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1) Brief background on language, literacy in Morocco


Contemporary Morocco can be characterized as a multilingual society in which three principal language systems coexist: Arabic (in two varieties, standard and dialectal), Berber (now officially called Amazighe, in several dialects), and French.
 The degree of multilingualism exhibited by any individual or group is mainly a function of the degree of urbanization, the geographical and ethnic origin of the speaker, and the level of his or her education. For example, in the large urban centers of Morocco, Arabic and French are widely used side by side, and code-switching is often engaged in by educated Moroccans. In contrast, French is rarely heard in rural areas, where Arabic and/or Berber predominate, depending on the region. For a general overview, see Wagner (1993).

 Standard (or literary) Arabic is the official language of the country and the principal language of the mass media and school instruction. Standard Arabic enjoys considerable prestige among both Moroccan Arabic and Berber speakers, at least in part because it is associated with Islam and the written Quran, and is viewed as a symbol of unity in Arabic-speaking countries. It is also the language of literacy, being the only variety of Arabic commonly used in written communication of any kind. Standard Arabic differs somewhat from the spoken variety, Moroccan Arabic, which is used for informal and everyday communication and restricted to the oral medium (cf. Salmi, 1987). In spite of various linguistic differences between the Standard and Moroccan varieties of Arabic, Moroccan Arabic speakers can be thought of as learning literacy in their mother-tongue (Standard Arabic). Generally speaking, the relationship between the variety of spoken mother-tongue and that of mother-tongue literacy may exhibit some differences, but the basic phonological, syntactic, and semantic structures will be highly related (Maamouri, 1999). 


Berber is a member of the Hamitic family of languages, while Arabic is a Semitic language. The linguistic "overlap" between Berber and Moroccan Arabic consists mainly of a significant number of loan words that exist in each spoken language.
 Most adult male Berber-speakers are at least partly bilingual in Moroccan Arabic, and schooling, media, and increased migration to urban areas has further promoted the "bilingualization" of the Berber population, particularly among the younger generations. Yet, there remain substantial numbers of monolingual or near-monolingual Berber-speakers among children and women in numerous (mainly rural) provinces in Morocco.  

2) Schooling and literacy in Morocco


According to a recent report prepared for the UNESCO Continea VI conference in 2009, Morocco ranks in the bottom four (out of 17) Arab countries in the Education for All Index (EDI), along with Djibouti, Mauritania, and Yemen (Yousif, 2009). Yet, Morocco is the only one of these four that has promoted literacy as an integral part of its national charter in human development. Indeed, according to a recent Government of Morocco national report (2008), its budget for literacy programs has grown nearly 500% over the past decade, and the number of adults enrolled in its programs has increased nearly as much (from 181,000 in 1998-99, to over 709,000 in 2006-07). Furthermore, over this same time period, Morocco’s government literacy program (DLCA) has evolved a strategy that is both diversified (and implements significantly through NGOs) and coherent (in the sense of trying to link together various dimensions of its approach, including teacher training, manuals, and new pedagogical approaches.


As noted in the above report, the first part of the Moroccan government strategy is to improve the quality of schooling, and reduce the rate of dropouts. Primary schooling in Morocco comprises the first five grade levels of Moroccan public education. The national curriculum includes Arabic reading and writing, math, science, religion, and civics/history at all five grade levels; and French language and literacy instruction during the last three grades of primary school.
 The primary school net enrolment ratio as of 2002/03 is 89.6%, up from 73.1% in 1998/99, with near-parity of males and females (UNESCO GMR, 2006). However, the dropout rate from the primary school system in poor urban and rural areas still remains a serious problem. For this reason the DLCA has also been trying to promote various types of trade-oriented (sector-focused) programs in non-formal education (NFE).
According to the DLCA (2008, pps. 8-9), there are four major “obstacles” that limit the national literacy program: (a) financing; (b) insufficient numbers of NGOs (due in part to the finance item above); (c) lack of motivation among the ‘target populations’; and (d) lack of ‘convergence’ between the literacy program and other social and economic outcomes. It is clear that Morocco shares much in common with other states in the Arab region. However, it should be reiterated, as mentioned above, that Morocco has made a serious investment in diversifying its platform of delivery, principally through expanded use of NGOs. As indicated in the Arab Region report for Confintea, “Morocco’s training of trainers is unique in the region in that it categorises staff into animators, inspectors, regional and local organisers, and coordinators of [NGOs]. The training covers organisational as well as educational aspects. All other countries specify some limited initial training, followed by periodic short training session per year.” (Yousif, 2009)

