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Abstract 

Language, as an essential tool for communication, is a system of rules and 

principles in which sound, structure and meaning are integrated for 

communication. Nigerian languages are those indigenous or native languages 

spoken within the geo-political boundaries of Nigeria, which are governed by 

set of rules and principles. Nigerian languages cannot be developed and 

sustained when not considered important in human life. Hence, Nigerian 

languages are essential to be developed and sustained via diverse means. Thus, 

this paper focuses on the aspect of re-engineering the Nigerian Language – 

Ibibio (an indigenous language of Akwa Ibom State), in education, with the 

view to develop and sustain it through systematic discourse for a sustainable 

knowledge economy. Also, it examines the problems of Ibibio language 
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studies in Nigerian education. It adopts a descriptive research design for 

discussion. The study reveals that one of the major problems of Ibibio, which 

therefore affects its usage in communication is lack of knowledge on the 

proper use of Ibibio orthographic symbols in writings, such as: tests, 

examinations, and assignments by the students (learners of Ibibio as a 

course/subject of study) thus, wrong spelling of Ibibio words. Also, another 

problem revealed by this study is that Ibibio as a language, lacks words for 

some technical and scientific words, including some English words, which 

should be morphologically formed for compilation in Ibibio dictionary 

(especially electronically) for study. Furthermore, this study provides the 

strategies to re-engineer Ibibio language in Nigerian education, which will 

help to develop it for a sustainable knowledge economy in Nigeria. This study 

contributes to the ways of growth and development of Ibibio language lexicon 

for its native speakers and learners. 

 

Keywords: Language, Nigerian Language, Re-engineering, Language Re-engineering, 

Systematic discourse. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

Nigeria is a multilingual nation with several ethnic groups in which the exact number 

of languages spoken is difficult to determine. According to Grimes (2000, p.166), Nigeria is a 

multilingual nation with over 515 languages. Out of the 515 languages, 505 languages are 

still living indigenous languages, 8 are extinct, while 2 are second languages. The indigenous 

languages of Nigeria (including the 8 extinct languages) are spoken in 373 ethnic groups 

(Otite, 2000, p.14 - 20). The other two languages which are second languages are English and 

French. English is the official Lingua Franca of Nigeria (Udoh &Okon, 2008, p.14). In 

addition to English and French, other second languages such as Arabic and Russian, are 

currently second languages, studied in Nigerian language institutions. Nigeria as a 

multilingual and multiethnic nation, a country in Africa, comprises some of the following 

indigenous languages: Hausa, Igbo, Yoruba, Fulani, Ijaw, Urhobo, Igala, Tiv, Efik, Ibibio, 

Gwari, Idom, and hundreds of others (Iwuchukwu, 2006). Some of these indigenous 

languages of Nigeria, are studied in various language institutions of Nigeria, following the 

National Policy on Education (NPE) provided by the Nigerian Federal Government since 

1997, with the aim to develop and sustain the Nigerian indigenous languages. 

Language is an essential tool for communication, is a system of structural arbitrary 

symbol by means of which human beings make meanings and communicate and interact with 

each other in a given community; thus, language is a system of rules and principles in which 

sound, structure and meaning are integrated for communication (Essien, 2010, 

p.16).Language as a tool for communication, plays a vital communicative role in the 
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development of countries in the world, especially in the educational, cultural, social, and 

economic sectors. In the educational sector, language requires systematic learning and 

research for its development and sustainability, (which thus prevents language death). 

Language education is referred to as the use of language as a medium for teaching and 

learning; and primarily, language education is an aspect of applied linguistics which involves 

teaching and learning of a language, with a view to improving the listening, speaking, 

reading, and writing (LSRW) skills of pupils/students (Iwuchukwu, 2006, p.2). Language 

education in Nigeria is all about the study of Nigerian indigenous languages at all levels of 

education, for the learners to be knowledgeable about their indigenous languages (mother 

tongues). With the view to be able to speak, read and write their languages, for effective 

usage in communication.  

