
EXPLOITATION OF ENGLISH LANGUAGE EDUCATION POTENTIALS IN  
MANPOWER DEVELOPMENT 

Ochai  Uroko Innocent   

Abstract 
Manpower development is crucial to the existence of any nation since it is manpower that is the bedrock of the 
economy of the nation. Language generally, is an essential element in human life. English Language education 
is a colonial legacy now so deeply entrenched in Nigerian heritage that it has apparently become indispensable- 
In the country, English language is already widely recognized as an instrument par excellence for 
socio-cultural and political integration as well as economic development. It is for the above reason that 
much importance is attached to English Language education nationwide and at all levels of the nation's 
educational system. This paper traces the history of English Language in Nigeria, is unique role in 
international politics and examines the manner in which it has come to assume a pre-eminent position in the 
dynamics of the nation's politics and economy. The challenges and potentials of English Language education for 
advancement of the country are highlighted with emphasis on manpower development. The paper finally made 
some recommendations for the continued use of English Language in the educational system of this great 
nation-Nigeria.  

Introduction  
  Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary (2000) defines Language as the use of a system of sounds and words to 

communicate. Atkinson (1982) opines that language is uniquely human in the sense that no animal, no matter 
how perfect can conceivably be trained to use human language the way man docs. According to him, experiment 
on chimpanzees, which are regarded as our closest non-human relations have confirmed this. 

Education is a process of teaching, training and learning especially in schools or colleges to improve acknowledge 
and develop skills (Oxford Advanced Learners Dictionary, 2000). Manpower is the number of workers needed or available to 
do a particular job in a specified period. Development, according to the Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary, (2000) is the 
gradual growth of something so that it becomes more advanced, stronger etc. 

Advent of English Language In Nigeria 
English Language is undoubtedly the most important legacy of the British colonial masters to Nigeria. The adoption 

of the imperial tongue as a language for wider communication dates back to 1862 when Lagos was formally established as 
a colony by the British invaders (Banjo, 1970; 63). Its subsequent spread is, therefore, linked closely to the British colonial 
rule and its attendant Christian evangelical crusade with their cultural, political and economic ramifications. 

The implantation, acceptance and role of English in the body politic of Nigeria started with it being adopted as a 
channel of instruction in 1882 and a vehicle for the training of badly-needed manpower to run the fledging governmental 
services ( Baldeh, 1990: 1). Thus, more menial clerical officers-clerks, accounting assistants, messengers, interpreters etc 
were hurriedly (rained. For all these, English Language was a sine qua mm. In quick succession the Education 
Ordinances and Codes of 1882, 1896, 1918 and 1926 were enacted with a view to promoting the new language for general 
internal use. 

The nascent desire for a good command of the metropolitan language was ignited by the enthronement of the 
certification system of employment in the public as well as private sectors of the economy; a desire, which was the main, 
thrust of the education codes. In the south of the country, the appetite for education arose out of the belief that "Western 
education, and especially a knowledge of the English Language, would equip them with the techniques and skill essential 
for the improvement of personal status in the emergent economic and social structure (Coleman, 1958:pp 124-5). 

 

 

The Status of English as an International Language 
It is generally accepted that English is Die world's most important and widely used language. This is because, of the 

4,000-5,000 living languages in the world, it is by far the most widely embraced (Quirk, 1972). English is spoken as a native 
language by nearly three hundred million people in Britain and (he United States, Ireland, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, 
Carribcan and South Africa putting aside smaller pockets of its speakers such as Nigeria, Ghana, Kenya and Rhodesia. In all 
these places, English is used as a second language, that is, a language necessary for certain official, social; commercial and 
educational activities within their country. English is second language in countries of such divergent backgrounds as the 
Philippines and Ethiopia while in numerous other countries such as Burma, Thailand, South Korea, and Middle East, it has 
second language status in respect of higher education. 

It is one of the two "working" languages of the United Nations and of the two, it is by far the more frequently used in 
debates and in general conduct of the organization's businesses. 

