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Abstract-1

• The goal of this presentation is to show how 
the Strategic Game Theory proposed by David 
Laitin can be used rather successfully to 
preserve all languages, big or small, in any 
given country.  Previous models of language 
planning have been hegemonic, that is, the 
quest has been to impose a language of wider 
communication to speakers of all other 
languages. … 
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Abstract-2

• …. The Strategic Game Theory proposes the 
formula 3 ±1 as a viable alternative that 
supports vibrant bilingualism without 
endangering or jeopardizing Not Commonly 
Taught Languages.   The presentation 
examines how this can be done; and the 
challenges involved in a Game Theoretic 
Approach to language planning.
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Presentation Outline

1. Less Commonly Taught Languages (LCTL) vs. Not Commonly 
Taught Languages.

2. Overview of Language Planning

3. Game Theoretic Solution

4. Application to the Situation in Côte d’Ivoire 
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Less Commonly Taught 
Languages
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Definition of LTCL-1

• “…Approximately ninety-one percent of Americans who study 
foreign languages in our schools, colleges, and universities 
choose French, German, Italian, or Spanish; while only nine 
percent choose languages such as Arabic, Chinese, Japanese, 
Yoruba, Russian, Swahili and the other languages spoken by 
the overwhelming majority of people around the world ...

Ettien Koffi-Associate Prof. of Linguistics-St. 
Cloud State University

6



Definition of LTCL-2

• ….While many of the less commonly taught languages are 
critically important to our national interest in the 21st century, 
the low level of current enrollments jeopardizes the very 
existence of the relatively few existing programs, and 
significantly restricts access to language learning 
opportunities for the large majority of students in the United 
States.”
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Council Membership-1

• The Council comprises 18 member language 
teaching associations that represent individual 
languages or geographically defined language 
groups. Below is a list of these member 
organizations. 
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Council Membership-2

1. AATA American Association of Teachers of Arabic 

2. AATK American Association of Teachers of Korean 

3. AATSEEL American Association of Teachers of Slavic and East 
European Languages 

4. AATT American Association of Teachers of Turkic Languages 

5. ACTR American Council of Teachers of Russian 

6. ALTA African Languages Teachers Association 
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Council Membership-3

1. AATJ Alliance of Association of Teachers of Japanese 

2. CLA Cantonese Language Association 

3. CLASS Chinese Language Association for Secondary-
Elementary Schools 

4. CLTA Chinese Language Teachers Association 

5. COTSEAL Council of Teachers of Southeast Asia Languages 
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Council Membership-3

1. NAACLT North American Association for Celtic Language 
Teachers 

2. IATCInternational Association of Teachers of Czechs

3. MGLTA Modern Greek Language Teachers Association 

4. NAPH National Association of Professors of Hebrew 
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Council Membership-4

1. NASILP National Association of Self-Instructional Language 
Programs 

2. NCJLT National Council of Japanese Language Teachers 

3. SALTA South Asian Language Teachers Association 

Source:  www.councilnet.org/index.htm.
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LCTLs  vs. NCTLs-1

N0 Features LCTL NCTL

1. Language of Wider 
Communication

+ -

2. Highly Codified: 
Existence of Grammar
and Dictionaries

+ -

3. Official Languages in 
some Countries

+ -

5. Languages of 
Elementary,
Secondary, and Higher 
Education

+ -
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LCTLs  vs. NCTLs-2

• National Security Issues: The term LCTL has no intrinsic 
linguistic reality.  These languages are less commonly taught 
in the USA but they are the languages of education in their 
ancestral homes.

• Focus on NCTLS: The focus of this paper is on Not Commonly 
Taught Languages worldwide and the way to plan them so 
that they can become frequently taught languages. 
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Linguistic Equality?

• Theoretical Issues in Linguistic Equality: Are languages really 
equal?  Do linguists really believe that all languages are equal?

• Practical Issues in Linguistic Equality: If all languages are 
equal, why are some left behind in the education system?

• Legal Issues Linguistic Equality:  See the next few slides.
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The Universal Declaration of 
Linguistic Rights and NCTLs

UN Conference,  Barcelona, Spain, 
June 6-9,1996.

Ettien Koffi-Associate Prof. of Linguistics-St. 
Cloud State University

16



Article 9

• All language communities have the right to 
codify, standardize, preserve, develop and 
promote their linguistic system, without 
induced or forced interference.
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Article 10

1. All language communities have equal rights.

2. This Declaration considers discrimination against language 
communities to be inadmissible, whether it be based on 
their degree of political sovereignty, their  situation defined 
in social, economic or other terms, the extent to which their 
languages have been codified, updated or modernized, or 
any other criterion.
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Article 13

1. Everyone has the right to know the language specific to the 
territory in which s/he lives

2. Everyone has the right to be polyglot and to know and use 
the language most conducive to his/her personal 
development or social mobility, without prejudice to the 
guarantees established in this Declaration for the public use 
of the language specific to the territory.
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Article 15

1. All language communities are entitled to 
the official use of their language within 
their territory.
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Article 23

2. Education must help to maintain and 
develop the language spoken by the 
language community of the territory where 
it is provided.

