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Abstract  
Language plays a vital role in citizenship education. It is also important in citizenship 
knowledge, development and attitude. It is further believed that cognitive ability is a very 
important predictor of citizenship outcomes. In this paper the authors specifically looked at the 
nature of language and citizenship education in educating the citizenry, the clarification of the 
relationship between language ability and citizenship competence, and role of language in 
citizenship education. The paper finally concluded and made suggestions on the need for 
language and citizenship competence in educating the citizenry. 

 
 
 

Language is the most important tool for social interaction and serves as a vehicle by which 
people make sense of the outside world and their own position therein. In citizenship studies, 
cognitive ability is typically measured by a general measure of intelligence, a measure that combines 
verbal and mathematics abilities, or using expected education level as a means. The development of 
language abilities strengthens citizenship development and it is more important than other facets of 
cognitive ability or citizenship education.  

It is stressed that the relation between language education and citizenship outcomes is 
important for educational practice. Schools are expected to fulfill many goals. As a consequence the 
school’s curricula may put teachers and principals under pressure, given time constraints and the risk 
of curriculum overload. In addition to the development of academic learning outcomes such as 
language and mathematics ability and school subjects like history or literature, schools are asked by 
way of citizenship education to promote healthy behavior, prepare students for the twenty first century 
labour market, stimulate creativity, and promote road traffic security awareness and prepare the 
citizen for election. As all of these goals compete for scarce educational resources and in particular for 
time, curriculum overload is being reported in many countries, National Council for Curriculum and 
Assessment (NCCA, 2010).  
    
The Relationship between Language Ability and Citizenship Competence  

In order to clarify the relation between language ability and citizenship competence, it is 
important to know what kind of citizenship we are studying. This is an important matter in its own 
right, as the conceptualization of what good citizenship entails for school attending students not only 
differ, but has been changing in recent years as well (Knight and Harnish, 2006). 

Given the important differences in the exposure to citizenship situations between adults and 
youths, authors/scholars are increasingly recognizing that notions of citizenship for students should 
not only reflect prerequisites for citizenship in adult life, but also be specific to the situation adults 
and youths find themselves in. (Biesta, Lawy and Kelly, 2009). For example, and the right to vote and 
be voted for and to participate in decision-making on political issues. On the interpersonal level, 



2  

 

Multidisciplinary Journal of Research Development, Volume 26 No 2, April, 2017-ISSN 1596-974X 

relationships and roles are different for youths and for adults. As a result, the development of 
citizenship for people of different ages is dependent on different contexts and experiences.  

However, citizenship education has identified a number of factors that influence citizenship 
competence (Dijkstra, Delamotte and Eilard, 2014). At a level of the individual, factors such as 
household socio-economic status, political engagement of parents and gender have been shown to 
influence citizenship competence and civic engagement (Geijsel, F., G. Ledoux, R. Reumerman & G. 
TenDam, 2012). These are all factors that fall outside the sphere of schools. With regard to the impact 
schools can have on citizenship, having an open classroom situation, citizenship programmes and 
well-defined goals in citizenship education can positively influence student’s citizenship, Dijstra 
(2014), Geboers (2013). From here, gaining further insight into the relationship between development 
of language ability and citizenship education would provide important information to teacher and 
leaders of institutions about the possibilities for pursuing different types of learning goals 
simultaneously and purposefully.  

In the next step, the writers will provide some level of language ability in particular for the 
development of citizenship education and competence. 
 
The Role of Language Ability in Citizenship Education and Competence  

Language is important for citizenship education and competences. Various disciplines 
underline the role languages play in fostering the development of meaning. Social cognition scholars 
ascribe a central role to language in process of making meaning and exchange of meaning (Holtgraves 
and Kashima, 2008). Through language, young people attach meaning to the world around them, so 
they can develop a picture of society and themselves as citizens. In language philosophy two 
dominant perspectives relate language to meaning (Lepore and Smith, 2008). 

Taylor (1985) defines the designative approach as based on the assumption that language 
provides meaning to individuals by representing an independent or objective reality. In this 
perspective, words have meaning as they refer to what they designate. This approach implies that 
language allows for abstraction and discussion of the social and physical environment, using the 
lexicon to draw attention to external phenomena, describe observations and explore relations. The 
later also resonates with an aspect of language as ‘a semiotics tool for converting a speakers inchoate 
experience into an explicit communicable form’ (Holtgraves and Kashima, 2008).  

The expressively approach, on the other hand, emphasizes the role on language in sense-
making and expressing oneself, (Taylor, 1985). Language can be used to denote what is happening in 
the outside world and in our inner world (i.e feelings and thoughts). 

In line with this approach, language serves both as a socially communicative act and as a 
medium for meaningful internal organization of experiences, allowing for sense making of subjective 
experiences and perceptions. Language also enables the individual to self-reflect and self-regulate 
emotions.  

Moreover, in expressing oneself in dialectical dialogue with other members of a community, 
inter subjectivity can develop. In language, the process of establishing that interlocutors have reached 
a shared representation of reality in a way that is sufficient for the current purpose is called grounding 
the utterance (Clark 1996, Klein and Clark, 2007). Additionally, the use of language can stimulate the 
ability to mutually experience the thoughts and emotions of others. Recent evidence on reading 
demonstrates that experiencing high involvement in reading general fiction or literary fiction in 
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particular, tends to increase one’s engagement in emphatics ability. (Bal and Veltkamp, 2013; Kidd 
and Castino, 2013).  

