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Abstract

This paper focused on the candidature of the Nigeria pidgin and
indigenous as languages of instruction in our schools. It sensitizes us
on the effect of using complex, alien or conflict prone language of
instruction such as the English or Nigerian indigenous languages on the
learners” comprehension and transfer of ideals. The paper strongly
advocates the inclusion of the Nigerian pidgin in the curriculum as a
language of instruction because it is the language of the child’s
immediate community and he speaks it as his lingua franca not the
English language which he has limited understanding in because of its
complexity or the indigenous languages that are prone to conflict.

Human existence and development
depend to a large extent on language for
communication. This presupposes that
the end and purpose of language is the
enhancement of communicative
interaction in human society. Experience
has shown that an individual without the
means of effective communication in the

society does not fully exist in the
society. Communication functions to
meet both the material and non-material
needs of man (Babtunde, 2006:1)

The philosophy of Nigerian
Education holds it high that moral and
spiritual values in inter-personal and
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human relations should be inculcated in
educational instructions at all levels so
that efficiency will be achieved.
Furthermore, under the importance of
language, the philosophy stated that:

In addition to appreciating the
importance of language in the
educational process, and as a means
of preserving the people’s culture, the
Government considers it to be in the
interest of national unity that each
child should be encouraged to learn
one of the three major languages
other than his mother-tongue. In this
connection, the Government
considers the three major languages
in Nigeria to be Hausa, Igbo and
Yoruba.(Federal Republic of Nigeria
(FRC), 2004:4)

Going by what obtains in the
Nigerian Education sector today, no one
puts the above into practice. No ethnic
group in Nigeria encourages the young
ones to learn the other ethnic groups’
languages. The idea is that each group
wants to be centripetal in their attitude
towards the other languages thereby
having the desires for cultures and
language self-determination.

Another hindrance that faces the
implementation of the proposal is, a
child being exposed to three languages,
the L1 and other two L2 (English and
one other indigenous language) ends up
being a multilingual. In many cases the
child faces the problem of not being
good at any of the three languages.
When the child does not know the

medium of instruction, how will he
comprehend the concept of the study?

In the light of the above, this
paper advocates for the use of the
Nigerian pidgin as a medium of
instruction in schools. Nigeria is a
multilingual nation, and schools are
made up of children from divers
linguistic origins and with limited
understanding of the foreign language,
English, that is used in instruction. Also,
the medium of instruction being a
second language to the teacher gives
him limited opportunity to reach
maximum proficiency. How then will
proficiency be achieved when foreign
language which the pupils do not
understand is being promoted as
medium of instruction from their first
day in school?

Pidgin, as has been known, has
become a lingua franca to many
Nigerians if not all. Pidgin is especially
used in places like Warri, Sapele, Port-
Harcourt, Lagos, Abuja and other large
cities, and among the lower ranks of
workers. Even foreigners that work
among the lower rank workers pick the
Nigerian pidgin as the easiest medium of
communication.

Relevant to this segment is what
Jubril (1995:233) conceders thus:

The functions of Nigerian pidgin
have become more extensive. Apart
from extending its territorial spread
as a lingual franca in ethnically-
homogeneous areas such as Warri,
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Sapele, Port-Harcourt, Lagos, Abuja
and other large cities, and among the
lower ranks of security forces, it is
now used in radio and television
broadcasts and in poetry and drama.

In Nigeria today, most children
have acquired Nigerian pidgin as their
first language. It can effectively be used
in schools, especially to solve linguistic
problems of socialization to school life
in the initial year of primary education.
Pidgin indeed has become a
communicative live wire of every
Nigerian. Even foreigners to Nigeria
speak it. We use pidgin in almost all our
daily communications. It is pidgin we
use to communicate with the market
woman we buy items from, the labourer
we hire to work for us. It is also this
language we use when discussing with
the “Abokis” as they do not understand
neither our mother tongues, nor
Standard English. At one point in time
or another in our daily activities, we
need this language, the Nigerian pidgin.

What is Pidgin?

Elugbe (1995:285) pointed out
that a typical definition of any pidgin is
invariably in two parts: “a reference to
its nature/function and a reference to the
situations that gave rise to it” Todd
(1992:1-2) explained that;

A pidgin is a marginal language
which arises to fulfill certain
restricted communication  needs
among people who have no common
linguistic  denominator  especially
when two or more people speaking

mutually unintelligible languages
come in contact.