• Source: www.linguistic-declaration.org
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The Plight of NTCLs Worldwide

N0 Features NCTL

1. Language of Wider 
Communication

-

2. Highly Codified: Existence of 
Grammar and Dictionaries

-

3. Official Languages in some 
Countries

-

5. Languages of Elementary,
Secondary, and Higher 
Education

-
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Overview of Language Planning 
Models
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The Hegemonic Model of Language 
Planning 

• Definition: The imposition of one language or one variety on 
all speakers:

1. French

2. Spanish

3. Amharic

4. Swahili in Tanzania

5. Turkish

6. Russian, etc.
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The Democratic Model of Language 
Planning

• Definition:  All the languages spoken in a country deserve to 
be taught at school.  To the best of my knowledge, there is 
only one country in the world has succeeded in doing this, 
Switzerland:

1. French

2. Standard German

3. Italian

4. Romansch.

• Source: www.ethnologue.com
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Strategic Game Theoretic 
Solution to NCTLs
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Historical Overview

• The Game Theory is a set of hypotheses that 
help explain, describe, or predict the state of 
things as they are or could be.  The Game 
Theory is descriptive not prescriptive.  It also 
has a predictive power.
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The Proponents of the Theory

1. The Game Theory was originally conceived 
by the mathematician John von Neumann.

2. It was applied to Economics by the 
mathematicians Oskar Morgenstern and by 
John Nash.

• All 3 received collectively the Nobel 
Memorial Prize in 1994 in Economics.
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Applications of the Game Theory

• The Game Theory is first and foremost a mathematical and 
statistical theory.  It was first applied to Economics.  It is 
mostly applied to study gambling behaviors and patterns.  It 
has also been applied to Political Science in the  resolution of 
conflicts. 

• Linguistic Application: The rest of the discussion will focus on 
the linguistic application of the Game Theory.
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Application of the Game Theory 
to Language Planning
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Applications to Language Planning

• Application to Linguistics: To the best of my 
knowledge David Laitin, formerly at the 
University of Chicago and now at Stanford, is 
the first to apply the Game Theory to 
Language Planning and Policy.  He refers to his 
model as the Strategic Game Theory.
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The Linguist’s Dilemma-1

• From the Prisoner’s Dilemma to The 
Linguist’s Dilemma: “In a given country, many 
languages are spoken.  The peoples who speak 
these languages are proud of their languages 
and do not want to learn their neighbor’s 
language.  In the same country, there is a 
language inherited from colonialism….
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The Linguist’s Dilemma-2

• …This colonial language is perceived to be the 
language of modernity and of the future.  This 
colonial language is the only way to well 
paying jobs.  Knowing the colonial language is 
a must.  However, the expansion of the 
colonial language will invariably lead, sooner 
or later, to the dismay or death of the local 
languages.  Linguists want to save each local 
language.  What is the solution to the 
problem?”  
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Linguistic Equilibrium

• Equilibrium in a Multilingual Setting: 
Linguistic equilibrium is achieved in a 
multilingual environment when the speakers 
of indigenous languages feel linguistically 
secure and know that the acquisition of 
additional languages is not detrimental to 
their native tongue. 
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Strategic Game Theoretic 
Outcomes
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Game Theoretic  Views of Language

• Language is not merely a tool for human 
communication.  In the Strategic Game 
Theory it is also seen as:

1. an economic resource

2. a capital

3. an investment

4. an asset

5. a portfolio 
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Language Planning Outcomes in the Game 
Theory

• The Strategic Game Theory envisages 4 
plausible linguistic outcomes for the 
“model” sub-Saharan Africa.  The model 
citizen’s linguistic portfolio may be 
diversified as follows:

1. 3 ± 1= 4

2. 2 ± 1= 3

3. 2  - 1 = 1           and    4. 0 + 1= 1
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Interpreting the “ ± 1” in the Equation

• The “ ± 1”  in the equation takes for granted 
that European languages constitute now and 
for the foreseeable future powerful incentives 
for any sub-Saharan African who wants to be 
socio-economically mobile.
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Challenges to the Strategic Game 
Theory
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Status Planning Challenges

• Definition: The Goal of status planning is to 
elevate the legal status of Not Commonly 
Taught Languages.  For this to be possible,   
countries must enact legislations recognizing 
these languages as official or national
languages.
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Corpus Planning Challenge

• Definition: This is by far the greatest challenge because many 
Not Commonly Taught Languages have not been reduced to 
writing. They lack:

1. sound phonological analysis

2. sound morphological analysis

3. sound syntactic analysis

4. sound lexicons

5. sound literacy materials
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Acquisition Planning Challenges-1

• Language of Education Planning: This calls for 
the language being used to educate students 
in all academic subjects.

