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Abstract 

Issues’ regarding language policy has been very vital in national 
development. Nations of the world who have successfully tacked this issue 
have become the envy of others who are still struggling to cross the hurdle. 
The issue is rather becoming a hardnut to crack by Nigeria Government and 
parastals. The paper examined the essence of language policy in Nigeria and 
how valuable it could be in enhancing growth and development not only in 
the educational sector but in every other field on which national 
development hangs.   
 

 
 

The amalgamation of the Southern and Northern protectorates of the British territory around 
the River Niger area produced the political phenomenon called Nigeria, far back in 1914. Nigeria is 
multi-dimensionally vast in terms of landmass, culture, population, language, belief etc. presently, 
there are about 500 languages in Nigeria, and this attests to undebatable reality of multilingualism in 
Nigeria. 
 

The issue of language diversity is not limited to Nigeria, it is also discovered in most West 
African countries such as Ghana with no less than 40 languages, Cameroon with about 238 languages. 
In Benin Republic, 50 languages are listed (Igue&Windali 1994) 18 languages are listed for Sierra-
Leone while Gambia is also credited with 18 languages (Peter & Wolf 2001). The essence of language 
in man’s life is not hidden because it is an important aspect of his culture. It has been described as a 
major instrument of a child’s socialization, especially the mother-tongue, also its relevance in the 
realms of formal education cannot be overemphasized. 
 

Much has, been written and said about the roles of English language in Nigeria, as it enjoys 
dominance configuration in the fields of administration, education.  
 
Indigenous Languages and Education 

Research reveals that it is no longer tenable to posit that the use of English language as an 
official language in Nigeria has solved the problem of equal access to knowledge divisiveness, 
grounding poverty and underdevelopment AttahiruMuaza (2010) it can be argued that English as 
official language (OL) and medium of instruction in schools had become a formidable and 
impenetrable barrier to access to knowledge and information to a great part of Nigeria society by 
ostracizing the languages of the environment and disengaging them from the business of education.  
 

The effect of prioritizing exoglossic languages against the languages of the environment is 
seen in effectively undermining and stunting the growth and development of all the languages of the 
environment to a level of near incapacitation. As the incapacitation continues to thrive, modern 
knowledge remains an imported foreign commodity accessible to only those who are baptized with 
the English Language. What is disturbing however, is the meek acceptance of the status-quo as ideal 
and sufficient for our educational and developmental needs.  
 

Tosiron, K. (2012) considering language situation in South Africa asked a pertinent question; 
Will English match on until it dominates the whole country or will there be any possibility of the 
revival of indigenous languages? 
 
Knowledge Review Volume 33 No. 2, December, 2015:  ISSN 1595-2126  



2 
 

Adeyemi (2001) described English as the national language- the language of government and 
language of instruction in schools which as a result solves the problem of equal access to knowledge 
and underdevelopment. Ironically, statistics from NECO published on the Daily Trust Newspaper of 
Wednesday 17th March 2010 shows that only 1.8% of the total candidates that sat for the examination 
passed the required five credits including English and Mathematics. Although, factors other than 
language may have come into play in this recurrent annual show of shame, the impact of the language 
factor in the massive and the near total collapse of the educational sector is yet to be looked into. It is 
obvious we are living a lie always slavishly nodding in approval of the lie of the sufficiency of 
English language despite the grim statistics to the contrary. 
 

Mallinson, (1980) in Aruya (2010) described education as an act of bringing up or training of 
a child through instruction and in the process bring about the strengthening of his powers of body and 
mind to enable him understand his culture. The big scandal however, is that all along, we have been 
lying to ourselves and to other about the sufficiency of foreign exoglossic language in addressing our 
educational and developmental needs. Our policy makers need to find a way of engaging and 
experimenting indigenous language (particularly the regional lingual franca) as languages of 
instruction in our schools thereby complimenting English Language which still serves as the sole 
vector of knowledge in the country.  
 

Contrary to the idealistic language clause as reflected in the government policy an Education 
to promote the learning of indigenous languages, Englishization is irreversibly in progress, while the 
status of Nigeria language is constantly decreasing. The government seems not to be taking any action 
to promote studies in and through indigenous languages. It is interesting to note that, during electoral 
campaigns, most politicians employ the language of the environment or indigenous language to sell 
themselves to the electorates. In addition to English they employ the use indigenous language of each 
state they visit so that the people can really understand the message. The import of this is that 
politicians are fully aware that the indigenous languages are the most effective vehicle for presenting 
their manifesto and gaining the support and votes of the people especially in rural areas. But the 
situation changes when they form their government. 
 
Relevance of Indigenous Language in Education 

It is a big misperception to assume that fielding other languages as languages of instruction 
poses a challenge to the position of English as the national official language. As a matter of fact 
Nigerians have been spending millions of dollars sending their children to countries such as Bulgaria, 
Germany, and other non-English countries to study different courses. It no crime if such gesture is 
extended to our indigenous languages. 
 

