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Abstract

Basic education is so fundamental for the development of an
individual’s abilities that can rightly be defined as a minimum
claim. However, many authors cited poor planning as a major
hindrance to its provision. Others remarked that government
failed to project the accurate number of citizens that are
supposed to gain from the scheme in order to make adequate
provision for facilities and manpower required to implement
the scheme in Nigeria. This paper, therefore, examined how
effective language policy is crucial to the implementation of

basic education in Nigeria.

Education composes all the
series of instruction and disciplines
which are intended to enlighten the
understanding, correct the temper and
develop the manner and habit of
individuals there by preparing such
persons for usefulness in future
endeavours.

Ojebode (2004) conceptualized
education as a process of learning or
acquiring skills and knowledge about the
world and its people by acquiring
knowledge about man and his
environment. Education frees one from
prejudices, superstitions and ignorance.
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The  National Policy on
Education (Revised, 2013) clearly stated
that basic education in the Nigerian
concept can be said to be the provision
of education from the primary up to and
including the first three years of the
secondary level of education. This
means that education according to
Aluede (2006) should be available to
citizens who are willing to participate or
benefit from the primary level which
normally begins at the age of 6 for
majority of Nigerians. At this level,
pupils are expected to spend three years
at the lower basic, that is, primary 1-3,
then move to middle basic where they
expected to spend another three years,
that is primary 4-6 which qualifies them
to move to the upper basic which is
Junior Secondary level, and it is
continuous, free and compulsory. The
students now move to spend another
three years in the Senior Secondary level
after taking an exam in the Junior
Secondary level to qualify him/her to go
to the Senior Secondary level.

The primary and the junior
secondary levels of education are said to
be what consists in the Nigerian
government’s promise to provide basic
education to its citizens. With this idea
in mind, the government made attempts
to make basic education free by starting
the Universal Basic Education Scheme
to cater for the basic education needs of
its citizens.

Universal Basic Education in
the words of Olupohanda (2011) can be
said to mean “the transmission of free,
basic and fundamental knowledge as a

right to all facets of the Nigerian society
from one generation to the other”.
“Universal” as the word implies
means for all levels of people in the
Nigerian society. This goes on to mean
that the poor, the rich, and the
challenged, are to benefit from
education, He further stressed that, the
term “basic” can be said to mean
important, foundation, spring board type
of education needed by the Nigerian
citizen in order to prepare him for the
advanced type of education, such
individuals will receive or acquire later
on in such person’s life time. This shows
that basic education is the starting point
in the acquisition of knowledge and
without  basic  education;  higher
education will be difficult to acquire.

Language

The notion of language from the
perspective of this paper has been
narrowly defined that no one definition
could claim to do justice to the concept
or bring out all the elements it embodies.
In simple terms, most dictionaries define
language as a communication system
used by a people of a particular
community, region or country and
consists of a set of symbols used in
speech and writing. As good as this
definition sounds, there are hidden
dimensions of language that even the
most erudite and technical definitions
fail to uncover. Language is crucial for
communication especially
communication targeted at behaviour
change. Nigeria is blessed with
multitude of languages (520 languages),
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each playing a vital role in the life of its
speakers. The roles of a language as
identified in Olaoye (2002) quoted in
Eze (2007) are:

I. Instrumental function

ii. Regulatory function

ii. Interactional function

iv. Personal function
V. Heuristic function
Vi. Representational function

In this paper, our interest is on
the instrumental function. It is the
instrumental function of language that
guarantees the use of language to get
things done as directed and to regulate
people’s behaviour. Speakers
heuristically explore reality and solve
problems practically through the
instrumentality of language. It is against
this backdrop that this paper focused on
the use of indigenous language as
instrument for the implementation of
Basic Education in Nigeria.

Bokah & Adejumo (2009) says
that: “bilingual children lag behind
monolingual children in various aspects
of language”. This assertion suggests
that, a child with one language performs
better than a child with two languages,
that is, a child that grows to know a
language at home and school will surely
perform better than a child who has
acquired his native language and later
exposed to a foreign language in school
for few hours daily. They also cited
Dada (2001) who backed this assertion,
affirming that it is a dangerous thing for
us to be educated in a foreign language
which we speak so inaccurately. Should
we then continue in this negative trend?

As the focus of this paper, if an
indigenous language is used as a
medium of instruction, such instructions
will be better understood because a
thought is best expressed using the first
language acquired (mother tongue).

