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Abstract

This paper takes a critical look at the challenges of the non-standardisation of Nigerian languages, undeveloped 
orthography, inadequate human and material resources, attitudinal factors and flaws in the language policies that have 
hampered the use of indigenous languages in modern education, and how they affect the teaching of modern education. 
Also, it makes further suggestions such as: funding, collaboration between all the levels of government in developing these 
languages, development of orthographies of minority languages, among others.
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Introduction
Language is the key to the heart of the 

people (le page). It is the main instrument of 
communication in teaching and learning discourse 
and an instrument for even development in any 
society. Benson (2004) describes language clearly as 
the key to communication and understanding in the 
classrooms. In the same manner, Briggs (2014) avers 
that language is the prime resources teachers have and 
use for mediating learning. This is best achieved 
when the language is the mother tongue or the 
language of immediate environment of the learners. 
Also, education is facing various revolutions which 
can be ascribed to the advancement in technology or 
to say the world is becoming global or has advanced 
globally due to education. Most countries of the 
world especially the Asian countries are fast 
becoming world powers. These achievements cannot 
be attained without the medium of language, 
especially when the mother tongue or language of 
immediate community is used for instructions. 
Researchers have argued that the best medium that 
can be used to disseminate pieces of information are 
the indigenous languages because concepts, skills 
and cultures are learnt through the mother tongue. 
Research has it that most technologically-advanced 
countries use the indigenous languages as media of 
instruction in their schools and in countries such as 
Japan, India, China, even North Korea that are posing 
as threats to current world powers.

However, despite the various benefits 
attached to the use of indigenous languages in 
Modern Education, most African countries have 
failed to use indigenous languages as media of 
communication in their educational system. 
Although, there are policies that state the uses of the 
mother tongue as a medium of communication. 

Though this is actually tied to the fact that Nigerian or 
most African countries are multilingual and 
multicultural in nature. To buttress this, Woldemerian 
(2008) avers that implementing mother-tongue 
education is however a trouble-prone task for a 
country that is multilingual, multiethnic, and 
culturally-pluralistic.  However, there are lots of 
multilingual countries that actually follow UNESCO 
regulation for the use of mother tongue as medium of 
instruction. To this effect, this paper discusses the 
challenges of modern education in indigenous 
languages and how it can be resolved.

Modern Education
Education has advanced over the years, thus 

it can be classified into different stages. Education in 
Nigeria has been and still in different phases right 
from the pre-colonial era, colonial era and post-
colonial era. Nigeria had its system of education 
before the arrival of the colonial masters, so the claim 
of colonialism ushering education into Nigeria is 
wrong. During this era,the education given which 
was called traditional education, teaches moral, 
culture, and handcraft. It teaches one how to be a 
functional part of the society  which are the main 
goals of education. The coming of the missionaries 
which actually paved way for colonialism actually 
ushered in western education, which can be called 
modern education due to the various technological 
advancement that has invaded it. Bunyi (1999) 
affirms that, western education was brought to Africa 
by the European Colonial Powers and such 
eurocentricism was part of its baggage. At the outset, 
the main aim or goal of western education was to 
make Africans interpreters so that they can serve as 
intermediaries between the white men and the 
natives.



However, subjects such as reading, 
arithmetic were introduced at a later stage. Thus, this 
was the beginning of modern education and the use of 
foreign language as medium of instruction in Nigeria. 
In my opinion, Nigeria could have been technological 
advanced even if it was not colonized peradventure, it 
would have been one of the leading world powers.

The situation of the Indigenous Languages in 
Modern Education in Nigeria

The use of the indigenous languages in 
modern education, have been a matter of concern to 
some educators and policy makers. In supporting this 
assertion, Bunyi (1999) affirms that the question of 
the educational role of the various languages has 
attracted the attention of policy makers and educators 
alike. However, it would have been assumed that such 
matters, should not have been a bone of contention, 
since there are numerous benefits associated with the 
use of indigenous languages in modern education. 
Even the international statement of UNESCO ought 
to have strengthened the use of these languages. 
UNESCO in its statement in 1953, which still stands 
till today states clearly that:

“It is axiomatic that the best medium for 
teaching a  chi ld is  his  mother  tongue.  
Psychologically, it's the system of meaningful signs 
that in his mind, works automatically for expression 
and understanding. Sociologically, it is a means of 
identification among members of the community to 
which he belongs. Educationally, he learns more 
quickly through it, than through an unfamiliar 
linguistic medium”.