The efforts to get the Almajiris (in Northern Nigeria) adopted and proffer a lasting solution to 
“child destitution” failed because the stake holders could not fathom out any better solution of 
integrating them into the wider community of Nigeria. The stake holders pretend to be ignorant of the 
fact that the only inhabitation of modern knowledge on the side of the Almajiri is the language of 
instruction and a little determination on the part of the elite and policy makers could see the Almajiris 
learning all science in their native tongue.  
 

Accepting the insufficiency of the English language for our developmental needs does posit 
denying its advantages of bringing diverse people together, particularly in our kind of society. It is 
just awakening us to the responsibility of exploring other alternatives that might complement what we 
already have. Incidentally it has been observed that in some cases, the teacher’s English competence 
is obviously not enough for teaching consequently in such cases, the lessons are provided in a 
language that is not well understood by both the teacher and the learner. (de Klerk, 2002 in Tosirohu, 
K. 2012) 

Currently in South Africa, four universities namely; university of Stellenbosch, university of 
Pretoria, university of Free State and university of South Africa offer courses both in Afrikans and 
English (Afrikan is a language spoken in South Africa although the language originated from Dutch) 
this development is a step forward in the development of south Africa indigenous languages and with 

O.C. Aruya 
 

Knowledge Review Volume 33 No. 2, December, 2015:  ISSN 1595-2126  



3 
 

these development, it is obvious that university courses in south Africa will soon begin to use African 
language as a medium of instruction. (Kaniya, 2012). 
 
Implication of Consignment of Nigeria Language to Oblivion  

The quest for a unifying neutral language as an official language posits the automatic and 
eternal consignment of indigenous languages to the oblivion. The potentials of indigenous languages 
for broad based mass literacy and knowledge acculturation are not accessed not to talk of being 
exploited. 
 

Elugbe (2012) stipulated that a country’s plan for dealing with the problems of language is 
called “language policy” what can be referred to as language policy can be deduced from the 
government policy on education as contained in the constitution of Nigeria which indicates that 
governmental commitment to promote the learning of indigenous language and took a step further in 
the actualization of this goal by prescribing curricular activities with the curriculum content that 
includes the combination of indigenous and English language studies. It is obvious that the policy 
only appeared in the written form without any effort to bring it to fruition. There is the need for a 
proactive approach to the issue of development which needs to the centered around a sound linguistic 
policy that sees the utilization of indigenous language as language of instruction in our schools in 
addition to the study of such languages. In addition to the responsibility of preserving individual 
cultural and linguistic identities, it has been observed that acculturation of knowledge genuine 
progress and development many be hindered without the utilization of Nigerian indigenous language 
in the enterprise of education in this regard, the Nigeria  policy needs to be directed towards 
improvement of indigenous languages and their proper utilization for the attainment of development 
goals. There must be an acceptance of the potentials of indigenous languages for domestication of 
knowledge and broad grass root reach. If English brings unity, local dialects hold key to development.  
 
Issues on National Language Policy 

Language is not only a vehicle for the history of a nationality, but a part of history itself.  
 

On pragmatic grounds, the best immediate choice for the language of government in a newly 
independent colony might be old colonial languages, but the old colonial language is usually a terrible 
choice on nationalist ground. For a nationality which has just acquired its own geographical territory, 
the last language it would want as a national symbol would be the language of the state that has 
denied it territorial control.  
 

In Ireland, both the nationalist language and the language of deposed power were declared as 
official (Irish and English) use of the colonial language for immediate nationalist purpose while 
working on the promotion and development of the nationalist language. India’s solution was similar, 
it declared the chosen nationalist language (Hindi) as official while allowing de facto(itelics) retention 
of English as a second language of government without granting it constitutional recognition. 
 

Sometimes ago, a round table of stakeholders on the development of National language policy 
for Nigeria (NLPN) was convened in Abuja by the Nigerian Educational research and development 
council where a technical committee on the development of a NLPN was constituted after serious 
brainstorming. The technical committee is made up of representatives from relevant ministries 
language institutes and parastatals. The president of the linguistic Association of Nigeria and member 
of Nigeria Education Research and Development Council (NERDC) governing board is the chairman 
of the committee. The essence of inaugurating this committee is to ensure that language activities are 
at the forefront of national development in Nigeria (Vanguard, July 28 2010). 
 

Nigeria government has inaugurated various bodies purposely for the development of Nigeria 
language. These bodies include: Nigeria Arabic language village, purposely for Muslims who convey 
their thoughts in Arabic, which in addition will address the issue of Arabic language culture. Then 
there is the Institute of Nigerian language in Aba which has the responsibility of providing capacity 
for teachers to cope with teaching Nigeria languages in schools or coping with teaching teacher 
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educators. There is also the Nigerian educational research and development council which is 
spearheading the drive for a national language policy and we have language development centre 
which promotes the Nigerian languages. The above mentioned organization can be viewed as 
providing a concept of activities towards Nigeria languages development NERDCA which specializes 
in offering personalized technology assistance, technology training and strategies advice for 
individuals could thrive whether French, Arabic or Nigerian language. The language entities work to 
entire that language activities are at the forefront for national development in Nigeria. 
 
