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Introduction 
 The Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste is one of the southern and easternmost 
points of Southeast Asia, and had a population of just over 1 million in 2010. Timor-
Leste declared independence from Portugal in 1975 only to be immediately invaded and 
occupied by Indonesia. After decades of bloody oppression and resistance culminating in 
international intervention, Timor-Leste was declared the newest sovereign nation of the 
21st century on May 20th, 2002. Currently, the two official languages are Portuguese and 
Tetun, while the working languages are English and Indonesian; there are 15-25 local 
languages spoken throughout the rural areas, which is the majority of the country. This 
pilot survey uses a combination of quantitative analysis and qualitative interview data 
adapted from Quinn (2008) and personal interviews conducted in July 2012 to answer 
whether Timorese value their mother tongues, what languages Timorese do value (and 
for what purpose and to what extent), and whether there are any trends that can be 
generalized about the Timorese educational experience. 
 
Language Use in Timor-Leste 
 Given the state of language use in Timor-Leste, this new educational policy seems 
logical. Timor-Leste is a highly multilingual country, which boasts 15-25 local Papuan 
and Austronesian languages, as well as widespread L2 fluency in non-native European 
languages, such as Portuguese and English. The map below demonstrates the extent of 
Timor’s multilingualism by showing the main languages of contact by suco, an 
administrative division within districts that roughly corresponds to the British English 
concept of a county. From this map it can be generalized that Tetun is mainly used in the 
urban area surrounding Dili, and as the primary lingua franca in places with very low 
population density, such as the sucos on the eastern shore. However, for the rest of the 
country, it is most often the case that local languages take the priority position. This map 
uses census data from 2001, and the 2010 largely corroborate this. In 2010, only about 
35% of the population reported that Tetun was their mother tongue, and of those, 61% 
were localized to urban areas (see Table 2 below). However, as communication and 
transportation infrastructure continues to improve, first language Tetun speakers will 
likely increase. 
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MAP 1: LANGUAGES OF COMMUNICATION BETWEEN SUCO (VILLAGES)    

From Durand 2002 
 
TABLE 1: MOTHER TONGUE AND POPULATION DENSITY 
Mother Tongue Timor-Leste Urban Rural 
Total 1,053,971 307,886 746,085 
Tetun Prasa 385,269 236,980 148,289 
Makasai 101,854 13,006 88,848 
Mambai 131,361 9,594 121,767 
Chinese 722 657 65 
English 773 694 79 
Indonesian 3,045 2,647 398 
Portuguese 595 483 112 
Other local languages 
(28 listed in census) 

