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CHALLENGES Op THE CHANGING ROLIE O INDIGENOUS
: LANGUAGES IN NIGERTA

By

SOULOMON O, MAKINDI
Curriculiun Studies Déparimens,
Lagos State Unidversity, Badapry Expressway, Ofo,

ABSTRACT

The importance of indigenons languages iy Sormal education iv inestimable. Many acadenicions
mast especially languagpe EXperts are therefore of the opinion that it should Serve ay te amedinm
of instruction if not in all stages of education, the eqriier part of prinary edueation Jor nua
reasons. These are both for the coguilive and educational benefits. Since the Nitional Edueation
Objectives have been failored tovards the National Objectives enshivined in the Nationa!
Constitutions, the rofe of indizeno lanpnapes in Nigeria would definitely franscend that of the
e as a medium of instruction in tie classroom to the performance of roles like | qangnage for
Miss Literacy Campaign, Masy Media, Economics and Social-Political Sunctions. The changing
role of the Niverian indieenous laaguages i no dowby tr challe

Nge fo the Langnagpe eNperts,
Lducationad administraiors anel the society in general, hence solutionary recommendations are
piven as to how these challenges would be met.

INTRODUCTHON

There is no douby thay he chang:s in the role and siags of indigenous languages in MNigeria
Poses a greal challenpe 10 every MNiperian. This PAPEr sels 10 serve as an eye opengr (o (he
changing role of the indigenous Nigeran languages with a view 1o cilling all eoncerned (o action
*in order to meet up with the attendun challenpes. v

Indigenous lunguage could be described as the native
particular group of peaple regarded as the original inhabit
Leurners Dictionary). Indipenons Migerian Lanpuages
the different ethnic groups in Niger 5. Hor erample, 1pbo is spoken by the fabo people mosily
found in Abia, Anambra, Enugu, hmo and some other parts of the Bastern Nigeria. Yoruba
lnpuape is spoken by the Yoruha peaple mostly found in the South-Western part of Migeria lile
Kwiara, Lagos, Ogun, Ondo, Osun and Clyo States. Hausa is spoken by most of the Northern
States like Kano, Sokoto, Kebbi, Kalsing and Kaduna, ljaw belongs 1o the law peaple mostly
found in Rivers State: lsekiri and Urkobo in Delia State while Ldo belongs 10 Edo State. Lifik ig
spoken by people in the Cross-River and Alwa-lbom Stales, Mi
Bamgbose (1970) identified ahout 400 indigenous lanpuapes in Niperia.

Ot of the many ndigenous languages, Tpbo, Hansa and Yoruba have been selected as (he

major MNigerian Languages (MNL) because each is considered to be the lnguage of Wide

lanpuagpe belonging naturally to a
ants of an areéa, (Oxford Advianced
reler (o the varioys Bnguages spoken Ly

£eria is o multi-lingual sie

k|
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Connnunication (1 WC)in 1 e castern, northern and wesiern parts ol the country respectively. In
the light of the above a child's firg lanpuage L, would be (he inpuage of hig immediage
{'{mlllluujt}- (LIC). This ind genous language could be o child's Mother-Tongue (M) which has
been deseribed by Awoniyi (1973) gs

"The language which g person acquires in early vears and witieh
normally  becomes  his hatwral  instrument of thought amd
conmmunication (134).

He went lurther 1o explain it as the [irg language acquired by a person in order (o distinguish it
from any other Janguape(s) that may be subsequently learnt e, Nou Mother-Tonpue {NMT),

MT is the very firs language of the immedizaie lnguistic cnvironment of the child. Thus
Nigerian child of [gbo setiing, for cxample if born in America is £oing 1o pick up the native
language of America ag his MT, The Language of his parents will then become his second
languagpe,

However, M.T. as used in this paper is the child's lirst lanpuape Ly thist is (Ipbo or Hausa or
Yoruba eie.) dequired from parcnts, surrogates and peers witl the bagie assuimnplion that the

child's Gryg linguistic environment js either Lgbo, Hausa, Yoruby or any other indigenogs Migerian
Linguape.