  According to the NPE (2004) in Nigeria, there is provision for the study of 

Nigerian indigenous languages (mother tongues), language of the immediate environment 

(L1), and English, French and any other second language (L2), for the first three or four years 

of basic education. The NPE centers on the languages of Nigeria and reinforces the 

communication requirements of Nigeria through the prescription of Nigerian indigenous 

languages, as well as English and other second languages in both primary and secondary 

school curricula. This provision made by the NPE is not followed effectively, which has 

weakened the language learning education in Nigeria. Also in Nigeria, the tertiary institutions 

that teach Nigerian indigenous languages, have their curricula, but also have various issues 

which affect the progress of language education in Nigeria. The problems in Nigerian 

language education require solutions for the progress and growth of language studies in 

Nigeria. Therefore, this paper investigates the need of re-engineering the Nigerian language – 

Ibibio (indigenous language of Akwa Ibom State (Udoh &Okon, 2008) in education, with the 

view to developing the language via systematic discourse (planned and ordered procedures). 

Also, this paper discusses some problems that give rise to the need of re-engineering the 

Nigerian language – Ibibio, for a sustainable knowledge economy.      

 

2. Ibibio Language and Education 

  Ibibio is a language, an indigenous language of Akwa Ibom State; also, the 

name of the native speakers of Ibibo. In Akwa Ibom State, the Local Government Areas 

where Ibibio is spoken are: Uyo, Ibesikpo, Ikno, NsitUbium, Nsit Ibom, MsitAtai, Etinan, 

Ibiono Ibom, MkpatEnin, and Ikot Abasi (Idika& Moses, 2018, p.87).  Ibibio is seen as the 

fourth largest ethnic group after Igbo, Hausa and Yoruba, in Nigeria, spoken by over four 

million native speakers of Akwa Ibom State (Essien 2008). Genetically, Ibibio language is 

grouped among the Semi-Bantu (Lower Cross) language family which in turns belongs to the 

(New) Benue-Congo language family (Williamson& Blench, 2000; Urua 2007). 

  Ibibio, is one of the Nigerian languages, taught as a subject at primary and 

secondary levels of education, following the National Policy on Education (NPE), which was 

established and published by the Nigerian Federal Government in 1997 (and reprinted in 

various years till 2014). Also, Ibibio is studied as a course/language under aspects of 

languages studies (linguistics) in some Nigerian Tertiary Institutions such as: Colleges 

(Department of Nigerian Languages, Akwa Ibom State College of Education, AfahaNsit); 

and University (Department of Linguistics and Nigerian Languages, University of Uyo, Uyo, 

Akwa Ibom State); including National Institute of Nigerian Languages, Aba, Abia State, 
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among others (as one of the research languages). Also, Ibibio, as a subject and course of 

study has various published textbooks such as A Grammar of Ibibio Language (Essien 2008), 

Ibibio Phonetics and Phonology (Urua 2007), and Tan Nyn Wet Ke Ibibio (Iwoketuk  et al., 

2022), for tertiary institutions; and other textbooks used in primary and secondary schools. In 

addition, Ibibio language currently has a dictionary and Bible (New Testament), and 

numerous research articles in both national and international journals and festschrifts. 

Furthermore, Ibibio as a subject is one of the subjects included in West African Examination 

Council (WAEC), and Joint Admission Matriculation Board (JAMB) for examination within 

Nigeria. This has shown that Ibibio language is developing via studies and research within 

and across Nigeria, though there are still needs for it to be re-engineered for its development 

and sustainability. The need to re-engineer Ibibio language arises from its studies and 

government, which has negatively affected the communicative aspect in education, culture, 

business, etc. The reasons why Ibibio language should be re-engineered are discussed in 

section 4 of this paper.  

