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ABSTRACT

This study investigated the teaching practices of Rwanda’s three official languages: Kinyarwanda, English, and
French in selected secondary schools and their visibility within the country’s public linguistic landscape. Data
were collected through interviews with language teachers, direct observation of signage, and photographic
documentation in two secondary cities: Muhanga and Musanze. The latter are among the six urban areas
designated by the Rwandan government as secondary cities to the Capital City, Kigali. Findings revealed an
unequal distribution in both instructional time and public representation of these languages. While English and
Kinyarwanda dominate in both schools and signage, French appears marginalized. The study suggests that
policy makers, educators, and urban planners should re-evaluate strategies for language inclusion to ensure
effective communication through signs as well as balanced visibility and functionality across Rwanda's

multilingual reality.
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INTRODUCTION

Language policy in Rwanda has undergone
significant transformation over the past three decades.
Once a Francophone nation under Belgian colonial
influence, Rwanda has progressively adopted English
as a primary language of instruction, administration,
and international engagement [1]. This linguistic shift,
formalized in policy documents such as the
Education Sector Strategic Plan and the Official
Gazette, elevated English and retained Kinyarwanda
and French as co-official languages. In practice,
however, the presence and functionality of these three
languages vary considerably depending on the
context—particularly in the education system and the
public linguistic landscape [2]. The teaching of
official languages plays a central role in preparing
citizens to engage meaningfully in national
development and global discourse. Schools are key
institutions where language ideologies are reproduced
and challenged, and where learners are socialized into
linguistic norms [3]; [4]. While the Rwandan
government promotes trilingualism in principle, little
empirical research has been conducted to assess how
this policy is implemented in actual classroom
practices. Questions remain about the amount of
instructional time allocated to each language, the
availability of trained teachers, and the relative
emphasis placed on different languages in various
school types and locations [5].

This study examines the interplay between language
policy, educational practice, and public visibility in
two secondary Rwandan cities—Muhanga and
Musanze. Specifically, it explores how Rwanda’s
official  languages  (English,  French, and
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Kinyarwanda) are taught in selected secondary
schools and how these languages appear in the cities'
linguistic landscapes. It seeks to answer two main
questions: (1) How is instructional time distributed
among the three official languages in lower and upper
secondary education? (2) What patterns of language
use emerge from shop signs and street signage in the
selected urban centers?

In examining these issues within the Rwandan
context, the study aims to provide insights for
educators, policy makers, and sociolinguists
concerned with equitable language promotion and
multilingual education. It underscores the need to
bridge gaps between official policy, pedagogical
implementation, and everyday linguistic realities in
public spaces. Ultimately, the research calls for a
more balanced and inclusive approach to language
planning that affirms Rwanda’s commitment to its
three official languages in both theory and practice.

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

The significance of this study lies in its examination
of how Rwanda’s three official languages—
Kinyarwanda, English, and French—are taught in
schools and represented in public spaces. By
highlighting the imbalance in both instructional
emphasis and public visibility, the study sheds light
on broader issues of language policy, national
identity, and communication effectiveness. The
marginalization of French, despite its official status,
raises important questions about inclusivity and
equity in multilingual education and urban planning.
These insights are crucial for policymakers and



educators aiming to foster a more balanced and
functional multilingual environment in Rwanda.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Language Policy in Postcolonial Contexts
Postcolonial African nations inherited complex
linguistic legacies from colonial administrations,
often resulting in the elevation of foreign
languages—such as English, French, or Portuguese—
as official or prestigious languages [6]; [7]. These ex-
colonial languages are frequently used in education,
governance, and law, despite the fact that they are
spoken fluently by a minority of the population. This
creates a language gap between policy and practice,
especially in rural or under-resourced areas.

Rwanda’s language policy represents an exceptional
case of deliberate linguistic transformation. From a
primarily Francophone orientation inherited from
Belgian rule, Rwanda began a systematic shift toward
English in the early 2000s, culminating in its
membership in the Commonwealth in 2009 [1]. The
trilingual language policy, which recognizes
Kinyarwanda, English, and French as official
languages, reflects the country’s aspiration to balance
national identity, regional integration, and global
participation.