430,352 43,825 386,527 

Adapted from Census 2010 
 Given this obviously high level of first language multilingualism, implementing a 
mother tongue education program at the primary school level with a goal of transitioning 
to bi- or multi-lingualism after primary school seems like an obvious solution to a very 
complicated problem. However, despite performing pilot tests in three districts, 
seemingly effective results and positive marketing, the new language program has met 
with vitriolic criticism, vehement resistance, ignorance, or general disinterest. The 
impetus for the present survey was born of this unlikely reaction to what should have 
been an egalitarian and apparent solution to the problem of language in education. 
Design Methodology 
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 The questions in this survey were developed from structured and unstructured 
interviews that I conducted in Timor-Leste in July and August of 2012. During my 
interviews with older participants, I asked questions such as, “Do you think it is 
important for children to be able to read and write in [your local language]?”, “Do you 
want your children to speak [your local language]?”,  and “What languages do you wish 
you had learned?” With younger participants, I asked questions like, “Do you feel proud 
of your language?”, “What languages do you think are important to know to be 
successful?” and “Do you think your children will learn [your local language]?” With all 
participants I asked questions like, “What language(s) do you use at home/church/at the 
market/with friends/with officials, etc?”, “What languages do people speak in [specific 
locations]?”, “Have you heard about the mother tongue program?”, and “What is your 
opinion of the mother tongue program?” 
 Predictably, answers to these questions were varied and reflected the personal 
experiences and opinions of the participants. However, some trends were easy to 
generalize from their shared opinions. For example, most participants valued their mother 
tongues for their social currency and wanted their families to continue using it as I 
predicted. However, they did not consider their mother tongue to be an instrument of 
economic or professional value. In addition, many participants had heard about the 
mother tongue language program, but expressed overt disapproval or pessimism; one 
participant responded simply, “yes, but it’s failed,” and that was the end of our discussion 
on the topic. These two opinions (that mother tongues are valuable, but have no place in 
education) are inherently contradictory. In light of this incongruity, my survey sought to 
answer the question of which languages the Timorese do place high value on, to what 
extent, and for what purposes. In addition, I asked forced-choice questions in my survey 
about participants’ experiences in the education system of Timor-Leste with the hope of 
priming participants to answer the opened-ended questions honestly and enthusiastically. 
 Other considerations that shaped the design of my survey were based on 
practicality. I chose to use an online, form-fillable survey supported through GoogleDocs, 
largely because I was unable to visit Timor-Leste for a month during the academic year, 
however, there are many problems with using an online survey tool. The challenges I 
took into consideration in designing my survey were those of representativeness (or non-
representativeness), curtailing of internet etiquette, controlling testing conditions, 
language access and the intertwined challenge of internet access and non-response.  
 In the first world, the main methodological problem facing online survey 
researchers is the issue of sample (non)representativeness (Matsuo et al. 2004). It is very 
difficult to control for demographics and there is no reliable way for researchers to access 
a particular population when using a web-based survey as opposed to the traditional 
methods of telephone and mail surveys (although these methods may have difficulty 
establishing a representative sample as well). However, Gosling et al. (2004) found that 
the demographic characteristics of internet surveys reported similar results to those 
conducted using traditional survey techniques. In designing my survey, I asked several 
background and demographic questions in order to more accurately understand the 
demographics of the sample I received and what sector of the population was actually 
responding. Another factor that could potentially affect my survey results is the issue of 
self-selection bias. Participants are more motivated to respond to a survey if they are 
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interested in or opinionated about the topic, which may exacerbate the issue of 
(non)representativeness (Sackmary 1998). 
 Another related consideration is that of internet etiquette and anonymity. In 
accordance with best research practice and in order to facilitate a sense of trust in me as a 
researcher, I assured participants of the anonymity of their responses so that they could 
be as honest as they wanted in answering questions. As a consequence of this anonymity, 
the possibility was introduced of a breach in respectful internet dialogue without social 
consequence. Nosek et al. (2002) and Matsuo et al. (2004) suggest several techniques for 
online researchers to ‘catch’ malicious participants, but because the scope of this pilot 
survey was very small, I did not include any such failsafes. Indeed, of 63 total 
respondents, only one response had to be thrown out for obvious intentional data 
corruption, identified by incongruity, and even this person’s responses were interesting in 
their own right. By responding honestly, albeit quite rudely, this participant gave me 