Despite this stipulation, the use of the 
indigenous languages as media of communication 
have been neglected. According to Bunyi (1999) it is a 
universally-acknowledged principle in modern 
education that a child should receive instruction in 
and through his mother tongue, and such privilege 
should not be withheld from the African child. 
Furthermore, language is a sine-qua-non to even 
development. Language is an instrument of thought; it 
is the means by which we conceptualize and think 
(Orekan, 2011). Thus, it will be difficult for learners 
to think in a foreign language. A country can never 
have meaningful development with the use of a 
foreign language. It is no gainsaying that African 
countries where the use of foreign languages are used 
as media of instruction in schools are the poorest and 
less or not technological-advanced countries. To 
buttress this Orekan (2011) asserts that the sub-
Saharan countries that have maintained colonial 
languages in education continue to be among the 

poorest, illiterate, and most poorly-educated 
countries in the world.

Furthermore, some researchers aver that the 
indigenous languages cannot be used for teaching the 
content areas such as: Physics, Chemistry, 
Mathematics etc.In supporting this, Woldermariam 
(1997) avers that the grammatical structures of the 
languages used for learning have not yet been 
adequately standardized and the vocabulary is not 
extensive enough to accommodate curriculum 
content. In my opinion, the indigenous languages can 
be used in interpreting these content areas in a 
beautiful way. If we will not be deceived, most 
teachers especially teachers in the northern part of the 
countries, actually teach these subjects using the 
media of indigenous languages. In addition, 
Okebukola (2009) provides an answer to this; he 
states that, every language is capable of performing 
the functions assigned to it by its users. Also, 
Olagboju (2014) cites an example of the annual 
primary science examination where a Japanese 
science student who was being taught in his mother 
tongue, came first in the competition, among the 
countries of the world such as India…with the 
Nigerian pupils who were being taught with a foreign 
language coming first from the rear

Olofin (2012), asserts that Nigeria is made 
up of more than 250 ethnic groups with a 
conservative estimates of 400 languages while 
Owolabi and Dada (2012) opine that almost 500 
indigenous languages continues to compete with the 
English language. In like manner, Hansford et al as 
cited by Ajulo (2008), tentatively puts it at 395, while 
he confidently asserts that 90% of the languages in 
their index are languages not dialect. With all this 
statistics, one can aver that Nigeria is a nation with 
language diversities. That is in a community, there 
may be varied speakers of different languages. Thus, 
the choice of which indigenous language to use as 
medium of instruction might be difficult. However, a 
lot of research has been carried out actually show that 
minority languages can be catered for in such 
situation. An example is the River Readers Project 
carried out in Rivers State. Furthermore, the language 
with more speakers should be used as a medium of 
instruction as it is being practised in India.

Also, the attitudinal behaviours of 
Nigerians to the use of indigenous languages is so 
devastating. Most parents or individuals, sees the use 
of English Language as a prestige. It is actually 
believed that fluency in the use of English Language 
practically makes one literate.  Parents sends their 
children to private schools where the English 
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Language is used as a medium of instruction. 
Woldemariam (2008) asserts that, parents prefer to 
send their children to school in which English 
Language is used as a medium of instruction, because 
they believe it to be the language of the elites. Most 
teachers do not encourage thir students in using the 
indigenous language. To them,the use of the English 
Language has adverse effect on the English  
grammar. Also, the indigenous languages are not 
used as the basic or prerequisite for admission into the 
tertiary institution. In addition, most students do not 
study these indigenous languages in tertiary 
institutions; those offering it are actually ashamed of 
their courses.

Furthermore, the Nigerian language 
policies are not implemented and this is sometimes 
attributed to the various flaws and clauses stipulated 
in the policies. There is no clearly-defined statement 
about the use of the Nigerian languages in modern 
education. Subsequently, the non-use of the 
indigenous languages was linked to the non-
standardized orthographies of most of the languages.

The Use of Indigenous Languages in Modern 
Education in India

India is one of the technological advanced 
countries of the world, despite being a victim of 
colonialism. The language policy of India can be 
traced to their independence in 1947. India kicked 
against the use of the foreign language in the 
education system, this was championed by Matthan 
Ghangi. Futhermore, India is one of the multicultural 
and multiethnic societies in the world. According to 
the 2001 census as cited by Jayasundara (2014), India 
has 1635 mother tongues and 122 languages with 
more than 10000 speakers. Despite the linguistic 
pluralistic nature of India, it still follows the 
stipulation of UNESCO for the use of the mother 
tongue or indigenous languages as media of 
instruction. According to Singh, Zhang and Besmel 
(2012), India has recognized the importance of multi-
cultural and multi-ethnic society realities by 
accepting multilingual education and recognizing 
indigenous and minority languages in its constitution.