However, scholars argue that such multilingual
policies often mask underlying language hierarchies.
As [8] and [9] contend, the existence of an official
language policy does not guarantee equitable
implementation or societal support for all recognized
languages. In Rwanda, the increasing dominance of
English in education and business suggests a de facto
marginalization of French, even though it remains an
official language on paper [5].

Language-in-Education Policy and Classroom
Realities

Language-in-education policy (LEP) is often a
critical arena where language hierarchies are
reinforced or contested. Hornberger’s (2002)
Continua of Biliteracy model suggests that language
learning is influenced by a complex interplay of
factors: from policy to practice, from oral to written
modes, and from home to school contexts. Rwanda’s
curriculum reflects this tension. While Kinyarwanda
is used in early primary education, English has been
established as the medium of instruction from upper
primary onwards. French, by contrast, is typically
taught as a subject and enjoys little functional
presence in the daily educational experience of many
learners [5]. Studies in sub-Saharan Africa
consistently demonstrate the challenges of
implementing multilingual education policies. [11]
notes that using foreign languages as media of
instruction often impedes learning outcomes,
particularly where learners have limited exposure to
the language outside the classroom. In Rwanda,
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despite being an official language, English is not
spoken at home by the majority of students, making it
a language of learning rather than of communication

[12D).

Instructional time allocation is also revealing. In
many Rwandan schools, English and Kinyarwanda
receive more teaching hours than French, indicating
an implicit valuation of their relevance. Moreover,
English is typically taught with more updated
teaching materials and greater institutional support,
reinforcing its dominance and prestige among
students and educators alike [13]. These dynamics
point to what [14] calls language ideology in
practice—the ways in which certain languages are
positioned as tools of progress, while others are
relegated to cultural or secondary roles.

The Linguistic Landscape as a Mirror of
Language Hierarchies

The concept of the linguistic landscape (LL),
introduced by [15] refers to the visible use of
languages in public signage, including road signs,
advertisements, shop names, and institutional
markers. The LL offers a rich, empirical lens for
examining how languages are distributed and valued
in society. More than a display of written text, the LL
reflects societal attitudes toward language, power,
identity, and accessibility. Recent scholarship in
linguistic landscape studies has emphasized the
symbolic as well as communicative functions of
signage [16]. Languages used in signage not only
facilitate communication but also send messages
about legitimacy, prestige, and intended audiences.
For example, in South African townships, English
often dominates shop signs despite the local
population speaking Zulu or Xhosa, reflecting the
perceived economic value of English [2]. In Rwanda,
similar patterns are emerging. A growing body of
research e.g., [17] shows that English and
Kinyarwanda dominate the linguistic landscape,
particularly in urban centers, while French signage is
increasingly rare. This shift correlates with broader
socio-political realignments, including Rwanda's
closer ties with Anglophone countries and global
organizations. Shop owners and small business
operators report choosing languages for signage
based on customer familiarity and business appeal,
often favoring English as the “language of
modernity” and Kinyarwanda as the “language of
community” [18]; [17].

Language Ideology and Visibility

Language ideology—the beliefs, feelings, and
assumptions about languages—shapes both language
teaching and language visibility. According to [23],
ideologies are not neutral but are embedded in power
structures and serve political or economic interests. In
multilingual Rwanda, the valorization of English is
tied to upward mobility, access to international



markets, and elite identity [19]. Conversely, French is
increasingly perceived as outdated or regionally
limited, while Kinyarwanda, although culturally
important, 1is sometimes framed as lacking
international utility. These ideologies are reproduced
in both educational settings and the linguistic
landscape. In schools, English is promoted as the
language of science and progress, while French is
often treated as a supplementary or even optional
subject. In urban signage, English’s predominance is
reinforced by donor-funded development projects,
NGOs, and international companies that prefer
English in their branding. Kinyarwanda, by contrast,
is mostly visible in signs for local government offices,
cultural centers, or small informal businesses [9].

French, in this ideological economy, is marginalized
not necessarily due to policy decisions but due to
broader shifts in national identity and international
alignment. As Rwanda orients more toward the
Commonwealth and East African Community (EAC),
French’s utility and prestige continue to wane. This
ideological repositioning explains not only the
decline in French language instruction but also its
near invisibility in public signage.