valuable insight on the negative view that some Timorese hold toward foreign 
researchers, which would normally be inaccessible to me if all participants felt they were 
restricted by the socially-constructed rules of communicative exchange. So, while 
anonymity may be a detriment to some kinds of research, if it encourages honesty from 
participants and facilitates trust between the researcher and the respondents that their 
opinions are valuable, then it can be utilized to powerful advantage. 
 Controlling the testing environment from a distance was another consideration 
that affected the design of my survey. This is a concern to researchers in the first world 
because certain environmental factors may cause the results to be susceptible to increased 
variability. Among the concerns listed by Matsuo et al. (2004) were unsupported software 
programs, incompatible browsers, and improper display of multimedia. Heeding these 
warnings, I entirely omitted any multimedia items such as images, audio or video. I chose 
to use Google Forms because they use simple HTML, which should be supported on 
most browsers, operating systems, and even mobile devices. I know firsthand that the 
conditions in a Timorese internet café are highly variable and often not ideal. As such, 
the most important thing I could do to control for quality was to make sure that my 
survey was short, interesting and used clear, exact language. 
 In order to ensure that I used the most clear and concise language, I chose to 
design my survey bilingually in Tetun and English, in order to make sure that my survey 
was in a language that was accessible to the Timorese participants. This also supported 
my decision to use Google Forms, as it is currently the only free survey software that 
supports logic branching. The first question asked participants if they chose to take the 
survey in English or Tetun, and from this decision they were directed to either the 
English or Tetun versions. Because Tetun is not my first language, I had my survey 
reviewed for grammatical accuracy and to make sure that the questions were as similar as 
they could be between the two languages. My two reviewers are both graduates of the 
University of Hawai’i at Manoa, and they reviewed the survey independently. The final 
result of these revisions was a concise, bilingual survey consisting of thirty easy-answer 
questions, some of them optional, spread out over four pages. 
 Finally, the most important issue I considered when designing my survey was the 
limited nature of internet access in a developing country. Internet access in Timor-Leste 
is considered a commodity and not a necessity, and as such it tends to be available to 
those who have some disposable income. Timor Telecom is the country’s only internet 
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service provider. Timor Telecom built all of Timor’s telecommunication systems from 
the ground up after the Indonesian withdrawal left the infrastructure in ruins. In the last 
year, the company has invested considerable resources into improving the internet 
infrastructure which can be seen in the recently enacted 50% reduction in consumer 
pricing, and the greater than 300% subscriber increase from 2,361 subscribers in 
December 2011 to 10,293 June 2012 (Internet World Stats). Internet access in Timor-
Leste is still not as salient as it is in a developed nation, but penetration is obviously 
increasing. Nearly every district has a centrally located media building (Uma Media 
Regional) where customers may use internet-equipped computers at the rate of $1 an 
hour. Because of this cost, internet access is only regularly utilized by about 1% of the 
overall population. This means that the respondents to my survey represent a very 
specific socioeconomic class, or those who are living abroad where internet access is 
widely available, and the results should be viewed accordingly. 
 To conclude, the 30 forced-choice and open-ended questions in my bilingual 
English-Tetun survey were developed from language attitude interviews conducted in the 
summer of 2012, with the cooperation, input and advice of two Timorese college 
graduates with native fluency in Tetun. The questions were designed to further 
investigate a contradictory trend I observed through my interviews that the Timorese 
seem to value their mother tongues for their social currency, and cultural value but not for 
their educational potential, or potential economic power. The survey was distributed 
online through email, forums populated by scholars interested in Timor-Leste, and 
various social media such as Facebook. Authors such as Sackmary et al. (1998), Matsuo 
et al. (2002), Nosek et al. (2002) and Gosling et al. (2004),who have studied the efficacy 
and trustworthiness of online surveys, caution that several factors may influence the 
validity of survey data. These factors include (non)representativeness and self-selection 
bias, anonymity and breach of internet etiquette, non-response and internet access, 
inability to control environmental factors, and language accessibility. I believe that I 
mitigated as many of these factors as I could without physically conducting my survey in 
Timor-Leste through careful planning, heeding the advice presented from previous 
scholarship and the invaluable guidance of my Timorese colleagues. 
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Results 
Demographic 
 The participants in my survey consisted of 63 respondents, 31% female and 69% 
male, ranging in age from 0-15 to 51-60. Many of the participants had a very high level 
of education, and just over half were involved in the education sector in some way, either 
as a student or a teacher. 
GRAPH 1: EDUCATION LEVEL OF SURVEY PARTICIPANTS (N=63)     

