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James Britton (1970) defined language as a primary mecans whercby
human beings construct the mental representations of reality that guide their
pereeplions and aclions. Language policy refers to the decisions of a polity
regarding the acceptable langudge' for those who arc carry out the political,

cconomic,-lepal and social affairs of a nation or national choice, [ollows

planning for implementation of the policy.

The Missionarics from Lurope contributed a great deal to the study
of Nigerian Languages. Their main aim was to translate religious matters to
,the natives. They realised that to understand the mind of the Afiican and
teach him the Christian faith, they must have an intimate knowledge of his
vernacular, As far back as 1816 in the colonial cra, the Missionarics lmvc
realised the need for mother tongue education, as a result they praciised
later English medium. In 1911 and 1923 the question of how 1o adapt
cducation to the needs of the environment was discussed in London at a
conference sponsored by the government. At the conference it was agreed
that children should be taught in their mother-tongue. The Phelpes Strokes
Commission of 1919 and 1922 also laid cmphasis on the adaptation of
cducation to the cnvironment and recommended that the languape of the
cavironment should be used at the lower classes while Enplish Language
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should be used at the upper classes. NATIONAL POLICY: ON
LDUCATION. : ’ ‘
October 1% in 1960 Nigeria gained her independence from the
colonial masters. At the time of independence the language of the
government, Law, Education, was the English Language. Afler the
independence, the Nigerian government realised the need for mother tongue

oducation as a tool for creating cultural awarencss. In 1961, the issuc of,

mother-tongue Xducation was debated upoi in the parliament. A motion
was passcd on this issuc on November 21, 1961. The motion states that *
this Housc Urges the governments Lo introduce in consultation with the
regional governments the teaching of Hausa, Yoruba, Igbo and' other
Languaggnto institutions of lcarning throughout the country with a view to
adopling “onc of them as our official language in the near future’. The
motion was adopted but the issue of lingua [ranca was not addressed. |

The government  had tried to develop Jlanguage policies which ould
allow indigcnous population to become iutcgrated members of the: new
nation. In may 1965, there was an cducational conference held at :Addis-
Ababa. 1t focussed on the development of Educalion in African States. The

-conference cmphasised the improvement of Education be al‘i)lc to”

communicate cffectively with one another. |
The National Language Cenlre was sct up in 1971 within the Federal
Ministry of Education to sce to the issue of Language policy in Nigeria. In

September 1976, the introduction of Universal Primary Education, has. led

to children from differcnt linguistic backgrounds finding their way into the
formal school system. In order to make the Universal Primary Education
successful, the government had to think of a medium of instruction for the
children. Thercfore, in 1977, there was a publication of the Yederal
Republic of Nigeria’s National Policy on Education which for the {irst time
set oul in clear terms government policy ‘glg\languagc in Education.

October 31to Novemberd, 1977, there was a language symposium
held at Kaduna. The symposium was orpaniscd by the National language
centre of the Federal Ministry of Education Lagos, Nigeria. Some of the
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, projcct/in language cducation which had been going on in the country arc as
follows: : ' ;

P

(@) The e six years primary jroject
(b) The primary education. improvement project _
() The riyers readers project,

7

Obanya, (1982) stated that there are about four hundred indigenous
language and about filly of these language have been reduced to writing,.
The carly Christian Missionarics who worked in different parts of Nigeria
helped to develop the Nigerian mother tongue. Today, three of thesc
mother-tongues are recognised by both the Nigerian constitution (1979) and
the National Policy on Education (1981): they are Hausa, Tgbo and Yoruba,

However, inter-cthnic communication through the usc of any of the
Nigerian  “tribal’ languages is not possible.  The Engiish Language,
therefore, fills a huge communication gap. According to Obanya (1982)
English is the Nigerian oflicial language of commerce and a host of others.
1tis also language the country usces for international cnpagenents. Health
(1991) said in nations like Nigeria five language situations exist,

> No linguistic majority i.c. some seginents of population may speak a
varicty of language all or may which arc not related. !
,
There may be a single indigenous language with no substantial litcrary
tradition but spoken by majority.

