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Abstract 
This paper examines the role of language in education and its place in 
empowerment and how bilingualism helps in breaking the barrier of 
communication. It further examines the role of mother tongue in educating 
the individual and the populace in general. It then spots out some major 
problems of teaching Nigerian languages and provides some 
recommendations to ease the problems. 

Introduction 
Language may be described as a system of communication that "is no doubt;, one of the 

biological characteristics which distinguished man from other species like animals, birds, insects etc. 
(Aliyu, 1985), it is undoubtedly true that other species communicate in their own way. However, 
their mode of communication is not as sophisticated or even as developed as that of man. Human 
beings express their feelings, desires, distaste etc through the use of languages, which other species 
cannot do. Therefore, the ability to speak is essential only to humans. 

On the other hand, Ezejiaku (1995:1) sees language as a vehicle for conveying the culture and 
tradition of a people that owns it. By implication, people's culture cannot be fully appreciated 
without their language. Similarly the level of cultural development runs concurrently with the 
language that gives its verbal expression. In deed language is the bedrock of all communication and it is 
by the possession of language that man is a social being, living in communities within which he realizes 
his personal being and derives his own private satisfaction. 

In essence, no meaningful learning is possible without language. It is through language that the 
pieces of experience of one generation are distilled into specific wisdom, preserved and passed on to the 
next generation. In this way, the collective lessons of the society develops and improves as it grows. 
Therefore, each generation does not have to invent the wheel afresh, but build upon the accumulated 
ethics and understanding of its predecessors. By and large, language is indispensable as an effective tool 
of teaching and learning in all human situations. 

Multilingualism, Education And Empowerment 
Nigeria is a multilingual nation, having about 513 languages, (Grimes, 1974) a figure on the 

high side, compared to subsequent research which has shown that Nigeria has 400 languages. At a 
glance, one may assume that a nation with such number of languages may run into chaos in terms of 
communication. However, bilingualism is one factor which reduces the barrier created by 
multilingualism and makes communication easier. 

In any multilingual situation, many groups speaking one language are bound to learn another language. 
Such a language may be a wide spread trade language or a dominant language in the country. For instance 
in Africa South of the Sahara, although Tanzania is said to have 113 languages, Swahili is spoken as a lingua 
franca by 70 - 90 per cent of the entire population. Similarly, although Senegal is credited with 22 languages, 
Wolof is spoken and/or understood by 70-80 per cent of the population. In Nigeria, the three major 
languages, Hausa, Yoruba and Igbo are estimated to be spoken either natively or as a second language by 
about 69-70 percent of the population. (Bamgbose, 
1992:2). Grosjean (1982:1) has rightly observed thus: 

Bilingualism is presented in practically every country of the world, in all classes 
of society, and in all age groups. In fact it is difficult to find a society that is 
generally monolingual. Not only is bilingualism worldwide, it is a phenomenon 
that has existed since the beginning of language in human history. 

 



Therefore, multiplicity of languages within a country does not constitute an insurmountable 
problem as is often argued. Bilingualism is an asset which can aid language choice for different roles in the 
nation. 

The term "bilingual" presupposes knowledge of two languages and there are such terms as 
trilingual, quadrilingual and multilingual for speakers of more than two languages. However, in technical 
accounts of the phenomenon of bilingualism, the term is generally taken to cover even cases where more than 
two are involved (cf Appel and Muysken, 1987:3). 

Bilingualism in Nigeria involves only the indigenous languages but also 2 groups of non-indigenous 
languages. The first group comprises English, Nigerians' official language which as a result of our 
colonial past has become a second language and Nigerian pidgin which is a derivative of the contact 
between English and the indigenous languages. The second group comprises classical Arabic which 
because of its association with Tslam, is learnt mainly by Muslims, and all other foreign languages (such as 
French etc) which are taken as academic subjects at the secondary or tertiary level of education. 

The patterns of bilingualism found in Nigeria could, therefore be one of the following: 
i.      Nigerian Language         + English t 
ii.      Nigerian Language         + Nigerian Language 

iii.      Nigerian Language         + Pidgin 
iv.      Pidgin + English 
v,       Nigerian Language + Arabic 
vi.      Any combination of (i)   -         (v) above yielding three of four languages vii. :   Any 

combination of (i)   -         (vi) above with a foreign language such as French etc. 
Of the observed patterns of bilingualism, the most pervasive is the combination of English with 

another language or other languages. This is true not only in Nigeria, but of all former colonies now 
independent African countries. 