 
GRAPH 2: OCCUPATION OF SURVEY PARTICIPANTS (N=63)      

 
 Timor-Leste has thirteen districts, which serve as the largest administrative 
divisions. Survey respondents hailed from nine of these thirteen districts, but nearly a 
third of the respondents reported that they lived abroad. 
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GRAPH 3: HOME DISTRICT OF SURVEY PARTICIPANTS (N=63)     

 
 
 
 
Language Use  
 The number of participants who chose to take the survey in English (48%) and the 
number of participants who chose to take the survey in Tetun (52%) was surprisingly 
close to even. Of the 15-25 local languages of Timor, 14 are reported as first languages 
by survey respondents and participants also reported high levels of fluency in many other 
languages. 
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GRAPH 4: MOTHER TONGUE OF SURVEY PARTICIPANTS (N=63)     
 

 
 
 
 
GRAPH 5: REPORTED FLUENCY IN OTHER LANGUAGES OF SURVEY PARTICIPANTS (N=63)  
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 In light of these reported mother tongues and other fluencies, the following 
statistics are interesting. Respondents were asked what languages their teachers used at 
the primary, secondary and University level. The answers were structured so that 
respondents could choose the following options: Bahasa Indonesia, Portuguese, Tetun, 
English, My Mother Tongue, Other (please specify). While 60% of respondents answered 
that they were fluent in Bahasa Indonesia (above), none reported that it was their mother 
tongue, and yet it appears that at one time it was the most popular language of education 
for young students just beginning their schooling. This is likely because the majority of 
survey respondents were educated during the Indonesian times prior to 1999. The 
changing role of Bahasa Indonesia as the Timor-Leste became independent can be seen in 
its waning influence as student attained higher education. It appears that the importance 
of Portuguese as a language of education is also on the decline. At the same time, English 
shows a very sharp increase approaching the university level. 
 
GRAPH 6: LANGUAGE OF EDUCATION EXPERIENCE OF SURVEY PARTICIPANTS (N=63)  

 
 To get more information on the Timorese educational experience, I asked 
participants, “Would you like to make any comments about your education in Timor-
Leste?” Instead of the expected personal anecdotes on individual’s experiences in 
Timor’s education system, I instead received many recommendations for how to improve 
education in Timor. 
 
TABLE 2: COMMENTS ON LANGUAGE AND EDUCATION (N=22)     
Comment Topic Overtly Positive Overtly Negative 
Personal Anecdote (4) 

“Because I was born during the 
Indonesian occupation, it was 
very easy for me to speak my 
mother tongue, but after East 
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Timor became independent, I 
also took the initiative to speak 
English but because English is 
my favorite lesson during Junior 
high school (trans.)” 
 
“I was privilege to have very 
good education. My parents put 
me in the Catholic Boarding 
School since I was 10 years. I 
started to learn Latin, English, 
Portuguese in high school. Ever 
since I am very fluent in English, 
Portuguese and Latin. “ 

Philippines, Singapore, and 
Australia. I could think very 
clearly many lacks such as 
teaching materials, 
pedagogy, and 
infrastructure.” 
 
“Education in East Timor 
needs to upgrade, we have 
problem with quality of 
teacher, school facilities, in 
formation and technology, 
trasport adn comunication” 

Recommendations 
Go abroad 

 
(1) 
“Useless, most of it done overseas.” 
 

Use Tetun (4) 
“We should teach all subject in Tetum because that way student 
will understand the material better. What we are doing now is 
using other people's language. Students have to struggle with the 
language first before understanding the subject.” 
 
“I suggest that it is better to use Tetun as the national language 
as language of instructions at school. Because this represents the 
identity of Timor and also promote the education in Timor-
Leste. With today's situation our students have a difficult time to 
understand current instructional language (Portuguese). The 
truth is that there are many students that don't understand their 
teachers' explanation during the lessons (trans).” 

Develop Tetun (3) 
"MOTHER TONGUE AS OUR IDENTITY AND OUR 
LANDS RESOURCES. TETUM OUR LANGUAGE, THE 
LANGUAGE OF TIMORESE, OUR IDENTITY. TOGETHER 
LET'S PROMOTE AND ENRICH THIS LANGUAGE (trans.)" 
 
“It is very important that all resources be put towards developing 
our national language Tetun through the adoption of Portuguese 
words for words that do not exist in Tetun eg scientific 
languages.” 

Increase teacher salary (1) 
“teachers (include health workers)  should earn the highest 
salary in the country as well (or at least the decision of salary 
should be based on the current standard living, not on the 
government budget - the salary should be reviewed every year, 
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as standard living also increases every year both nationally and 
globally). Sadly, most of teachers' living condition (need survey 
but...) are still poor.” 