 

3. The Concept of Re-engineering 

  The term “re-engineering” is morphologically derived from the verb 

“engineer”; and it is commonly used in business terminology. According to Cambridge 

Dictionary, the verb “engineer” means, to design and build something using scientific 

principles; also, to plan or do something in a skillful way. It also defines “re-engineering” as 

a process of changing and improving the design of a product or system 

(https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/engineering). This definition of re-

engineering by Cambridge Dictionary is of the view that when something is re-engineered, it 

thus changes and improves through scientific or skillful principles. According to Offorma 

(2011), the concept of re-engineering is one which is aimed at taking education out of the 

catch-up mode and placing it at the edge of the development process. In education, re-

engineering language involves an introduction of new concepts into language learning/studies 

for the improvement of the language. In language education, language learning/study is 

scientific which therefore involves systematic procedures. In other words, language 

learning/study thus requires systematic methods (a planned and ordered procedures) of 

teaching, including scientific and technical criteria, for its development and sustainability.  

 

4. Need to Re-engineer Ibibio Language Education 

  Ibibio language education is all about the study of Ibibio language as a 

subject/course in Nigerian Institutions. Specifically, according to the National Policy of 

Education (NPE) (2004) in Nigeria, Ibibio language is one of the indigenous languages of 

Nigeria, which is taught (as a subject) at the primary and secondary (both junior and senior)) 

levels of education. Also, Ibibio, is taught as a course in Nigerian tertiary institutions. As 

discussed in section 2 of this paper, how Ibibio language has developed so far within Nigeria, 

there are still needs for it to be re-engineered for its development and sustainability. The need 

to re-engineer Ibibio language learning/study in Nigerian education arises from some 

challenges faced by the learners and speakers, (both native and non-native), in the aspect of 

Ibibio grammar. The challenges are as follows: 

(i) Inability to master the speech sound and sound system, tones, and orthography of 

Ibibio, which leads to wrong pronunciation and spelling of Ibibio words. 
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(ii) Inability to master the lexical and grammatical categories of Ibibio, which usually 

results in wrong phrase or sentence constructions. 

(iii) Poor reading of Ibibio books on drama, prose, and poetry. That is, inability to read 

Ibibio texts fluently.  

(iv) Inability to form new words in Ibibio, and translation of English into Ibibio. 

 

 The challenges listed above are the challenges of Ibibio language learning, which 

arise from the following factors: 

 

(i) Inadequate Teaching and Learning Resources (TLRs): Teachers, 

teaching/learning resources are what enhances education. According to Okongo et al. (2015), 

teaching and learning resources comprises basically three components: material resources, 

physical resources, and human resources. TLRs are the acceptable quality and quantities of 

material resources, physical facilities and human resources that are required in school to 

ensure quality education. Inadequate TLRs has affected the study of Ibibio Language 

negatively in schools, which thus discourages teachers and students. Unavailability of 

language laboratories for Ibibio language studies and analysis, poor standard library for the 

storage of Ibibio recommended textbooks, journals, etc., and lack of Ibibio resource room for 

the storage of teaching materials such as charts, arts, and cultural materials, etc., in various 

government schools, Akwa Ibom State, thus influence the study of Ibibio language negatively 

in the State, and globally. 

 

(ii) Inadequate Ibibio Language Teachers: Inadequate trained special education 

teachers act as an obstacle to implementation of inclusive education (Kochung, 2011). 

Currently, there are limited number of Ibibio language teachers employed in the various 

institutions of Akwa Ibom State for Ibibio language teaching and learning. Also, most private 

schools (primary and secondary) in the State, do employ student teachers who haven‟t 

completed their education on Ibibio language studies, to teach the pupils and students „Ibibio‟ 

as one of the subjects in the school curriculum, which therefore results in poor learning and 

performance of the learners. Thus, inadequate trained Ibibio teachers affects the mental 

ability and zeal of the learners towards the study of Ibibio language in education. 