Furthermore, India, adopts a three-language 
system in which Hindu is used as the national 
language, English as the language for official 
businesses alongside Hindu, and the third language is 
a state-wide recognized language. Also, Jayasundara 
(2014) avers that the three-language formulae 
envisaged that children in primary school would 
study through their mother tongue and that this would 
lead to harmonious personal development and 

contribution to a pedagogical sound of high quality.  
To make the implementation of the mother-tongue 
education effective, the India National Government 
gave the states autonomous power to standardized the 
indigenous languages in their states and also use them 
as media of instruction. In buttressing this, 
Jayasundara (2001) gave an example of the Tamil 
state, where the Tamil Nad state government, gave a 
great deal to Tamil Language. Those who study Tamil 
language as a major language, obtained scholarships 
and were also given great job opportunities.

The India language policy explicitly stated 
the roles of indigenous languages in education either 
major languages or minority languages and also 
guarantees indigenous, religious, and linguistic right 
to sustain their languages and culture through 
education. Thus, the Article 30(1) of the India 
language policy as cited by Singh, Zhang and Besmel 
(2012) states that: “All minorities, whether based on 
religion or language shall have the right to establish 
and administer educational institutions of their 
choice”.

While Article 350(A) states the following 
uses of mother tongue instructions at the primary 
stage of education to the children of the linguistic 
minorities:

“It shall be the endeavour of every state, and 
of every local authority within the state to provide 
adequate facilities for instruction in the mother-
tongue at the primary state of education to state 
belonging to linguistic minority groups”.

This delegation of authority fosters the 
spread and use of the indigenous languages in 
education. To strengthen this, teachers of these 
languages were adequately trained and learning 
materials were produced in these languages. To 
support this, Singh (2014) avers that, learning 
materials were developed in the mother tongue to 
improve the reading and achievement levels of 
learners in eight minority languages.

Furthermore,  Jayasundara (2012),  
Megganathan (2012) and Singh, Zhang, and Besmel 
(2012) aver that the three language formulae state that 
a child has to learn the mother tongue/regional 
language, Hindu and English. It was further 
explained that the medium of instruction which is the 
indigenous languages/regional languages, alongside 
Hindu and English which are taken as subjects are 
used in Class I to IV. Hindu is continued up to class vii 
(end of elementary school), while the child completes 
high school in the regional languages/indigenous 
languages and English.
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This however, shows that the English 
language in India is not given preferential treatment 
above the indigenous languages. So, the India 
government explored the great benefit attached to the 
use of Indigenous Languages. These had led to India 
being one of the world leading powers. India is taking 
the lead in medicine, cinematography, making of 
heavy equipment (the vehicle TATA is best used for 
rock areas) and many more others.

The Mother Tongue Education in China
China is also a multicultural and 

multilinguistic community, whose national language 
“Putonghu popularly known as Chinese” is becoming 
one of the world's most widely-spoken languages 
with population of 1.4 billion people in China and 
millions of scattered natives (Jiml and Juffermons 
(2011). According to Singh, Zhang, and Besmel 
(2012), the Chinese Constitution enshrines the 
freedom to use and develop other languages and 
cultures as “Each nationality has the freedom 
to use and develop its own language and writing 
system”.
China also adopted the policy of Min-Hain which 
means that individuals should master their native 
language and understand their own cultures (Min), 
but they should also be linguistically competent in 
Chinese language and understand the dominant 
culture.

The use of the indigenous languages in 
education, has contributed to the fast growth of China 
in every wise, China had preserved their age old 
culture through language; they are one of the greatest 
producers of electronic gadgets, and China is 
technologically- advanced in all aspects.

Furthermore, other countries of the world 
with the use of indigenous languages in teaching 
modern education are Japan, Israel (where the 
Founder of the popular social media platform 
Facebook hails from) even the war-trodden 
Afghanistan where scholarship is being given to 
students who chose to study indigenous languages at 
the tertiary level. Also, indigenous languages are also 
used from the beginner classes to higher levels. These 
countries are technologically-advanced and rich. 
According to Orekan (2011) the increasing trend of 
global interdependence in material and human 
resources shows that  it is crucial for  less developed 
and developing countries to develop the human 
resources quantitatively and qualitatively. Thus, the 
type and quality of education offered to the citizens of 
a nation are vital to their overall development. It is 
obvious that the choice of language of instruction is 

very important. The selected language of instruction, 
may enhance or hinder the quality of education.

The Challenges of Indigenous Languages in 
Education in Nigeria

From literature, one can aver that there are 
factors militating against the use of indigenous 
languages in modern education. These factors range 
from the non-standardization of orthographies, 
inadequate teaching materials to lack of trained 
teachers, attitudes of Nigerians to the indigenous 
languages, and language policy issues.  Thus 
Olagboju (2014) group these factors into four which 
are;

Resource Related Factors:  One of the 
reasons tied down to the issue of indigenous 
languages in modern education is resources in terms 
of human and material. Some researchers argued that 
there are inadequate trained teachers that can teach 
content areas in the indigenous languages. Also study 
or reading materials are not being produced in these 
indigenous languages. There are no resources 
(monetarily) for the production of reading and 
learning materials in the indigenous languages. 
Those produced are of small quantity to buttress these 
assertion. Bunyi (1999) opines that there are needs 
for teachers that can disseminate information through 
the use of indigenous languages. He further states 
that due to the multiplicity of indigenous languages, 
the cost of producing teaching and learning materials 
in all these languages is prohibitive. Teachers and 
learning materials are the key instruments in 
enhancing indigenous education.