General emphasis on 
multilingualism 

(6) 
“The language that I use to speak with East Timorese friends is 
Tetum, other friends from Indonesia I speak Bahasa Indonesia, 
with friends from Portugal I speak a little bit of Portuguese. 
languages used to communicate with family members are Tetum 
and Wai ma'a, at work I speak Tetum and Portuguese. At home 
tetum and mother tongue, in school: tetum, Portuguese and 
Bahasa Indonesia.” 

General anxiety on the 
state of education 

(1) 
“I think East Timor's Education is a big obstacle for the 
development of human resources but I consider this as a 
transitional period for Timor.” 

 
 In order to understand what languages Timorese use in social settings, I asked the 
question, “What language do you usually use when you talk with friends/family/malae 
[foreigners]?” The available responses to this question were forced-choice with the 
options: Bahasa Indonesia, English, Portuguese, Tetun, My Mother Tongue, Other. This 
was in order to oblige participants into choosing a single response, so that they would 
think about how to generalize their experiences as much as possible. This design feature 
of the survey garnered the most unprompted response in the free-response sections that 
followed. It should have been no surprise that in such a multilingual environment, 
participants really did not like having to choose only one option. However, in 
generalizing their experiences, I was able to get a picture of language use in society and 
Timorese perception of where foreigners generally come from. It should be noted that 
very few participants reported that they used Bahasa Indonesia in any social situation. 
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GRAPH 7: SOCIAL LANGUAGE USE OF SURVEY PARTICIPANTS (N=63)    

 
 Similarly, in order to understand what languages the Timorese perceive that they 
use in physical settings, I asked the question, “What language do you usually use at 
home/work/school?” Responses to this question were highly variable in comparison to 
the languages used in social settings, reflecting the necessity to be bilingual. 
 
GRAPH 8: PHYSICAL SITUATIONAL LANGUAGE OF SURVEY PARTICIPANTS (N=63)   
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 One of the most important research questions my survey sought to answer was 
that of Timorese attitudes toward specific languages. After asking respondents what their 
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first language was and what other languages they knew very well, I asked them what 
languages they wished they knew better. Respondents were able to answer this question 
with as many languages as the liked. Many participants listed other languages other than 
the options available, including Chinese, Korean, French, German, Italian, Spanish, Latin 
and Hebrew. This question was asked devoid of context to get as much of a general 
response as possible before asking questions about language use in specific contexts. 
 
GRAPH 9: LANGUAGES SURVEY PARTICIPANTS WISHED TO KNOW (N=63)    

 
 Later, participants were asked which languages they wanted their children to 
know. This question was designed to further delve into what the Timorese think of their 
mother tongue. This is a society that is currently experiencing a language shift away from 
mother tongue use, and as such, many people do not consider that unless they make a 
concerted effort, their children will not be fluent in their local language, and will instead 
acquire the language of wider communication. 
 
GRAPH 10: LANGUAGES SURVEY PARTICIPANTS WANT THEIR CHILDREN TO KNOW (N=63)  
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 Another question designed to gather insight into how much the Timorese value 
their mother tongues was the free-response question, “Would you like to make any 
comments about your mother tongue?” I asked this question out of genuine curiosity as to 
what the answers may be, and the results were a wide variety of both positive and 
negative responses. 
 
TABLE 3: COMMENTS ON MOTHER TONGUES(N=26)       
Comment Topic Overtly Positive Overtly Negative 
General cultural 
importance 

(9) 
“Personally I support the policy 
that has intention to strengthen 
and promote our local languages. 
Because local languages show 
our identities in the world and it 
is with the local languages that 
we strengthen and promote our 
cultural practices (trans).” 
 
“My mother tongue is my 
identity, I want to keep it talk 
from generation to generation 
besides of the others languages 
that very important for the 
international communications.” 

(1) 
“No other comments - 
children learn Bahasa 
because of television and 
trips there, more useful than 
Portuguese.” 