Bridging Language Policy and Practice

A key contribution of recent studies is the call to
bridge the gap between de jure (policy) and de facto
(practice) multilingualism [8]; [20]. While Rwanda’s
trilingual policy may appear balanced on paper,
actual practices in schools and cities reflect a clear
bilingual hegemony—English and Kinyarwanda—
with French becoming a symbolic rather than
functional presence.

This gap is exacerbated by the lack of alignment
between education policies and language planning in
urban development. Language visibility in the public
space—what children see on their way to school or
around  their  neighborhoods—reinforces  or
contradicts what they are taught in the classroom.
When French is taught but rarely seen, it may be
perceived as irrelevant. Conversely, the constant
visibility of English and Kinyarwanda validates their
importance and practical necessity.

Thus, the interplay between language education and
the linguistic landscape is crucial for sustaining
multilingualism. As [9] argues, visible language use
is an informal yet powerful form of language policy
implementation. If French is to remain a viable part
of Rwanda’s linguistic identity, its presence in both
schools and public signage must be consciously
supported and promoted.

Hypothesis Development

The formulation of hypotheses in this study is
grounded in the observation that while Rwanda
officially upholds a trilingual policy—recognizing
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Kinyarwanda, English, and French as official
languages—there appears to be an imbalance in how
these languages are taught and visibly represented in
everyday life. Drawing on existing literature [8]; [9];
[5], it is evident that English increasingly dominates
both the education system and public signage due to
its perceived global value, while Kinyarwanda
remains culturally foundational and widely used in
local communication. In contrast, French has seen a
gradual decline in visibility and instructional time,
suggesting a shift in language priorities. This study
therefore hypothesizes that (1) English and
Kinyarwanda receive more instructional time than
French in secondary schools, (2) public signage in
secondary cities displays a significantly higher
presence of English and Kinyarwanda compared to
French, and (3) the choice of language in signage is
influenced by customer familiarity and perceived
utility, leading to a functional alignment between
school language practices and the linguistic landscape.

METHODOLOGY

Research Design

This study employed a qualitative research design,
appropriate for exploring participants' experiences,
perceptions, and attitudes toward the teaching of
official languages and their visibility in public spaces.
A qualitative approach allows for in-depth
understanding of how educational practices and
linguistic landscape choices reflect broader language
ideologies and policy implementation. The design
was exploratory and descriptive in nature, aiming to
generate insights rather than test statistical
relationships.

Research Setting

The research was conducted in two secondary cities
of Rwanda—Muhanga and Musanze—selected for
their representativeness of urban life outside the
capital. These cities reflect typical language use
patterns in Rwandan regional centers, with both
educational institutions and a variety of public
signage in commercial areas. Each city hosted two
selected secondary schools and a main commercial
street from which public signage was analyzed.

Participants

Participants were purposively selected to provide
relevant data on language teaching and usage in the
public space. In this perspective, the study selected 1
official from the National Examination and School
Inspection Authority (NESA), who provided key
insights into national language policy implementation,
subject allocation, and curriculum structure across
secondary education in Rwanda. Besides, 5 language
teachers were interviewed at each of the 4 selected
secondary schools, totaling 26 teachers. These
participants were chosen based on their involvement
in teaching at least one of the three official languages:
Kinyarwanda, English, or French.



In the commercial sector, 20 shopkeepers were
interviewed in each city, making a total of 40
shopkeepers. They were selected from businesses
located along a major commercial street in each city,
with an emphasis on owners or managers who make
decisions regarding shop naming and signage. To
further ground the findings in community realities,
the study also included 10 community members—5
from each city—selected based on their frequent
engagement with both schools and local businesses.
These individuals included parents, local leaders, and
residents who were able to provide perceptions of
language use in public signage, education, and
everyday communication.

This triangulated sample—consisting of policy-level
actors (NESA), educational practitioners (teachers),
economic agents (shopkeepers), and ordinary citizens
(community members)—allowed for a holistic
understanding of how language policy is realized in
both institutional and informal spaces. The
combination of top-down and bottom-up perspectives
offered a balanced view of the functional and
symbolic roles that Kinyarwanda, English, and
French play in contemporary Rwandan society. In
other words, this combination of participants allowed
for triangulation of perspectives from both formal
education and public language practices.

