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Education, the world over, is a 

powerful weapon of development and 
indeed the continued agent of corporate 
existence of any nation. It is the key to the 
future well being and development of any 
nation. Every individual is born with some 
innate abilities, which lie dormant for a 
while. These abilities sprout like a tree 
from a seed during the course of time and 
experience. Education therefore is the 
process in which an individual acquires the 
ways, beliefs, habits and standards of the 
society into which he is born. It is through 
this process that individuals acquire their  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
culture and transmit same to future 
generation. 

Education gets its inspirations 
from the society and in turn, education 
contributes to the growth, renewal and 
development of the society. Formal 
education involves the creation of 
systematic learning opportunities and 
conditions to ensure the acquisition of 
skills, development of attitudes and 
attainment of competences required in 
coping with the needs of a modern 
growing society. Fafunwa (1974) sees 
education as an introduction into the 
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society and a preparation for adulthood. 
Good (1973) in Eka (2007) defined 
education as the aggregate of all processes 
by means of which a person develops 
abilities, attitudes and other forms of 
behaviour of positive value in the society 
in which he lives. In the Nigerian society, 
education emphasizes social 
responsibilities, job orientation political 
participation and the development of 
spiritual and moral values.  

Like most developing nations of 
the world, the Nigerian society is not 
stationery. The rate and direction of 
change are engendered by political, 
economic, social, technology and cultural 
determinants. The country is seeking a 
profound and an authentic expression of 
itself as a technological and economically 
viable modern state capable of effective 
participation in the modern technologically 
driven world. 

The quest for development among 
nations, especially among the third world 
countries are the underlying impetus. In 
Nigeria for instance, the desire for full 
development are enshrined in the National 
Policy on Education (2001) as the main 
national objective of Nigeria as follows: 
that the desire is to build. 

a) A free and democratic society. 
b) A just and egalitarian society. 
c) A United, strong and self reliant 

nation. 
d) A great and dynamic economy. 
e) A land of bright and full 

opportunities for all citizens. 
 

The citizens would not only 
inculcate these ideologies but also be 

provided with the means to achieve these 
goals. Experience and research has proved 
that it is only through instrument of 
education that the set goals can be 
achieved. In the pre-colonial period, 
indigenous education prevailed, with the 
advent of colonialism; there was an 
introduction of a restructured educational 
system. There was a shift from the 
traditional apprenticeship to the 
introduction of the school system. The 
school is a specialized agency set aside to 
quicken the process of education. It has 
over the years been engaged with the task 
of providing the lead on social 
reconstruction and economic 
emancipation. The individual learner 
acquires knowledge, abilities, skills and 
values which enable him to pass from 
ignorance to knowledge which is the 
bedrock to national development. 
 
The Concept of Language Education  

Language education is the area of 
education restricted to the teaching and 
learning of language. Language is a 
national phenomenon and serves as a 
means of communication. Language 
teaching according to Ekah (2005) refers to 
a formal set up for effective delivery of 
instruction in the four language skills 
including listening, speaking, reading and 
writing. These skills are classified into oral 
language behaviour and written language 
behaviour (Els et al 1977) in Ekah (2005). 
Speaking and writing are referred to as 
language production while listening and 
reading constitute language 
comprehension. So language production 
and language comprehension are the two 
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complex processes in which a learner 
should be proficient. 

Language learning on the other 
hand is the process through which human 
beings acquire tools of communication. 
The tool of communication here is 
language. It might be acquired as a mother 
tongue (first language) or as a second 
language. Language learning is essentially 
a developmental process, a process during 
which new knowledge is acquired while 
language teaching involves two channels 
of communication, i.e communication 
between the sender of the information 
(teacher) and the receiver of information 
(the learner). 

Language education is of great 
importance to the teachers, learners and the 
society at large. Language is very crucial 
to the teaching learning process. This is 
because language functions as the main 
medium through which all the subjects in 
the curriculum from pre-primary to post-
secondary in formal education are taught. 
Even the non-formal education still uses 
language. It is also used in the socio-
economic and political development of a 
nation. Government policies are 
formulated and implemented through 
language. Considering the importance of 
language, Emenanjo (2004) asserted  that: 
“everything thought of and done in and out 
of government by individuals and groups 
are realized in language and through 
language. 
 