Educational importance (3) 
“Personally I support the policy 
that has intention to strengthen 
and promote our local languages. 
Because local languages show 
our identities in the world and it 
is with the local languages that 
we strengthen and promote our 
cultural practices (trans).” 

(1) 
“In order for our education 
to have quality at the same 
level of other countries in the 
next 5 to 10 years, we should 
not dream about teaching 
using other [local] languages 
(trans).” 

Anxiety about mother 
tongue 

(3) 
“I am from Ermera District and 
as many people know the mother 
tongue for Ermera is Mambai 
(Mambae). But I don't know [it] 
because when I was born, from 
when I was little I speak Tetun 
only. So I always communicate 
with other friends in Tetum. But 
I started learning Mambai later 
and could speak and understand 
what others say although, I don't 
speak and understand much 
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(trans).” 
 
“I think I cannot speak it any 
longer because I have not heard 
it spoken in a very long time. 
Therefore, if every Kemak 
speaker does not use the mother 
tongue, it would eventually 
disappear.” 

Anxiety about 
development 

(4) 
“My parents speak tetun prasa 
but at home sometimes we speak 
Naueti but In my opinion about 
the language in Timor, it is better 
to use Tetum as national 
language even though Tetum 
doesn't have much vocabulary, 
but we could use some 
vocabularies from English, 
Portuguese, or Indonesian 
(trans).”  
 
“My mother tongue is Tetum 
Prasa and for me it's very 
complicated and still poor. We 
need to develop this mother 
tongue Tetum as it is the 
National Language of Timor 
Leste.” 

(1)  
“The language system in 
Timor creates a great 
disadvantage for generation 
and students in general. As a 
new generation I feel very 
confused which language to 
use especially within the 
education system because 
the language that is used in 
school always change. For 
example, the elementary 
school uses Portuguese 
language, High school uses 
Indonesian language and 
also the university. This 
situation is not good (trans).” 

General Multilingualism (3) 
“My mother tongue is Tetun 
prasa, a Tetun that is mixed with 
Indonesian language. My parents 
speak old (older version?) 
Portuguese and Indonesian, but 
now as Timor is independent, I 
want to learn all of these 
languages, Portuguese, English, 
tetum professional, and 
Indonesia (trans).” 

 

 
 Finally, participants were asked how important it was to them to know specific 
languages in specific contexts. They were asked, “To be successful/To get a good 
education/To get a good job/To be happy in your relationships, how important is it to 
know these languages [Bahasa Indonesia, English, Portuguese, Tetun]?” Participants 
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were asked to rate each language on a 4 point Lickert scale from 1 (Not Important) to 4 
(Very Important). 
GRAPH 11: LANGUAGES OF ‘SUCCESS’ (N=63)       

 
GRAPH 12: LANGUAGES OF EMPLOYABILITY (N=63)       
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GRAPH 13: LANGUAGES OF EDUCATION (N=63)       

 
GRAPH 14: LANGUAGES OF HAPPY RELATIONSHIPS (N=63)      

 
 The fact that each of these graphs shows a high importance for almost every 
language demonstrates that the Timorese consider multilingualism to be highly 
prestigious. This is corroborated in the free-response question at the end of the survey 
asking, “Would you like to make any comments about language and success?” 
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TABLE 4: COMMENTS ON LANGUAGE AND SUCCESS (N=20)      
Comment Topic Overtly Positive Overtly Negative 
English (4) 

“I learned street English and now 
I work with a big International 
company and this gives me 
success, but I want to learn more 
English for professionals 
(trans).” 
 
“The most important language 
for good education achievement 
is english language. It's make 
sense because the reality proves 
and all the people know that; so, 
nothing to be discuss anymore.” 

 

Indonesian   
Portuguese  (2) 

“For me, in order to be 
success we need to have 
excellent English and Tetum. 
Portuguese for now is just 
complementary (trans).” 
 