THE ROLYE OF LANGUAGE IN EDUCATION
Language is the principal medium or vehicle lor communication of ideas, emotions, aniiudes
and information. Other means which are non-vocal in nawre include:
and 50 on. Languape could be in written form and il could be any s
Whereas languape is consciously and unconsciously acquired
CONSCIOUSNESS 11| school, becanse each school subject b
15 1hat vehicle of thinking tha: helps a child understand whatever knowledge is being imparted 1o
hine, Afolayan (1970} remarked thay language ang thought are mkricately interwoven and the
Faulure 1 acquire 2 high depree of linpuistic compelence would mean stunted intellectual prowil,
This goes w show that the learner necds language 1o think and respond to all learning cxperiences
offered 1o him by the teacher. Al aspects of literacy  education-be It science, arts,
vocatonalfiechnical and so on Udilize languape as 2 vehicle off understanding,

Language is also a means Of expressing a people's colwre. Every society has its own
traditional culture, Culre hixs 1o do with the toral way of life of a people, hence i embrices our
soctal-politieg! values, socizl atlitudes and ideas, artistic, seientific, economic an historical
herilape (Hamisaye L9G.

One of the social functione of culture is Communication. Quoting Taiwo (1988:4-55) Bamisaye
(I990:80) explaing that our most eflective vehicle of communication {language) is a cultural tritit,
Language is one of (he binding forces of Biven society, hence an elfective study and teaching

of 4 lanpuage can promote the education of the speakers of the language in the area of cultural
reproduction,

sestures, signals, piclures
rslent of sounds,

4t home, it is acquired with ful]
as special register of language. Language
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{at) 2 Nigerian |anguages as core subjects at the JSS where the MUT./LIC is to
be taught as Ly if it has an orthography and literature. But where it doesn'y

have these, it shall be taught with emphasis on Oraey;

{13} One major Nigerian Language (other than the MUT. or LIC) to be taught
[or communicalive competence as L.
() A migor Niperia | anpuage as one of the subjects in the corecurriculum al

the S5S. Limenajo (1995:687).

With the lanpuage provisions stated above, one conld rightly say that the indigenous lanpuapes
hive been given a pride of place in our Fducation Policy.

THE CHANGING ROLE OF NIGERIAN INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES

Today, the indigenous languages are not confined to the lour walls of the classroom. The
indigenous Lagnage can help the child to socialize, himself in the society, develop him physically,
nrentally, spiritually and o train his charscter so as (0 make him responsible citizen within the
society, This could be seen in the example of character training as in Yoroba education which
include: honesty, morality, intellisence, knowledge, diplomacy, respect for customs and so on.
b other words, apart from the faet that the M.T. like any other language performs both cogmitive

and educational functions, MT and culiure are intricately interwoven. Awoniyi (1992) concluded
that:

Man being himself, at the same time, the cause, the (ransmitter, and
recipient of culture, his mother tongue reflects his culture and
personality as well as the group to which he belongs.

Fhe mother tongue therefore, is a part of culiure, it conveys, or.

transmuds culture, and fself is subject 1o enltwrally conditioned
aftitudes cnd beliefs

When Bampbose (1986:29) was comparing the past with the present as regards 1he role of
Yoruba, he hiad i that:

Fhis state of affairs persisted wiil comparatively recently when
emphasis started to shift from restriction of Yoruba to a few domains
1o its spread io wider domains, notably in education, the media, and
{ar sonie extent in administration and public affairs.