• Reasonableness: This is unrealistic in many 
countries given the importance of European 
languages of wider communication.  
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Acquisition Planning Challenges-2

• Language in Education Planning: Under this 
scenario, the NCTL will be taught in schools as 
an academic subject in itself.  Students will be 
tested in it just like they are tested in math 
and chemistry.

• Level of Reasonableness:  Greater likelihood 
of success. More will be said about this later.
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Application of the Strategic 
Game Theory to Côte d’Ivoire
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Sociolinguistic Map-1

• Language of Education: 
French is the ONLY
Language of Primary, 
Secondary, and Higher 
Education. 

50
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Sociolinguistic Map-2

• All Ivorian Languages 
are NCTLs.
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Obstacles to Previous Attempts at Language 
Planning-1

1. Linguistic ethnocentrism: Opposition to the hegemonic 
model, Djité (1990).  Each linguistic community takes pride 
in his/her language

2. Pseudo-neutrality of French: French has been seen as a 
neutral language.

3. Demagogy and hypocrisy: Laitin (1992:69,113) argues that 
language planning efforts have not been successful in 
Algeria and India because of demagogy and hypocrisy.
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Obstacles to Previous Attempts at Language 
Planning-2

1. Elite apathy and ambivalence: Laitin (1992: 
51, 53)

2. Elite closure, Laitin (1992:57-8, 59, 60, 78)

3. Private subversion of public good, Laitin 
(1992:152-3)

4. Astronomical Cost of language of education 
proposals.
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Strategic Game Theoretic 
Solutions
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French as +1

• Constitutional language: 1960 constitution “French shall be
the official language of the Republic of Côte d’Ivoire.”  2000 
constitution: “French is the official language of the Republic of 
Côte d’Ivoire.”

• Cultivated Bilingualism: Recognize and accept the sober 
reality that French is the “national” language of Côte d’Ivoire.  
Aim at balanced bilingualism by taking the following actions.
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Assessment of Linguistic Outcomes in Côte 
d’Ivoire

• Language Endangerment:

2  - 1
• According to Laitin (1992:144) the most accurate assessment 

of the linguistic situation in Côte d’Ivoire reflects the scenario 
above.  More and more people are losing their bilingual 
competence in favor of French.
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Balanced Bilingualism

• Language in Education Solution: Postpone the teaching of 
Spanish and German until Higher education.  Teach Ivorian 
languages in schools.  This will reverse the prevailing trend of 
language endangerment.

• Linguistic equilibrium: Deep down, every Ivorian wants to 
keep his/her native language.  He/she does not want to give it 
up to learn another Ivorian language while his/her own 
language risks dismay or death.  
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Cost-Benefit Analysis of 
Language IN education Planning
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Economic Bonanza

• Revenue from Textbook Sale: By teaching 
Ivorian languages instead of German and 
Spanish in middle and high schools, textbook 
sales infuse more than $10,772, 124, that is, 
more than 57 billion in local currency. As of 
2007, 897,677 students took the national 
Spanish and German exams as part of their O 
level and A level exams.
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A Win-Win Formula -1

• No major restructuring of the school 
curriculum is expected.  Just plugging Ivorian 
languages in an already existing curriculum.

• No need to hire new teachers.  Just the 
retraining of existing teachers.  
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A Win-Win Formula -2

• An economically viable solution that allows 
linguistics and linguists to contribute tangibly 
and directly to economic development.

• No Ivorian language is lost in the process.  
Instead, all Ivorian languages will be 
invigorated.
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Concluding Remarks-1

• Solution to Language Endangerment: The 
Strategic Game Theory seems to me to be the 
best language planning solution for the 
survival of Not Commonly Taught Languages 
worldwide. 

• Real Linguistic Equality: It is the best 
approach because it does not give lip service 
to linguistic equality.  It adheres strictly to the 
letter and spirit of the Universal Declaration of 
Linguistic Rights.  
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Concluding Remarks-2

• Economic Solvency: Unlike other models that 
depend on governmental subsidies ad 
infinitum, this approach is economically viable 
because, if adopted, textbook sales alone can 
fuel millions of dollars into the distressed local 
economy.
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Concluding Remarks-3

• Pragmatic, Not Ideological:  The Game 
theoretic solutions advocated here  
recommend a language in education
approach instead of radical proposals that 
sound good but do not change the linguistic 
status quo.  Such pronouncements 
inadverantly contribute to the demise of Not 
Commonly Taught Languages.  
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