Olaoye (2007:213) explains that
pidgin refers to a number of varieties of
speech that have grown out of other
languages, and used in other places since
the 17th century. According to him,
“pidgin is used for communication
between persons having no other
language in common”.

Pidgin, as it is perceived, is not
a phenomenon that exists only in Africa.
It is a universal phenomenon, as the
evolution in  some ways look
controversial because of its universality.
But all the scenarios labeled with
pidgins held their establishment in
Europe where it started.

Olaye (2007:214) states that the
“first pidgin actualized its development
during expansion of Europe since the
middle ages. A pidgin was developed
when the English men first came in
contact with North American Indians in
the 17th century. Following the origin of
pidgin, other varieties of pidgin were
developed as a result of commercial
contacts in China and slave trade in
West Africa. Among the latter is the
Nigerian Pidgin.

Although there have been many
other theories advanced by many
historians pointing out the origin of
pidgin, the review on the origin of
Pidgin done in this work so far is
detailed enough to make the foundation
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of pidgin clear to us as a universal
phenomenon.

Nigerian Pidgin and its Origin

It is indisputably accepted that
Nigerian pidgin came out of the
European-Nigerian  contact counting
from the colonial period/times. Faraclas
(1990:1) cited by Elugbe (1995:279)
observes that the Nigerian Pidgin has
also been traced back to the contact
between the European and the coastal
peoples of Nigeria. The first contact was
said to be made by the Portuguese
around 1469. Following this was the
Dutch in about 1593 but soon faded
away to be replaced by the English who
dominated trade from 1650 onward. It
has also been traced to the freed slaves
and missionaries from Sierra Leone as
the available and easiest means of
communication among aliens and the
natives.

When we visit some
communities in the Niger Delta,
Nigerian Pidgin is the commonest
language outside the classroom.
Although it is forbidden in the school
system, it is quite obvious that many
primary school children already speak
Pidgin before they were registered in
school, and those who did not, pick it up
within a few weeks of starting school.
This is because the Nigerian Pidgin has
become Nigerian lingua franca, which
has also gained root in all our
institutions as the easiest medium of
communication which will equally go
well if it is accepted as a medium of

instruction in our schools because both
literates and non -literates understand
and speak it.

According to history, Nigerian
Pidgin is a product of hybridization
involving the combination of the English
language (superstrate) and Nigerian
indigenous languages (substrates) such
as Hausa, Yoruba, Igbho etc, and Pidgin
thrives in Nigeria because of her
linguistic diversity.

Elugbe (1995:287) quoting
Elugbe and Omamor (1991) account that
the growth of Nigerian Pidgin from a
rudimentary speech form which was
strongly aided by gesture to an elaborate
form was first used between the visiting
English and their Nigerian hosts. Later,
the Nigerian, who had no common
language of their own, began to use this
new form among one another. This new
found language, Pidgin, had the effect of
stabilizing and expanding because it had
to cope with the expanding experiences
of its Nigerian users.

It is quite certain that Nigerians
of those days who were mostly
centripetal were able to accept and learn
the new language because it consists of
some elements of their native languages.
This hybridization made it easy for them
to have the zeal to learn the language.
Do you not think that same miracle of
learning fast when the element of the
language which one thinks in is
available in the corpus of the medium of
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instruction can still happen when Pidgin
is used as a medium of instruction?

Olaye  (2007:221)  quoting
Adeyanju (1988) noted that pidgins may
be classified according to the complexity
of the sentence structure of the
discourse. In this case pidgin can be
classified under restricted and elaborated
pidgins.

Pidgin is an auxiliary language
which can be characterized as either
restricted or extended. Each type can be
identified with its distinct features.

Restricted Pidgin

A restricted pidgin arises as a
result of marginal contact such as for
minimal trade which serves only limited
purpose and which tends to die out as
soon as the contact which gave rise to it
is withdrawn, like the Korean Bamboo
English-a restricted pidgin which gained
a limited currency between Korean and
Americans during the Korean war. This
specimen of Pidgin exhibits most of the
characteristics or structures of Nigerian
Pidgin. A restricted Pidgin tends to be
unstable and short-lived

Elaborate Pidgin

Elaborate  pidgin  has its
development in multilingual
communities and gets expanded because
of the value as lingual-franca. It is a kind
which although may become a Mother
Tongue proves virtually important in a
multilingual nation, especially Nigeria
where Pidgin is used beyond the original
limited functions. Instances of this are

found in the areas mentioned earlier and
New Guinea where it is used in
parliamentary debates and in schools.

