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Abstract

Language policy means different things to different people ranging from aspect of
school curricula to the adoption of specific languages for specific functions within a
particular community. African countries should not jump at adopting monolingual
policies because of their colonial history. Multihiigualism can bring out the beauty in
the cultures of the different ethnic nationalities that populate a country like Nigeria if
the languages are properly developed and integrated into teaching and learning.
However, the challenge of the 21 century to Nigerian education is that the system of
education should be given a soul so that it can be relevant to the people's world view.

Introduction

It is not possible to discuss issues and insights in Nigeria education in the 21°* century without first diagnosing the
relevance of ethnicity, language and geo-political zones as vital variables. The features of Nigerian
education is a reflection of the divisive characteristics of these variables. Consequently, language
differences constitute a bottleneck to many aspects of human relationships. invariably, language is a
compelling force of unity among people that speak the same language. The origin of mujtilingualism as reported
in the International Bible Society (1984), goes thus: the Lord said, if as one people speaking the same language they
have begun to do this, (hen nothing they plan to do will be impossible for them. Come let us go down and contuse their
language so they will not understand each other. (Genesis 11:6-7).

The divine institutionalization of multilingualism in the Tower of Babel notwithstanding, man has been
making concerted efforts to attain mutual intelligibility among the nations of the earth. These days, the attainment
of mutual intelligibility seems to be a herculean task because the world's history is replete with the intense struggle for
ethnic identity and political space. Nwabueze (2002), notes that never before in the history of world has mankind been
gripped with such bitter struggle for identity and political space; especially, since the end of the cold war. From
Serbia, Croatia, Bosnia in Eastern Europe to Israel and Palestine in the Middle East, across to Rwanda, Burundi,
Congo Democratic Republic in Africa and back home to Nigeria in Tiv-Jukun, Urhobo-Itsekiri, ljaw-Ilaye,
Zango-Kataf, Umuleri-Aguleri; the struggle over citizenship and identity is intense, better and pervasive.

In addition, the pre- and post- colonial political antecedents in Nigeria make the attainment of mutual
intelligibility via a common indigenous language a near impossibility. The Igbo culture, being receptive to change,
individualistic, and highly competitive, gave the Igbo an unquestioned advantage over his compatriots in securing
credentials for advancement in Nigerian colonial society. Unlike the Hausa/Fulani, he was unhindered by
religion and unlike the Yoruba, unhampered by traditional hierarchies. He was therefore custom-made to grasp
the opportunities; such as they were of the whiteman's dispensation. This he did with both hands (Achebe, 1983
and Nwankwo, 1985).

On the other hand, the Yoruba had a
huge historical, geographical, and
educational head-start in Nigeria and
felt that they were the heir-apparent to
the departing colonial overlords.
Consequently, they could not imagine
how an Igbo led party, the NCNC could
rule over a Yoruba territory; and so
many Yoruba members of the NCNC
""cross-carpeted™ in the 1958 election to
the Action Group. This created
suspicion between the Yoruba and
Ndigbo. Again, the Federal Republic of
Nigeria (1963) puts the population of the
Northern region as greater than the
combined populations of the Eastern
and Western regions. This gave North
advantage in competitions for



political power through democratic
means. All these left a

groups in Nigeria, as well as the agitations for political space and identity by the minority federating
units in the country (CHOGM, 2003)

The effect of these ethnic and language pressures on Nigerian education in the 21% century is
enormous. "If the North is not accusing the south of having upper hand in education, commerce, civil
service and technology; it is the south complaining of injustice, domination, marginalisation,
islamisation and so on by the North" (Ezennaya, 2001:31). The implication is that Nigerian
philosophy of education which is to: "live in unity and harmony as one indivisible, indissoluble,
democratic, and sovereign nation founded on the principle of freedom, equality and justice” (FRN,
2004:6); seems practically unattainable. This is because Nigerian education revolves on: quota
system, federal character, catchment area, educationally disadvantage area and so many other
negativistic layering of the society that slaughters quality on the altar of equity.

Multilingual ism in Nigeria

The number of language spoken in Nigeria has been variously put at more than 250 ethnic
groups who speak more than 100 mutually unintelligible languages (Afolayan, 1984). Ubahakwe
(1991), quoting Hansford; speculates that 394 languages exist in Nigeria. Lawal (2004), suggests that
Nigeria has 400 languages. Bhusani (2005), thinks that the number of languages in Nigeria is 354. While
Elhnologue Nigeria (1996) notes that 478 languages exist in Nigeria, of which 470 are living languages,
one as a second language without mother tongue speaker and seven are extinct” (p.I). One may be
inclined to the conservative figure of Afolayan than all these bloated estimations. This is because, in line
with UNESCO prediction that many indigenous languages in Africa will be extinct by the end of 21*
century; Asia and Africa have the highest number of endangered languages with Nigeria alone having
23 languages listed as already extinct (Omo-Ojugo, 2005).

