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Introduction  

Language acquisition and use are 
said to be the most important and effective 
keys to the store house of human 
achievement. Language is believed to be 
the best means for any group to maintain 
its cultural group identity and autonomy. It 
is one of the most important features that 
distinguish human beings from other 
animals. Furthermore, it is the basis for 
communication and one of the greatest 
achievements of human beings. It is true 
that the use of the mother tongue (L1) in 
teaching and learning processes helps in 
preserving the value of ones culture and 
enhances the lexis of a language. Therefore 
to function effectively the language 
education policy compels a child on 
attainment of school age to acquire his 
mother tongue (L1) or the language of his 
immediate environment and one major 
Nigerian language. This implies that every 
Nigerian child of school age should be able 
to acquire proficiency in the use of his  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
mother tongue or language of his 
immediate environment and one Nigerian 
language. 

There is no doubt that the Federal 
Government through its language 
education policy has over the years 
encouraged reforms. Hence, language 
education is emphasized in the school 
curriculum at primary, secondary, and 
tertiary levels The National Policy on 
Education (1998,14) states that the mother 
tongue (L1) should be used as the medium 
of instruction in the first three years of 
primary education.  

Thus, the attainment of basic 
literacy in both the L1 and L2 has full 
official backing. While the emphasis at the 
primary level is on the recognition of the 
mother tongue as the medium of 
instruction at the secondary level the trend 
is towards the consolidation of English and 
the three recognized indigenous languages. 
It is true that over the years as a result of 
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reforms Efik, Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba 
have featured as core subjects on the 
curriculum from which secondary students 
have to choose. These indigenous 
languages are examinable at the senior 
school certificate level. At the tertiary 
level, indigenous languages such as Edo, 
Fulfulde and Kanuri in addition to the 
main languages featured as course 
subjects.  

In 1996, precisely six years after 
independence the use of English Language 
as a medium of instruction in our schools 
and as a means of carrying on Government 
business came under serious debate. Many 
Nigerians argued that English Language is 
a vestige of the country’s colonial past 
thus, it should be replaced. On the contrary 
there were eminent Nigerians who, 
adopting a more realistic stance, pointed at 
the universal status of English Language. 
They suggested that multilingualism 
should be encourage through the adoption 
of English Language and by ensuring that 
every child who receives formal education 
must be proficient not only in English 
Language but also in the child’s mother 
tongue (L1) and in one major indigenous 
Nigerian language. Today this is reflected 
in the language  education policy. 
 
Reforms and the Promotion of 
Multilingualism.     

If the introduction of the use of 
vernacular as a medium of instruction 
through the 1925 memorandum on 
Education in British Tropical Africa is 
seen as one of the greatest innovations of 
the British, the fine-tuning and 
compartmentalization of same policy into 

the National Policy on Education 1977, in 
an attempt at encouraging multilingualism 
in schools, must be seen as a most laudable 
reform in the language education policy of 
the Federal Government.  

Multilingualism as a concept 
simply refers to the ability to acquire and 
speak many or more than two language 
varieties while bilingualism is the capacity 
to speak two languages. On the other hand, 
polyglotism is the innate ability to speak 
many languages. Today the benefit of the 
reforms is made manifest in the fact that 
most Nigerians are either bilinguals, 
multilinguals or polyglots.  
 
Reforms and Nation Building           

In the past, the three recognized 
indigenous languages have shown 
potentials for functioning as a second 
language (L2) not only for non-indigenes 
living within a geographical area where the 
language is spoken, but also for ethnic 
groups outside the area. This is typical of 
the north, the southwest and the southeast, 
where one of the three main languages 
play a pre-eminent role and there is 
tendency for speakers of other minority 
languages within the zone to learn the 
language out of sheer necessity. This is 
true of the Hausa language in the north, 
where the pattern is mother tongue plus 
Hausa. This is characteristic of the (L2) 
role of Hausa in the northern part of the 
country, where Hausa is a lingua franca. In 
the mid-west, especially in the northern 
part of old Bendel State, Yoruba is almost 
a lingua franca, inspite of the numerous 
languages that exist in the area. In the 
southeast, the eastern part of Rivers State 
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and the Obudu araea of Cross River State, 
extending into the southern part of Benue 
State, Igbo is partially a lingua franca. This 
is a strong factor in facilitating the existing 
regional bonds and minority unity that 
exist in the country at present.  