It was asserted by Todd (1984)
that “such a pidgin is capable of use in
many domains” no wonder that it could
be used in economic, social, religious
and educational spheres. This kind of
Pidgin has been used by various creative
artists who experiment its effectiveness
to communicate to their audiences, and
this has proved positive.

Presently, elaborate pidgin is
used by some federal government
sectors in their awareness campaign or
advertisements to reach out to the
grassroots and to show nationality.
Examples of such are: NAFDAC’S
advertisements on fake drugs and food
items, Central Bank’s awareness
campaign on handling the Nigerian
currency and Communication
advertisements (MTN, Glo, etc). In the
arts industry, novelists and musicians
use Nigerian pidgin to convey their
messages. All these are done using
elaborate pidgin. To illustrate the dire
need for educating the society through
the media, most T.V. programmes are
currently done in pidgin. If the
Government should allow the people to
enjoy all these wonderful programmes to
widen their knowledge of happenings
around them, why then should Pidgin be
prohibited from entering the curriculum
as a medium of instruction in our
schools?
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Although, the term used so far is
elaborate pidgin, the Nigerian pidgin has
been creolized in some parts of the
country as has earlier been pointed out
in this work. In all those places, the
Nigerian pidgin has become their
Mother Tongue and it is being spoken
by both young and old. Babies acquire
the language as their L1 (First
language). A pidgin language is said to
be creolized when the pidgin language
has become the native language of a
speech community. And this obtains in
the communities mentioned above who
use the Nigerian Pidgin as a prestigious
language.

Nigerian Pidgin as Language of
Education

The  National Policy on
Education (2004) states that “every child
be taught in a Mother Tongue medium at
the pre-primary level and during the first
three years of primary school”. The
policy goes further to state that, “where
the mother tongue cannot be used, a
language of the immediate community
which the child speaks is
recommended”. As it had been
mentioned above, Nigerian pidgin has
been creolized in many communities,
which means that the language has
acquired Mother Tongue status in those
communities. In Nigeria of today, many
children cannot speak or understand
their indigenous languages and in most
cases majority of the pre-primary school
children neither understand nor speak
Standard English but can easily
communicate in Nigerian Pidgin. What

then prevents the curriculum planners
from accepting the Nigerian Pidgin to
fill this important position to save our
academic standard from collapsing?

Nigeria is a multilingual nation;
no teacher is expected to understand and
speak all the native languages and
dialects, but it is possible to have
children  from  diverse linguistic
backgrounds to be in the same class.
Why is the Nigerian pidgin which is our
“Nigerian lingua franca” not used, as a
medium of passing instruction in our
schools hence it is easier for the children
to understand?

Ezema (2007:62) stated that;

The mother tongue is not the only
means of identification among the
members of the community to which
the child belongs, it is the system of
meaningful signs that in the mind
works  out automatically  for
expression and understanding; and he
learns more quickly though it than in
an unfamiliar linguistic medium.

Between Standard English and
the Nigerian Pidgin, it is clear that the
child understands the Nigerian pidgin
better than standard English. And the
child’s mind works out automatically for
expression and understanding; he also
learns more quickly though Nigerian
pidgin than in English which is an
unfamiliar and complex linguistic
medium. Why not give it a chance in our
curriculum as a medium of instruction in
our schools.
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Ene and Njoku (2003) quoting
Fudor (1976:56) declared that, “there is
a medium in which we think and of
course, it is a language. English for
English speakers, French for the French
speakers and so on”. Similarly, in the
Nigerian context where the Nigerian
pidgin has became a lingua-franca to the
majority, Nigerian pidgin for the
Nigerians. Ikilama (1990:222) pointed
out that “although Nigerian pidgin is not
used in education, other pidgins like
Swabhili and Tok-Pisin (Neo-
Melanesian) are.”