No language is more widely studied or used as a foreign language than English. It has continued to lend other 
languages of the world as a medium that it has gained "international currency". Fishman (1977) emphasizes this status of 
English when he states that "English continues to be the most viable medium through which ideas may be presented to a 
worldwide audience". In addition, English has developed into a language (hat can absorb any scientific and technological 



experience. Jacob (1965) observes that the great majority of all the publications in any scientific discipline are written in 
English. Many scientific articles written in languages other than English are accompanied by English abstracts. 

It is, therefore, not surprising that the desire to learn the language by all is immense and apparently insatiable. 
English is a top requirement for those seeking decent and prestigious as well as good jobs as it • is alien the language in 

which much of the business of "good jobs" is conducted (Olagoke, 1999). One needs il for access to at least one half of the world's 
scientific literature. It is thus intimately linked with technological and economic developments. Not only is it the universal language 
of international aviation, shipping and sports, it is to a considerable degree the universal language of literacy and public 
administration. 

Mueller (1 971 :12)  estimated that about 70% of the world's radio broadcasts and 75% of the world's mails arc in English. 
The great manufacturing countries, Japan and Germany use English as their principal advertising and sales media. 

At about 1950, (he Kalian Physics Journal "Nnovo Cimento" decided to admit papers in languages other than Italian. 
In less than twenty five years, the proportion of papers published in Italian fell from a hundred percent to zero while the 
proportion of papers published in English rose from zero to 100%. (Ochai, 1989: 35) A German, for example, shows that 
between 1962 and 1968 alone, the proportion of articles published in English in "Physikalische ZeilschrifT1 rose from two 
percent to fifty percent. In other cases, the change may in part be due to the editor's acceptance of paper by American, British 
and English-speaking Physicists but for the most part, one would surely be right in thinking that it reflects the European scientists' 
desire to share their research findings most efficiently with their colleagues all over the world by means of the 21st century 
lingua franca which is English. A glaring evidence of this is provided by the European Journals of Astronomy and Astrophysics 
in which two-thirds of the contribution by French scientists arc in English and by official publication of the Agcnce 
International de L' Energie Atomique Nuclear Fusion, where all articles arc in English despite the fact that the Agency is 
heavily subsidized by the French government. 

English which has been referred to as a lingua franca, is pre-eminently the most internationally used of all other 
languages. Though the mention of the languages may at once remind one of England on one hand or cause association with the 
might of the United States on the other, it carries less implication of political or cultural specificity than any other living tongue 
in the world today. 

As a mother tongue, English ranks second only to Chinese. On the other hand, the 300,000,000 native speakers of 
English arc to be found in every continent and equally widely distributed body of second language speakers who use English for 
their day-to-day needs totals over 200,000,000 and 250,000,000.  

Barriers of race, colour or creed arc no hindrance to the continuing spread of English. Besides being a major vehicle of 
debate at (he United Nations and the language of aviation command for North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), it is the 
official language of aviation and unofficially the first language of international sports and pop scene. -Russian propaganda to the 
Far East is broadcast in English as are Chinese radio programmes designed to win friends among listeners in East Africa (Selinker, 
J 972: 209). 

From its  position four hundred years ago as a dialect, little known beyond the Southern countries of England, English 
has grown to its present status as the major world language. 

Contributions of Language Education To Manpower Development 
Language education involves the use of a language as a medium of instruction or simply for initial literacy or its teaching as a 
subject (Bamgbose, 1977). This term is in all sense of the word is broad since there are many languages that can serve this 
purpose. In this paper, this focus is on English Language. 

Language enables people to say things to one another or express their communicative needs. It makes it 
possible for people to live, work, play together, to tell the truth or lies, to create realities or bate, love, to 
build or destroy. Communication if is often said is necessary for establishing social lies and reciprocal 
relationships as well as ensuring human co-operation (Kehoe, 1968: 28-29) and Emenanjo, 1988: 54). 

In formal or school situation, English Language is the medium of instruction (and expression). This, by 
implication, means that effective school learning or study of all academic subjects depends largely on efficiency in the medium 
both in terms of receptive (listening and to some extent, reading) and productive (Speaking and writing) competence. As language 
is the most powerful tool of learning, the learner will learn very little unless he masters the language of instruction, in this case, 
English. 