Indigenous Language Education in 
Nigeria  

One of the broad objectives of 
formal education is inculcating the societal 

and cultural values in children. It is 
therefore generally held that in the 
teaching-learning processes, the mother 
tongue of the child is of great importance. 
Mother tongue (MT) may be defined to 
mean any language which is native to a 
particular group of people. It is the first 
language that a child acquires, which 
introduces him to the world. It is usually 
described as indigenous language. 
Emenanjo (2004) sees mother tongue as 
the language spoken by the child at home 
as his first language (L1). To Babalola 
(2004), it is the first language that a child 
acquires, which is a medium of 
communicating ideas feelings and desires 
among the people of a society based on 
sounds and symbols that they identify 
themselves with. 

Therefore indigenous Nigerian 
languages are those languages, which are 
native to us. Urua (2007) delineated 
indigenous Nigerian languages as: those 
languages which are native (belonging) to 
and are spoken and in some instances 
written) in the Nigerian geopolitical space. 
Elugbe (1990) described it to mean those 
languages that are spoken in Nigerian, 
which are part of indigenous culture and 
have definite locations in any part of 
Nigeria. As a multilingual nation, 
indigenous languages in Nigerian are 
numerous, numbering over 500 (Urua 
2007). Some of them include: Hausa, 
Yoruba, Igbo, Ibibio, Efik, Fulfulde, 
Kanuri, Edo, Ijo, among others. 

Mother tongue education in 
Nigeria which involves the teaching and 
learning of indigenous Nigerian languages 
reflects a sad picture. Indigenous Nigerian 

Indigenous Language Education Reforms … 



 

380

languages are excluded from our school 
system while the teaching/learning 
activities are carried out through English 
language. 

For Ayodele (1996), education in 
Nigeria is not achieving its aims and 
objectives. One of the reasons is poor 
implementation of the educational policies, 
especially the use of mother tongue in our 
educational system. It is provided in the 
national policy on education (2004) that in 
the first 3 years of formal education, 
teaching should be done in the child’s 
mother tongue. Unfortunately, formal 
education in Nigeria is done through 
English language at all levels, we only 
have the provisions on papers and not in 
actual practice. As a result, individual 
beneficiaries of education have not 
acquired the right knowledge, skills, values 
and attributes that are expected of them, 
and so have not had the desired impact on 
the society. Mother tongue education 
reforms will therefore not only help 
Nigerians in acquiring language skills but 
will also provide a sure footing for the 
understanding and acquisition of skills in 
other fields of endeavour, a situation that 
will foster national development.  
 
Indigenous Language Education and 
National Development  

The term development is highly 
inclusive. Its synonyms include such words 
as growth, progress, increase, expansion, 
advancement, maturity, improvement etc. 
Development has always been considered 
from the view point of the tangible aspects 
of people’s lives and society. The concept 
of national development is commonly 

viewed primarily as an economic one. 
Development economists are divided into 
two main groups. These include the 
orthodox or classical and the radical 
groups. Aron (1976), an orthodox 
economist sees national development in 
terms of economic aggregates, such as 
Gross National Production (GNP), 
Aggregate Investment and Capital 
Accumulation, and the Sectorial 
Distribution of Employment. However, 
other economists differ from this 
definition. For instance, Seers (1972) in 
Essien (2003), a radical economist is 
critical of the traditional use of economic 
growth rates for measuring development. 
For him, growth without change is not 
development; development should be 
growth plus change. 

Development therefore ought to 
provide necessities for a decent living to 
the largest majority of the population in a 
nation. Essien (2003) in consideration of 
both the orthodox and radical views of 
development defines national development 
as a process of cumulative change that 
results from positive forces that raise 
productivity and real income per head, 
create more employment opportunities and 
achieve a wider distribution of gains from 
the change itself in a particular nation. 
From the foregoing, it is seen that national 
development is multi-dimension, 
comprising economic, legal, political, 
administrative, socio-cultural and linguistic 
changes. In all these dimensions of 
development, language stands tall. In a 
multilingual nation like Nigeria, the 
mother tongue which carries the cultural 
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heritage of each group of the people 
becomes very crucial.  

Mother tongue education has been 
recognized the world over as an instrument 
for achieving national goals and 
development. It is the tool for unity and 
development in any given speech 
community and promotes a stable and 
successful society. Language generally is 
born together with the society, grows, lives 
and expands alongside as the speech 
community grows. Language is an 
important tool in the dissemination of 
knowledge, which is an aspect of a 
people’s culture. Such cultural aspects of 
life are inherent in the mother tongue of 
that particular group of people. The 
cultural heritage of such people will vanish 
with the extinction of the people’s 
language. It is therefore necessary to 
encourage the use of Nigerian indigenous 
languages in our educational system to 
avoid extinction. 

