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Abstract  

The role of language in human development cannot be overemphasized. 
Language plays a vital role in all aspect of human life.  Learning a language 
in wider communication not only can yield benefit to an individual but also 
add to the benefits of all other members. Indeed, language cannot be 
adequately studied without being given full consideration to its economic 
aspect. In this article, we examine the importance of language education for 
social and economic development of Nigeria. This paper also recommends 
that grassroots language education should be given to all citizens. This, in 
turn, will help promote human capacity building and the socioeconomic 
development of Nigeria. 

 
 Any development that takes place in any nation is executed through language. 
The importance of language to man is incalculable, especially when daily human 
interaction is considered.  Language plays a vital role in human development through 
education and education is realized through effective language and communication 
process in order to produce competent citizens who are empowered to perform his 
designated tasks in whatever form they come. As a means of communication, language 
is the corner stone of any educational process (Ige, 2000). Language plays an important 
role in education as a subject and it is also a medium of instruction. Whether spoken or 
written, language is the vehicle through which knowledge is imparted, and knowledge 
is power. One of the cardinal points in the Federal Government’s National Economic 
Empowerment and Development Strategy (NEEDS) is education, and language 
education is a key tool and bridge to the future (Olaoye, 2004). Language is a catalyst 
in educational development which is an important index of national development. With 
this understanding, this paper therefore seeks to assess the role that language education 
can play in promotion the socio-economic development of Nigeria.  
 
Concept of Language and Language Education 
 The Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary defines Language as (I) the system 
of sounds and words used by human beings to express thoughts and feelings, and (ii) 
the particular language system used by a people or a nation. The Microsoft Encarta 
Encyclopedia (2004) provides several definitions for Language. They include: (I) the 
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speech of a country, region, or group of people, including its diction, syntax and 
grammar; (ii) a system of communication with its own set of conventions or special 
words; (iii) the way human beings communicate using words, whether written or 
spoken. It is also used for the particular system of communication prevailing in a 
specific community or nation. Muhammad, (1999:20), defines language as a means of 
communication within a speech community which helps to sustain relationship with 
other people. It is a vehicle for sharing ideas, thoughts, feelings, experiences using 
speech sounds and symbols. Language is not just a means of communication. It is a 
huge resource, a reservoir of knowledge and folk wisdom, a window to the reality and a 
vehicle to culture. Language can be seen as a means by which skilled and educated 
professionals are trained, so that, they can participate in national development. 
Language and communication therefore, are inseparable because language is the 
principal means for communication. A good mastery of language makes 
communication easy. Language could be non-verbal, or verbal or written, and most 
convey exactly what the speaker or writer has in mind to convey to the listener or 
reader for communication to be said to have taken place. Crystal (1971:45) sees 
language as the unique, distinctive element that differentiates man and human society 
from the animals. Without language, there can be no successful execution of human 
activity. From the foregoing, language could be said to be a means of communication.   
 

The importance of language education is seen in the fact that language is 
learned – not inherited, and from this pedagogical perspective, all human beings are 
potentially multilingual because everybody can learn many languages. Language 
education therefore refers to the teaching and learning of a foreign or a second 
language. It can also refer to improving a learner’s native language. Generally, 
language education as a concept refers to the study of the art of language which, in 
effect, involves the understanding of the nature and importance of language as a vehicle 
for communication and insight into the processes of language development. Language 
education includes the techniques of developing the four language skills (Ugoji and 
Stella, 2010:37. It is a branch of applied linguistics that is more commonly used with 
regard to second language or foreign language learning. The study of language 
education is based on the general importance of language as an instrument for human 
activities on earth. Language education and learning are so closely related that, it is 
very rare to discuss one process without discussing the other. It is the bridge that one 
crosses to communicate and share ideas with people of different culture and learn in 
school.  
 
