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Intercultural and Bilingual
Education (IBE) is a
key part of Guyana’s
educational future.
In the early months of 2019, the year designated by UNESCO as the
‘International Year of Indigenous Languages’, Voices GY undertook a threeweek visit to fifteen communities in Guyana’s Barima-Waini Region. In the
context of a rapidly escalating migration crisis in the region, in which host
communities scrambled to accommodate hundreds of vulnerable refugees
and migrants, the visit sought to evaluate access to education for the more
than 200 Venezuelan, Returning Guyanese and Warao children arriving from
Venezuela. The resulting Needs Assessment had a direct result on teacher
training programmes and the provision of targeted ESL interventions in the
region since mid-2019, but perhaps the most long-awaited, innovative and
impactful result of the visit takes form in the present policy brief and accompanying pilot project.
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V

oices GY’s mission is ‘to
empower the voices of
our communities through
fostering diversity and sup-

porting community-led development’.
No programme to date has embodied
this focus as whole-heartedly as the
concept of Intercultural and Bilingual
Education (IBE) in Guyana’s BarimaWaini Region. IBE has the potential to
better facilitate the access of migrant
Warao children to their right to an education, whilst ensuring that this education
is both aligned with the national curriculum and their own unique and valuable
cultural heritage.
At the same time, IBE presents a genuine and sustainable opportunity for
Guyanese children and adults in Warao
communities to revitalise important
elements of their traditional language
and culture that have been excluded
from formal education to date. In doing
so, IBE in the Barima-Waini Region of
Guyana would present a unique example
of a programme that combines justifications stemming from both migration and
indigenous rights.
The Pilot Warao Intercultural and
Bilingual Education Project, was an initiative led by Voices GY with funding
support from the Bureau of Population,
Refugees and Migration (PRM) of the
US Government. Importantly, however,
the project itself has been developed,
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Diversity in Education
Article 14 of the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples states that ‘Indigenous peoples have the right to establish and
control their educational systems
and institutions providing education
led, implemented and embraced by

in their own languages, in a manner

members of the affected Guyanese

appropriate to their cultural methods

and Venezuelan Warao communi-

of teaching and learning’.

ties. In doing so, Voices GY is satisfied
that our mandate to support these

Guyana’s status as a signatory of

communities in dictating their own

the Declaration is pre-dated by its

“Implemented and
embraced by the
communities”

Constitution. Article 27(2) states that
‘It is the duty of the State to provide
education that would include curricula
designed to reflect the cultural diversities of Guyana…’, whereas 149G lays
out that ‘Indigenous peoples have the

development and fostering their cul-

right to protection, preservation and

tural and linguistic diversity has laid

promulgation of their languages, cul-

the groundwork for Warao voices to

tural heritage and way of life’.

be empowered in future generations.
Guyana’s rich cultural diversity is
enshrined not only in the communities
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of descended African, East
Indian, Portuguese and Chinese,
and the recent migrations from
Venezuela, Cuba, Brazil and
Haiti, that dominate the coastal

‘...curricula
designed
to reflect
the cultural
diversities of
Guyana...’

regions. Nine distinct indigenous
ethnicities populate the country’s interior regions, each with
a unique language and culture.
The full integration of Guyana’s
linguistic and cultural diversity
in education - both formally
through the national curricula
and informally through cultural
activities, community-led initiatives and humanitarian work
in the context of migration - will
serve to strengthen student
attendance, attainment and
school longevity, whilst preserving indigenous languages.
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What is IBE?
According to UNESCO, ‘Intercultural
Bilingual Education (IBE) is an educational model which attempts to provide
pertinent education to migrant and indigenous children. Such education sustains
cultural, ethnic and linguistic diversities adding foundation and support to
individual identity and national identities where citizens of different origins
coexist.’ IBE seeks to address shortages
in educational policy that excludes or
disadvantages children from certain cultures and to counteract the systematic
factors contributing to loss of linguistic and cultural diversity, whilst creating
opportunities for increased appreciation
of multiculturalism and bilingualism.
Since the 1970s, IBE as a concept
has emerged as the result of differing
social and cultural dynamics in Europe
on the one hand, where migration crises
have necessitated the integration of
children from other nation states; and
in Latin America and the Caribbean on
the other, where the growing demands
for the recognition of indigenous rights
have highlighted the needs for inclusive
and accessible educational policy in pluricultural states.
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Types of IBE
IBE programmes across the world
have taken many forms. The different approaches reflect the wide
array of factors at play. Policy makers
must determine the first languages
of children, parents and teachers; the
In practice, IBE has taken the shape
of deepening language teaching
methods, creating texts and teaching
materials, preparing teachers, and in
some cases creating university undergraduate and postgraduate degrees

