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effective means of instructions in the development of early
childhood education and advocates the adoption of same in
the nation’s public school because of its obvious advantages.
It is recommended that pre-primary school education
programme for teachers and pupils should reflect training in
their mother tongue for effective teaching and learning to

take place.

The importance of language as a
tool for communication cannot be over
emphasized particularly in teaching and
learning process. Communication is most
effective when instructions, messages or
concepts are well understood by the
learners. It is normal for a child to expect
to hear the same language spoken at home
in school, however when the teacher
begins to speak in an entirely different

language, there will be confusion and
tumult in the young brain. This may lead to
distrust and unwillingness in the child to
learn. This paper emphasizes the relevance
of mother tongue for laying a solid
foundation for education particularly, early
childhood education which will have a far
tremendous impact on the later days.
Academic performance in the
nation’s institutions of learning has been
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on the decline since the 1970s. Evidence
from certificate examination boards shows
that English which is the medium of
instructions is among the subject most
failed. The reason is obvious because
English is not the mother tongue of most
people and even their teachers,
communication by this medium at the
foundation level poses a great challenge to
the teaching and learning process. In
building, the foundation is very important
because, it is upon it that knowledge is
going to develop. Thus, the problem here
is how to transmit/transfer knowledge,
values, culture and norms which can be
used to identify a people, and facilitate
growth and development of people within
acceptable standard.

Government  appreciates  the
importance of language as a means of
promoting social interaction, heritages and
moral values; this is why the National
Policy on education (2004) emphasized
that every child shall learn the language of
the immediate environment. Research
results show that if a child masters the first
language (usually mother tongue), then

learning generally  becomes less
problematic particularly, learning the
second language (Ndama, 2005). A

growing body of research suggests that
children who were previously educated in
their native language and later in the
second language perform better on test of
analytical ~ reasoning and  concept
formation, and that bilingualism promote
overall cognitive development (Borich and
Tombari, 1997cited in Ndama, 2008). The
UNESCO committee in 1953 stated that
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the best medium for teaching child is the
mother tongue through which children
understand better and express themselves
freely. They maintain that children learn
quickly through their first language than
unfamiliar language.

Psychologically, the proper
development of a child is closely bound
with the continued use of the language
he/she has spoken from birth, the language
in which he/she acquired his/her first
experiences of life. This makes it difficult
and confusing for a child to learn English
language as a singular language. Even
though, in Nigeria, the Child’s ability to
speak English before entering the primary
school is seen as a mark of civilization
thus, to achieve permanent literacy and
numeracy at pre-primary school, the
National Policy on Education (2004)
proclaims that education is the birth right
of every child and they should be brought
close to the environment of the child. In
fact, the Nigerian education circle cannot
be complete if the Nigerian pupils are not
able to use their language and their
country’s  language in  meaningful
“communication both within and outside
the school system (kolawole, 1997 in
fakoye and Soyinka, 2009). Awoniyi(1976
in fakaye and Soyinka, 2009) stated that
mother tongue is not a garment to be set
aside while the child is within the formal
school situation. He opined that mother
tongue is the language through which the
child has acquired his clearest experiences
in life. It is the language by which he
dreams, thinks, cherishes, loves, scolds,
learns and shows affection. Mother tongue
is the foundation for learning subsequent



languages; it facilitates understanding,
internalization of concepts and continuity
in thinking.

The Concept of Mother Tongue and
Early Childhood Education

Mother tongue here refers to the
first language a child learns at home before
learning any other language (Encarta
DVD, 2009). This may not necessarily
include his/her parents’ language, but in
most cases it is the language of the parents.
In most developing countries, the language
spoken by their colonial masters are
accepted as a medium of instructions in
their schools. This explain why English
which is barely understood by some
Nigerians is generally used in Nigerian
schools for teaching and learning, (NPE,
2004) this is a factor in the performance of
the nation’s education.

Early childhood education is the
type of education given in an educational
institution to children of age -3-bSyears
prior to their entering the primary School.
(National Policy on Education) (NPE,
2004). It also includes education received
at nursery and kindergarten. The aim of
early childhood education is to prepare the
child for primary school.

Importance  of Childhood
Education

Early childhood is a crucial period
in the development of a child. Many
educators have found that children who
have been enrolled in pre-primary school
centers develop positive self-concepts and
basic understanding and skills that make
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them better able to apply their efforts to
intellectual tasks when they enter school
(Lindgerg, 2009). The readiness of a child
to respond to academic activities depends
on the skills young children acquire before
they enter elementary school.

Children learn about written and
spoken language at early age. They can tell
the sound of their mother and siblings
voices. They can also distinguish their
mother’s voice from that of a stranger.
Early childhood education lays the
foundation and helps in the development of
scholarly abilities and skills in areas such
as language, motor skills, psycho-social,
cognitive and emotional learning. A
number of studies link early childhood
education to increase in school readiness
and this has been shown to be an important
predictor of early school achievement
(Dubbois, 2007).

Furthermore, early gains in school
readiness due to early childhood education
have shown to have enormous positive
economic and social impact on the child,

lasting into adulthood, from higher
educational attainment and less chances of
involvement in criminal activities, to

higher status earnings (sparing 2007).
Also, social skills and motivation early in
life been shown to have tremendous impact
on school performance (Heckman, 2000).
This could greatly increase the chances of
success in life, so we cannot afford to wait
but invest in early childhood education
considering the crucial role it plays in the
development of every individual.
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Implications of Mother Tongue in Early
Childhood Education Development
Acquiring education is critical to
the psychological, spiritual, moral and
social development of every individual and
ultimately, the development of a nation at a
large. The only means of acquiring
education is learning through
communication using language. However,
the problem of understanding some basic
principles and concepts particularly in

science, technology and mathematics
which are indices of technological
advancement, appears to have defied

solution, the question is how could one
understand a concept or phenomenon when
the language of instruction is difficult to
comprehend by the teachers and the
learners?