“As I have mentioned in 
previous page of this survey, 
that we should use English, 
Tetun and Indonasian, not 
Portuguese. “ 

Tetun (4) 
“To know more languages is a 
good skill for one's career. But 
speaking of language as an 
instructional language, Timor 
would be better off using Tetum 
only although our language still 
need some improvement (trans).” 
 
“In timor-leste, if you are fluent 
with Tetum and English 
language you can survive and be 
succsessful! 

 

General Multilingualism (11) 
“I chose all 4 languages because 
of the national context, 
geopolitical, regional and global 
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(trans).” 
 
“Language opens up one's world. 
In this sense I would say the 
many languages one knows the 
better one becomes successful. I 
maybe draw into my mind the 
people of Switzerland.” 

 
Conclusions 
 To conclude, this pilot survey set out to answer several basic questions about 
Timorese language attitudes and the Timorese educational experience. Predictably, these 
answers varied widely based on the respondent’s individual experiences and personal 
opinions. From their responses, I believe that the Timorese do value their mother tongues, 
but only symbolically and for their cultural significance, not as a language of education 
or commerce. This is a very worrying stance, as this can be on indication that language 
shift is imminent (Lewis 2009). The languages that are highly valued are Tetun and 
English. Tetun is the language of social interaction and civic involvement, and many 
respondents say that is should be the language of education, and that it needs 
development in order to incorporate scientific concepts and to minimize the reliance on 
Portuguese. Paradoxically, many respondents reported that they would like to know 
Portuguese better, and wanted their children to know it, but did not indicate high levels of 
fluency, nor that it had an important role in their lives currently, and some stated outright 
that it ought to be set aside in favor of other languages. English appears to be gaining 
currency as the language of education and commerce, although one respondent offered 
his anxious opinion on the influence of language use and the possibility of another wave 
of colonization, saying, “Everyone should know English, but to strengthen national unity, 
must improve Tetun nationally. Portuguese is also important to bring us close to 
America, Europe and Africa. If Timor only chooses Indonesian or English, Timor 
becomes colonized one more time by Indonesia or (worse) Australia.” Finally, 
Indonesian appears to have lost most of its influence in the country, which is not 
unexpected given the historically acrimonious relationship between Timor-Leste and 
Indonesia, and the bitter memories many Timorese still carry of their occupation. The 
issue of language in education is complicated and nuanced and is colored by the historical 
violence of Indonesia, neglect of Portugal, and aide of the United States, Australia, and 
(largely English-speaking) United Nations. In light of this, the Timorese should carefully 
plan their next steps in the education sector. It is my avowed hope that a Timorese 
researcher, interested in this pilot survey, would take the initiative to create their own, 
longer and more widespread survey and would use the voice of the Timorese to affect 
change in the government’s educational policies. 
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APPENDIX A: LANGUAGE AND EDUCATION SURVEY QUESTIONS 
Question 
Number 

English Tetun 

Opening 
Text: 

Language and Education in 
Timor-Leste 
Because Timor-Leste has many 
diverse people who speak many 
local languages, Timorese face 
unique challenges in their 
education. I am interested in 
learning more about Timorese 
attitudes and experiences with 
language and education. The 
survey should not take more than 
15 minutes and your answers will 
be anonymous. Thank you very 
much for participating! 

Lian ho Edukasaun iha Timor-Leste  
Tanba ema bar-barak koalia sira nia 
lian rasik iha Timor-Leste, Timor-oan 
sira barak mak enfrenta problema 
espesial kona ba edukasaun. Hau 
interesante atu aprende barak liu tan 
kona ba Timor oan sira nia hanoin no 
esperiensia kona ba lian ho 
edukasaun. Survei nee sei la dura liu 
minutu sanulu resin lima no ita nia 
risposta sira sei anónimu. Obrigada 
barak ba partisipasaun! 

1 What is your age? Ita tinan hira? 
2 What is your gender? Mane ka Feto? 
3 What is your highest level of 

education? 
Saida mak ita nia nivel edukasaun? 

4 What district are you from? Ita moris iha nebee? 
5 Where do you live now? Ita hela iha nebee ohin loron? 
6 What is your occupation? Ita servisu saida? 
7 Do you want to take this survey 

in Tetun or English? 
Ita gosta liu halo survei nee iha Tetun 
ka Inglés? 