Language and thought are highly 
connected, without thought, no one can 
have the manifestation of the things we 
have around us. Urua (2007) in her 
assessment of the connectivity between 
language and thought considers the Sapir-
Whorf hypothesis which assumes that 
language determines thought. Language is 
therefore seen as being crucial in education 
and development. This is because language 
is the medium through which people 
acquire education, be it formal or inform. 
Education leads to knowledge and skills on 
which development of any sort depends. 
The transmission of knowledge through 
arts, social sciences, natural and applied 
sciences, technology etc to descendant 

generations has made human beings 
improve on the achievement of their past 
generations. This can only be made 
possible through language, and the 
possibility and sustainability of such 
development are deeply rooted in the 
mother tongue of the people. 
 

When the members of a 
community do not understand the language 
of its development, the development of 
such community is not possible. Research 
has revealed that the level of development 
in the world’s languages seems to be 
directly related to the level of that society’s 
overall development. Example, 
considering two languages, say English 
and any Nigerian language, one will 
clearly see the difference. English 
language has developed to a spectacular 
level. It has a lot of resources that aid 
learning, teaching and research. Such 
resources include different kinds of 
dictionaries, grammars on different 
varieties of English, encyclopedias, 
multimedia language resources (audio, 
video, CDS, DVDS, etc), literary resources 
(novels, poems, plays, essays treatises, 
etc). Added to this, is the relevance of 
English in the world. It is dominantly used 
in the internet. More critically, the 
sustainability of English language is 
ensured, as it is transmitted from 
generation to generation (Fishman 1991) in 
Urua (2007). If this is compared to what 
we have in Nigerian languages,  where we 
have a hand-full of such resources, one 
will quickly notice the difference. The 
indigenous Nigerian languages have 
always suffered set-back when it comes to 
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educational activities. Talking about 
development, our indigenous languages 
have to be developed  to make them fit for 
use in all levels of educational systems. 
Language being what it is, an important 
index of development, it is almost 
impossible to talk about development 
especially at a sustainable level, without 
carrying the people along. The people will 
only be carried along if the businesses of 
such development are carried out in the 
language they can well understand. Such 
developmental businesses include: 
educational activities, socio-political 
activities, economic, scientific / 
technological activities etc. Urua (2007) in 
confirmation of this fact assets that 
development is freedom, including one’s 
freedom to use one’s language in learning, 
politics, economy, research, etc. In 
Nigeria, this has not been the case, 
although it has been stated in the National 
policy on education that the mother tongue 
should be used in the first three years in 
primary schools, yet the indigenous 
Nigerian languages are suffering exclusion 
from educational matters and indeed 
developmental considerations. 
 
The State of Indigenous Language 
Education in Nigeria and the Need for 
Reforms  

Nigeria as a multilingual nation 
has diverse problems including 
educational, economic, socio-political, and 
other developmental problems which are 
deeply rooted in the linguistic problems of 
the country. Nigerian languages from the 
unset have been excluded from the scene 

of nation building and development due to 
their low states.   

The term ‘reform’ pre-suggests the 
fact that something was going wrong 
already. The history of education in 
Nigeria has revealed the fact that the 
operators of the Western education were 
mainly foreigners, and that their 
educational theories, principles and 
practice were also foreign as they 
conformed to their ideas and values. This 
means that, the type of education given by 
the colonial masters was not relevant to the 
needs and culture of the Nigerian peoples 
as it was mainly for the production of 
educated men to help them succeed in their 
administration. In getting the men 
educated, the colonial masters used their 
language and inculcated into  Nigerians 
their own culture, theories, principles etc. 
Since then, English language took a 
dominant position over indigenous 
Nigerian languages. It is being recognized 
as the official language in the country, and 
has remained the language of education, 
business, politics, legal system etc. For this 
reason, all programmes of  government are 
carried out in English language. It is 
dominantly used even in our local 
functions. The problem now remains the 
fact that the majority of the citizens do not 
understand English language very well, 
considering the literacy rate in Nigeria as 
given by Umoh (2004) – female adults – 
39%, male – 37%. 
 

Having known language as the 
carrier of a people’s cultural value and 
tradition, the relevance of the school-based 
formal education to the Nigerian youths 
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therefore remains a pressing issue in the 
contemporary Nigerian educational 
system. In relation to this problem, 
Babalola (2004:25) posits as follows: 

In view of Nigerian’s cultural 
reawakening, the type of education 
needed by the populace is the type that 
develops a child’s total personality 
which is an all-round growth, mentally, 
physically and spiritually. There is no 
better means or medium by which these 
goals could be reached than by 
language. 