DATA COLLECTION METHODS

The study used multiple qualitative methods to
ensure richness and reliability of data:
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with:

R/

v Language teachers to explore instructional

time, curriculum implementation, and
perceptions of language value.
% Shopkeepers to  understand  factors

influencing language choice in signage and

customer communication.
Photographic documentation of the linguistic
landscape was carried out in each city. A total of 50
signs were photographed along the main commercial
street in both cities, focusing on shop names,
advertisements, public notices, and institutional
signage. Observation supplemented these methods by
providing contextual data about the setting and
language use in informal interactions. Interview
guides were prepared in advance but allowed
flexibility for participants to elaborate on key themes.

Data Analysis

The collected data were analyzed using thematic
content analysis. First, interview transcripts and field
notes were coded manually to identify recurring
patterns and emerging themes related to language
teaching practices and signage language preferences.
Themes included language prioritization, curriculum
implementation, language ideologies, and visibility
patterns in signage. The photographs were
categorized according to the language(s) used
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(monolingual, bilingual, or trilingual) and analyzed
for frequency and distribution. The analysis sought to
compare the linguistic landscape with the reported
teaching practices and perceptions of language value.
Findings from both the educational and commercial
domains were then cross-compared to assess
alignment or disparity between school-based
language instruction and the languages present in the
public sphere.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval was first sought from the Research
Ethics Committee of Kabale University, which
reviewed the research protocol to ensure participant
protection. Official letters of introduction were used
to gain access to schools and local authorities.

All participants were informed about the purpose of
the study and their rights, including the right to
withdraw at any stage. Informed consent was
obtained verbally or in writing before conducting
interviews. Anonymity and confidentiality were
maintained by using pseudonyms and securely
storing data. For shopkeepers, verbal consent was
also obtained to photograph signage in areas where
they had ownership or authority. The study was
conducted with sensitivity to the cultural and
linguistic context of Rwanda, ensuring that data
collection occurred in a language comfortable for
each participant—Kinyarwanda, English, or French.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

This section presents the main findings from
interviews with language teachers and shopkeepers,
supported by observations and photographic
documentation of public signage. The discussion is
organized under two thematic categories: (1)
Teaching of Official Languages in Secondary
Schools, and (2) Visibility of Official Languages in
the Linguistic Landscape.

Teaching of Official Languages in Secondary
Schools

Interview data from 20 teachers across the four
selected schools (two in Muhanga and two in
Musanze) revealed a consistent pattern in the
allocation of instructional hours for Rwanda’s official
languages.

e In lower secondary, English and
Kinyarwanda are taught for 5 hours per
week, while French is taught for only 3
hours per week.

In upper secondary, English retains its 5-

hour allocation, while French and
Kinyarwanda receive 3 hours each.
e However, in specialized language or

literature streams, as confirmed by a NESA
official and echoed by teachers, any of the
three official languages (French,
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Kinyarwanda, or Literature in English) may
be taught for up to 7 hours per week. This reflects findings in previous studies (e.g., [5];
[1]) that suggest a functional diglossia, with English

These findings confirm that there is a clear imbalance taking the lead in educational advancement,
in instructional time, favoring English and Kinyarwanda remaining central to national identity,
Kinyarwanda over French. Teachers explained this and French gradually losing ground.
trend by citing policy shifts toward English as the
primary language of instruction and a general Visibility of Official Languages in the Linguistic
perception that French has lost functional value in Landscape

Rwandan society. One teacher in Musanze noted: Analysis of 50 signs in each city (100 in total)
"Students are more motivated to learn English confirmed that English and Kinyarwanda were the
because it’s the language of university, the internet, most frequently used languages in public signage,

and international exams. Even we, the teachers, are while French appeared only rarely. Most signs were
encouraged to upgrade our English skills." French, by monolingual and bilingual with English and
contrast, was seen by some teachers as "a legacy Kinyarwanda being predominant. Trilingual signs
language" with dwindling relevance in modern (including French) were extremely rare—confirming
Rwanda, especially as English has become more that Rwanda’s linguistic landscape is dominated by
closely tied to upward mobility and regional Kinyarwanda and English.

integration.