 

(iii) Unconducive Study Environment: Many government learning institutions in 

Nigeria lack a conducive environment for studies. In other words, the unconducive nature of 

the present-day education system in Nigeria is a serious environmental problem which 

endangers learning activities within the schools‟ settings. Nnachi (2009) points out that an 

unconducive environment negatively affects cognitive growth of the learner. Also, Odeh, 

Oguche&Ivagher (2015), observe that school environment may have a negative influence on 

students‟ academic achievement, especially if such environment lacks good school climate, 

physical facilities. These factors pointed out by different scholars, are factors that the (Akwa 

Ibom State) government should investigate and resolve for effective learning. For instance, if 

a language lecture hall is not spacious enough and well equipped to accommodate the 

learners and the teachers together during lesson; also, the language lecture hall is closed to 

where refuse is dumped, which generates air pollution, many students will be discouraged to 
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attend lectures in such an environment, likewise the teachers, thus, making language 

learning/study ineffective. Thus, an unconducive environment affects education negatively. 

 

 

(iv) Parents Attitudes towards Indigenous Language Learning: Most Ibibio parents 

view indigenous language study, especially as a course of study in tertiary institutions as an 

inferior study, which will create no work opportunity or unprofitable work for their children 

after their studies. This makes the parents not to teach their children their mother tongues 

(Ibibio) right from childhood at home; thus, teaching and communicating with their children 

using English (the official language of Nigeria), for their children to speak and write English 

fluently. This is a very serious problem that discourages indigenous language learning 

education in Nigeria. Essien (2008, p.65), points out that, in colleges and universities, 

students of Nigerian languages hardly respect the use of their indigenous languages. He cites 

an instance that, in University of Uyo, students who read Ibibio or Efik for a degree are often 

ridiculed as„mbiouna se enam‟, I.e., those who lack what to study. This arises from the 

parents‟ view of their indigenous languages, and it needs to be investigated. 

          Having pointed out the challenges rising from the problems affecting Ibibio 

language education in Nigeria, such challenges in the aspect of language study, need to be 

resolved through systematic discourse in Ibibio language study; also, the problems that affect 

Ibibio language study in Nigeria needs to be carefully examined and resolved. The study of 

language is systematic and scientific (Ndimele 2007, p.10); hence, systematic discourse 

involves appropriate procedures in teaching/learning of language. Thus, Ibibio language 

study should follow appropriate procedures. The procedures involve the aspect of Ibibio 

language to be taught before another. one the first major aspects to be introduced to the 

learners are: the phonetic/phonological aspects as discussed below: 

 

(i) Teaching Language Phonetics/Phonology and Orthography: Language 

phonetics/phonology comprises the study of the speech sounds and the sounds system of a 

language, which involves the speech sounds production, identification, classification, and 

distribution (Udoh et al., 2019, p.28). The study of the Ibibio speech sounds and sounds 

system should be the first teaching of Ibibio language to the learners by Ibibio language 

teachers, ensuring that the Ibibio language learners have mastered it before introducing them 

to any other aspect of the language teaching. This helps to give the learners the opportunity to 

develop their understanding of language variation (LABOV 2008). On the other hand, a 

language orthography is relevant in language writings, because various languages of the 

world have their orthography. Ibibio as a language, has an orthography which involves some 

diacritics (cf. Essien 2008), which are important to note. Understanding Ibibio orthography 

thus helps the language learners to know how to spell/write Ibibio words correctly.  

 

(ii) The Teaching and Learning of Ibibio Morphology and Syntax. The study of 

language morphology and syntax is also relevant. Language morphology and syntax are the 

levels of language structure. Morphology deals with the structure of words in a language, 

which syntax deals with the study of language parts of speech, and the rules (of a language) 

governing the combination of words in phrases and sentences (Udoh et al., 2019, p.30). 

Following the stages of language learning, the study of language parts of speech (words) and 
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how to combine them to form phrases, clauses, and sentences (which is governed by language 

grammatical rules), is seen as the second stage of language learning (Denham &Lobeck 

2010). The Ibibio language learners should be taught Ibibio morphology and syntax, 

following the curriculum of Ibibio studies at all the levels of education. This study will help 

them to know how to create new words in Ibibio and their usage in Ibibio grammar. (cf. 

Essien 2008; Iwoketok, et al., 2022). 