Long before a child begins to
speak, he is already communicating with
the world around him, and long before a
child learns to read and write, he has
already embarked on the part of literacy, it
is obvious that when adults create rich
language and literacy environment and
respond to a pre-school child’s
communication in specific ways, they can
boast that child’s emergent language and
literacy development can increase the
likely hood of future academic success.
The people with the greatest potentials to
help in this regards are the people closest
to the child, usually his parents, caregivers
and early child hood educators. This is the
point where mother tongue comes in;
language is a symbol of continuing and
identity. The mother tongue is the greatest
cementing force of unity and integration
especially, at the early stage of a Childs
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life. Early child hood education through
the mother will provide smooth transition
from the home to school. It helps to
preserve the culture and makes learning
permanent. It is apparent that lesson may
be understood better if delivered in mother
tongue which the pupils are familiar with.
Ausubel’s theory of learning stressed the
importance of prior knowledge in the
learning process. This implies that what a
child already knows could aid new
learning. Thus, if lessons are delivered to
children in their mother tongue which is
already part of their development, it will be
easier for them to cope with and
understand, then the problem of transition
from mother tongue to the second language
will naturally be removed. Ausubel’s cited
in Abdulahi (1982), stated that, meaningful
learning occurs where there is appropriate
link between prior knowledge and new
learning task. The new learning task must
somehow be linked to the present learning
task to create or establish a meaning
(National Teachers Institution) (NTT,
2010).

According to Opoola (2011), the
following are the implication of mother
tongue for educational development of
children in pre-primary schools:

Mother tongue as a medium of
education especially in pre-primary and
primary early classes, is more beneficial to
pupils as they tend to understand better
what ever learning materials are presented
to them in their mother tongue rather than
those presented in foreign language.

The use of mother tongue as
medium of instruction also presents the



learners as performing better than those
taught in languages other than their mother
tongue.

Using mother tongue to teach
subjects such as science, Social studies,
Health Education and others also has its
advantages which include its capacity to
maximize or remove completely the
psychological disturbance as they transit
from home to school.

Another known advantage of the
use of mother tongue as medium of
educating the children in their formative
years is that it gives them the opportunity
to compete favorably with their mates and
participate actively in issues of national
importance. The use of mother tongue as
medium of instruction also aids easy
identification, and interpretation  of
learning materials which, ordinarily, seems
difficult and technical such as objects or
concepts in science and technology. With
the use of mother tongue the learning
experience of pupils increases because they
are able to appreciate better all what they
have to learn without problems.

Challenges
The emphasis of the National
Policy on Education that mother tongue
should be the medium of instruction for
pre-primary schools is confronted with
many challenges particularly in this
contemporary Nigeria. Notably among
these challenges are:
1. dominance of imported language due
to the influence of colonial masters,
2. failure to promote indigenous language
due to the attitude of the elites who
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were beneficiaries of a policy that
promotes the use of English as the
official language,

3. lack of political will power on the part
of government to implement policies
on indigenous languages, and

4. Poor funding of language education
and inadequate supply of instructional
aids in the teaching of these local
languages.

Conclusion

Education through mother tongue
is vital for educational quality. Children
when taught in their mother tongue will
not be afraid to go to school or express
themselves because of the confidence in
the native language. It is a universally
acknowledged fact to teach early child
hood education in the mother tongue which
is the language that is easy for the child to
comprehend. Therefore, in the quest for
educational,  economic, technological
advancement as well as transformation and
national integration, it is imperative and
absolutely necessary to adopt mother
tongue as a medium of instruction in early
child hood education. This will make the
lesson interesting, friendly and familiar. In
this way, the children will benefit more
compared to using a foreign language
which may be entirely new to some
learners. Early child hood education
through mother tongue will facilitate
learning, and internalization necessary for
future academic achievements. It is also a
means through which equity in educational
opportunities, education for all as well as
retention of cultural identities and values
could be achieved. In the wake of national
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disintegration, mother tongue, if used as a
medium of instruction in early childhood
education will promote peace, unity and
national integration in the near future and
create conducive atmosphere necessary for
growth and development. Therefore all
hands must be on deck to ensure that
mother tongue be used as a medium of
instruction for children in the early years.

Recommendation

Base on these, it is recommended
that:  the school authorities should
recognize the supremacy of the indigenous
language learning at the pre-primary level
of education.

i.  Pre-primary school teacher education
programme should include training in
their mother tongue so that they
would be more efficient,
knowledgeable and productive in
teaching the pupils.

ii. Pre-Primary schools should be well
supervised by the education agencies
to ensure that they comply with the
National Policy on Education (NPE)
recommendations in practice. This
would enhance uniformity and quality
in practice.

iii. The current revised edition on the
NPE should be made available and
studied by all practicing teachers. The
objectives and relevance of the policy
document to the teaching and learning
process should be understood by the
teachers so that their efforts will be
tailored towards the directions.
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iv. Penalties attached to the speaking of
the pupil’s indigenous language in
some pre-primary schools should be
removed so that, the pupils will learn
their indigenous language in practice.

v. Teachers who are alien to the pupil’s
mother tongue should be made to
teach at the upper classes of the
primary schools rather than the lower
classes of the schools.

vi. The introduction of English language
to the pupil’s in primary three and
four should include code switching
that is, a combination of both English
language and the indigenous
language.

vii. Technical words expressed in English
language should be reduced to the
pupil’s mother tongue. This can be
achieved through due consultations of
the mata-languages designed on the
pupil’s mother tongue, attending
workshops, seminars and in-service
training regularly.
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