Both approaches to language substantiate the presumed relationship between language 
development and citizenship. First of all, the designative approach implies that language development 
is relevant to citizenship education as language enables one to describe and discuss objects and ideas 
in the outside world. As such, the accumulation of citizenship knowledge and discussion of, for 
example, recent political events in Nigeria depend partly at least, on language ability. Secondly, the 
expressivist approach emphasizes that language development is not only a prerequisite for 
understanding and giving meaning to the world and oneself but is also important for self regulation, 
self reflection and the development of inter-subjectivity for establishing a shared representation of 
reality. The development of citizenship education is closely associated with the analyzing process of 
democratic mediation as citizenship concerns how a person relates to the world. Moreover, by 
expressing one’s own feelings and thoughts and exchanging these with others, one may also be 
informed on the subjective status of others which is important equipment for the prosocial aspect of 
good citizenship. 

In political socialization theory, the above insights and findings are echoed as well developed 
language skills are seen as important in enabling successful citizenship behavior for example in their 
model of political participation, Brady et al (1993) not only distinguish time, money and civic skills as 
important resources for political participation. They also stress the importance of language ability as it 
enables one to convince, engage and organize others in spoken and written word. For the same 
reasons, language can be a non-violent means to influence or resolve a dispute or a tense situation. 
This contributes to a peaceful co-existence of citizens in a plural society. It is also of importance to 
note that the school is an institution in which the skills are acquired.  
 
Citizenship Education and Language Education  

Citizenship education aims at the preparation of learners to become active and responsible 
citizens willing to express their rights and responsibilities (Osler, 2005) and to engage with different 
communities to which they belong (Alfred, 2006). Citizenship education also addresses democratic 
citizenship and human rights (Osler and Stankey, 2005) which inevitably includes respect for persons 
with a different cultural background, hence inter-cultural learning. A growing concern with 
citizenship issues leads more national governments to follow the example of international 
organizations, such as UNESCO and the council of Europe, which promote citizenship education as a 
contribution to peace and human rights (Starkey, 2005).  

Here we will further attempt to examine why Language Education is implicated in citizenship 
issues and explore ways in which it can contribute to effective citizenship in social contexts. 
Language is intercultural in essence and refers to recent development in research which suggests the 
integration of intercultural learning in the Language Teaching Classroom. 

Citizenship education further calls for the teaching of values, understanding and skills as well 
as knowledge about life in other communities to help adults and youths of school age develop a 
respect for cultural diversity. Language teachers have particular experiences to draw on which give 
them a vital role to play in the teaching of citizenship in schools. Language teachers have much more 
personal experiences of the issues that lie at the heart of citizenship education in schools.  

Furthermore, language learning has the potential to help learners to develop their identities as 
citizens in a socio-cultural and global context. The pedagogy associated with language learning 
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provides a further contribution to language to citizenship. Communicative methodology is itself 
democratic. Skills developed in language classes are thus directly transferable to citizenship 
education. i. e discussing in pairs expressing opinion, working with others and taking part in public 
discourse. (Starkey and Osler, 2003). 
 
The Importance of Language to Citizenship Education 

The relationship between community languages and citizenship in the curriculum is 
potentially rich and thought-provoking. Secondly both Language learning suggestion and mother-
tongue acquisition in oral and written form should be stimulated as complementary tools for better 
preparation of citizens to the challenges of today’s society.  

Language learning is key component of education for democratic citizenship, a participative 
process, which inter-alia equips men and women to play an active part in public life and to shape in a 
responsible way their own destiny and that of the society, aims to instill a culture of human rights, 
prepares people to live in a multicultural society and to deal with different knowledgeable, sensible, 
tolerantly and morally strengthens social cohesion, mutual understanding and solidarity. 

Language also further plays the crucial role in educating students to become good citizens in a 
given society and citizens of the world.  

Education in Languages at school has an essential role to play in preparing all students for 
citizenship of the wider society. It helps them become sensitive to the languages and cultures of others 
and develops in them sufficient confidence and competence to be able to use their languages, however 
modestly in their interactions with other citizens. In this way, the wider society becomes more open, 
democratic and inclusive. 
 
Suggestions/Recommendations 
1. In the knowledge society of 21st century, Language competence and intercultural 
understanding are not optional extras; they are an essential part of being a citizen for too long. This is 
why we have lagged behind in our capacity to contribute fully as socially, multi-lingual and culturally 
aware citizens in our today’s world. 
2. There is little prospect of promoting better societal, religious and international understanding 
and greater tolerance of each other if we persist in giving young people the message that they need 
make no effort to meet others halfway. 
3. All young people should have the knowledge and values that will enable them to function 
responsibly as citizens not only of Nigeria but of citizen of Africa and the world.  
4. Fourthly, the use of language to communicate with other people, whether fellow-learners or 
native speakers, foster the spirit of co-operaiton and provides practical proof of the value of learning 
language and citizenship education. This lays the basis for understanding the potential of linguistic 
competence in adult world of work and leisure. It would further encourage them to enter into and 
respect the attitudes and customs not only of their immediate society but also of the different 
communities that make up their own society. Finally, with developing linguistic competence comes an 
enhanced awareness of another culture which enables students to gain access to and participate in 
their society and culture. 
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Conclusion  
Stimulating language and citizenship study are both central goals of education today. So far 

the relationship between language ability and citizenship knowledge have been given prominence in 
this study and it has a number of implications for educational practice in both language and 
citizenship education. From this study, it is believed that language in citizenship education should be 
fostered so as to promote democratic citizenship outcomes on which type of language education is 
most beneficial for the development of citizenship education. And finally language teaching may also 
be geared towards equipping students with linguistic tools for dealing with specific citizenship 
situations (Starkey, 2005) as such integration of democratic citizenship education content in language 
teaching may also make language learning more personally relevant to students.  
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