> There may be a varicly of languages, some reiated and for which lingua
[ranca has evolved which is intelligible Lo speakers of many of the
indigenous lanpuages.



Q.M. Ogunbiyi (Journal of tunctional Education)

E

» Therc may be one or more languages with long standing literacy and
relipgious traditions that are in competition with each other and a choice
of one or the other alicnates large sepmients of the national population.
Morcover the scripts mny:f differ from cacli other and from the sc;ript of
the colonial powers. ' : !

|

!

% There may be a wide varicly of different lanpuages many of which are -
spoken by only a fow hundred  speakers. Among these speakers, @
Western lanpuage pidgin may have cvolved which now vies with the
colonial Western languape as the primary medium of conumunication.

At a round-table on language and Dialect held at the Universily of
lbadan in 1975, it was agreed that it would be nccessary Lo regroup
languages 1n Nigeria on the basis not ol linguistic comparison but of
reciprocal intelligibility. Based on this, a model of the types of languages in
Nigeria was devised in a pyramid form as shown below.
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Taking a look al the socio-linguistic pyramid, onc can take the
-ostion; which language is the most suitable in Gducation policy? Page
o) gave three options to mullilingual socictics in their choice of

. suage in Education policy. |

!

~ To usc one or more indigenous lanpuage for all cducational and other
PUIpoOses.

-~ To give cqual status to onc or more indigenous languages and an
international language !

~ To adopt an international language for all educational and other
purposcs.

Lach of these options has its own implications on the educational

- siem. One has to be very careful in making a choice since language has a
--rect bearing upon the probable success of literacy instruction. Ure (1981)
- .us contribution to language policy states categorically that “the mother
-agues s the tool for creative thought”. dt is the politicians and not
--<ators who make language policy decisions, it is important that these
_:zisions be based on an accurate asscssment of the relationship between
~cuage and national development. The question of language choice in
~-.oeriais seldom examined in reference to broader statements about the
-noaship between  languages and  national development.  Such  an
-~..umation indicates the arcas in which the experience of other countries is
~strelevant to the Nigerian situation. It also suggests the sociological and
-cuistic factors which should be considered in addition to the political and
-..inistrative ones, when weighing the relative merits of various language
-..cies. Regarding  the relationship  between  language and  national
-c.c.opment Joshua Fishman relates language problems to the type of

~<iation which a nation is attempting to achieve. Ie identifics two types
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iegration: Nationalism and Nationalism. e views Nationalism as
.- ossive stages of socio-cultural integration. Such integration is typical of
--antry such as Thailand where a common nationality is manifest. While
~onalism s viewed  as! successive stages  of  political-geographic
-czration where the maip effort is dirccled toward maintaining  or
ccugthening political unity ‘prior to developing socio-cultural imily. This
-« of inlegration is typical of most multi-tribal statcs in West Africar

- .oeiency is the operative word for languape choice. On this basis, the
cwce invariably falls to a language of wider communication.  Fishman

-..ther postulates that the countrics which suceeed in achicving both
tcal and social integration, will develop on the basis of the difference in
cuage types and language function$ which can occur in any casc of
-onal multi-linguism, linguistic pluralism can exhibit a network of very

--iplex relationships.

For a developing country like Nigeria which is also a multi-lingual
-oty, Kelman (1971) suggested two f{unclional respective language
c.ctes. The first . relates to the patterns of communication that “would
~owes the soclo-cconomics  institutions to function most ciliciently,
-cctively and equitably in meeting the needs and interests c;)l" the
- ulation, The second is how to cnsure that diflcrent groups within the
---ly, varying in their linguistic repertorics have equal access to the 'public
--zm and opportunities to participate in it. !

