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Abstract 

The field of language pedagogy is changing at an ever-increasing rate. The traditional notions 
of education are giving way to newer, more innovative ways of thinking about how we learn, 
teach and acquire knowledge. Today’s young people understand that lifelong learning is 
going to be the norm, and that the idea that learning a second language is a ticket to a good 
job is an outdated myth. Today’s knowledge of another language is one of a number of skills 
which may help an individual acquire meaningful employment, and not a guarantee to a better 
job or career advancement. In the light of the above glaring facts, this paper x-rays language 
education as is currently obtainable in Nigeria against the backdrop of education in the 21st 
Century to determineif it is geared towards the achievement of the much desired sustainable 
national development. This paper advocates that if Nigeria’s objectives towards sustainable 
national development is to be achieved, there is need to overhaul language education as is 
currently obtainable in Nigeria to situate it properly in the 21st Century education. This is 
against the backdrop of the role and functions of language, especially the English language, 
as the official language, the nation’s lingua franca and language of instruction and 
examination. 
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The role of language in the educational system in Nigeria cannot be overemphasized. The 
process and practice of language pedagogy have evolved the world over that the traditional model of 
talking and chalking in which the teacher is an all-knowing figure is nothing but obsolete. 
Regrettably, language pedagogy at all levels of education in Nigeria is still cast in the mould of this 
archaic practice, making it dysfunctional and irrelevant in this 21st Century.  To this, Dewey (1916) 
over a century ago, warns that if we teach today as we taught yesterday, we rob our children of 
tomorrow. Consequently, this paper would discuss the concept of language education; explicate what 
the 21st Century and the 21st Century education mean; take a look at the concepts of development and 
sustainable development; and finally appraise language pedagogy in Nigeria in this century as well as 
make recommendations in view of the realities on ground. 
 
Language pedagogy 

Pedagogy is the art of teaching (the responsive, creative, intuitive part); the craft of teaching 
(skills and practice); and the science of teaching (research-informed decision making and the 
theoretical underpinning (Robin, 2008).  It is the process of accompanying learners; caring for and 
about them; and bringing learning into life. Language pedagogy presupposes teaching and learning a 
second language. This entails formal learning (instructed learning) as against informal learning 
(naturalistic learning). Language learning is synonymous with imbibing the system of a second 
language as against the unconscious acquisition of a first language. According to Anyadiegwu and 
Nzekwu (2015), “it is a conscious effort of an individual to imbibe the system of another language 
after acquiring the first language ... the emphasis is on the students to understand the structure and the 
rules of the language through the application of intellectual and deductive reasoning.” Language 
teaching and learning have been viewed under three approaches/views: the structural view that sees 
language as a system of related structures; the functional view that sees language as a tool with which 
we accomplish something; and the interactive view which sees language in terms of the social 
relations (Richards and Rogers, 2001). These views have resulted in the different language teaching 
methods such as the grammar translation method, the direct method, the audio-lingual method, the 
cognitive–code learning method, suggestopedia, the communicative method, etc.  
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The 21st Century and the 21st Century education 
The 21stCentury is the current century we are in now which began on January 1, 2001; and 

will end on December 31, 2100. It is the first century of the 3rd Millennium (Royal Observatory 
Greenwich). 
The idea of what the 21st century education should look like is open to interpretation and controversy. 
Twenty-first-century education embodies an approach to teaching that marries content to skill. 
Without skills, students are left to memorize facts, recall details on paper, and relegate their 
educational experience to passivity. Without content, students may engage in problem-solving or 
team-working experiences that fall into triviality, into relevance without rigor. The 21st Century 
education offers an opportunity to synergize content and skills, often referred to as the 21st Century 
skills. The term, 21st-century skills, is generally used to refer to certain core competencies such as 
collaboration, digital literacy, critical thinking, and problem-solving that advocates believe schools 
need to teach to help students thrive in today's world. The 21st Century skills according to Silva 
(2008) include:  
• critical thinking and problem solving 
• collaboration across networks and leading by influence 
• agility and adaptability 
• initiative and entrepreneurialism 
• effective oral and written communication 
• accessing and analyzing information 
• curiosity and imagination 
The components and the process of education in the 21stCentury has been revolution is ed vis-à-vis the 
curriculum, the teacher and learner, the method/process and the facilities to be used. (Wesch, 2008).  
 