The varying patterns of individual bilingualism lead to a set of power relationships which such 
dichotomies as the elite versus the masses, the ruler versus the ruled, the educated versus the illiterate, and 
majority versus minority groups. 

Since bilingualism with an English language component is generally acquired through the 
educational system, if follows that effective acquisition of English is associated with the elite who 
invariably also constitute the ruling class as against the masses who are the ruled. Because English is the 
country's official language which is required in practically all aspects of national life, a gulf (gap ?) is 
created between the elite who can manipulate the official language and the masses who cannot. 

The influence of the language of the ruled is felt in the enormous prestige attached to the language 
concerned. 

A second aspect of the power relationship is between the educated segment of the society and the illiterate. 
Obviously, an illiterate person is at a disadvantage when it comes to participation in the national system. 
There is now a growing awareness that literacy is a sort of empowerment and therefore, a right that a 
government owes to the individual.   Literacy has also been shown to be a major factor that contributes to 
economic development. 

The dichotomy of majority versus minority in the power equation arises from the false 
association of major languages with majority groups and other languages with minority groups. In Nigeria 
terms such as "majors and minors1', Wazobians (a reference to speakers of the three major languages) are 
freely used to suggest a relationship of dominance. Although there are dominant languages, speakers of 
such languages are not necessarily dominant because political dominance involves factors other than 
language. The fact the other ethnic groups learn Hausa, Yoruba and Igbo as second languages and the 
absence of homogeneity between speakers of these languages refute the claim of dominance. However, 
there is the undoubted influence of number which enhances the role of a major language. 

Education And The Language Of Education 
Education is not a privilege, it is a fundamental human right and in most parts of the world, 

government action is directed at providing access to and equal opportunity for education. The World 
Conference on Education for all held at Jomitien, Thailand in March, 1990 reaffirmed the pivotal role of 



education as follows: 

Article III 
1. Basic education should be provided to all children, youth and adults.   To this end, basic 

education services of quality should be expanded and consistent measures must be taken to 
reduce disparities. 

2. For basic education to be equitable, all children, youth and adults must be given the 
opportunity to achieve an acceptable level of learning. 

Article V 
The main delivery system for basic education of children is primary schooling.   Primary 
education must be universal and ensure that the basic learning needs of children are satisfied. 

The  elements  that emerge  from the declaration  are:  access,  quality and universality. 
Nigerian's own philosophy of education as stated in both the 1979 Constitution and the National Policy 
on Education. (1981) agrees with these requirements.  Section 18(1) of the constitution states that  
"Government  shall  direct its policy towards ensuring that there  are equal  and adequate 
opportunities at all levels".    In particular, provision is made in a subsequent section for "free,  
compulsory and Universal Primary Education". Similarly, the NPE in Section 2 states as follows: Nigeria's 
philosophy of education, therefore, is based on the integration of the individual into a sound and effective citizen 
and equal opportunities for all citizens and equal opportunities for all citizens, of the nation at the primary, 
secondary and tertiary levels, both inside and outside the formal school system. 

Givan this background that education is a right for all, what language educational policies are most 
suitable in a multilingual context? 

Language Teaching In National Policy On Education 
The National Policy of Education 1977 (revised 1989 and 1998) demonstrates the role of language 

in communication and learning. The policy on the teaching of languages are enumerated as follows in 
Section 1, Subsection 9 of the current edition: 

Government appreciates the importance of Language as a means of promoting 
social interaction and national cohesion, and preserving cultures. Thus, every child 
shall learn the language of the immediate environment. Furthermore, in the interest 
of national unity, it is expedient that every child shall be required to learn one of the 
three Nigerian languages: Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba. 

The various stipulations under language provision of the National Policy on Education are 
necessitated by the emphasis that the document places on the importance of language as a means of social 
interaction, cohesion and preservation of culture. The stipulations of Nigerian languages in particular 
require the learning of the mother tongue (MT) or language of the immediate community (LIC) and its use 
for instruction with specification at both pre-primary levels. At junior secondary school level a student is 
required to study his language (i.e. LI) in addition to either Hausa, Yoruba or Igbo. A senior secondary 
school level, each student is required to study one Nigerian Language. The stipulations required the 
Nigerian languages to be placed appropriately on the junior or senior secondary school curricula as core 
subjects. Furthermore, the study of literature in some Nigerian languages is also included as an elective on 
the senior secondary school curriculum. A lot of efforts have been made to face the challenges posed by the 
language provision of the National Policy on Education. These include pedagogical, linguistic, 
psycholinguistic, dialectal, social, economic and political problems. 