When one considers the proximity 
between one indigenous language and 
another, the innate ability of the average 
Nigerian to acquire and speak languages 
other than his mother tongue is 
appreciated. It is true that this capacity to 
easily speak languages other than one’s 
(L1) is more pronounced among the 
minority groups. It is also true that there 
are many Igbos, Hausas and Yorubas who 
speak one of the main languages in 
addition to their (L1). Also true is the fact 
that the average Nigerian child grows up 
speaking two additional languages and his 
mother tongue. The child acquires English 
Language informally at home and formally 
at school and two indigenous languages 
which are his (L1) and the lingua franca of 
the geographical area. This phenomenon in 
the Nigerian child could be seen in the 
solidarity that exists among peer groups.  
The National Policy on Education at 
primary, junior and senior secondary levels 
has since gainfully exploited this. Properly 
managed, this reform is bound to produce a 
crop of Nigerian children who are not just 
able to speak their mother tongue, one of 
the main indigenous languages and English 
but understand the lexis, structure and can 
read and write in each of the spoken 
languages. This will go a long way in 
building a strong united nation based on 
language solidarity and patriotism.  
 

Reforms and the likely Emergence of a 
National Language. 

Jesperson (1921) states that the 
genesis of language is not to be sought in 
the prosaic but in the poetic side of life, the 
source of speech is not gloomy seriousness 
but merry play and youthful hilarity. The 
above is one of the enduring speculations 
about the evolution of language. If 
language evolved as a result of 
socialization and conviviality, then it 
should build and not demolish or destroy 
nations. Thus language should be a fertile 
ground for socio-cultural, political and 
economic development of nations. The 
socializing aspect of multilingualism can 
be observed in children and adolescents at 
primary and secondary levels, they quickly 
integrate into social groups especially 
where language is the rallying point. 

The impact of language on the 
nation can be measured by the debate and 
proposals on whether English should be 
made the official language of Nigeria or 
not. Although English is at present the 
language of officialdom, the judiciary, the 
army and commerce, yet, it has never been 
pronounced by statute or decree of the 
Federal Government to be the official 
language of the country. 
Language they say, is capable of unifying 
or plunging a nation into crisis and 
disintegration. It could shake the very 
foundation of the sovereignty of a nation 
on the one hand and on the other, it could 
contribute to the overall academic, 
economic socio-cultural and political 
development of a nation. It is for this 
reason that Chinua Achebe cited in Jowitt, 
D. (2000) wrote that we can believe in the 
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value of English to the very survival of the 
Nigerian nation without feeling like 
deserters. Afolayan, A. lends credence to 
this when he cited in Jowitt, D.(2000) that 
it is unrealistic for any body in Nigeria to 
think that national unity can be forged in 
the country without recourse to the 
utilization of the English Language which 
has been the language of the creation of 
political unity and also the language of its 
politico-economic unification and 
administration. 

Although the above arguments 
refer to English Language, by extension, 
all languages including the indigenous 
languages are strong unifying factor in any 
nation. The very fact that the Federal 
Government has taken the initiative to 
encourage reforms through its policy on 
education while it is silent about a national 
or official language for the nation shows 
the ambivalence that exists in the language 
terrain. Language could mar or make a 
nation. No wonder, the Federal 
Government is not loud about its tactful 
management of the country’s language 
policy. Yet, these reforms may proffer a 
solution to our long search for a generally 
acceptable national language.  

The process of language planning 
is made easier when the series of stages are 
implemented over a number of years. The 
gradual but successful adoption of Swahili 
as the national language of Tanzania in 
East Africa, Hindi in India and Hebrew in 
Israel are indicators of successful and 
sequential but gradual implementation of 
language reforms geared towards 
achieving national unity and development. 
The question that arises is; will the 

minority groups be disadvantaged. The 
reform has taken care of that in its 
language education policy in the primary, 
junior and senior secondary curriculum to 
ensure equal academic development for all. 
The National Language centre in Lagos 
which was merged with the Nigerian 
Educational Resource and Development 
centre has successfully established 
orthographies for as many Nigerian 
languages as possible and currently it has a 
policy of encouraging the writing of 
primers and other materials in the 
languages. This reform has gone along 
way in providing the necessary literature 
for the languages.  

Another product of this reform is 
the recognition of English and the three 
main indigenous languages by the 1979 
constitution as languages that should be 
used in the National Assembly and 
government business. Section 53 of the 
1979 constitution stipulates that, The 
business of the National assembly shall be 
conducted in English though also in 
Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba. Also, at the 
2005, National Political Reform 
Conference (NPRC), it was agreed that 
delegates could make contributions in 
English or any of the three main 
indigenous languages. 