Language Education and Development 

It is important to understand the meaning of development in order to establish 
the role that language can play in development initiatives. But first of all, it is necessary 
to state that the concept of development is highly contested with scholars not agreeing 
to one definition. Tambulasi and Kayuni (2007:2, 3-4) assert that this is so because 
“development is multidimensional [and hence] a topic of massive disagreements” 
among scholars. Nevertheless,  most of the scholars agree that development can be 
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understood as the process of enlarging the capabilities, choices, and opportunities of 
people, especially rural populations and the poor to enable them to lead a long, healthy 
and fulfilling life (Sen, 2005). In other words, development is achieved when the 
fundamental needs of people are satisfied. Among the basic needs are: poverty 
reduction, food security, availability of safe drinking water, improved sanitation, access 
to primary health care, and basic education as well as opportunity to participate 
effectively in the social, economic and political affairs of their societies and nations. 
The development of individuals in respect of their aspiration in the society means 
development of a nation. Individuals develop educationally, socially, economically, 
politically and culturally through their interaction with government agencies that 
disseminate ideas and policies through various media in the languages that the 
individual’s best understand. The problem, however, is that the population who are 
supposed to be active actors in their own development, are often not easy to reach and 
are generally illiterate. It is therefore obvious that the languages used in most forum of 
development and in the development strategies are not understood by the main 
stakeholders. That is the reason why, Chumbow, (1990:25), establishes an 
“indissoluble link which development has with education”. In his view, development is 
critically dependent on the actualization of the lofty ideals of education. Therefore, the 
significance of language in promoting education in any nation is not debatable. 
Language is important and vital to the development of a better society. It is central in 
the process of imparting knowledge, education, in particular to the society. Language 
and education are complementary bedfellows of development. Since education is a 
parameter for measuring development, language then plays a vital role in all spheres of 
development; be it economics, social, political or cultural.  Language plays a vital role 
in communication which is very importance for development. This refers to the 
spectrum of communication process, strategies and principles within the field of 
development which are participatory in nature. It involves organized efforts to use 
communication processes to bring social and economic improvement in development 
(World Bank, 2007). It includes notions of sharing ideas, interaction among all 
stakeholders in development. Anyaegbunam (2004: 6) critically define communication 
for development as “the systematic design and use of participatory activities, 
communication approaches, methods and media to share information and knowledge 
among all stakeholders in rural development process in order to ensure mutual 
understanding leading to action”. Thus, the aim of communication for development is 
to find strategies for mobilizing people and consequently resources needed for 
development. It facilitates people’s participation at all levels of development efforts 
from problem identification to solution implementation and evaluation. Through 
communication for development, development beneficiaries are protagonists of the 
projects as they come up with solutions that aim at improving the conditions and 
quality of life of people struggling with underdevelopment and marginalization in a 
sustainable way (Sen, 2001; Chambers, 1997; Freire, 1972). Communication for 
development is a sort of education that stresses dialogue with communities about their 
actual needs rather than one-way, top down approach (Freire, 1972). The framework 
thus addresses poverty alleviation through a holistic approach in the context of 
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participation, equal gender opportunities and the sound management of the 
environment and natural resources in order to improve people’s livelihood. 
 

In Nigeria, the implementation of overarching development policies has been a 
major hurdle. Over 50 year of independence, with numerous development initiatives 
carried in the country, many Nigerians are still living in poverty. A common fact with 
these strategies is that they have been formulated in a language the majority of the 
population does not understand. This limits their understanding and accessibility to the 
terms of development strategies. No effective participation can be achieved if there is 
no effective communication between the development technicians and target 
beneficiaries. In other words, if there is communication hindrance between 
development experts and intended beneficiaries, local people will not be empowered to 
get the benefits of development activities that would result into attaining the objectives 
of overarching strategies. Language has an important part to play in minorities’ 
participation in the development process.  
 