The curriculum 
The curriculum of the 21st Century education has certain critical attributes.  It is interdisciplinary, 
project-based, and research-driven. It is connected to the community – local, state, national and 
global.  Sometimes students are collaborating with people around the world in various projects.  The 
curriculum incorporates higher order thinking skills, multiple intelligences, technology and 
multimedia, the multiple literacies of the 21st Century, and authentic assessments.  The curriculum and 
instruction are designed to challenge all students, and provide for differentiation.  The curriculum is 
not textbook-driven or fragmented, but is thematic, project-based and integrated.   Skills and content 
are not taught as an end in themselves, but students learn them through their research and application 
in their projects.  Textbooks, if they have them, are just one of many resources.   

Knowledge, in the 21st Century education, is not memorization of facts and figures, but is 
constructed through research and application, and connected to previous knowledge, personal 
experience, interests, talents and passions.  The skills and content become relevant and needed as 
students require this information to complete their projects.  The content and basic skills are applied 
within the context of the curriculum, and are not ends in themselves (Wesch, 2008).   
 
The teacher 
The 21st Century teacher apart from having digital skills, has certain key characteristics. Among other 
known qualities of a good teacher, the 21st Century teacher, according to Stumpenhorst(2012), is: 
A connected educator: The idea of being a connected educator through the technology of social media 
is not necessarily new. Teachers can connect with other teachers, administrators, parents, students and 
other education-minded people worldwide with the click of a button. There are many tools out there 
that allow teachers to connect. Regardless of what one uses, a good 21st-Century teacher must be 
connected to learn from and with educators around the globe. 
A master of technology: A 21st-century teacher knows what tools are needed and when and how to 
use them. 
A reflective practitioner: A 21st-century teacher is able to look at his or her practices and adapt and 
change based on the needs of learners. Too many teachers are teaching as they did when they started 
their careers years ago. What is known about students’ learning and motivation have changed; so, too, 
must the art of teaching. Stagnation is the death of any teacher. The 21st Century teacher is a lifelong 
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learner who must be flexible, willing to accept and embrace change, and willing to make mistakes and 
be wrong, and learn from those mistakes. 
 
The learning process 
The 21st language pedagogy therefore, shifts the focus of instruction from what the teacher should 
teach or deliver to students to what students should be able to do with course materials. It is a process 
of discovery in which the student is the main agent, not the teacher. Learning is no more a spectator 
sport as it has been proven that students do not learn much just by sitting in class listening to teachers, 
memorizing pre-packaged assignments, and spitting out answers. They must talk about what they are 
learning, write about it, relate it to past experiences and apply it to their daily lives. They must make 
what they learn part of themselves (Chickering and Gamson, 1987).Consequently, teachers can create 
a learning environment that maximizes the learner's ability to interact with each other through 
discussion, collaboration, and feedback.  Instructional strategies that promote the distribution of 
expert knowledge where students collaboratively work together to conduct research, share their 
results, and perform or produce a final project, help to create a collaborative community of 
learners. Knowledge construction occurs within Vygotsky's (1962) social context that involves 
student-student and expert-student collaboration on real world problems or tasks that build on each 
person's language, skills, and experience shaped by each individual's culture. 
 
Development and Sustainable Development 

The term ‘development’ has a lot of meanings depending on the intended application. For the 
purpose of this paper, the word development shall mean human activity with conscious and deliberate 
efforts to improve the standard of living through creative and intelligent use of resources, be it human, 
material, financial or time resources to transform a society from a state of backwardness to a better 
and prosperous condition of living. This is why Ette (2005) opined that development is measured 
from the socio-economic functions by assessing both quantitatively and qualitatively, functions such 
as: 
� education at all levels including formal and non-formal,  
� health (preventive and curative),  
� shelter (housing), 
� social services, and  
� industry. 
Development therefore, is said to be sustainable when it meets the needs of the present generation 
without compromising the ability of the future generation to meet their needs. This implies that, 
sustainable development is not static but a dynamic process of initiating notable actions and 
continually adding value to the emerging trends. Nigeria is a country striving towards sustainable 
national development and the role of education in achieving such can never be over-emphasised. 
Government of Nigeria recognizes this and underscores it in the National policy on education (2004). 
It recognises also the principal and fundamental role of language in education and has gone ahead to 
stipulate the medium of instruction at different stages in education. 
 
