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Abstract 
Language is an essential means of communication in any society. In 
Nigeria, the colonial experience has left the country with English as 
the official language and the language that links the various ethnic 
groups together. Over the years, English has continued to play this 
strategic role. 
Nigerian scholars have continued to question the position of English, 
which is a foreign language as a medium of education. Many scholars 
have expressed the need to give early education through the mother 
tongue. This paper therefore discusses the role of language in the 
successful implementation of the UBE programme in Nigeria. The 
paper begins with the objectives of the UBE and identifies the place of 
English and Nigerian languages in the implementation scheme. The 
paper considers the implementation strategies put in place to effect the 
language policy of the UBE so far. It finally calls for more radical 
approach expressed in a strong will by Nigeria government to 
effectively implementation the UBE language policy. 

Introduction 

Many Nigerian scholars, in particular linguists, have called for the upgrading of the status of the 

indigenous languages. Bamgbose (1991) emphasized that the Nigerian languages must be developed to 

facilitate national integration and preservation of the nation’s values. Since the languages are however 

many (over 400), some can be developed and used as a medium of education. 

Efforts to achieve this call by scholars have met with several obstacles such as lack of 

orthography, lack of materials, lack of trained teachers and the failure of the universities to establish and 

develop the indigenous language departments (Olaofe, 1990). 

As language educators, the UBE is crucial and is a programme that can be adequately 

implemented if Nigeria has a good and clear language policy. The interest therefore is on the roles that 

the indigenous languages would play in the implementation vis-a-vis English language. Is English going 

to occupy the same status or are the indigenous going to be given more emphasis? There are crucial 

discussions which require strong political will on the part of government. 

Language Policy In Nigeria 

The government of Nigeria has a language policy, which is entrenched in the constitution. 

Another document that has the policy on language is the National Policy on Education. 
The policy (NPE, 1998) states inter alia on the relevance of language that: 

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 policy further included French as yet another language. It emphasizes that: 
For smooth interaction with our neighbours, it is desirable for every 
Nigerian to speak French. Accordingly, French shall be the second 
official language in Nigeria and it shall be compulsory in schools. 

Still on language, the policy is emphatic about the language of instruction in schools in the 
country. Hence, it observes that: 

Government shall ensure that the medium of instruction is principally 
the mother tongue or the language of the immediate community: and 
to this end will develop the orthography of many more Nigerian 
languages, and produce texts books in Nigerian languages. 



I lie above extracts briefly highlight some of the provisions make in important government 
documents on language. Note that Nigerian languages are relevant. English is our official language. 
French is a second official language. 1’he indigenous Nigerian languages arc also mentioned as medium 
of instruction with great focus on Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba and the language of the child's immediate 

environment, which could be the three languages mentioned above or others. 
At the pre-primary and primary levels, the policy states that “primary education shall be tuition 

free, universal and compulsory”. This brings us to the UBE concept. Universal Basic Education (U.B.E.) 
is a programme designed by government to take education to the doorsteps of every Nigerian irrespective 
age, sex or status. Obanya (2000) sees Universal Basic Education programme as universal, free and 
compulsory. That is, the programme implies that appropriate types of opportunities will be provided for 

the basic education of every Nigerian child of school going age. Hence, parents have an obligation to 
ensure that children in their care avail themselves of such opportunities. Parents who fail to adhere 
strictly to this provision will be sanctioned and even societies, or institutions that prevent children, 
adolescents and youths from benefiting from UBE. 

Objectives Of The UBE 

Before stating the objectives of UBE, there is a need to explain the meaning of UBE According 

to Obanya (2000), “UBE is not the laded UPE (Universal Primary Education). But, rather. “UBE is a 

much more broader concept and more ambitious programme than UPE”. It is also intended to impact 

more forcefully on the life of Nigerians than UPE as seen in its objectives and scope. (Obanya, 2000). 