  The systematic procedures provided above are for the Ibibio language learners 

to master the grammar of Ibibio and use it well in communication. Other areas of Ibibio study 

like games, drama, poems and songs, are also parts of Ibibio curriculum at all levels, which 

should be encouraged, especially Ibibio games which have been abandoned for some years. If 

Ibibio games are included and learnt in Ibibio language education, it shall promote Ibibio 

language digitally within and across the nation, Nigeria; and will also motivate Indigenous 

pupils and students (and other learners of Ibibio language) to take the study of Ibibio 

language as important. 

 Other aspects to consider in Ibibio language study in education, for effective 

awareness and development include the following: 

  

(iii) Implementation of Ibibio Language Studies in Primary and Secondary 

Education: According to the NPE (2004) in Nigeria, Ibibio language is one of the indigenous 

languages of Nigeria, which is taught (as a subject) at the primary and secondary (both junior 

and senior)) levels of education. Also, Ibibio, is taught as a course in Nigerian tertiary 

institutions. For the fact that the NPE recommends the use of the mother tongue as the 

medium of instruction only in the first three years of primary education, many primary 

schools in Akwa Ibom State have ignored this policy, which has deeply affected the study of 

Ibibio, as the indigenous language of Akwa Ibom State at secondary and tertiary levels of 

education, thus, affecting the growth and development of Ibibio language educationally and 

culturally. For this problem to be resolved, all policy provisions in relation to Nigerian 

Language in the NPE should be fully implemented by the government of Akwa Ibom State. 

 

(iv) Provision of Adequately Trained Teachers of Ibibio Language: Teachers are 

the important factors in the learning environment. They are the key factors that create a 

favorable teaching-learning milieu that will make the instructional process easy, 

enthusiastically adaptable, and useful (Usman 2016). Following Usman‟s view of teachers as 

the key factors that create a favorable teaching-learning, Akwa Ibom State government 

should ensure that the teachers employed to teach Ibibio language are competent in Ibibio 

language studies and are able to affect the learners „mental ability positively in their language 

studies.  

 

(v) Awareness Programs: Government of Akwa Ibom State should make provision 

for vital Ibibio programs such as competitions for awards and scholarship for the pupils and 

students, which will help to encourage the pupils and students of Akwa Ibom State to 

understand and recognize „Ibibio‟ as an important subject and course of study in education. 

Also, this will captivate the minds of the parents, making them to understand the fact that the 

indigenous language of Akwa Ibom State, „Ibibio‟, is not inferior to any other language 

(especially English, which they (parents) see as superior). Generally, this will encourage 
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indigenes of Akwa Ibom State to see the relevance for studying their mother tongues (cf. 

Essien 2008, p.52). 

 

(vi) Provision of A Conducive Learning Environment: Learning environment is 

composed of different components that influence the student‟s learning. The components 

include the people, teaching materials, technical tools, and learning resources; curriculum, 

training and instruction, and physical environment/learning space (Balog 2018). According to 

Balog (2018), the people represent the individuals that affect the students directly or 

indirectly through connection or relationship which can contribute to students‟ growth and 

success in their career aspect, The teaching materials, technical tools, and learning resources 

are the resources that are aligned with the curriculum as a part of the student learning support. 

The curriculum., training, and instruction are the core foundations of the learning process. 

The physical environment/learning spaces refers to the physical setting of the learner‟s 

environment which should evoke positive responses and old the interests of those who inhabit 

it.Availability of teaching resources for the study of Ibibio language in education, will assist 

the teacher in the presentation and transmission of educational content and the achievement 

of educational objectives. It also will motivate the learners in understanding the lesson and 

acquiring the knowledge of Ibibio grammar (cf. Busljeta 2013, p.2).  

 

5. Conclusion 

 This study investigates the need to re-engineer the Nigerian indigenous language – 

Ibibio in education, including the contemporary issues affecting the study of Ibibio in 

education. The paper discusses the challenges faced by the learners of Ibibio language, and 

the problems that give rise to the challenges. Also, this paper points out the steps to be taken 

by the teachers of Ibibio language, and the government to enhance the study of Ibibio in 

education. This paper therefore contributes to the way forward of re-engineering Ibibio 

language education in Nigeria for its development and sustainability.  
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