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Abstract 
Language is a very important tool without which learning cannot take place. Language is a 
means of imparting knowledge and skills to the individuals that make up the society. This 
paper examines the important role that language plays in the educational process which in 
turn promotes national and social reconstruction. Introduction 

The possession of language, perhaps, is the one single most important attribute that 
distingushes man from other living creatures. Language as described by Gimson (1970), is a system of 
conventional signals used for communication by a whole community. It is characterized by a set of 
vocal sounds which can be decoded (Akindele and Adegbite, 1999). This system of conventional 
signals or set of vocal sounds is made of distinctive elements which are structured in various ways to 
convey meaning. Every human language has its own structure, that is, rules for combining sound 
segments into meaningful words as well as rules guiding the formation of sentences. There are also 
rules which guide the interpretation of the words and sentences of a language. 

Language performs very important functions in the human society. Yule (1997) describes two 
major functions of language viz the interactional and transactional functions. The interactional 
function of language has to do with how humans use language to interact with each other socially or 
emotionally. In this regard, language is used to show friendliness, co-operation or hostility, or anger, 
pain or pleasure. The other major function - the transactional - relates to how man uses his linguistic 
abilities to communicate knowledge, skills and information. Through language, knowledge is 
transferred from person to person, skills can be taught and learned and information can go round. 
Moreover, through this transactional function of language, knowledge is transferred from one 
generation to the next. 

Man is a social being who lives in a society along with other human beings. Every human 
society has its own culture which is the sum total of its ways of life as shown in its values, norms, 
beliefs, ways of dressing, food and eating habits, among others. The culture of any society is 
expressed through its language and it is by means of language that the norms and values of a society are 
transmitted from one generation to the next. This is why it is said that language and culture cannot be 
separated. 

Education plays a very vital role as a socialising agent in society. Education is the process by 
which the mind develops through learning. Every society makes provision for its members to receive 
some form of education which may be formal, non-formal or informal. Whether formal or non-formal, 
education is carried out through language. Language is an important tool in the educational process. 
Teaching-learning activities can only be successful when the appropriate language is used. 

This paper examines the vital role that language plays in the educational system in Nigeria. It 
examines the functions assigned to some of the different languages that exist in the country. 

Education and National Development  
The role of education in national development is both crucial and central. There can be no 

meaningful development without an adequate and functional education for the citizens that make up the 
society. The importance of education as a tool for national development is recognised by the Federal 
Government as stated in the National Policy on Education (1998) that 'education in Nigeria is an 
instrument "par excellence" for effecting national development'. To this end, education provides the 
means for the formulation of ideas and the interaction of persons and ideas for national 
development. Education brings about the development of individuals into useful and effective citizens 
who promote the advancement of their society through the improvement of agriculture, the 
development of native industries, the improvement of health, among others (Wakili and Jatau, 1999). 

Education provides an avenue for the training and production of the manpower needed in the 
various sectors of the nation. Professionals in the various fields of human endeavour receive their 
training through education. Science and technology which are twin bedrocks of modem development 

are promoted through education. The highly developed nations of the world who are at the forefront in 
scientific and technological breakthroughs give pride of place to the education of their citizenry 
knowing fully well that there can be no development without education. 

From the foregoing discussion, it is obvious that national development cannot be divorced 



from education. 

Language Education in Nigeria  
Language is embedded in all subjects of the school curriculum so much so that at times it is 

difficult to separate learning the concepts and processes of a subject from learning to use language to 
represent and use these concepts and processes, (Barnes, 1975). Language is a major means of 
learning in the educational process. The importance of language in the learning process is given 
prominence in the National Policy on Education. At each level in the educational system, the language 
provision is explicitly spelled out. For instance, in pre-primary education (education given in an 
educational institution to 3 - 5 year old children prior to their entering the primary school), it is stated 
that: 
Government shall ensure that the medium of instruction is principally the mother-tongue or the 
language of the immediate community; and to this end will: (i)         Develop the orthography of 
many more Nigerian Languages, and (ii)        Produce textbooks in Nigerian languages. 
The above-stated language provision places emphasis on the use of a child's mother tongue as the 
most suitable language through which he can receive instruction. Language scholars and linguists 
alike have observed that a child learns better and more easily when he is taught through his mother 
tongue. 