3) Innovations in curriculum, and measurement of outcomes


With the assistance of USAID in a project called ALEF, the DLCA decided in 2006 to implement an innovative and new approach to the learning of standard Arabic (Fusha) through the preliminary learning of literacy components through native language competency. While literacy in Fusha is the official aim of the government’s literacy program, standard Arabic is not (as noted above) a native language to Morocco, where the vast majority of people speak an Arabic dialect (Darija) that is not readily understood by Fusha speakers or vice-versa, nor by Berber speakers. The approach is, nonetheless, widely understood within the world of linguistics and literacy – namely, that learning initial literacy in one’s native (or maternal) language is (1) much easier cognitively, especially at the initial stages, and (2) builds motivation and empowerment (termed tamkine, in Arabic), essential factors in increasing learning and reducing dropout in adult literacy programs. With varying success, such native language programs have been used around the world (Wagner et al. 1999).

In Morocco, there have been several attempts to use ‘local language’ literacy, namely the use of Berber and Moroccan Arabic in non-formal and adult literacy education programs.
 However, none of these seem to have been developed with solid and scientifically designed methods that take advantage of the semantic and syntactic interrelationships between the languages concerned; nor have any of these been rigorously evaluated. Further, due to local and regional political sensitivities, government support for such local language approaches had been minimal over the years. The ALEF approach also charted new ground by creating literacy content that is based on the new Moroccan Family Code that is of particular interest to women, the main target group of the ALEF program.

The ALEF Program for initial Arabic literacy was designed to provide learners in programs falling within the official, national DLCA program with initial literacy skills first in their native tongues: either Amazigh or Darija. To achieve this goal it is necessary for the learner to achieve each of two initial bridges, or pathways (termed “passerelles”, DLCA’s name for the project) to basic literacy competency. These two passerelles are designed to (a) reduce the linguistic distance between what the learner already knows, and what he or she must learn in order to be literate in Fusha; and (b) reduce the psychological distance between the learner and what is usually seen by learners as a foreign or dominant language and social environment. Thus, the two bridges operate as follows: 

· Bridge 1: For both Amazigh and Darija (Moroccan Arabic) speakers, Bridge 1 (Passerelle 1) consists of learning the letters of the Arabic alphabet and initial literacy decoding skills based on the passage from oral speech to written forms – in other words, being able to read out loud one’s native language from a transcription in the Arabic alphabet; and 

· Bridge 2: For both Amazigh and Darija (Moroccan Arabic) speakers, Bridge 2 (Passerelle 2) consists of learning writing and elementary reading skills in Fusha with words and relevant local content knowledge that are common to the native language and to Fusha. 


Given the innovative nature of ALEF, a substantive evaluation process was put into place to measure the consequences of the ALEF passerelle program relative to the standard government program. There were three main sampling parameters of the M&E study: (1) Region (16 provinces); (2) Language (Amazighe-speakers or Darija-speakers); and (3) Program of study (‘Passerelles’ or ‘official’).  Additional within-group variables that were measured included: age, prior schooling or literacy program experience, and other common demographic characteristics.  Literacy learners were women selected randomly from each of 16 provinces from within ALEF-sponsored programs (N = 804), beginning in December 2006, and who were subsequently tested five times over a twelve-month period. 