Page 2 
8 What is your mother tongue? Ita nia lian-inan saida? 
9 What other languages can you 

speak very well? 
Lian sira saida mak ita bele koalia 
diak loos? 

10 What other languages can you 
speak a little bit? 

Lian sira saida mak ita bele koalia 
uitoan? 

11 What is your father's language? Ita nia apaa koalia lian saida deit? 
12 What is your mother's language? Ita nia amaa koalia lian siada deit? 
13 What language(s) do you wish 

you knew better? 
Lian saida mak ita hakarak atu koalia 
sekarik ita bele? 

14 What language(s) do you want 
your children to know? 

Lian saida mak ita hakarak ita nia oan 
atu koalia ka aprende? 

15 Would you like to make any 
comments about your mother 
tongue? 

Karik ita hakarak hakerek komentariu 
ruma mai hau kona ba ita nia lia-
inan? 

Page 3 
16 What language(s) did your 

teachers use in primary school? 
Bainhira ita estuda iha eskola 
primaria, lian saida mak ita nia 
mestri/a usa? 
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17 What language(s) did your 
teachers use in secondary school? 

Bainhira ita estuda iha eskola pre-
sekundariu ou sekundariu, lian saida 
mak ita nia mestri/a usa? 

18 What language(s) did your 
teachers use in University? 

Bainhira ita ba universidade, lian 
saida mak ita nia mestri/a usa? 

19 What language do you usually 
use to speak with your friends? 

Lian saida mak ita usa bainhira ita 
koalia ho kolega? 

20 What language do you usually 
use to speak with your family? 

Lian saida mak ita usa bainhira ita 
koalia ho familia? 

21 What language do you usually 
use to speak with malae? 

Lian saida mak ita usa bainhira ita 
koalia ho malae? 

22 What language do you usually 
use at work? 

Lian saida mak ita usa bainhira ita 
koalia iha servisu? 

23 What language do you usually 
use at home? 

Lian saida mak ita usa bainhira ita 
koalia iha uma? 

24 What language do you usually 
use at school? 

Lian saida mak ita usa bainhira ita 
koalia iha eskola? 

25 Would you like to make any 
comments about your education 
in Timor-Leste? 

Karik ita hakarak hakerek komentariu 
ruma mai hau kona ba edukasaun? 

Page 4 
26a,b,c,d To be successful, how important 

is it to know these languages? 
[Bahasa Indonesia, English, 
Portuguese, Tetun] 

Tuir ita nia hanoin, atu bele sa 
sucesu, importante duni ka lae atu 
hatene lian tuir mai? [Bahasa 
Indonesia, Ingles, Portugues, Tetun] 

27a,b,c,d To get a good education, how 
important is it to know these 
languages? [Bahasa Indonesia, 
English, Portuguese, Tetun] 

Tuir ita nia hanoin, atu hetan 
edukasaun diak, importante duni ka 
lae atu hatene lian tuir mai? [Bahasa 
Indonesia, Ingles, Portugues, Tetun] 

28a,b,c,d To get a good job, how important 
is it to know these languages? 
[Bahasa Indonesia, English, 
Portuguese, Tetun] 

Tuir ita nia hanoin, atu hetan servisu 
diak, importante duni ka lae atu 
hatene lian tuir mai? [Bahasa 
Indonesia, Ingles, Portuguese, Tetun] 

29a,b,c,d To be happy in your relationships, 
how important is it to know these 
languages? [Bahasa Indonesia, 
English, Portuguese, Tetun] 

Tuir ita nia hanoin, atu hetan klosok 
iha relasaun (ka matan monu), 
importante duni ka lae atu hatene lian 
tuir mai? [Bahasa Indonesia, Ingles, 
Portuguese, Tetun] 

30 Would you like to make any 
comments about language and 
success? 

Karik ita hakarak hakerek komentariu 
ruma mai hau kona ba lian ho sucesu? 

 


