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A HYPOTHETICAL CASE OF LANGUAGE PLANNING WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE 
TO NIGERIA 

 
Joshua Azubuike Nweke 

Abstract 
This paper aims at exposing the various steps in the universal way of 
developing languages with special emphasis on the Nigerian society. The 
paper is divided into five major sections. Section one deals with introduction 
which deals with background to language planning. Section two highlights 
on the various approaches to language planning while section three 
discusses the types of language planning. Section four highlights on the 
stages of language planning, and finally, section five is basically conclusion 
and references. 

 
Language planning refers to the various activities carried out at the level of government to 

decide on the various languages to be used for official purposes as well as role to be assigned to each 
of these languages in a particular administrative area like a state within a country, and a country 
within a continent. It also refers to various activities that are carried out usually by professional 
linguists in the furtherance of decisions reached by government in the language to be used for official 
purposes in the area under the jurisdiction of such government. Fishman (1974:73) said that “language 
planning refers to the organized pursuit of solutions to language problem typically at the national 
level. 
 

Therefore language planning refers to deliberate efforts to influence the behavior of others 
with respect to the acquisition, structures or functional allocation of language. Typically, it involves 
the development of goals, objectives and strategies to change the way language is used. At the 
governmental level, language planning takes the form of language policy. 
 
Objectives of Language Planning 

If one sets language and literature agency which has been assigned a specific function such 
as: 
a) To promote literacy 
b) To publish books  
c) To develop and enrich national language 
d) To standardize spelling system and to compile reference work. 

 
If such problems do not arise, there will be no language planning. Language planning is a 

deliberate language change i.e. it does not happen coincidentally. Bamgbose (1991) said that language 
planning characterized as organized pursuit of solution to language problem, while Cooper R. L. 
(1989) refers to it as the deliberate effort to influence the behavior of others with respect to 
acquisition, structure or functional allocation of their language. UNESCO (1953) defines language 
planning as the deliberate effort to effect behavior of others with respect to the acquisition, structure 
or functional allocation of their language code. There can be deliberate action to change spelling 
system, way to speak, to correct inadequacy and to remove problems. To set up a language agency is 
an indication that problem is at hand. One can choose a language which has not yet been reduced to 
writing. Then the agency can be assigned a task of going to put the language into writing. If the 
language is already written, the agency may go to harmonize the orthography i.e. the spelling system. 
Language planning is always borne as a result of realization of Language problem such as to correct 
inadequacy. It is characterized by formulation and evaluation of alternatives for solving language 
problems. There are alternatives in any planning situation. For example, an individual may decide to 
go into business if his plan to pursue master’s degree programme fails. Language planning in all cases 
is future oriented i.e. it can be planned to take place within the next 10 to 20 years. A nation may 
adopt an ideology, and start to look at language to achieve the goal. If the national objective is to build 
a united and egalitarian society, what is the contribution of language towards it? Personnel of any 
party can change but the policy remains the same in an advanced country. The definition says that 
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language planning does not take place invercio. The nation might give an assignment that by the year 
2020 everybody must speak two official languages. Based on this new policy, language planners will 
have to start making forecasts e.g. if we put 100 million naira in this, all things being equal, it must be 
achieved. Language planning takes into consideration the relevant economic variable, relevant socio-
variable, political interest and variable. In economic variability, language experts may suggest that if 
there is money, one can devote money for training of bilingual or may drop it due to economic 
problem. Socio-variable may promote or underlie certain language policy. Certain interest might 
underlie a type of policy. The covert interest might be political. There might be demographic variables 
such as age distribution, sex distribution, locational distribution e.g. what age are you planning for? Is 
it for adult literacy programme? If the nation wants people to speak two languages by AD 2020, the 
people to have in mind are those within 6 years i.e. the primary school age. Language planning 
requires the mobilization of great variety of discipline. It is a multi-disciplinary exercise which will 
involve linguists, educational theorists, political scientists, educational psychologists, sociologists 
approach. All these variables must be taken into consideration before it succeeds. 
 
Approaches to Language Planning 

This section invokes a question; who undertakes language planning? Language planning can 
be motivated and inaugurated by government. It is the authority of the country that identifies language 
problem and sets an agency. This is called Policy Approach to Language Planning. So the government 
sets language policy. After adopting a policy, the government assembles language experts who are 
mainly professional linguists to work it out. 
 

Language can be promoted or planned at the level of private citizens’ effort. This is what is 
called cultivation approach to language planning. This takes the form of private effort. For example, 
what is recognized as standardization today evolved from private individuals who are interested in 
using the language.  
 

In terms of quick achievement, the policy approach must set date-line within which an 
objective must be achieved, but in the cultivative approach, it can take a long time to scrutinize but 
the standard may be very high for it is not hurriedly done. We do not say that the policy approach will 
not be good because experts are consulted, but in some cases, there might be lapses due to hurry. 
 
Types of Language Planning 

There are two directions in language planning. These are status and corpus planning. 
 