f
i
1

>ection 1 paragraph 8 of the National Policy on Education 1977, revised

- emphasises the importance of language in our cducational syst;cm. It
<5 that " in addition to appreciating the importance of language!in the
--atonal process, and as a means of preserving the peoples’ culture, the
-zmninent considers it to be in the interest of national unity that cach child
~wnd be encouraged to learn-one of the three major languages other than
- —wivmother-tongue. '

In this conncction, the government considers the three major
_sayges in Nigeria to be Huasa, Igbo and Yoruba, Adewa (1995) is of the
o that ifidea is implemented * the policy could yield upwards ol 80%

2 educated population of Nigerians able to communicate in the name of
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onc or the other of the major languages as first ang sccond | language
speakers{. The National Policy on Lducation addresses he Jissue of
language teaching at different levels in the cducational system and classificd
the languages available for use into five groups as follows. ’

TS

i b
{
> The mother tongue or the child’s first language; | :
> A language of the immediate communily i.c. a language spoken by a
- wider communication and generally learnt and used by those whose
mother tonguc is a small group languagpc; P

> A major Nigerian language i.c. Huasa, Tgbo and Yoruba, -

> Lnglish

» Foreign languages (i.c. Arabic and French).

LANGUAGE pPOLICY FOR  PER-PRIMARY AND PRIMARY
EDUCATION

Regarding the Pre-primary level, section 2, paragraph 11 of the National
Policy of cducation states (hat “government will ensure that the medium of

instruction will be principally the mother-tongue or the language of the
immediate community and to this end wil]

» Develop the orthography for many more Nigerian language and,;
»  Produce textbooks in Nigerian languagces.

This statement of policy by the government las cncouraged many
Nigerian authors to write in the indigenous language, but in most schools

the major medium of instruction is still: the English language. The child
lcaves home for the pre-primary school at about the age of three. Usually at
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home the medium of instruction is mainly the mother tonguc. He gels Lo
school and the medium of instruction changes from the mother-tonguc to
the English language right, ffom this carly age, the child starts having some
problems  with language acquisition. e has not  gathered cnough
vocabulary in Lis mother tonpue before he starts with the English language.
Learning can be retarded at this level because of the sudden change in <h¢
medium of instruction. At this stage there is no smooth transition belween
the home and the formal school system.

Al the primary level in respect of language, the policy states that
“Government will sce to it that the medium of instruction in the primary
school is initially the mother-tongue or the language of the immediate
community and, at a later stape English”. According to the government the
cducational objectives are as follows:

» The inculcation of permanent literacy and numeracy, and the ability to
communicate effectively. .

» The laying of a sound basis for scientific and reflective thinking.

» Cilizenship cducation as a basis for cflective participation in and
contribution to the life of the socicty;

» Character and moral training and the development oflsound attitudes;
!

» Developing in the ¢hild the ability to adapt to his changing
cnvironment; '

> Giving the child opportunities for developing manipulative shills that
will cnable him to function effectively in the society within the limits of

his capacity;

~ Providing basic tools for further cducational advancement, including
preparation for trades and cralls of the locality,
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In achicving the stated objectives the role of language in cducational
<evelopment of the child cannot be over-cimphasised. The first objective is
purcly a language issuc- the i‘lyl(;U]Cll(i()n of permanent literacy and numcracy
wid the ability to communicate cllectively. Dada (1976) in his Doctoral
Thesis affirmed that “lice on text original sans passer par la tradition.. voila
-¢ comble de la satisfaction”. This short quotation briefly describes what it
scans o be a master or native speaker of a language. Languages being an
.ustrument of communication would be a tool for the user who works, rcads
ot writes without frantically looking for interpreters. “There is nothing like
ceading an article, or a book, or an exposition in the original language in
which it is wrilten”. Cookey (1970). The 1le six-ycars" primary project
-onducted extensive longitudinal rescarch into the use of Yoruba as medium
ol instruction throughout the six years of primary school and produced text
vooks m al primary school subjects using Yoruba as the medium. There