  
Such language must not be a 

foreign language but the mother tongue of 
the people. Inspite of what the mother 
tongue represents to its speakers, and the 
functions of education which are generally 
known, the Nigerian indigenous languages 
still face serious educational problems 
which contribute to their present condition 
of underdevelopment. Such problems 
among others include curriculum related 
problems, lack of orthography in some 
cases, lack of use as language of 
instruction in schools, lack of interest by 
learners etc. Having all these and the rest 
of the problems in mind, one will see a 
pressing need for reforms in the mother 
tongue education system in Nigeria. Most 
of the indigenous Nigerian languages are 
underdeveloped. The level of development 
in these languages could be assessed by 
using the various developmental indices 
which include standardization, 
codification, presence of orthography, use 
as language of instruction in schools and 
other learning environments, presence of 
electronic materials, presence of books, 
official status, its use in the wider society 

etc. It is only a handful of our indigenous 
languages that meet the developmental 
indices set out above. These are the three 
major Nigerian languages which are 
Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba. Others who have 
started climbing the leader include Ibibio, 
Tiv, Kanuri. Fulfulde (Urua 2007). 

 
A lot of Nigerians no longer make 

use of their languages at home with their 
children, in the market, and at village 
meetings. They prefer English language to 
their own. This happens mostly with the so 
called minority languages. This is why we 
have most Nigerians being deficient both 
in English and their own languages. 

The governments in all regimes are 
not helpful in the plight of indigenous 
Nigerian languages. Although linguists 
have called for national language policy 
for Nigeria, nothing has been done. The 
government appreciates the use of two 
foreign languages as official languages in 
Nigeria and not even one indigenous 
language as official language in Nigeria. 
Even when it was provided in the national 
policy on education (2004) that in the 
interest of national unit, every child should 
learn at least one of the three major 
language: Hausa, Yoruba Igbo, no action 
has been taken towards effective 
implementation of this. 

 
Government at all tiers fails to 

recognize the fact that education would be 
best provided in the local languages in the 
area of mass literacy, adult and non-formal 
education. Studies have proved that 
learning in one’s mother tongue yields the 
best results in terms of understanding, 
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retention and application (Fafunwa 1975). 
Unfortunately, formal education in Nigeria 
is done via the English language at all 
levels, not minding the provisions on the 
NPE. 

UNESCO has provided backings 
to the importance of transmitting 
knowledge through our indigenous 
languages. This is seen in its guidelines on 
language and education for all societies 
when it says that it: 
 Supports mother tongue 

instruction as a means of 
improving educational quality by 
building upon the knowledge and 
experience of the learners and 
teachers. 

 Supports bilingual and/or 
multilingual education at all levels 
of education as a means of 
promoting both social and gender 
equality and as a key element of 
linguistically diverse societies. 

 Supports language as an essential 
component of inter-cultural 
education in order to encourage 
understanding between different 
population groups and ensure 
respect for fundamental rights 
(Urua 2007).  
 
The above provisions by UNESCO 

implies that everyone has the right to be 
educated in his own language based on the 
importance of language to the speakers – a 
means of identification and unification. If 
this is taken to hearts, and reforms agenda 
reconsidered, mother tongue education 
reform will surely not only help Nigerians 
in acquiring language skills but will also 

provide the right footing for the 
understanding and acquisition of skills in 
other fields of endeavour. This in turn will 
foster a sustainable development in 
Nigeria. 
 
Conclusion  

The best legacy any nation can give 
to her people is a good education which 
remains the tool for preparing them against 
future challenges. The fact that our 
children cannot speak, or read our local 
languages is a clear indictment of our 
educational system. The educators have 
forgotten about the use of mother tongue in 
the first three years as stated in the policy.  
 It is highly necessary to make a 
move at this point to find relevance for our 
indigenous languages, and a lasting 
solution to the problems highlighted here. 
This will go a long way in promoting our 
educational system as well as preserving 
our indigenous languages as a mark of 
identity and a carrier of our cultural 
embodiment and peoplehood.  
 
Recommendations 

With a view to finding a lasting 
solution to the educational problems in 
Nigeria, we make the following 
recommendations. 
 Government should formulate 

policies that would encourage the 
teaching and learning of 
indigenous languages in Nigerian 
schools. 

 The Nigerian languages should be 
used in the propagation of 
government programmes for grass 
roots participation.  
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 The government should improve 
on the funding of departments and 
research centers working on 
indigenous languages. 

 There should be mass 
employment of Nigerian 
languages teachers to make the 
work easier. 

 The Nigerian linguists should 
work harder in the area of 
documentation and description of 
our local languages; they should 
produce pedagogical materials 
and orthographies for those that 
do not have one. 

 The government should organize 
training for teachers and 
researchers in indigenous 
languages. 
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