Status Planning 

This can always be referred to as language determinism. The exercise is to rank languages and 
assign status to them. This will include identification of national languages. India has 14 national 
languages though they don’t have the same vitality. In Nigeria, considering the vitality of languages 
until 1966, Nigeria was talking of three major languages such as Igbo, Hausa, and Yoruba. But 
following the civil war and unarticulated political interest which was associated with propaganda on 
both the federal government and Biafran government, raised some other languages to fairly major 
languages e.g. Ijaw, Efik/Ibibio, Urhobo, Edo, Fulfulde, Kanuri. This even affected the multi-lingual 
states like Edo state, which broadcasts in Urhobo, Edo and Itshekiri. So status planning entails 
ranking languages, selecting the major and the category two major languages. 
 

So in Nigeria we have Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba as category one major while all other 
languages included later are category two major. Lagos state is also a multi-lingual state comprising 
of Lagos, Badagry, Nupe, and Bariba etc. which must be reached with broadcasting. 
After ranking the languages, functions will be located to them. 
 
Functional Allocation 

These functions will be allocated to various domain e.g. establishment such as education, 
administration, military etc. Regarding the minority area, they may not be articulated. The country 
may say, whether these minority may be tolerated, stimulated and encourage them to survive since 
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functions have been allocated to them, or whether they may be suppressed and killed deliberately. It is 
important to state that no government will suppress them because the speakers of the language will 
not take it kindly. So the government will keep them in abeyance either to survive by self-effort or to 
die a natural death. Since it is not possible for the government to promote over 400 Nigerian 
languages, government is making effort to promote nine languages in Nigeria. Status planning is the 
concern of politicians. 
 
Corpus Planning 

Status planning is the concern of the politicians while corpus planning is the business of the 
professional linguists. It is focused on language development, language structure, language 
elaboration and language modernization/standardization. In a single monolingual society with multi-
dialect, one selects one dialect which will be standardized through promotion and recognition by 
society. For example, the standard Yoruba dialect is Oyo dialect, which first presented enough written 
materials in that dialect. So corpus planning deals with what one does to develop a selected language. 
The first business of corpus planning in a selected language which has not been put to writing is 
graphization i.e. using symbols to represent different alphabets i.e. A to Z, representation of sounds 
such as fricatives, plosives etc. before codification takes place. Codification is followed by language 
modernization and elaboration which is writing grammar books. Then the language has not reached an 
optimum level of efficiency so the business of language development is very serious work. So there 
must be legislative, economic, law, religious, educational, judicial terminologies etc. which some 
language experts must sit down to write down. Language elaboration and modernization help to make 
people develop intellectual framework. Language of disciplines makes certain things possible. This 
exposes the members of the discipline within the scope of the language discipline. The level of 
elaboration and modernization is an advanced corpus planning which can facilitate intellectual 
development. Educational psychology stated that the best medium of learning is to do so in the 
language which we understand best. 
 
Stages of Language Planning 

There are four stages of language planning; the first stage is initial fact finding. Language 
planning must begin by knowing the situation on the ground. This is an overview of language 
situation in the country or community e.g. how many languages do we have? How many people speak 
it as mother tongue (i.e. as first language)? And how many people speak it as second language? So it 
is always good to choose a language which has the largest number of speakers. If out of nine 
languages, 65% speak one of them, it simply means that the language has the greatest vitality. What is 
then the social distribution of language? Which one has been reduced to writing? It is easy to select 
those that have been reduced to writing than those written in oral text. These are known as initial fact 
finding and it is essential for any type of planning. The second stage is the actual planning. This actual 
planning includes the status planning where you can rank them, give them function and do language 
selection. Then corpus planning will follow which include orthographization, codification, elaboration 
and modification. 
  

The third stage is implementation. This includes how the language will be distributed. School 
system is a great agency of implementation, through primary and secondary schools, language media 
such as radio, television, cinema, advertising agents and internet etc. The fourth and final stage is 
evaluation. In this stage, it is only normative but not descriptive. Fact finding comes out at any stage. 
It can be obtained at implementation stage, and even at evaluation stage. This is why books go for 
second edition in order to undergo modification. Evaluation must be done at every stage starting from 
fact finding stage. Evaluation goes on all the time in language planning. 

Another approach of language planning which is worthy of explanation is non-orthodox 
language planning.  
 
Non-Orthodox Language Planning  

Language situation may require an un-orthodox situation. This is when language planning is 
not planning. This means that language planning is not treated normatively. When is language 
planning not planning? A deliberate language change can take place which is not from orthodox 
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method i.e. going through fact finding, planning, implementation and evaluation. This is an automatic 
decision to adopt a language as a national language for a country without going through all the 
orthodox planning process. For example, this was done in Somalia without taking consideration of 
other languages spoken on Somali land. This is called non-orthodox model. A military government in 
Nigeria once wanted to impose Hausa language as a national language for Nigeria and they were 
warned of the grievous consequences of such action and the government withdrew the idea, and it 
died a natural death. 
 
Conclusion 

Language planning is very indispensable in any country or community. Multi-lingual 
countries are mostly involved in constant language planning, because the choice of language is a very 
delicate issue which can generate a lot of cataclysm if proper and adequate language planning is not 
made in a given country. 
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