In those countries today, pidgins
are respectively officially recognized
media of instruction in schools. This
proves that if pidgin is given a chance in
Nigerian, it will function effectively like
any other languages in communicating
ideas and information.

It has been observed that there is
inadequate knowledge of English among
Nigerians, especially school children.
Because of this lack of knowledge,
English may not be the best solution to
improve the standard of education in
Nigeria. Wedgwood (1953) observed
that;

If we use a medium of instruction so
alien as English, we are putting a
premium on parrot-learning and we
enormously increase his (ie a child’s)
difficulties in thinking about and
understanding the unfamiliar world
of fact and ideas to which his school
lessons are introducing him. Pidgin is
much simpler for him to acquire than

English, because it is freely spoken
by a large proportion of his elders
and is part of the cultural
environment into which he has been
born, it is an easier medium of
learning and thought.

English as we know has a lot of
rules and the scholars often
contradicting one another. These make
the understanding of the English
language very complex to the child and
even the teacher because it is a borrowed
language which no one using it as a
second language can boast of being
proficient in it without having flaws in
any aspect of it. But pidgin is very
simple for the child to comprehend
because it does not contain many rules
and as Olaoye (2007:218) states,
“pidgin lexical items have a greater
range of meaning”,  Odebunmi
(2001:127) stated that; “English is a
language of colonialism and
imperialism. It does not possess the
ability to genuinely represent African
culture as a lot of discourse features are
constantly  lost in inter-personal
communicative activities”™

Adegbija (1989:29) as quoted
by Odebunmi (2001) in support of the
phasing out of the English language in
Nigeria has said that language needed
for effective socio-political mobilization
should;

Be able to convey all the nuances,
cultural  loading, feelings, and
emotions required by the particular
message. In fact, a nationwide
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language of social interaction should
be such that the citizenry can identify
with, be proud of and use effectively.

There is no other Nigerian
language that can meet the requirement
stated above than the Nigerian Pidgin.
Without any reservation, Nigerian
Pidgin is the most widely used in our
social interactions. It is being used by
the most educated persons in any society
and when any information is to be
communicated at the grassroots level,
the Nigerian Pidgin is the most viable
language in use. This affirms the truth
that the majority of Nigerians speak
Pidgin and that the language can thrive
better than the English language if it is
accepted as a medium of instruction in
adult literacy and primary schools.

One of the hindrances facing the
acceptance of Nigerian Pidgin as a
language of instruction is quest for
technological advancement by
Nigerians. We are blind folded to forget
that all the technical terminologies are
embedded in Pidgin. We should not
forget that Pidgin is a hybridized
language comprising of English and
Nigerian indigenous languages. It is
only that the indigenous languages have
some of their linguistic elements
mingled with those borrowed from
English that makes it easier for us to
make meaning out of academic and
social interactions that makes the
difference. In that case, it cannot be
disputed that education depends on
communication, and the clearest

vanguard for this is language. The
acceptability of Pidgin by children in the
primary schools and adults in both the
rural and urban areas shows that Pidgin
is very important to them. The use of
English in this case could be a great
mistake because of the incessant
breakdown in communication between
the teacher and his pupils. In this case,
the use of pidgin is a realistic rather than
a defeatist step to take.

Conclusion

The Nigerian Pidgin is a
hybridized language which comprises of
the English language and Nigerian
indigenous languages. Although there
have been some impediments on the
way of accepting the Nigerian Pidgin as
a language of instruction in our schools,
but discussions above have shown the
strengths of the Nigerian Pidgin as a
suitable medium for instruction in our
schools. This is to say that the Nigerian
Pidgin is a perfect candidature for
instruction in our schools over the
Standard English  and  Indigenous
languages which are respectively
complex and prone to conflict.

Recommendations

The issue of the success of
Pidgin as a language of instruction in
our schools raises no ambivalence
because the success is glaring.
Nevertheless, some recommendations
are to be proffered which, if followed,
will boost our instructional strategy in
schools. These are:
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(i) The curriculum planners should
include the use of Nigerian pidgin
as a medium of instruction in the
curriculum.

(i)  The government should conduct a
pilot study to try the strength of
Pidgin as a language of
instruction.

(iii) The corpus of Nigerian Pidgin
should be developed so that there
will be adequate materials for
research and instruction.
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