1.   Pedagogical Problems 
These are problems encountered during the teaching and learning process.   They may be 
viewed under: 

• Teachers 
• Resource materials 
• Students 



i.       The Teacher Problem 
Ultimately, the success of any educational policy depends on its translation in the 

classroom; and this means provision of qualified teachers in adequate numbers. A report prepared 
for the Federal Government indicated that a total of 48.854 teachers will be required for teaching the 
three major languages alone at JSS. Of this number, only 6,383 are available (Federal Ministry of 
Education). 

In another dimension, some language teachers are often not professionally trained to do the 
job. Where they are trained, they are insufficient, e.g. one teacher handling a whole school. The 
attendant consequences of this is observable on student-teacher ratio, especially the corollary 
problems of limited classroom interaction, poor class control, insufficient exercises, teacher 
fatigue, low teacher morale and ultimately poor learning impact. 

To tackle the teacher problem, the Colleges of Education are now devising strategies to 
accelerate the production of such teachers. They should (or are being) be encouraged to do so (by 
basing their funds on the number of students they have)? The recently established National 
Institute for Nigerian Languages at Aba is another indication of the seriousness with which this 
problem is being addressed. 

i i .  Resource materials are instructional materials which include texts, planned curriculum, audio 
video tapes, radio, charts, pictorials etc. Junaidu (2002) sees this dearth of text materials that are 
essential for teachers and learners to be a nagging problem. Learning most often depends on 
teachers' notes and dictation in the classroom. Moreover, copies of the approved or planned 
curricula have not been seen, obtained or are not available for use by schools and teachers. 
Consequently, teachers use syllabus by examination bodies to teach, or they teach what pleases 
them at the detriment of standard and educational objectives. The use of radio or audio-video tapes 
never occurs to the minds of school administrators or Nigerian language teachers. Where the idea is 
entertained and made known, it is likely to be seen as wishful or disapproved for lack of funds. 
Teachers on their own part are not creative enough to think of improvising instructional materials 
like pictorials or charts to illustrate events, curriculum contents, or aspects of the lessons to be 
taught. 

iii. Students on their part are mostly uninterested in the study of Nigerian languages. They enroll for 
them simply to earn a credit or because they are placed as core subjects at the JSS curriculum. 
This emanate from the stereotypes about languages or cultures and disregard for the study of 
Nigerian languages. 

2. Social Problems 
These are problems that deal with acceptability, what is the social acceptability of motrler 
tongue learning. Generally, parents kick against it. They often prefer their children to opt for 
sciences. Where a child insists on learning a National language he earns no encouragement 
from his parents. The society in general has a negative perception on learning a Nigerian 
language. Moreover job opportunity for graduates of Nigerian languages are limited to either 
teaching, media or translator as opposed to graduates of sciences who have a lot. Thus their 
social status are higher in the society e.g. 
Medical doctor (high) 
Physics (high) 
Hausa teacher (low) 

3. Political Problem 
These centres around, many variables. Some languages in Nigeria are yet to be reduced to 

writing. The issue of standardization to some extent carries political connotation for in some cases, it 
is the dialect of the gigantic that is to be considered as a standard language or standardization may 
fail. 

The case of Hausa, Yoruba and Igbo has for some time taken a political stand rather than linguistic. 
We often had majority versus minority, the Wazobians etc. 



4. Economic Problem 
This affect the economic sector and runs through almost every aspect.  It affects the publication of 
books, provision of materials etc. 

Conclusion 
It is clear that the population of a country must be educated in order to develop individually and 

collectively as a nation. Similarly, multilingualism is not synonymous to a nation's population. Furthermore, 
the best language to be used for educating the populace is the mother tongue. However, the teaching of 
mother tongue and its use in education is saddled with so many problems. This paper has identified some of 
them and has proffered solutions, which if addressed, will go a long way to simplify the teaching of 
Nigerian languages and their use of education. 

Recommendations 
1.    Government should understand that formulating a policy is different from implementing it. 

Therefore, concerted efforts should be made to assist teachers to implement government  
policies especially on language.  

    2:   Professional teachers should be employed in their right number to handle the teaching of  
Nigerian languages. 

3. The society needs to be re-oriented through seminars conferences and media on the teaching 
and use of the mother tongue in education. 

4. The publishing industry needs to be re-examined for effective production of materials in 
Nigerian languages. 
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