'AKARERE KA MUHANGA

““U{';ENGE‘ WA SHYOGWE
AKAGARI KA RULI
= UMUDUGUDU WA RUHINA £ & I vawmasva

. \NDANGAGACIRO | KIRAZIRA Ol —x i aramproncs

KUGAMBANIRA IGIHUGU
KUNYWA IBIYOBYABWENGE
KWITESHA AGACIRO

=

. GUKUNDA IGIHUGU
KWNLYRAKR Wo WUBAHA ABAND|
~ Kwiewurs, VKAZERE

Figure 1: Sample signs in both secondary cities

Sample of monolingual and bilingual signs in both Muhanga and Musanze Secondary Cities in Kinyarwanda
and English; Source: Field data

globalization when the local context does not demand
Interviews with 40 shopkeepers (20 in each city) it.
provided context for these choices. When asked why
they chose a specific language for their business signs, = Business Image and Reach

shopkeepers cited: One participant said, "We don't need to use
Kinyarwanda because our images can clearly
Customer Familiarity communicate the services we offer to those who

One shopkeeper said, "I used Kinyarwanda on my don’t speak English. English appears more modern
shop sign because it’s the language most of my and professional, so we prefer to use it—even though

customers speak. I rarely receive foreign visitors, so our own proficiency in it may be limited." The
there was no need to use another language." The participant who preferred English for signage despite
statement from the shopkeeper who chose limited proficiency reveals a perception of English as
Kinyarwanda for their shop sign reflects the a language associated with modernity, prestige, and
importance of aligning language choice with the professionalism. This preference highlights a
primary linguistic background of the customer base. symbolic function of language in commercial settings,

This decision underscores a pragmatic approach to where English is not merely a tool for communication
communication: the use of a local language ensures but also a strategic choice for shaping brand identity
accessibility and fosters a sense of familiarity and and appealing to a broader—or more aspirational—
trust between businesses and their clientele. It also audience. The reliance on images to bridge linguistic
suggests a resistance to unnecessary linguistic gaps further emphasizes the communicative value of
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visual cues iIn

environments.

multilingual or low-literacy

Limited knowledge of French

One participant said, "French is mostly spoken by the
older generation who went to school many years ago.
We, the younger people, don’t really know it. That’s
why I chose to use English on my shop—it’s more
widely understood today." The remark about French
being largely associated with the older generation
points to shifting linguistic competencies across
generations in Rwanda. The younger population’s
preference for English over French reflects broader
sociopolitical and educational changes in the country.
This generational linguistic shift influences signage
choices, with English emerging as the more relevant
and widely understood foreign language among youth
and business owners alike.

Blind Shopping

One member of the community said, "I don’t
understand the language written on the shopfront, but
I still buy from there because I know most shops
usually stock the basic items we need at home. I
simply walk in and ask if what I’m looking for is
available. Reading a language I don’t understand at
the entrance is of no help to me." Another one added,
"When I see the image displayed on a shop, I can
immediately tell what is sold inside. So I rely on the
picture, not the written language." The comments
from community members who cannot understand
the language on shop signs yet continue to shop there
indicate that purchasing behavior can persist despite
language barriers. Trust in the consistency of local
retail offerings ("basic items") and reliance on visual
cues or interpersonal interaction substitute for textual
understanding. These examples suggest that language
may not be the primary determinant of shopping
decisions for some consumers, especially in familiar
environments. However, they also highlight a
disconnection between signage and its intended
communicative  function for non-literate  or
linguistically marginalized populations.

Loss of Information

One community member said, "Sometimes I ask
people for directions to certain places, even though
the signs already provide the information I need. But
if the sign is in a language like English or French, I
don’t rely on it for guidance. I only read texts written
in Kinyarwanda. So when something is written in a
foreign language, I get lost and end up missing
important information." This reveals the real-world
implications of language barriers in public signage—
specifically, the exclusionary effect when signs are
not written in a language the local population
understands. This results in missed opportunities for
efficient navigation and access to services. It
illustrates how linguistic choices in signage can
reinforce inequality in access to information,
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potentially ~ deepening  social and  spatial
marginalization for those who do not speak dominant
or foreign languages.

These responses reveal practical motivations for
signage choices, underpinned by perceptions of
prestige and accessibility. English is viewed as a
commercial and professional language, Kinyarwanda
as a language of inclusion and community, and
French as increasingly irrelevant in daily life and
business.