Language Pedagogy in the 21st Century Nigeria: An Appraisal 

Language pedagogy in Nigeria is tilted still, towards the traditional model in which teaching 
and learning is seen in the form of ‘banking’, making deposits of knowledge. In this situation, learners 
are treated like objects, things to be acted upon rather than people to be related to; acting on learners 
rather than with them. The traditional teaching model has positioned students as passive receptors 
(tabula rasa) into which teachers deposit concepts and information. The model has emphasized the 
delivery of course material and rewarded students adept at reflecting the course content on 
assessments. The spoils tended to go to students with good short-term memories and reading skills. 
The traditional model of teaching is time-based; teacher-centered-- the teacher is the center of 
attention and provider of information; lessons focus on the lower level of Bloom’s Taxonomy – 
knowledge, comprehension and application; learners work in isolation within the four walls of a 
classroom;and diversity in students is ignored.The traditional model of pedagogy has changed 
overtime such that pedagogy is viewed as such in which the teacher is a facilitator of learning, 
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eliciting knowledge from learners and helping them construct meaning through varied activities in 
relation to content and materials (Anyadiegwu, 2015.  
 
Language Pedagogy in the 21st Century: Implications for National Development 

Educators in general and indeed, language educators must realize, and students must 
understand too, that we cannot move towards a vision of the future and the actualization of sustainable 
national development until we understand the socio-historical context of where we are now and what 
events led us to where we are; and how this can inform our development of a vision for the future and 
how to get thereA clear articulation of the purpose of education and in particular, language education 
for the 21st Century is the place to begin; and this has been addressed in the preceding 
paragraphs.  Many educators when introduced to the paradigm of education in the 21st Century 
automatically reject it remaining in their comfort and complacent zone; not daring to embrace change 
nor taking worthwhile risks.  Language teachers must take language education truly into the 21st 
Century.  It is not enough to say that we are already living there.  Technically it is the 21st Century, 
but our language classrooms are not there, and the challenge now is to reinvent these classrooms for 
the 21stCentury for the sake of our children, our students and the welfare of our nation.  Making such 
a paradigm shift is not easy; but we have to make the paradigm shift to 21st Century education 

In order for our students to be prepared to navigate this 21st Century world, they must become 
literate in 21st Century literacies, including multicultural, media, information, emotional, ecological, 
financial and cyber literacies; as the 21stCentury language education is integrative in nature.  
Collaborating with students from around the world in meaningful, real-life projects is a necessary tool 
for developing these literacies and language is fundamental in all these.  Students can learn that 
through collaboration, not competition, they can work together to make the world a better place.  
Students must use technologies, including the Internet, and global collaboration to solve critical 
issues; and they must have full access to technology both at home and in school.    

Language teachers today are working with students whose entire lives have been immersed in 
the 21st Century media culture.  Today’s students are digital learners; they literally take in the world 
via the filter of computing devices:  the cellular phones, handheld gaming devices, and laptops they 
take everywhere, plus the computers, televisions, and game consoles at home. They mainline 
electronic media for more than six hours a day on the average.  These technological devices can be 
utilized by language teachers to help in the teaching and learning of language skills. Rather than teach 
listening, teachers should teach active listening; and instead of teaching writing, teachers should teach 
active writing. In teaching speech skills, teachers must engage students actively with such activities as 
role-play, dramatization/simulation, debates, class discussion, oral presentation, etc. 

Since language education in Nigeria operates behind the 21st century, it means that Nigeria 
would keep producing graduates who will not be employable in the global market; who cannot 
navigate the 21st Century world and contribute their quota to the development of our nation and the 
world at large.  Rather, Nigeria would have a bunch of educated illiterates lacking in the skills 
required to be functional as world citizens. It means that that Nigeria’s education system, the 
foundation for development, is nothing but an illusion or a mirage. It also means that rather than 
sustainable national development, Nigeria is geared towards sustainable national underdevelopment. 

It is only when language teachers overhaul and incorporate the 21st Century model of 
education in their classrooms can they be said to be relevant and effective; being responsive to the 
needs of the time and those of their students; and contributing effectively in the actualization of a 
sustainable national development. 
 
Conclusion/Recommendations 

There is every need to reposition and re- structure language educationin Nigeria to meet the 
needs of students in this 21st Century if Nigeria must harness the potentials of the tool of language in 
the nation’s education system. This restructuring should reflect the totality of our school system vis-à-
vis the school facilities, school curriculum, the teacher and the learner. Language classrooms in the 
21stCentury should be laced with a project-based curriculum for life aimed at engaging students in 
addressing real-world problems, issues important to humanity, and questions that matter.  This is a 
dramatic departure from the factory-model language education of the past.  It is abandonment, finally, 
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of textbook-driven, teacher-centered, paper and pencil, talking and chalking teaching and 
learning. This paper concludes by re-echoing the words of Dewey (1916) that if we teach today as we 
taught yesterday, we rob our children of tomorrow. 
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