Olaoye (2002), and Amuda (1986), also add that there are about 20 dialects of Yoruba
language and many more sub-dialects. Hausa has about six dialects while 23 dialects exist in Igbo
language. The argument is that most of what are classified as distinct languages are mutually
intelligible and should be dialects of a language. For instance lka, Ukwuani and Aboh in Delta State,
Ikwere and Okrika from Rivers State; and 1zi, Ezaa, lkwo and Mgbo in Ebonyi State which are of the
Ighoid language family are regarded as separate languages in the Igho language cluster or are referred to
as distantly related to sub-dialects of Igbo in Ethnologue Nigeria (1996).

Instances of these, unnecessarily increase the number of languages in Nigeria. Nwankwo
(1985), and Ellah (1982), observe that states creation and boundary adjustments in Nigeria have a long
and consistent history of bad faith. They state that the oil-rich Obigbo formerly in Imo State, but now in
Rivers State and the abundant limestone deposits in Arochukwu-Ewe formerly in Imo State and now in
Akwa-lbom State are now classified as non-lgbo speaking area in Nigeria. Essentially, their argument is
that most of the minorities in the old Eastern Region denied their Igboness in order to avert the horror
that befell the area during the Nigeria-Biafra civil war. The result was that names of some Igbo
settlements in Rivers State were changed over-night to an esperanto. Hence, Umuomasi became
Rumuomasi; Umuokorosi changed to Rumuokorosi; Umuebikwe change to Rumuebikwe; Umuogba was
also renamed Rumuogba; and so on.

However, it is regrettable that the National Population Census has consistently ignored the
inclusion of ethnicity as a variable in the national enumeration exercise. This would have addressed once
and for all, how many languages we have in Nigeria. Population census is an instrument frequently
used to obtain data on language use. In fact, questions on mother tongue(s), patterns of language use
(including all languages known by the respondents), and the degree of competence in these languages
should be included in the census questionnaire. These will help to address issues on language-planning
policies, linguistic diversity, language maintenance and shift, assimilation and acculturation in a diverse
ethnic-linguistic community like Nigeria. The implication is what Innocent-. Ene (2005), describes as
policies without plans. Most of the speculations on the number of languages in Nigeria have not really
been given a linguistic attention.

It is either that anthropologists have been the ones making data collection on languages in
Nigeria, or as is characteristic of Nigeria, somebody somewhere has been making quota-allocations of
languages to the geo-political zones in Nigeria. Shitemi (2001), laments that from a linguistic point of
view, the poor state of research into African languages have adversely affected national development. This
is because the assessment of linguistic diversity is often exaggerated through the neglect of
sociolinguistic studies.

Be that as it may, Olaoye (2002), explains that, "multilingualism is a term given to a linguistic situation



where two or more languages co-exist within the bounds of one society, or are kept in constant contact by
politically and economical determined interest™ (p.25). In the opinion of Oloruntoba-Oju (1999), multilingualism
can be interchangeably used with bilingualism and bi- culturalism. He further, divides multilingualism into two
broad categories: individual and society. Individual bilingualism characterizes the individual linguistic
versatility, and the societal bilingualism, ascribes social functions to language(s) and language varieties.

The relative degrees of bilingualism/multilingualism under individual multilingualism are: incipient,
partial, stable, unstable, early, late, compound, co-ordinate, balanced, unbalanced, perfect, imperfect, regressive,
residual, additive and subtractive (Olaoye, 2002; Oloruntoba-Oju, 1999; Woolford, 1983; and Braga, 1979). It is
pertinent to re-state that, in spite of these degrees, multilingualism is a series of continua which vary from
individual to individual. In essence, when we use the terms, stable, compound balanced or co-ordinate bilingualism;
they are just relative degrees of bilingual abilities because even in a monolingual/unilingual situation, there is also a
continua at phonological, graphic, grammatical lexical, semantic, stylistic and pragmatic levels. However, we are
looking at the multiplicity of languages in Nigeria.

It is important that we view language situation in Africa differently from what obtains in Europe and
America. This is because language policy in various parts of the world connote different things, ranging from aspect
of school curricula to the adoption of specific languages for specific function within particular communities.
Ikekeonwu (1988), reasons that most European and American counties are likely to have language policies tied to
school curricula, while the colonial history of African countries makes their language policies revolve around the
adoption of specific language(s) for specific functions in their multilingual communities. Figures 1 and 2 below
schematically, show the languages situations in Europe and America and Africa.