According to Igoche (1986), there are three categories of manpower in the world of work and these arc low level, middle 
or intermediate level and top level manpower and are as discussed below. It is proper to indicate at this juncture that all the 
categories are developed through formal education. 

At the primary level of education, different subjects such as English language, Mathematics, Primary Science, Health 
Education, Social Studies ( hitherto, History and Geography), Christian Religious Knowledge, Computer Science are taught. 
English Language, besides being a subject on the timetable is used as the language of instruction. Hitherto, the development of 
lowest level manpower was the preserve of this level of education but with the increasing advancement in education, science and 
technology, this level has somehow been edged out of this role. 

At the secondary level of education, such academic subjects as English language, Mathematics, Literature, 
Geography, Government, Economics, Commerce, Physics, Chemistry, Biology, History, Computer Science, Technical 
Drawing etc are taught. Again, English language, besides being a subject on the timetable serves a singular and unique role of 
language of instruction. The middle level manpower development was hitherto the preserve of this level of education but with the 
fast changing global trend, its position has shifted to the lower rungs of the ladder as per manpower development such that it 
now occupies the lowest level. 
There are various disciplines, which are grouped into Arts and Social Sciences, Science and Technology at the tertiary level of 
education. To get admitted into the university, a prospective undergraduate must necessarily obtain a credit pass in English 



language before being admitted, no mailer the course of study he intends to pursue. This is because a high level of linguistic and 
communicative competence with which he should carry out his studies is expected of him. in all the disciplines that exist in the 
university, be it Arts, Social Sciences, Science or Technology, there are concepts to be learnt and understood by the students. They 
are expected to acquire the necessary linguistic and communicative competence in (heir various disciplines to provide them with 
the tools of understanding and verbalizing such concepts both in the institution and the larger world of work. It is only English 
language, with its well developed literature in all disciplines, that is capable of playing this singular role in all disciplines, since no 
oilier language in Nigeria is yet developed enough to carry out this unique function. It is this level of education that develops 
manpower for the topmost level. This is in other words, the management cadre of manpower.  
Conclusion 

The English language is unofficially Nigeria's lingua franca for now. Since it has been the language of education 
administration, commerce, science and technology, it is the only language that can be used for effective and efficient manpower 
development for the various sectors of the Nigerian economy. 

For the low-level manpower development, which takes place at the post primary level of education, English Language is 
used both as a subject and Language of instruction. For the middle level manpower development which is done at Ihc 
post-secondary education level-Polytechnics, Colleges of Education and Training Institutes, English Language proficiency is not 
only an important requirement for admission, it is also taught as a subject (General Studies Education-GSR) and equally serves as a 
language of instruction. The development of the high level manpower is done at the university level of education where a credit 
pass in English Language is not only a pre-requisite for admission but also taught as a subject in the Department of General 
Studies and serves as a language of instruction in virtually all the departments in the university. 

At all levels, English Language Education potentials are being exploited for the development of manpower in Nigeria. 

 

Recommendations 
According to Agbedo (2000: 4-5), "there over 250 languages in "Nigeria". Observation has shown that some of these 

languages, especially Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba have well developed orthographies and arc consequently being taught at the 
various levels of education. However, there is none that can play the unique role which English language is playing now in the 
educational system of this country. 
In t h i s  same vein , Akindele and Adegbite (1999: 61) are of the view that "the choice of one of the indigenous languages may create 
some problems. Thus, in order to allay the fear of domination, there is (he need for a neutral language that will serve official 
purposes".    They go on to state that: 
 There is no doubt, for example, that many of the country's numerous languages are at present ill-equipped to serve the roles they are 
expected to perform in the educational system because they do not yet have a standard orthography; many do not even have orthographies at 
all (PP 134-5). The above citations arc a good pointer to the need for our continued use of English language in Nigerian Educational 
system for a very long time (o come. 
In the light of the foregoing discussion, this writer strongly recommends the continued use of English Language Education for 
proper and effective manpower development for the different sectors of the Nigerian economy. 
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