The evaluation results showed that the ALEF program is effective for both the Amazigh- and the Darija-speaking groups, and that learners with the ALEF methodology gained competence levels that are roughly equivalent in all component skill areas: reading, writing and math. The results demonstrate that the ALEF approach is a quite significant improvement over the typical government literacy program. Those in the ALEF experimental group can skip most (or all) of the first textbook of the government’s materials after participation in the ALEF program. That is, with just 10 weeks (60 hours) of ALEF, learners attain the average level of achievement of women who have completed nearly 40 or more weeks of the official program.  Also of great importance is the fact that well more than twice as many people are still studying in the program (that is, have not dropped out).  Alternatively put, one can say that the inputs from additional weeks of the government program (textbooks 1 and 2)
 had relatively little impact on additional learning gains after about 25 weeks of study. Overall, these learning gain results are impressive and are confirmed by survey data of the high level of motivation and enthusiasm among learners, instructors, and associations.
 

4) Summary, and a comment on marginalization

Morocco has opened up to many new ideas over the past decade, not the least of which is to make a major national (and royal) decision to improve education and reduce illiteracy nationwide. Even with such important decisions, it is not easy to make progress in education when there exist major socio-economic, rural-urban and ethno-linguistic differences across the population. Achieving educational equity is, therefore, a major challenge in Morocco, in ways similar to many other countries across the world. What has been particularly impressive is the national attempt to reduce ‘marginalization’ in a variety of ways simultaneously. Perhaps most important for literacy improvement is the decision to create a national strategy that includes the diversification of service providers (through the financing and empowerment of civil society and NGOs), as well as taking into account the diversity of learners themselves (including a focus on women, learning content related to women, and the ALEF program that focuses on the first language of the most disadvantaged learners). Taken together, these new approaches to literacy in Morocco not only bode well for the future of literacy in that country, but also provide innovative ways of thinking about literacy provision in other countries.
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� This review will not cover French or other non-indigenous languages that are used in various parts of Morocco today.


�  This is issue that is relevant to a new literacy effort by the government literacy agency, as described further below.


� On a pilot basis, Berber language and script (tifinagh) is used in several dozen primary schools in predominantly Berber-speaking areas of Morocco as an effort of the Institut Royal de la Culture Amazighe Marocaine (IRCAM) to promote Berber language and culture.


�  By NGOs such as the Near East Foundation, BMCE Foundation, and others.


� ALEF is a USAID funded program conducted by the Academy for Education Development (AED). The two lead advisors for the literacy component (called the passerelle) are Dan Wagner and Mohamed Maamouri, both at the International Literacy Institute of the University of Pennsylvania. The preliminary data from the cited evaluation study are made available thanks to AED and USAID.


� Subsequently, a group of 464 women from the original sample were retested in February 2007 (at T2, time 2), after completing the first 30 hours of the Passerelle curriculum (P1).  Then, in April 2007, these same 464 women were tested a third time after the second 30 hours of the Passerelles (P2).  Most of these women (N=379) were again tested (T4) upon completing volume 1 of the DLCA literacy program in Fus’ha, in May 2007.  Finally, 311 of the initial sample were re-tested (T5) around the time that they completed volume (Tome) 2 of the DLCA curriculum.  Overall, at each testing point, the experimental sample (GE) was composed of about one-third Amazigh-speakers, and two-thirds (Darija-speakers). The Control Group  consisted of 148 women tested at T4, of whom 110 were re-tested at T5. It should be noted that the decrease in learners across the time periods does not necessarily indicate a figure of ‘drop-outs’ but more likely represents the inability of the testers to locate the same women on the particular day of the subsequent visit – learners do not participate on each and every day of class.


� These textbooks are call Tome 1 and Tome 2.


� A second (replication) study in different provinces, and with a different sample of women learners, is underway in 2009.