Although, the three main 
indigenous languages and numerous 
minority languages are used in internal 
broadcast at state levels; Hausa, Igbo, 
Yoruba and Fulfulde are used for external 
broadcast in Voice of Nigeria (VON). At 
the international level, Hausa, Igbo, and 
Yoruba are used for broadcast by the 
Vatican Radio while Hausa is used by the 
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British Broadcasting Cooperation (BBC), 
Voice of America (VOA), Radio France, 
Russia and Germany. Of the three main 
indigenous languages, Hausa is at present 
playing the paradoxical role which English 
is destined to play, by having second 
language (L2) users outnumbering the 
mother tongue (L1) speakers. Nigeria seen 
as the largest democracy in Africa in the 
21st century will yet prove to the world 
through these reforms that there is unity in 
diversity by consciously evolving a 
national language. 
This is because for the average adult 
Nigerian, language is not just a rallying 
point, it is a fraternity, an open cult. For 
him the thin line that demarcates language 
from culture exists only as definition. This 
explains the sanlama  kedu or baiwo 
syndrome among Nigerians. This 
phenomenon is as old as the Nigerian state. 
It is the ability of a Nigerian to engage 
another in discussion in the mother tongue 
without prior knowledge of the other’s 
(L1). Outside the shores of Nigeria the 
story is not different, as soon as a Nigerian 
meets a fellow Nigerian the rallying point 
is a vehicle for communication and once a 
common indigenous language is identified 
the bound of brotherhood knows no limit. 
The average Nigerian is nervous about 
speaking to his fellow countryman in 
foreign language in a foreign land because 
it portrays him and his compatriot as 
people without a language. This was in the 
past, today the silent but well managed 
reforms of the Federal Government’s 
language education policy and the 
emphasis on multilingualism have brought 

about a new orientation and instilled a new 
attitude in Nigerians, especially the youths.  
 
The Way Forward.   
(1) The main thrust of the Federal 

Government’s language policy 
which was first enshrined in the 
1979 National Policy on Education 
is the encouragement of 
multilingualism. It has the potentials 
of not only unifying and stabilizing 
the nation politically but also could 
lead to the emergence of an 
indigenous national language. 

(2)  In the past, tribes and ethnic groups 
were stigmatized through language. 
Thus,  Inyamiri Bayarbe, Gambari,  
Kukuruku etc are all mimicry of 
ethnic or main languages which were 
used for political derogation of tribes 
and regional blocks. But today as a 
result of language reforms, this 
phenomenon has given way to 
understanding and mutual respect 
due to cross fertilization of 
languages. 

(3) It is true that at present we have a 
crop of Nigerians who use English as 
their mother tongue (LI) Absurd as 
this may sound the Federal 
Government should explore this 
development and integrate same into 
its language policy reforms. Who 
knows, this may be a catalyst to the 
emergence of a roadmap in our 
search for an indigenous national 
language.  

(4) Kelly (1959) sums up thus, in all the 
four learning processes, language 
acts as the only medium of 
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instruction. Therefore, language is 
the only means through which 
academic and intellectual 
development of a nation can be 
achieved. It is a powerful instrument 
for nation building. Although there is 
need for conscious and proper 
management of our language policy 
the federal government should be 
less subtle in the implementation of 
its reforms.  

(5) The entry point qualification for 
admission into tertiary institutions 
for intending graduate teachers 
should be upgraded in an attempt to 
elevate teachers a step ahead of the 
students they intend to teach. The 
Federal Government and Common 
Wealth scholarships should give 
priority to multilingual teachers by 
awarding more scholarships to this 
category of teachers.  

(1) Language teachers should be given 
incentives in terms of financial 
benefits and comfort such as soft 
loans and accommodation. The 
Federal Government bursary award 
for undergraduate teachers should be 
resuscitated.      

    
Conclusion  

The scope of reforms in language 
education which has long been extended to 
the media should be broadened. Thus, the 
Nigerian Television Authority (NTA) 
should be encouraged to cast news not 
only in English Language but also in other 
indigenous languages. The State television 
stations and the Voice of Nigeria (VON) 

should be commended for taking the lead 
in this regard. 
 Wazobia would have been a resounding 
success if it was backed by a language 
policy. Yet the effort of the proponents of 
this hypothesis should be commended.  

The federal government language 
policy planers should borrow a leaf from 
countries such as India, Israel and 
Tanzania in the implementation and 
careful management of our language 
reforms. These are multilingual nations 
who were able to develop their socio-
political and intellectual capital by 
exploiting the language factor which, as it 
were, was initially seen as a dividing 
factor.      
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