Language Policy and National Development  

Igboanusi (2001) asserted that indigenous language development in Nigeria favours the major 
languages hence the emergence of language conflict which has to be understood from the backdrop of 
the numerous ethnic languages all of which are in competition for supremacy and survival. It is 
noteworthy to state here that the strive to have a national language policy needs not translate to having 
one national language, though that may have been the case in some countries, especially Indonesia 
which emerged with one national language (boha Indonesia) out of 750 language nationalities over 
the years, Indonesia has only one national language for spoken strategy, for doing government 
business, communication in the national assembly for diplomacy and for university teaching. South 
Africa with various language nationalities has adopted 12 for transaction of business for teaching in 
universities for conducting business and government activities. That is their national language policy. 
In Nigeria, we have 500 languages nationalities based on the last language delineation (Vanguard July 
2015). The question is out of these 500 languages, which should be the focus of Nigeria in terms of 
national language policy (Adenipekun, 2010). 
 

The idea of a nation as a linguistically homogenous entity is no longer typical of most nations 
of the world. This is particularly true of the new nations of Africa which are generally characterized 
by a multiplicity of languages.  
 

Adenipekun (2010) cited an instances of Rwanda, having passed through various colonial 
government- British, Germany, French and so on and they have gone through this in terms of 
language development but, as soon as Rwanda became a republic, they opted for bilingualism and 
made every effort to ensure that everybody is bilingual, that is their language policy in China, as in 
India and the far East, which are countries characterized in Africa by multilingualism, a single 
language is commonly actively promoted by government degree to the status of a national language in 
order to create in the minds of the citizens a sense of national unity: the Peiping variety of Mandarin 
Chinese in China, Hindi in India, Malay in Malaysia, Bahasa in Indonesia, (Ineara2003) in Ireland. 
What is the language policy in Nigeria? 
 

It is being said that ethnic languages that we now call language of nationalities should be 
looked into. Constitutionally, State Assemblies have been asked to promote the state language but, 
what is the policy to guide this? Should a state that has many languages adopt just one? Because of 
importance of language in national development, there is the need to look into the kind of language 
policy that is required in Nigeria. 
 
Benefits of Having a National Language Policy  

The problem is explicitly stated national language policy have been cautiously avoided 
because of the explosive political implications of such problems. Examination of other with similar 
problems may be required at this stage, especially countries who have been able to solve language 
policy related problems. 
 

A national language policy in Nigeria will assist us in diplomacy, cohesion, conflict 
resolution, interaction among our neighbours. It will also assist us to increase learning in schools, 
because if we have a national language policy, we can decide which one to use in teaching to convey 
knowledge in schools. Thinking is better done in the language one speaks most as a first language. 
Majority of students are not doing well in schools due to their inability to translate their thoughts into 
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English. So, having a national language policy will give a focus like other countries and it will be 
symbol of unity. 
 

English as the official language in Nigeria is an inherited language from Nigerian’s colonial 
background. French was recently adopted as a second official language, but we are talking about a 
national language policy. 

Prof. Babatunde Fafunwa came up with a beautiful idea in early 70s, under the auspicious of 
the Institute of Education of the then University of Ife, now ObafemiAwolowo University, Ile-Ife, 
when the issue of deferment of English as the medium of instruction until the second stage of 
education was supported by Majorie Lowry Shaplin and Judson T. Shaplin (they were educationist in 
charge of Primary and Secondary Schools Language Curriculum Development in Nigeria) the support 
if deferment was in favour of the use of mother-tongue or the language of immediate environment as a 
medium of instruction at the primary stage of education. The idea was experimented in which some 
primary schools pupils were taught in Yoruba and their counterparts were taught in English. It was 
found that those who were taught in Yoruba had an edge over their counterparts who were taught in 
English when a comparative analysis of their achievement was carried out. It is therefore deduced that 
is a student is taught in a particular language which is cultural to him; he is likely to excel beyond 
translating his thoughts from his native language to a foreign language. 
 
Conclusion 

Countries of the world who have made it recorded their success on the basis of development 
and utilization their indigenous languages. There is the need to take a cue from a country like 
Rwanda, having passed through various colonial governments opted for bilingualism after 
independence. Nigeria will thrive in technology, education and economy if ideas are created in their 
native language.    
 
Recommendations 

A notion was raised, questioning the possibility of forming a policy, which promote other 
languages for instruction, transactions, diplomacy and commerce. Today in Indonesia, they speak 
English but everyone speaks Indonesia. There is a possibility of achieving the same goal in Nigeria. 
China is ruling the world because ideas are created in their native language. Malaysia and Singapore 
are thriving because they created ideas in their native language. A mention was made in this paper of 
a degree student in college of Education Warri (Delsu affiliated programme) who could not answer 
the question that a lecture posed to her in a physics practical class until the teacher asked her the same 
question in pidgin English which happens to be her first language.  

The recommendation is not to translate to one language in Nigeria but that a platform of 
specification of language to be promoted should be created. 
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