“IBE has taken
many forms accross the world
in IBE. In other cases, programs and
curriculums have been adapted and
expanded with indigenous materials, both of which complement the
conceptual and cultural frameworks
that promote the official school
organization.
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variety within communities in regards
to languages; and the availability of
educational resources and materials. Communities themselves must
also determine the degrees to which
dominant or ‘prestige’ languages are
integrated into education.
Schools in Guyana - as in much of
the world - have traditionally taken
a submersion or transition approach
to education. Submersion involves
instruction in the majority languages
to minority language speakers in order
to encourage monolingualism in the
majority language (English, in Guyana’s
case). Transition approaches may
initially use elements of the minority
language to support tuition, but

progressively replace this with majority
language tuition to the same ends as
a submersion approach. This approach
is used informally across the hinterland
regions of Guyana by teachers who
are confronted with students who are
more comfortable communicating in
their indigenous languages at a young
age. Both approaches deplete Guyana’s
cultural and linguistic diversity and disadvantage minority language speakers
when tested against majority language
native speakers.
Immersion methodologies are
applied to classrooms where students
speak the majority language but where
both the majority and minority language
are used in tuition, in order to teach
bilingualism and biliteracy. Similarly,
Maintenance approaches involve both
languages in tuition to encourage bilingualism and biliteracy, but students are
typically speakers of the minority language and this is the main emphasis
of the tuition. Immersion approaches
are often used for migrant learners,
especially adults, and in cultural revival
programmes; whereas Maintenance
approaches are often used for cultural
preservation and educational gains for
indigenous communities.
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Voices GY’s Pilot Warao IBE project includes elements of Immersion
and Maintenance approaches
IBE in Guyana and Venezuela
Despite being neighbouring states
whose citizens include persons from
Finally, relatively few classrooms
across the world are monolingual. As
such an Enrichment approach can
be used to tailor to classrooms with
both majority and minority language
speakers, and in which both lan-

...very different
approaches to
education
guages are used in tuition. Enrichment
approaches can be tailored to diverse
socio-linguistic challenges and are
aimed at creating a truly plurilingual
populace. Such an approach is usually
determined at the national level.
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a number of cross-border indigenous
groups (including the Pemón and the
Warao peoples, who have been heavily
impacted by the Venezuelan migration
crisis), Guyana and Venezuela have
developed very different approaches
to education.
Venezuela’s emphasis on IBE was
initiated in 1979, with the Régimen
de Educación Intercultural Bilingüe
established by Decree 283. The policy,
which was rolled out from 1982, faced
a number of challenges, including a
deficit of bilingual indigenous tutors; a
lack of bilingual educational resources
and the paucity of project management associated with the initiative.

These challenges were, in some
occasions, overcome through
partnerships with civil society;
for example among the pemón
and yekuana with the assistance of the NGO UMUNA,

“Relatively few
c l a s s ro o m s
accross the
world
are
monolingual”
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who developed bilingual educational materials. The 1999
Constitution of Venezuela
enshrines the right to IBE in
article 121:
“(…) tienen derecho a mantener y desarrollar su identidad
étnica y cultural, cosmovisión, valores, espiritualidad
y sus lugares sagrados y de
culto, (…) una educación
propia y a un régimen educativo de carácter intercultural
y bilingüe, atendiendo a sus
particularidades, valores y
tradiciones (…)”

In Guyana, the case for IBE has been a long way behind other countries
in the region. To date, nearly all South American nations have pioneered IBE
initiatives to varying levels of success. Guyana’s sole initiative has been the
Quality Bilingual Education Project (QBEP) in the South Rupununi District
of Region 9, within three Wapishan communities (Maruranau, Sawariwau and
Karaudarnau). The project is built on the foundations of community initiatives
in the 1990s, with the assistance of the internationally renowned Summer
Institute of Linguistics (SIL). The SIL initially assisted with building adult literacy
skills in the Wapishan language. This formed the basis for later interventions
by the Jesuits of Guyana to form a resource committee for the production
of educational resources, and the collaboration of the Ministry of Education
in allowing the project to be piloted in three nursery schools. Until the Pilot
Warao Intercultural and Bilingual Education Project in 2021, the QBEP was
Guyaná s sole focused exploration of IBE.
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The Warao: two
very distinct realities
The Barima-Waini Region of Guyana (also known as Region 1) is one of
Guyaná s most culturally diverse regions. Traditionally home to Lokono,
Carinya and Warrau communities, the natural resources of the region and its
proximity to Venezuela have brought persons from the coast and large numbers of Venezuelan migrants in recent years.
Among the region’s inhabitants are the Warrau, 90% of whom reside in
neighbouring Venezuela and in small pockets on the Corentyne and in Trinidad.
Guyanese Warrau communities in the Mabaruma Subdistrict have been heavily
exposed to outside influences over recent decades, including national education policy and the wage labour economy. As a result, with the exception
of a small number of persons, the first (and often only) language of most
children and adults is Guyanese creole. The language is therefore classified
by UNESCO as ‘Definitely Endangered’, meaning that it is generally no longer
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spoken at home and is not transmitted to younger generations. Notable
exceptions to this can be found in the
´ s Creek and
communities of Smith
Imbotero which are almost entirely bilingual communities of Warrau and Creole
speakers. These communities, however,
struggle with high rates of illiteracy in
both languages.
With the migration of Venezuelan
Warao, however, the dynamics of language and education in the region have
shifted. As many as 800 Venezuelan
Warao have crossed into Guyana since
2018, the vast majority of whom (particularly women and children) are exclusively
fluent in Warao. Communities such as
Whitewater, Yarakita, Khan Hill and Smith’s
Creek/Imbotero have struggled to
accommodate large numbers of Waraospeaking migrant families. Schools in the
region, on the other hand, have been at
their capacity to receive more students,
meaning that many Warao migrant children forgo their right to an education.
Pilot Warao IBE Project 2021
In early 2019, Voices GY undertook
a Needs Assessment on the barriers
to quality education for Venezuelans,
Returning Guyaneses and Warao
migrants in the Mabaruma Sub-district
of Region 1. The Needs Assessment
addressed wide-ranging issues including the challenges faced by Guyanese
teachers with Spanish-speaking children
in their classes; the discrimination faced
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itself in late 2020 to pilot new educational responses in partnership
with the Pan American Development
Foundation, Voices GY was quick to
propose the IBE initiative. Recognising
the complexities of education in
Region 1 - involving high rates of illitby Venezuelan children; and the bar-