The Relevance of National Language
Policy in the Implementation of Basic
Education

Effective language policy is
crucial to the implementation of the
basic education system of any country,
especially in a bilingual/multilingual
setting in which both the home and
school languages are largely
uncoordinated. In a  multilingual
country, various linguistic groups are
represented in a given classroom
situation. In order to be fair to the
various  multi-ethnic ~ groups,  the
National Education Policy must promote
multilingualism in the school system.
This approach is in consonance with the
current thinking of some linguists that
an indigenous tongue is the best medium
of education.

In Nigeria at the primary level,
the National Policy on Education
(Revised, 2013) stated that:

Government will ensure that the
medium  of instruction will be
principally the mother tongue or
language of the immediate community
and to this end will develop the
orthography of many more Nigerian
languages and produce textbooks in
Nigerian languages. Some of these
developments are already being pursued
in the University Departments of
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Linguistics and under the auspices of
some state Ministries of Education. The
Federal Government has also set up a
language centre as part of the
educational services complex.

At the primary school level, the
National Policy on Education (Revised,
2013) says, “government will see to it
that medium of instruction in the
primary school is initially the mother
tongue or language of immediate
community and at a later stage,
English”.

At the junior secondary school,
the policy (Revised, 2013) makes it
mandatory for two Nigerian languages
to be studied, “in selecting two Nigerian
languages, students should study the
language of their own area in addition to
any of the three main Nigerian
languages, Hausa, Igbo, and Yoruba
subject to availability of teachers”.

A Nigerian language (major or
minor), is one of the core subjects that
must be studied at the senior secondary
level. By assumption, any of the
Nigerian languages could be taken at
this level. As part of her national
language policy, Nigeria is promoting
Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba as possible
future co-official languages with English
for the nation at large as expressed in the
1979 constitution (section 51) that “the
business of the National Assembly shall
be conducted in English and in Hausa,
Igbo and Yoruba, when adequate
arrangements  have  been  made
therefore”.

Also, section 91 of the
constitution seeks to promote the major

state languages as co-official languages
to English. The constitution reads that,
“the business of the House of Assembly
shall be conducted in English but the
House may in addition to English
conduct the business in one or more
languages spoken in the state as the
House may by resolution approve”.

Present State of
Languages

The three major languages
(Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba) are the only
languages recognized by the government
as Nigerian national languages aside
English as official language. Attention
has always been given to these
languages, until recently, some tertiary
institutions took it upon themselves to
develop some minority languages in
their domains. For instance, Tiv and
Idoma languages are taught in the
Department  of  Languages and
Linguistics at Benue State University;
Igala combined with English in College
of Education, Ankpa; Tiv and Idoma
combined with English in College of
Education Katsina-ala; Kanuri in
University of Maiduguri, Ibibio in
University of Uyo; Efik in University of
Calabar.

Some state broadcasting station
relay news, cultural and other
programmes in the indigenous languages
in their states. For instance, Nasarawa
Broadcasting  Service (NBS) has
programmes in Hausa, Eggon, Mada,
Alago, Tiv and a host of other
languages. Meanwhile, English language

Indigenous
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programmes are more prominent on the
same station.

Conclusions

In conclusion, there are evidences
that a country that uses her mother
tongue as instructional  language
performs better educationally compare
to Nigeria that uses multiple languages
in teaching her pupils. Evidences have
also shown that, countries like China,
Germany, France and a host of others
have achieved greatness in terms of
creative ideas which has metamorphosed
into all round advancement.

The effective implementation of
the national language policy demands
proficiency in the indigenous languages.
What we need in Nigeria today is not
mere linguistic theories but theory
application and usage in appropriate
situations.

Recommendations

Some scholars from minority
language groups are trying in proposing
and developing orthographies in their
languages. If this effort is steady and
progressive, we shall soon see many
languages  with  well  developed
orthographies and other relevant books
(like; primers).

Every speaker of these indigenous
languages should be encouraged to
speak the languages, as it is often said
that “if one speaks one’s language, one
saves it”.

Funds (such as TETFUND
intervention) should be made available

to indigenous language researchers to
enhance their research programmes.

It is high time government revert
to the policy so that Nigerian children
could have better and solid education
foundation so that in the nearest future
Nigerian standard of education will be
more effective and functional as desired.
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