These trends are consistent with earlier linguistic
landscape studies ([15]; [16]), which highlight how
language use in signage reflects broader social
hierarchies and ideologies. In Rwanda’s case, English
dominates due to its association with globalization,
education, and development projects, while
Kinyarwanda maintains a stronghold in cultural and
local signage. French, with declining utility, has
receded from both educational prominence and public
visibility.

CONCLUSION

The study reveals significant disparities in the
teaching and visibility of Rwanda's three official
languages: Kinyarwanda, English, and French. As
revealed, English and Kinyarwanda dominate the
classroom, with French receiving substantially less
instructional time. This imbalance reflects a broader
trend where English is perceived as essential for
educational and economic advancement, while
French is increasingly seen as a legacy language with
diminishing relevance.

Besides, the analysis of signage in the cities of
Muhanga and Musanze confirms that English and
Kinyarwanda predominate in public spaces, while
French is rarely visible. This pattern mirrors the
educational context, suggesting a disconnection
between language policy and everyday practice.

Additionally, the findings highlight prevalent
language ideologies that prioritize English for its
global associations and Kinyarwanda for its cultural
significance. French, on the other hand, is losing its
status and visibility, which may affect its future role
in Rwandan society.

On the other hand, the study underscores the need for
policymakers, educators, and urban planners to
reassess strategies for promoting language inclusivity.
A balanced and functional presence of all three
languages in both educational and public domains is
essential to uphold Rwanda's multilingual identity.

In summary, while Rwanda's trilingual policy exists
on paper, the realities of language instruction and
public representation suggest an urgent need for a
more equitable approach to language education and



visibility that acknowledges the importance of all
three official languages.

LIMITATIONS

The study was limited to two secondary cities,
Muhanga and Musanze. This may not represent the
linguistic dynamics of other regions in Rwanda,
particularly rural areas or larger urban centers like
Kigali. Also, the reliance on qualitative methods,
such as interviews and observations, can introduce
subjective biases. Participants' responses may reflect
personal beliefs rather than broader societal trends.
These limitations suggest that while the study
provides valuable insights, further research is needed
to explore the complexities of language use and
policy in Rwanda.

SUGGESTIONS

Since the study has made some revelations on a
number of problems caused by the invisibility of
some of the official languages of Rwanda, the
following suggestions have been made:

Review of Curriculum: Policymakers should conduct
a comprehensive review of the national curriculum to
assess the current allocation of instructional time for
French at the ordinary level. This review should
identify opportunities to increase French language
teaching without compromising the time allocated to
other subjects.

1. Encouragement of Trilingual Signage:
Policymakers should promote the use of trilingual
signage (Kinyarwanda, English, and French) in

public spaces, including street signs and shop signage.

This would facilitate effective communication and
ensure that all residents, regardless of language
proficiency, can access important information.
Incentives for Businesses: Implement incentives for
businesses that adopt trilingual signage, such as tax
breaks or grants. This could encourage shopkeepers
to include all three languages on their signs,
enhancing visibility and inclusivity.

2. Public Awareness Campaigns: Launch campaigns
to raise awareness about the importance of
trilingualism in fostering community cohesion and
ensuring that all citizens can engage with their
environment.  Highlighting the  benefits of
multilingual communication can promote acceptance
and enthusiasm for diverse language use.

3. Integration into Urban Planning: Ensure that
trilingualism is incorporated into urban planning and
development policies. As new infrastructure is built
or existing areas are renovated, trilingual signage
should be a standard requirement.

4. Community Involvement: Engage local
communities in discussions about language use in
public signage. Gathering input from residents can
help tailor policies to meet the specific needs of
different neighborhoods.
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5. Training Workshops: Organize workshops for
shopkeepers and business owners on the benefits of
multilingual signage and how to implement it
effectively. This could include guidance on language
choice based on target demographics.

6. Regular Monitoring and Evaluation: Establish a
system for monitoring the implementation of
trilingual signage policies and evaluating their impact
on communication and accessibility in public spaces.
Regular assessments can provide insights for further
improvements.

7. Collaboration ~with  Educational Institutions:
Partner with schools to promote awareness of
trilingualism among students, encouraging them to
advocate for inclusive language practices in their
communities.

By implementing these suggestions, policymakers
can create a more inclusive linguistic environment in
Rwanda, facilitating better communication and
fostering a sense of belonging among all citizens.
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