eracy among parents, high drop-out

riers to communication regarding

rates and low student performance

enrollment procedures. Amongst the

overall - it was determined that two

recommendations from the report that

preliminary visits should be under-

were later actioned by stakeholders

taken to assess the applicability of an

were teacher training, wide-ranging

IBE approach in different communities

“Implemented and
embraced by the
communities”

and to propose the project to community members and village councils.
These visits resulted in the selection
of two communities - Smith’s Creek
and Yarakita - for the initial phase of
the project.

ESL classes and enrollment assistance. One key recommendation that

Smith’s Creek and Yarakita repre-

was not immediately taken onboard,

sent two very different communities

however, was that of IBE education

in terms of IBE preparation. Whereas

for Warao children.

most of Smith’s Creek’s adult population is fully fluent in Warrau, few

When the opportunity presented
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persons in Yarakita were conversant.

In both communities, around 30 migrant children were
attending school; but in Smith’s Creek most of these
migrants were Spanish speakers whereas in Yarakita, most
were Warrau speakers.
Three approaches were identified to target the language barriers for migrants in education and to support
with indigenous language preservation. These approaches
were: (a) Warrau literacy classes for Warrau-speaking
adults; (b) Warrau conversation classes for non-Warrau
speaking education staff and community members; and
(c) translation and adaptation of educational resources.
Whereas all communities undertook activities (a) and (c)
only Yarakita undertook Warrau conversation classes for
teachers and community members. This decision reflected
the fact that most teachers in Yarakita are resident in the
community (unlike teachers in Smith’s Creek who travel
from Mabaruma each day to teach), as well as the large
number of Warao-speaking children being
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enrolled in the younger grades. Few
teachers in either school speak Warrau
to any degree of fluency; a challenge
common among IBE projects worldwide.
Next Steps
The experience of the pilot project
highlighted the potential for IBE as both
a medium-term answer to the migration
crisis and a long-term answer to improving educational performance in Region
1. The short-term nature of pilot projects
and the period renewal of humanitarian
funding present challenges to the continuity of the project benefits, however
upon completion of the pilot project the
following recommendations were identified by Voices GY for future IBE progress
in Region 1:
• Access to teacher training programmes for Warao speakers so as
to facilitate their incorporation of
Warao-speaking staff and assistants
into schools. This recommendation
could consider a special scholarship
scheme on a national level for speakers of indigenous languages who wish
to train as teachers.
• Teacher training for IBE Project Team.
The current IBE team have drawn on
diverse experiences in Venezuela and
Guyana. Specific language teaching
skills and translation capacity building are needed to standardise the
methodology.
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to benefit schools and communities across the region. All of the
communities consulted in the pilot
outreach were enthusiastic about
either the impact for migrants or
the impact for Guyanese indigenous Warrau.
• Training for IBE Project Team of
Protection, PSEAH and other core

• Translation of subsequent year

leadership competencies. As key

group educational resources.

focal points in the migrant com-

Whilst Nursery Y1 will serve as an

munity, the Resource Committee

introduction, it is vital that further

members in Yarakita and Smith’s

educational resources are devel-

Creek may be strong candidates

oped in order to have a full set of

for employment under the Ministry

workbooks and worksheets for

of Amerindian Affairs’ Community

deployment in Primary Schools

Service Officer programme in

across the region.

order to receive further training
and support.
• Expansion of the communities
being piloted. Whilst the pilot initiative had positive potential for
Smith’s Creek and Yarakita, the
methodology has the potential
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Empowering the voices
of our communities

This policy brief is the written and produced by Voices GY and represents the
organisation’s views only

visit www.voicesgy.org
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