Figure I: Language Situation in Europe and America

Countries Main languages
a |United Kingdom
i England English
i Scotland English, Gaelic
il [Wales Welsh, English, Gaelic
iv |lreland English
b |[Germany German
c The Netherlands Dutch, Danish
d |Sweden Swedish
e |Portugal Portuguese
f France French
s |Spain Spanish, Basque, Catalan
h  |United States English
i Canada English, French

Source: Ikekeonwu, (1988:1).

The reverse is the case in African environments, as the language situation looks chaotic. For instance, in
Nigeria no single language has up to thirty percent of the population as its indigenous speakers. Rather three
languages: Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba share among them 65% of the entire population (Ikekeownu, 1988).

Figure 2: Language Situation in Africa

Regions Countries Main indigenous language
West Africa Nigeria Hausa, Igbo, Yoruba, Edo, Fulfulde, Kanuri, Tiv,
Efik, Urhobo, Izon (I jaw), Idoma etc
Ghana Akan (Twi and Fante), Hausa, Dagaare, Dasera, Dangme,
Ewe, Ga etc
Benin Equn, Gbe, Yoruba etc
Cameroon Fee Fee, Duala, Bassa, Dschang-Bamileke,
Kombe.
East Africa Tanzania Swahili, Haya, Shambala Sukuma, Nyakyusa
Kenya Swahili, Kikuyu, Luo, Kamba, Kaviron etc
Zambia Bemba, Kibemba, Silozi, Tonga, Luzi etc
"North Africa Ethiopia Amharic, Tigrigna, Oromigna, Sidom Gallin ya etc.

Source: Ikekeonwu (1988:2).



The attainment of independence by African nations jingered nationalistic tendencies in them. This also rubbed-off
on language policies in African nation states. While some hold the opinion that a foreign language cannot be a symbol of
nationalism (socio-cultural solidarity and authenticity), others feel that a tribal language cannot serve as a symbol of
nationism (national solidarity founded on political and economic realities) because they can give rise to disintegrating
tendencies, as is the case with Kongo language spoken in areas neighbouring the Congo Democratic Republic and
Angola (Braga, 1979).

In essence, the choice of any system of communication either at the state, geo-political zone, or national level
must meet the needs and interests of the entire population. Again, the entire different linguistic groups in the nation must
have equal access to the system and the opportunities to participate in it. The problem of choosing a national language
(NL) in multi-ethnic and multilingual communities may not always be as straight forward as the theories and principles of
NL polices seem to suggest. The motivation in the choice to be made in African settings is: shall we lose our tongue to a
foreign language forever? Or must we continue to think and work in the language of Europe forever? Several
suggestions have been made on options for an NL in a multi-ethnic entity as Nigeria. Ikekeonwu (1988), suggests five
options namely:
choice of the mother tongue of the majority;
choice of the minority LI;
choice of an imported African language;
choice of a pidgin language; and
the choice of an Esperanto.
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From the foregoing, the resolution of the problems of multilingualism in a multi-ethnic and multi-lingual
community seem not at sight. Olaoye (2002), suggests another three-type model. Types A, B and C.
Type A: This is a situation where the government and educational authorities in a country select a foreign language
because none of the available indigenous languages is considered to be of any integrative significance.
Type B: The use of an indigenous language alongside varieties of it for different purposes is proposed at this level.
Type C: This is where more than one indigenous language is chosen to serve regional/geo-political zones interests, but
each locality must teach a link language which is used for communication with other regions/geo-political zones. This
option seems to mirror the Nigerian situation.

Ehusani (2005), states that there have been several other efforts by different countries of the world to resolve the
problems of multilingualism and adopt an NL. Such efforts are seen in Sierra Leone, India, Tanzania and so on.

The Sierra-Leonean Model: The people began by speaking pidgin and their descendants who learnt pidgin as their LI
evolved the Creole language. The Creole later became an NL which they call KR10. Krio evolved from English-Pidgin
contact.

The Indian Model: India has more ethnic nationalities than Nigeria. Recognition was given to all the major
languages as India's national languages but in addition, it adopted Hindi, as India's official language with English
being used as an associate official language.

The Tanzanian Model: Like Nigeria, Tanzania was a multilingual community, but adopted Swahili, which is
spoken over the widest geographical spread of Africa. This helped in cementing the unity of the different tribes and
races of old Tangayika and Zanzibar.

