programs developing materials could be low-cost 
solutions to facilitating more access.  

Support the harmonization, understanding and use of formative assessments. Finally, 
formative assessment must be tightly linked to structured pedagogy, enabling teachers to 
adjust instruction based on student literacy levels across languages. The current system of 
formative assessments is fragmented across suggestions in the pedagogical guide, teacher’s 
manual, and those prescribed at a regional level. This fragmentation is further influenced by 
low levels of instructional time and very low time-on-task in early grade literacy lessons, where 
teachers often spend less than half of lesson time on reading instruction.361 In such a 
constrained instructional environment, teachers struggle to regularly administer, interpret, and 
act on formative assessment data. Ensuring these assessments are being used by teachers and 
teachers truly understand the significance of the results by skill, especially for bilingual literacy 
acquisition, is key for their meaningful impact and teaching students at the right level to help 
them build up their literacy skills. This would ensure that teaching is responsive and targeted, 
supporting every learner’s progress in both their first language and French.  

If the above points about a bilingual education research database and hub (aligned with the 
SoBR and the BUILD tiers) is effectively implemented, and is then aligned with the curriculum 
and TLMs, then the “use” of the formative assessment data for leveling and structuring 
“language sensitive pedagogy” is likely to be very minimal additional cost, and will be highly 
supportive for teachers to know where their students stand, and what to do with that 
information at a classroom level – all for bilingual literacy acquisition.  
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Teacher Workforce and Professional Development 
Teacher capacity remains inconsistent. Many educators lack proficiency in reading and writing 
the national languages they are expected to teach, leading to reliance on French earlier than 
recommended. The report highlights that teacher placement rarely considers language 
mapping, resulting in mismatches between teacher skills and classroom needs. Teachers should 
also be trained on systematic differences between national languages and French 
orthographies. This equips them to teach decoding and spelling effectively. 
 
Teacher PD programs, while robust in theory, often fail to address bilingual pedagogy in 
practice. For instance, cascade training models have reached thousands of teachers, yet 
refresher courses on contrastive phonics and translanguaging strategies are limited. Embedding 
these modules into preservice curricula and linking them to classroom coaching would 
strengthen instructional quality. 
 
Community Engagement  
Parental skepticism about bilingual education persists, fueled by fears that learning in national 
languages will delay French acquisition. The report cites successful community sensitization 
campaigns in regions implementing MOHEBS, where parents were shown evidence of improved 
reading outcomes in both languages. Scaling such initiatives, through a range of 
communications strategies including radio programs, school open days, and literacy 
competitions, can reinforce confidence and encourage home support for bilingual learning. 

Tier 4: Monitoring and Evaluation 
Despite the significant progress described in the previous sections, Senegal’s M&E system faces 
several persistent challenges: limited system harmonization, insufficient local capacity to utilize 
data, and the predominance of French in national assessments. These constraints limit the full 
use of data to guide pedagogical interventions and scale up bilingual initiatives. To overcome 
these challenges, it is essential to develop a more coherent and sustainable national M&E 
framework, anchored in national policies, to ensure consistency, accountability, and continuous 
improvement in foundational learning and bilingual education. 

Strengthening FLN Assessment Systems. A national FLN assessment framework should be 
established to track progress in both L1 and L2. Standardized assessments across schools and 
regions will enable timely monitoring and analysis of foundational learning outcomes, informing 
interventions, teacher coaching, and resource allocation. This ensures that all students have 
equitable opportunities to achieve FLN mastery in both languages. 
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Institutionalizing a National FLN M&E Framework. We recommend developing a logic 
framework and theory of change specific to FLN and language policy, to ensure that actions and 
indicators accurately measure mastery of foundational skills and adherence to the LoI. Existing 
M&E approaches should be harmonized across the MEN, the Directorate of Planning and 
Educational Resources (DPRE), the General Inspectorate of Education (IGE), and the IA/IEF, 
ensuring that all collected data are comparable and actionable. Standardized indicators should 
be created to simultaneously measure learning outcomes in L1 and French, reflecting both 
student progression and the implementation of bilingual programs such as MOHEBS and PNLSE. 

Strengthening Local Capacity to Use Data. Training local actors—teachers, inspectors, and 
regional education offices—on using data to guide pedagogical interventions and quickly 
identify gaps. Practical tools should be developed for local-level monitoring and analysis, 
leveraging existing data from EGRA/EGMA assessments and MOHEBS evaluations, and to 
support teachers at the classroom level. 

Promoting Transparency and Communication of Results. We recommend publishing quarterly 
dashboards on FLN and LoI performance and disseminating evaluation results and reports at all 
levels: schools, inspections, regional offices, and partners. This approach will strengthen a 
culture of accountability, increase visibility of results, and encourage local actors to use data to 
adjust their practices. 

Institutionalizing Language Assessments at All Levels. Systematically integrating national 
languages into assessments, alongside French, and aligning these assessments with the 
bilingual curriculum and teacher training. This ensures regular monitoring of learning in both L1 
and L2, reduces gaps between policy and classroom practice, and supports the expansion of 
bilingual programs such as MOHEBS. 

Institutionalizing a Biliteracy M&E Infrastructure. To sustain progress FLN goals in bilingual 
settings, Senegal should institutionalize a biliteracy M&E infrastructure that integrates data on 
both L1 and L2 literacy trajectories into the national education information system (SIMEN) and 
sector performance frameworks. This would entail embedding dual-language indicators, 
covering L1 decoding, oral proficiency, and L2 comprehension, within national assessment 
cycles such as SNERS and MOHEBS, and ensuring alignment with global benchmarks like SDG 
4.1.1b. The infrastructure should connect administrative, classroom, and assessment data, 
enabling real-time monitoring of biliteracy progress by region and language. INEADE and the 
DPRE, with technical assistance from AIR, could lead a joint technical working group to 
standardize biliteracy reporting templates, build regional analytic capacity, and incorporate 
teacher- and learner-language match indicators into dashboards. Over time, such an integrated 
biliteracy M&E system would make language-of-instruction fidelity, learning outcomes, and 
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transition readiness visible at all levels of the system, transforming MOHEBS implementation 
from programmatic to systemic and ensuring that bilingual education reforms are continuously 
measured, refined, and scaled based on evidence. 

To ensure the biliteracy M&E infrastructure becomes a living tool rather than a top-down 
reporting mechanism, Senegal could embed socialization processes that make data use habitual 
and rewarding for frontline actors. Regular regional review forums, school cluster workshops, 
and CRFPE-led trainings can walk inspectors, pedagogical advisors, and teachers through how to 
interpret dashboard indicators, identify “language alignment” or “threshold risk” flags, and plan 
remedial actions. Short SMS or WhatsApp nudges, recognition for schools that demonstrate 
evidence-based improvement, and integration of biliteracy data discussions into routine school 
supervision cycles would further normalize use. By coupling capacity-building with practical 
incentives and localized feedback loops, the system becomes an everyday decision-support 
tool, owned and used by those closest to the classroom. 

This is the most expensive recommendation in terms of startup costs, but costs can be 
minimized by leveraging across systems and by using AI and much more affordable technology 
options, but likely to be the backbone for longer term impact for scalable and sustainable 
options for bilingual foundational learning outcomes in Senegal.  
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