Cne of the Tactors responsible for the people's attitude 10 Yoruba like any other indipgenous
language is nationalism, that is, people taking pride in what is authentically African like the
Alrican mode of dress, art, languases and literature.
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The Pederal Government recopnises the fact tha nalionalism ¢
indigenous nguages hence (he | mguage provision thar en
open ol the three major Linguages other than hie M.T.
nspired Banigbose (1970) when he advocated for (he adoption of one of (lie Nution's Indisenoygs
languape as a national language. Banjo CI99S) also supported this view by remarking that (he
choice of a narional languzge will promole mtional psyche and facilitage natural mobilizagion for
sound development, The transtation of the Mationa) Anthem into three Fanguages
Yoruba is also an altestation of the role of the indigenons langy

Unity.

an best be atained through
ch child should he encollrage

o to learn
This spirit of n

ational unity must have

. lgbo Hausa and
ages in our quest for Mational
The role of the mother longuc in administraiion angd public alTairs has in the past bee
as i resull of the role of English as an official language in Nigeria, However, the p
have recognized the political functions of the M.

through their local languages hence public

n minimal
OVErnments
- and lhe importance of reaching the magses
enlightenment programmes in respects of voting,
change of carrency, cavironmental sanilation. census and other civie dutics have
conveyed in Nigerian languages Bampbose {1986:3910),

Politicians are not unaware ol the power and emative infl
lience civilian as well as Milil Y

tended 1o be

uence of the language of the people
Administrators usually communicate 10 their people both in
English and dominan indipenous languages ol their stales.

Bamgbose (1986:40) also observed that the role for the M.T. could be seen in commercial
aclivities especially at the level of (he markel women, tradesmen and artisans. Some
their signposts in (he tdigenous Linguages, The
communication.,

ol them write
indigenous languages are used for irade

ln the area of Muasg Media, Bampbose (194

2) had acknowledpe the role of (h
languages and remarked thal:

w indigenons

“The role of newspapers, radio. and television in corpus planning

has always been of great importance,.. The Iessage is even more
severe in the case of the radio and television where the HEeWscasiory
are required to traislate nevs gathered and broadeast in English 1o
the appropriate N'verian languapes.

The indigenous languapges are therefore lanpuages of the Mass Communications. Both ridio
and television use them for hr:'s;uh‘r:ml]ng, entertainment, and other informative g edue
programmes. The newspapers like fsokan and ¢ shohungbohun also publish Yoruby news,

In the area of entertainments, (e indipenons Linguages

ative

have been playing a crucial role,
Enlertainers like musicians, dramatists/comedians enfertain Nigerians, non-Nigerians, including
Furopeans with their indigenous musical ensemble, songs, drma and Glm shows, sunday Adenivi
{aunny Aded, Shina Peters, Avinde Barrister, Vicior Olaiya (Baba nala) are a few examples. In
the area of Publishing or Publications, textbooks, literature EXis, comic writings, wagarines and
special publications li%e (he Hiphway codes, and so on are now produced in the indipenous
lanpuages.

Indipenous languages have also been distovered to be funetional in the ared of boosting our
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foreign policy. 14 o example, |asa languape is broadeast on the British Broadeasting Corporation
(B.13.C.) while recently, one of the countries in the Carcheans has requested Niperia to recruil
some Yoruba leachers in order (o teach (he Yoruba people in diaspora in that country, It is
betieved thal this will soon become 3 reality under the Federal Governmen Technical Aid Corps
Prrosgranime,

Without any iota of douly, mudigenous lang
cognition, educational purpose(s), the Mass Media, economic and in socio-political affairg,
CHALLENGES: IDENTIFIED PROBLEMS

Many are the problems militating against the elfective implementation of the Mother-Tongue
(MUEL) educational policies in Nigeria. Some of these problems are analysed below.,

One ol these problems is (hat of inconsistency between policy and praclice. While some
schools would adhere sirietly 1o the use of mothor tongue in the early primary school, many
schools especially in the urban areas and most especially e private schools do not,

Furthermore, teachers of Nigerian lanpuages are madequate in quantity and fquality. Some
teachers who are nol experts in the tanguages are assigned (he Job of handling them in our
seconcary schools just because they can speak the languapes,
usually half~baked.