Language as Catalyst of Socio-economic Development of Nigeria 

If national development refers to the growth of the nation in terms of internal 
cohesion, integration, unity, economic well-being, mass participation in government, 
and educational growth, the socioeconomic development emphasizes progress in terms 
of economic and social factors with a geographic unit. Economic development is the 
process of raising the level of prosperity through increased production, distribution and 
consumption of goods and services. Social development, on the other hand, refers to the 
complexity of social dynamics and focuses on the social concerns of the people as 
objectives of development. Social development is about inclusiveness, social justice 
and the common good. Indicators of social development provide comparative 
information about areas such as income, poverty, employment, education, health etc. 
The purpose of economic development is to improve the social and material well-being 
of all individuals and social institutions with the goal of achieving the highest possible 
of human development. Socioeconomic development, therefore, requires the integration 
of economic and social development. Due to the scarcity of research dealing with the 
relationship of language education to economic development, it has not been proved 
that language education, at any level reduces poverty in underdeveloped countries. 
Referring to this neglected area of study, Cooke and Williams (2002) pointed out that 
“The literature dealing with development has paid remarkably little attention to the 
issue of language in education”. Language is an indispensible tool in national 
development. National development in its wider conception emphasizes on a full 
realization of human potentials and maximum utilization of the nation’s resources for 
the benefit of all citizens. It is a situation where people utilize the resources within their 
reach in order to achieve meaningful development. In the words of Bamgbose (1981), 
‘National development is usually described in terms of economic growth, attainment of 
economic targets, growth rate, increase in gross national product (GNP) and Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP), rise in per capital income etc. In a similar view, Elugbe 
(1990:14) sees national development as the growth of the nation in terms of education, 
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economic well being, mass participation in governance etc. Both definitions rest on 
economic growth, educational advancement, political awareness and full participation 
in government. These are achieved through effective use of language for efficient 
communication and development. National development thus, emphasizes full 
realization of human potential and maximum utilization of the nation’s resources for 
the benefit of all citizens. Bamidele (1999) cited in Upah (2008:3) confirms that 
“language plays an important role in national development as it fosters understanding, 
unity and sense of belonging among the various members of the different ethnic and 
social groups that constitute a nation.” In other words, national development ranges 
from growth in politics to economy, science and technology, education and health. 
Information in these areas is transmitted through language. Language is used to achieve 
proper co-ordination of activities in these areas. A self conscious and unified 
population working towards being economically self- reliant cannot be co-ordinated 
without effective communication. Similarly, language is used to transact trading 
activities between people from different linguistic, social and political backgrounds. 
Language is central to the growth of science and technology in any given society.  
Language is used in the training of technicians who work in factories where they build 
or manufacture high technological gadgets for national development. In the educational 
sector, language is used as the medium of instruction. It is used in writing textbooks, 
magazines, journals and news papers. Language is also used for both formal and 
informal education. All these education materials help the individual to acquaint and 
improve himself, his community and the nation. Language is used as a detribalizing 
force. Therefore, it is obvious that language is a major ‘player’ in issues concerning 
national development. This is because, “language and thought processes are inseparable 
entities”. Wardhaugh (2006), cited in Upah (2008:4) confirms that; language expresses 
an individual’s thought which facilitates positive thinking for meaningful development. 
In describing the economic value that language education has for the severely poor, 
Bruthiaux (2002) writes, “for the poor to progress beyond the most basic economic 
level, their assets need to be represented in writing… [Allowing] the user to step from 
the material into the conceptual realm where capital lives and economic development 
begins”. Language education enables one to record the ownership of property and use it 
as collateral, to conceive of nonmaterial capital and to participate in an asset-based as 
opposed to an object-based economy. Language is not only an important practical tool 
for managing ownership and handling economic transactions, but it is also an integral 
tool in transforming the poor’s perception of economic potential. Provided that the 
native tongue has a writing system, the most appropriate language in which to establish 
this skill would not be a foreign language, but the local vernacular used in the day to 
day transactions of the informal economy in which the learner participates.  
 
Conclusion and Recommendations  
 One domain where the role of language has been noted to be crucial for the 
socio-economic development is education. It has been observed that education for 
development, particularly at the basic level, is not likely to register noticeable 
advancement until the educational process is constructed in the languages closest to the 
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hearts and minds of the people. The main claim is that education, especially in the 
primary section, is best delivered in the child's first or most familiar language.  Pool 
(1972:15) writes, “Language diversity slows down economic development, by example, 
breaking occupational mobility, reducing the number of people available for 
mobilization into modern sector of the economy, decreasing efficiency and preventing 
the diffusion of innovative techniques”. Based on this, it will be of great benefit if 
Nigeria can adopt policy that promotes languages education especially indigenous 
language education with view to promoting socioeconomic development.  In this 
regard, the following recommendations are made:  
-  Teaching of indigenous languages should be given a priority. Government 

should find a way of encouraging indigenous language teachers in order to 
realize her intention on language education. 

- More qualified language teacher should be trained and strengthened.  
- It is very urgent at present that Universities, Colleges, schools and teachers, all of 

them should work hard towards this end.  
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