The primary school curriculum also contains a language component which specifies that the 
language of the environment should be used as medium of instruction in the first three years of 
primary education while the English Language is taught as a subject. However, from the fourth year, it 
is expected that English will take over as a medium of instruction while the language of the 
immediate environment and French shall be taught as school subjects. 

The foregoing language in education policy statement is quite laudable in its conception. 
However, in practical terms, how much of the policy has been implemented in the educational system in 
the country? Nigeria is a linguistically heterogeneous country having over 250 ethnic groups with a 
conservative estimate of about 400 languages (Akindele and Adegbite, 1999). If the Nigerian child is to 
be educated first through his mother tongue or the language of the immediate environment, how many 
of the several hundreds of Nigerian Languages have an orthography which can be used to teach? In 
addition to that, what is the level of the available manpower to handle the teaching of these Nigerian 
languages? A cursory look at the Universities and Colleges of Education in the country shows that 
more emphasis is given to the training of teachers in the English language and other modern 
European languages like French and German. Even where there are departments for the teaching of 
Nigerian languages, the focus is mainly on the three main Nigerian languages namely Hausa, Igbo and 
Yoruba. Moreover, the number of candidates who apply to study some of these Nigerian languages 
continues to dwindle each succeeding academic session. For instance, in this writer's institution, 
during the current session, many students willing to study English had to be rejected by the 
Department of English, having overshot its admission quota, whereas a sister department - the 
Department of Nigerian Languages - could not fulfil its quota especially in the Igbo and Hausa units, 
simply because the candidates were not available. Language education especially in Nigerian languages 
as can be seen from the foregoing explanation is greatly hampered. 

Language Education as a Means of Social Reconstruction 
Education as earlier observed plays crucial roles as a socialising agent for individuals in the 

society. Language is an indispensable tool in the educational process. The said-socialisation takes 
place through language. The National Policy on Education highlights the importance of language in 
enhancing the socialisation process when it states that: 

Government appreciates the importance of language as a means of 
promoting social interaction and national cohesion; and preserving cultures. 
Thus every (Nigerian) child shall learn the language of the immediate 

environment. Furthermore, in the interest of national unity it is expedient 
that every child shall be required to learn one of the three Nigerian 
languages: Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba 

If the foregoing policy can be successfully implemented such that every Nigerian child is 
assisted to learn another Nigerian language in addition to his mother tongue or language of his 
immediate environment, no doubt this will foster greater national unity and social cohesion. With 
time, there will be better interaction among Nigerians as well as greater cooperation among the 
diverse ethno-linguistic groups in the country. When this happens, the society will enjoy more peace 



and stability which will provide a suitable climate for national growth and development. To facilitate 
the achievement of social reconstruction, there is the need for effective language education. There 
must be training of sufficient personnel in language studies to meet the manpower needs in the 
educational system. Success in the teaching of school subjects depends on adequate language 
education. If teachers who handle the various school subjects are linguistically deficient or have a 
poor mastery of language, there is no way in which such teachers can successfully handle their 
subjects. A teacher who expresses himself poorly, no matter how brilliant, can only produce poor 
students. Indeed, failure on the part of many students can sometimes be traced to their low proficiency 
in language usage, not that they are dull-witted and this in turn can be traced to the low level of their 
teachers' proficiency in the language used to teach. 

In view of the importance of language in the teaching-learning process, every effort must be 
made to ensure that those who aspire to be teachers are not only specialists in their respective 
disciplines, they must also be competent language users. Every trainee teacher must be made to 
undergo some form of language education so as to equip them with the relevant linguistic tools with 
which they will disseminate knowledge and information in their respective areas of specialization. 

With respect to the use of the Nigerian languages in teaching Nigerian children, more teachers 
have to be trained in these languages. To this end, the government has to give incentives in form of 
scholarships to attract more candidates to study Nigerian languages. In addition, more Nigerian 
languages should be given an orthography to enhance their learning and usage. Relevant textbooks 
and instructional materials must be developed for many more Nigerian languages than we have 
presently. 

Conclusion 
For a nation to develop, it cannot afford to toy with the education of its citizens. Language is an 

indispensable tool in the socialization of individuals through education. Nigeria must give serious 
consideration to language planning so as to utilize effectively the vast linguistic resources at her 
disposal. Proper language education should be provided to facilitate the teaching of school subjects 
since education is the bedrock of national development. 
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