The comments or observations by Obanya (2000) will become clearer as we discussed the 

objectives of the UBE programme as stated in the Implementation Guidelines (2000) below 

• Developing in the entire citizenry a strong consciousness for education and a strong commitment 

to its vigorous promotion. 

• The provision of free, universal basic education for every Nigerian child of school going age. 

• Reducing drastically the incidence of drop out from the formal school system (through improved 

relevance, quality and efficiency). 

• Catering for the learning needs of young persons who, for one reason or another, have had to 

interrupt their schooling through appropriate forms of complementary approaches to the 

provision and promotion of basic education. 

• Ensuring the acquisition of the appropriate level of literacy, numeracy, manipulative, 

communicative and life skills as well as the ethnical, moral and civic values needed for laying a 

solid foundation for life-long learning. 

From the objectives enumerated above, it is obvious that language is very important in the 

implementation and realization of the UBE. The last objective specifically mentions the language skills 

to be developed in the children and youths. In other words, the pupil must be taught literacy and effective 

communicative skills via language. 

As language teachers, our focus should be on teaching the appropriate skills needed to be good 

communicators in whatever language that is used for instruction, either the language of immediate 

environment in the lower primary school or the language if instruction (English language) at the upper 

and subsequent levels of education as stipulated by the NPE (1998). 

Nigerian Languages, English And UBE 

Generally, language unites a people (Bamgbose, 1991). It is an important tool that brings about 
cohesion and oneness. In other words, language brings about integration (Bamgbose, 1991; NPE, 1998). 

In Nigeria, several languages abound. Educationally, some languages are used for instruction at the pre-
primary and first three levels of primary education (NPE. 1998). English is used for instruction after this 
stage (primary four to six), and even further. There is therefore, a need to prepare or lay a solid 
foundation in language development if the children are to successfully carry out their academic work in 
future. 

Some Nigerian scholars have asked, UBE in which language? They asked this question m view 

of the importance and relevance of English or the place of language in the UBE programme. To 
answer the question above, it is the view of this writer that UBE should be implemented m two broad 
categories of languages. The first is UBE in indigenous languages (Nigerian languages) and secondly, 



UBE in English language, the language of instruction and wider communication (Adejare. 1991). 

The Place Of Mother Tongues 

There is a controversy about the actual number of Nigerian languages. Different authors or 
scholars have presented the following: Sofunke (1990) quoting Osaji (1979) puts the number of Nigerian 

languages at 368. Olaofe 91990) puts it this way: “under four hundred languages m Nigeria”. Others, 
Jibril (1990), Olagoke (1979) and Bamgbose (1991) have put it at 400 plus languages in Nigeria. The 
number is not actually necessary. What is important is (he fact that government recognizes the place of 
Mother Tongues in the proper development of the young. Hence, it states through the NPE (1998) that: 

Government will ensure that the medium of instruction will be 
principally the mother tongue or language of the immediate 
community, and to this end, will develop the orthography of many 
more Nigerian languages and produce textbooks in Nigerian 
languages. Some of these developments are already being pursued in 
the university departments of linguistics and under the auspices of 
some .stale ministries of education, the federal government has also 
set up a language centre as part of the educational services complex. 

It is interesting to note that some Nigerian languages are being studied in schools, especially 

universities in Nigeria. According to Olaofe, (1990) about “eleven (including Rivers State linguistic 

groups) are presently being offered as courses in the Nigerian universities”. 

He further presented the statistics of the universities that offer which languages thus: 

Out of the 20 departments of linguistics and Nigerian/African languages. 7 (or 35%) offer Yoruba. 5 (or 

25%), Hausa, and 6 (or 30%) Igbo. 

The above suggests that Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba are developed in terms of their orthography, textbooks 

and being studied. On the whole, about eleven Nigerian languages are being studied and developed. 