Niperian Languages teachers are not motivated o
and this accounts for the negative attitude visilec

The products of such endeavour are

nough like their counterparts i the scicnces
I on the languages by both the students and their
parents. o many homes, the indigenous languages are not spoken at all. There is no doubt thai
such parents are ignorant of the cogaitive and educational functions of the indigenous languages.

The escalating cost of textual materials in Migeria is a serious hindrance 10 the promotion ol
our waipenous langeases, As a result of this, many writers find it difficult 1o public their works
thereby denying us of having cnough useful and relevant textbooks in the market,

The multilingual natwre of the Migerian socie

ty has made it difficult 1o evolve a perfect
Lt

age policy. Added to this is the fear cxpressed by many that it would be difficull 1o find
adequate repisters for teaching some subjects like science and technology in the
ILis true that there are no textbooks on subjects like Home |
seience, Computer, Chemistry, Physics, and otl

local languages,
“conomics, Geography, Inteprated
wer seience and technology related subyjects in the

see it as a challenger 1o make textal materials

indigenous lanpuages. However, EXPeris musi
available in all subjects across ‘he levels of our educalional systen.

HECOMMENDATIONS

Considering the challenging roles of (he Nigerian indigenous |
the writer shares (the same view with Garba { 1994 tha |
Linpisipes should be planned and developed. |
language of wider communication {
then choose one of the three

anguages as highlishted above,
4 Curricular for the Non-Major Nigerian
‘ach state of Nigeria should then legislate the
LWCY that will be used in the siate alongside with English and
najor languages (other than their M.T. of LWC) o fulfil the
provision of the National Bducation Policy.

Recruiinent of qualificd, wiling and interested People as Nig

erian Languages Teachers should
be done in quality and quantice. nenajo (1993) has suggested that more NLT (or L, and 1.,

suages have been funciional in (he development of

Al
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should be dope by mereasing the adinission fuolas for Nigerian Languages. No ondy that, the
NINLAN Curriculum should he adopied by the Nigerian Languages Departments in all
Universities and that of Collepes of Bducation should he harmonized (o conform witl (he stindard
ol the NINLAN Curriculum, Nigerian Language Teacher should be encouraged to remauin on e
jol by rewarding him adequalely like this Counterparts in the sciences and by piving him
incentives for advancement in tr: ining and (or rescarch activiies,

The povernment should 1ift all restrictions on importation of books in order (o bring down the
escalating cost of books and in addition, schools and other educ
and encouraged (o produce uselul fex|s in Nigerian Langua
produced in MT for eradication of illjjer

The indigenous lanpuages should be linnly pursued at all levels of educational sysiem in (he
nearest future in Nigeria such that all oller subjects and courses are taught in MT. Lnplish
Language would be sdied just like ofher loreign languages like French, Arabic and others. For
the: purpose ol admission inlo (he tertiary instifutions
should be required, The society, wost cspecially
lowards the indivenous lingmiges, We
nation. ’

ational apencies should be T
ges. Textual materials should also be
acy in the country,

i credit pass in one indigenous lanpuape
parents and students, shoald change their attitude
all must be proud of our languape, or cullure and our

CONCLUSYON

This paper had been concerned with he identification of the changing roles of the Nigerian
Indigenous Lanpuages. The MT has been found 1o be functional as medium of mstruction,
eradication of mass illiteracy, transmission of cullure, promotion of socio economic and political
values. Children would be better tzupght with the MT because they can easily think aboul concepls
i their M'T. This is the cogntive functions of the MT, IT education is nothing but cultural
iransmission of societal and cultueal values to the children, the best vehicle 1o do this is (he
Languape of the immediate environment. The Qualily ol learning gained is preater when taupht
with MT than when taught with other languages.

The povernment, the teachers, educational policy my
tust Co-aperate and work hand-in hand o ensure
the Fnglish language

ikers, siudents and the sociely in peneral
that the indigenous languages are developed like
and other languages spoken by the more advanced countries,
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