
                                                                                          
 

Lesson plan – European languages in Africa – Worksheet 

Introduction: 

Different spatial phenomena, such as the distribution of languages, can be easily visualized and 

studied with GIS. This lesson introduces the learner to the official languages spoken in the countries 

of Africa. From a European perspective, it is interesting to learn where French, English and other 

European languages are spoken in Africa.  Official languages often reflect the colonial history of 

each nation, indicate the language spoken by the largest ethnic group or by the ruling elite, and 

partly demonstrate the larger cultural and geopolitical sphere where the country belongs to.  

 

This lesson is aimed at language and history teachers, but may also be used in geography or social 

sciences. The exercise introduces the learner to some of the basic ArcGIS tools and functionalities 

which are useful for visualizing different polygon (region) objects. We will utilize a database which 

has data on different official languages in Africa, but in the end our aim is to visualize only those 

languages which are spoken widely in Europe. So we do not only learn to visualize databases on a 

map but also learn to make selections on the basis of attribute values. 

 

Description of the exercise: 

In this exercise we will first visualize different official languages on the map of Africa. From the first 

visualization it may be difficult to focus on certain languages and to observe spatial patterns. 

Therefore we will learn next to do selections on the basis of attributes, which in this case are the 

official languages. First we will select countries where English is the official language. The countries 

with the specified attributes will be visualized with a uniform color and now their spatial distribution 

is easier to observe and discuss. The inquiry then continues to the French-speaking countries.  

 

number Instruction iNotes 
Teachers’ / 
Trainers’ 
activity 

Pupils’ / 
participants’ 

activity 

1 Open ArcMap from the windows start menu   x 

2 Add the data layer “Africa_combine d_region.shp ” in ArcMap:  

 

Once the map of Africa has opened, it is time to discuss with 

the pupils about their previous knowledge of languages 

spoken in Africa. The teacher may combine a list of 

languages which the pupils bring up and also encourage 

them to explain in a bit more where do they think that the 

mentioned languages are spoken and even ask them to point 

the countries or regions out on the map. 

 

1 

 

Ǐ x 
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After the discussions, we will visualize the different official languages on the map of Africa 

by using the Layer Properties and selecting a unique fill in color for each official language. 

3 Open the Layer Properties window by double-clicking the title 

“Africa_combined_region.shp ” in the table of contents. In the 

iNote step 2 when you determine the Value Field, select 

LANGUAGE in the dropdown list. 

 

 

Then follow the instructions of the iNote. 

17 Ǐ x 

4 

 

Observe the thematic map of official languages in Africa. Did 

the output correspond to pupilsõ prior knowledge of 

languages there? Discuss about any spatial patters you may 

observe from the map. 

 

Before moving to the next step of the exercise, you may also 

explain a little about the historical reasons that affect the 

spatial distribution of languages in Africa. 

 Ǐ x 

5 The attribute data table also contains information about the 

second official language (LANGUAGE0) spoken in the 

countries of Africa. Sometimes the official language is Arabic 

or an African language, but the second language is a 

European language, such as English or French. To finalize 

our inquiry, we will learn to select map objects according to 

the attributes in two different fields of the data table. 

32 Ǐ x 



Lesson plan – European languages in Africa – Worksheet 

  

 

In the step 2 of the iNote, you will first build a query 

expression "LANGUAGE" = 'English' OR "LANGUAGE0" = 

'English'.  

 

The expression will be created by double-clicking the field 

titles (òLANGUAGEó, òLANGUAGE0ó) and Unique Values 

(òEnglishó). The mathematical signs, such as (=) will be placed 

into the expression by clicking the sign only once with the 

mouse. In the end, click Verify to test that your expression is 

correct. Then click the Apply button. 

 Now it is time to observe in which countries English is either the official language or the 

second language spoken. Discuss with the students about the reasons for this kind of a 

spatial distribution of English language in Africa. Observe if there are any surprises in the 

selection of countries. EXTRA: The pupils may also use the Identity tool to study the 

countries names and other attribute data (see iNote 33). 

6 Now, clear the selected features and repeat the step 5 of this 

exercise but change the language specified in the expression 

into French or to some other European language to find out 

in which countries they are spoken. 

 

First, clear the selected features by clicking Selection on a 

gray command bar on top of the ArcMap window. Then 

select Clear Selected Features from the dropdown list that 

opens. 

 Ǐ x 
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7 In the end, you may print out the maps showing the 

distribution of different European languages in Africa. 

19 Ǐ x 

8 Export your map as LanguagesinAfricayourname .pdf and 

save it in your portfolio on Moodle. 

42 Ǐ x 
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African Languages by Countries: http://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/african_languages.htm 

Base map of Africa:  http://www.maplibrary.org/stacks/Africa/index.php 
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