nave also been curriculum projects in the languages of Rvers State and the -

«tshekirt language.
LANGUAGE POLICY FOR SECONDARY SCHOOL SYSTEM

Scction 4 paragraph 18 of the National Policy on Education states tht
tie secondary school should “develop and project Nigerian Culture, Art and
languagé as well as the world’s cultural heritage. Foster Nigerian unity with
.t cmphasis on the common tics that unite us in our diversity”. The policy
surther states that: “In sclecting two languages (in junior-éccondary schools)
siadents should study the language of their own area in addition to any of
tie three main Nigerian languages as listed among the core subjects of the
_auior secondary school. The core subjects for the scnior secondary school
wiclude English and one Nigerian language. At the secondary level English
-ally takes over as language of instruction with all the other languages being

--ought as subjects including forcign languages which might be taught at the

~ier part of the school course. At this level language study becomes more
~cademic and learners hardly practice speaking outside the classroom
--pecially when there is no social need to do so Dada 1976). From the
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policy statements onc sces clearly that Nigerian language is not cven a
prerequisite for further  studies like Lnglish. Hitherto many parents
encourage their children (o leary the English language of the immediate
cnvironment. This makes a m’ockcry‘ofllm National lunguagc-policy, exeept
the situation change might not at having a National language in a near
[uture. Language Policy in Higher Institutions: Section 5, 37 (v) of the
National Policy on Education states that for Universitics 1o serve as cffective
mstrument for cementing National unity, “Widespread ignorance among
Nigerian groups about cach other ang about themselves will be remedied by
instituling a compulsory first-ycar course in the social organisation,
customs, culture and history of our various people. The award of'dcgrces
will be made conditional upon the passing of the paper in this course”.

'Languagc is the mcans by which the human personalily expresses
itself and fulfils its basic needs for social interaction, Right from the Grecian
Lra language has obtained the pride of place in the tcaching and learning
process, discoverics, exploration etc. At this level the policy is silent about
using our indigenous languages. One of the'things the policy makers should
know is that culture and language arc inscparable,

PROBLEMS AND SOLUTIONS

The policy on using the. mother tongucs as a medium of instruction
has gencrated considerable controversy involving several highly respected
tellectuals as well as the general public. Those who suppoit the policy
claim that a child lcarns best in his or her mother tongue. The policy
therefore would promote greater comprehension of school subjects by the
pupils.. Those who oppose the policy on the other hand, claim that it iwould
limit the scope of the child’s knowledge because many significant modern
concepts especially in mathematics, scicnce and technology do not have
words representing them in the Nigerian mother tongues. They also. claim
hat since the child would evenlually learn in English at higher levels of
Lducation, the use of the mother tonguc at the bepinning could constitute 2
~dicap or cven interference with the uge ol English later. The NERDC has
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~roduced text books based on the new curricul‘gl/' for the three major
~tigtiages-Ilausa, Igbo and. Yoruba but there are no textbooks for other
-chool subjects in these languages. The Ife six-ycars primary project has
croduced  textbooks in all primary school subjects using Yorubas medici,
«here have been curriculum projects in the languages of Rivers States and
..z Jtshekiri language. These efforts especially that of the Ife project need to
v replicated for other Nigerian languages. '
“lle six-year primary project shows that the fears expressed by the critics of
the policy are unlounded, for example, it was clearly demonstrated that
Children taught in the Yoruba language throughout primary school suffered
no handicaps in respect of learning in English at higher levels. Also it was
showi that the children so taught made substantial affective gains in respect
of adjustment (o school and personality characteristic”. Fafunwa-etal (1989).
Recent events in the National Assembly are indicative jof the
complex nature of the langpuage  problem in Nigeria - The Nigerian
voiistituton supuiates that: “The business of the National Asscinbly sha
conducted in Lnglish, and in Ilausa, Igbo and Yoruba when adec
arrangements have been made lhcrcf()%” (Part 1B, scction 5). 1
(1985) mentioned thal “An attempt (o give expression to this clause rec

3:»,\3»,k»»g;}\,\\\zx,:\\\»w,\,‘\ Y S
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