The Multi-Language Policy Model: As a result of the fear of the discontent that may accompany the
single-language option in a multi-ethnic polity, a compromise option the multi-language policy model has been
suggested. The model allows two, three or more languages spoken in a country to be adopted for national and official
purposes.

This is exactly what the Federal Republic of Nigeria (2004) proposes:

government appreciates the importance of language as a means of promoting
interaction and national cohesion; and preserving cultures. Thus every child shall
learn the language of the immediate environment. Furthermore, in the interest of
national unify it is expedient that every child shall be required to Icarn one of the
three Nigerian languages: Hausa; Igho and Yoruba(p.!0J.

These are in addition to English as official language and French as an associate official Language.

As these proposals rage on; Obafemi (2005) laments that; the English our children speak is semi-literate. This
amounts to a gradual encroachment of a zero language situation among the coming generation. They have no mother
tongue and they are hardly intelligible or competent in English as the LI situation they find themselves in. He
rhetorically asks, what kind of nation shall we bequeath to a generation who do not understand their own mother
tongue and who cannot stand their own in their adopted foreign tongue? By extension, a people who cannot speak
their language is an endangered people also. For instance, in Papua New Guinea some 760 languages are spoken,



35 percent of which have fewer than 500 speakers. These languages were able to co-exist for a long time not because
their speakers had little or no contact with each other, but because of a linguistic ideology which fostered
rnultilingualism and in which language was seem as highly salient marker of group identity.

The establishment of institutional apparatus (language agencies) such as the National Institute for Nigerian
Languages (NINLAN) is a step in the right direction. Such apparatus could be catalytic in the operation of a
language policy that can bring the expected change. All the same, the fear of those groups losing their languages
cannot be taken lightly. Mazrui and Sariff (1994), observe that, if the people feel that they are losing an essential
part of their being, then a backlash might ensure, whose consequence cannot be predicted. This fear will make the
implementation of an European-like language policy very difficult.

Challenges of Education in the 21th century

The 21% century was seen as a magic era when all impossibilities will become possible. It came with so
much hype in many spheres of the nation's life: food for all; housing for all, education for all; and name it. However,
we are now in the 21* century, and it does appear that the road map to this magic era of everything for all needs some
re-drawing or that the key to unlock the gate into the era is not yet found. In this light, a new hype is on in the country.
It is reforms. Reforms in education, banks, aviation, ethics, culture and tourism, and so on.

In the education industry, it has been found that fresh students in our tertiary institutions are not exhibiting
enough cognitive abilities that is equivalent to the O' level certificates they possess; and that our university
graduates can hardly meet up with the job expectations of 21% century. To this end, post-JAMB examinations and
interviews have been introduced. The industries are re-training school graduates to meet up with their job
expectations.

Figure 3: Inputs-Throughputs-Outputs Relationship

INPUTS <> THROUGHPUTS> OUTPUTS

What goes in comes out. If we use quota system catchments areas, or other retrogressive policies to select students for
tertiary education, we will get quota system graduates.

Be that as it may, the policy statements in the Federal Republic of Nigeria (2004) sections: I0a and b; 14c i
and ii; 19e; and 22d all emphasized the importance of mother tongue in education. This agrees with the view that, the
child learns best in his mother tongue and that the mother tongue is as natural to the learner as the mother's breast milk.
Today, Toyota, Samsung, Sanyo, Kawasaki etc are household names in Nigeria and elsewhere because their education
held tight to their languages.

Bach geo-political zone in Nigeria is mightily endowed with one mineral or the other. The educations in these
zones should reflect their comparative advantage over others. This will be more meaningful if it is done in the mother
tongue. The middle range missile "Ogbunigwe" that was used by Biafra during the civil war was a technological
breakthrough. Can't Nigeria repeat or better that now? The point is no matter the aims, goals and objectives of
education in the 21* century, language engenders education. The process of cultural transmission- and the process of
education are both aspects of and is inextricably linked to language.

Conclusion

In a multi-ethnic and multilingual setting with a colonial history like Nigeria, the ingenuity of the people can be
bottled-up by adopting a foreign language as a national language (NL). In fact, the adoption of even an indigenous
language should not be through a political fiat because it may cause internal wrangling. Ethnic nationalities,
multi-national organization in the country and other private business concerns should have some social contracts that
will promote education that is functional.

Nigerian education, seems not to be functional because most school graduates are out there searching for
non-existent government employment. Education via a peoples language will stimulate creativity and entrepreneurs hip
as seen in the Asian countries and even South Africa.
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