The Ife project example of using mother tongue for pedagogy readily comes to mind. Fafunwa 

(1989) and his team believed that using mother tongues to teach removes all the inhibitions that a foreign 

language could bring. They concluded that mother tongue: 
Makes it possible for the learner to give free rein to his thoughts and 
express same in creative language thus paving the way to meaningful 
education. 
Frees knowledge from the preserves of a microscopic elite that 
operates in a foreign tongue... offers equal opportunity to a large 
number of people... gives a greater number of people greater access to 
education and personal development, provides greater opportunity for 
the device and consent of a large number of groups and thus makes a 
belter defence for the democratic process... 

The above discussion goes to prove that Mother Tongue education is important and very 

relevant to the UBE programme. 

The Place Of English In The UBE 
The Policy on Education clearly states the importance of English thus: 

The curriculum for primary education shall include: language: 
language of the environment, English and French. 

On secondary education, English language is a core subject. At the tertiary level. English is still 
relevant. Hence, students are introduced to use of English course coded GST 101. It is obvious from the 
foregoing that, there are several important roles of English language in the Nigerian society (Adejare, 
1991). 

English is the language of wider communication. Most Nigerians can hardly communicate 

without English language. It is also the language of officialdom. That is, the language of government 

business, transaction etc. It is also the language of instruction. All schools in Nigeria use English for 
pedagogy. Furthermore, the National Assembly uses English as their language of deliberations 
(Constitution of 1979). 

In addition, English is the language with which Nigerians communicate internationally. That is, 
our relationship with other nations of the world is done in English. Finally, English language helps to 



bridge gaps in a complex society with many languages as Nigeria. 
The UBE programme from its objectives has a lot of things it aims to achieve. The most effective 

way of doing this is through languages, especially English. Its position as a language of instruction will 
help UBE to succeed. 

Implementation Strategies 

Generally, one great problem plaguing the Nigerian system is that of sustaining programmes, 
sometimes linked to lack of maintenance culture. Several programmes in the past had been abandoned 
after the government that introduced such programmes left office. This could also affect the UBE. 

More so, UBE is prone to misconceptions in several quarters. Some people see it as a resurrected 
UPE (Universal Primary Education). This has been rebuffed by Obanya (2000), the first UBE 

coordinator. To sustain the UBE, there must be clearly articulated implementation strategies. There 
should be put in place the following: 

• Language policy geared towards preparing the pupils for language and language use of their 

various mother tongues. The Ife project is an example. Let scholars who specialize in the various 

mother tongues emulate this project and try the same. 

• More orthography and textbooks in various Mother Tongues arc to be developed and produced 

with UBE as the target. 

•  There should also be in place a language policy geared towards communicative skills in English 

language. Therefore, the syllabus must stress the use of language in various situations. There is 

also the need to involve students/pupils in drills that reflect the various uses to which the English 

language can be put. 

• Need to train special UBE language teachers based on the aims and objectives of the programme. 

• These teachers will liase with other subject teachers in writing textbooks and other materials 

relating to the various objectives of the UBE programme. 

• There should be a law to take care of the UBE programme, stating that it cannot be scrapped or 

stopped. This will ensure continuity and will aid indigent students and poor parents in the 

Nigerian society. 

Conclusion 

The UBE programmne no doubt is necessary and timely. Most Nigerians are not in position to 
sent their children/’wards to school. The UBE provides a good leverage and coverage. It also stresses 
that compulsorily, every child of school going age must be in school. 

The programme is intended to be universal, free and compulsory. This implies that appropriate 
types of opportunities will be provided for the basic education of every Nigerian child. Parents, therefore, 
have an obligation to ensure that children in their care avail themselves of such opportunities. Sanctions 

will be imposed on persons, societies or institutions that prevent children from UBE. The government 
must ensure that the objectives of the UBE are vigorously pursued; specially, those aspects that 
emphasized that importance of language - Nigerian language and English language. 

The truth remains that language and UBE are intricately tied or linked. UBE can only find 
reasonable expression via language - Nigerian and English languages. 
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