The Non-Standardization of Nigerian Languages
Majority of the Nigerian languages are not 

standardized. Olagboju (2014) avers that these 
languages have not been developed or made adequate 
enough to express new experiences and concept in 
modern education.  Some argued that the varied 
Nigerian dialects have not been elevated and 
standardized.

Orthography Related Factor
Most Nigerian languages are still in the 

spoken form, they have not been reduced to writing. 
In other words, their orthographies have not been 
developed. And such languages without written 
orthographies cannot be used as media of instruction.  
Researchers argued that most Nigerian languages do 
not have written literature. According to Olagboju 
(2014) the few ones that have standard orthographies 
have confirmed cases of variation. He actually used 
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the Igbo language has an example. To him, such 
variation will make it difficult to have a uniform, 
standard, and acceptable system of writing.

Language Policy Related Factor
It is an open secret that Nigeria do not have a 

single document called language policy, but the 
fragmentations of the language policies as embedded 
in the National Policy on Education and the Nigeria 
Constitution. However, researchers attributed the 
non-implementation of the language policy to this. 
According to Emenanyo (1998),it is a common 
knowledge that Nigeria does not have a well-
articulated and explicit national language policy that 
can be found in one document. Likewise, the question 
of the use of the indigenous languages in modern 
education can also be as a result of the various escape 
flaws and clauses in the language policy as stipulated 
in the National Policy on Education. Ogunsiji as 
citied in Okebukola (2009) avers that language policy 
suffers implementation as a result of the escape 
clauses built into it. Furthermore, Emenanyo (1998) 
explains one of the flaws in the national policy on 
education as:

“If the mother tongue or the language of the 
immediate environment or community is considered 
to be very important at the pre-primary level as an 
integral part of the child's culture and the link between 
home and the school, why should it be “principal” and 
not “solely” used at this level?

This flaw gives room for the use of other 
languages. It is also argued that the policy does not 
cater for the transition from mother tongue in primary 
three to four. Also, the use of the mother tongue or 
indigenous language is short-lived ; it should span 
through elementary school.

Attitudinal Factor
Nigerians have a negative notion about the 

use of the indigenous languages. Most citizens of 
Nigeria see the use of English language as a prestige 
and a means of belonging to the elite class.  Some 
parents are of the opinion that when their children 
become fluent in the use of English grammar, that 
means they are intelligent or brilliant. Moreover, 
some parents despite the use of the indigenous 
language that much, that they do not allow their 
children speak the languages at home. Also, parents 
pay through their nose, to make their wards attend 
private schools where the medium of instruction is 
English language. Also, the school systems or 
administrators do not use the indigenous languages as 
media of communication; they strengthen this rule by 

making strict laws, and any student caught violating 
this rule will be punished accordingly.

Furthermore, most Nigerian students do not 
take up courses or study the indigenous languages at 
higher learning; they believe it is relegating. 
Olagboju (2014) actually describes such behavior as 
general students' apathy to study Nigerian languages. 
This is the aftermath of the society attitudes to the use 
of indigenous languages. Also, the indigenous 
languages are not made compulsory at the senior 
secondary level as they are not part of the prerequisite 
subjects for obtaining admission into the tertiary 
institutions. Also, most people ascribed the usage of 
indigenous languages to idolatry. To worsen the 
scenario, the Nigerian indigenous home videos use 
the English language as a means of communicating 
instead of the indigenous language. A  good example 
is  that of the Yoruba home videos.

Conclusion
No nation can experience meaningful 

development through the use of foreign language. 
Education is the only key for technological change. 
Woldemariam (1997) asserts that the main goal of 
education is to pass on universal recognized 
knowledge and moral values from generation to 
generation, and integrate these with ethnic-specific 
values, cultural norms and world views. Thus, quality 
and good education can only be achieved through the 
use of indigenous languages in modern education.  To 
buttress this,I want to give an example of a sector in 
the  Nigerian  economy that is not hit by the economy 
recession, that is,the entertainment industry. The 
entertainment industry in Nigeria, has grown over the 
years, that foreigners pays huge amount of money to 
watch our artist perform even top government 
officials. This was actually achieved when artists 
began to write and sing songs in the indigenous 
languages. They have a huge fan base because of the 
choice of language they use. The likes of Wizkid, 
Olamide, Davido, Falzs, Phyno and a lot more are 
selling the indigenous languages through the medium 
of music. They are not affected by the economic 
meltdown syndrome. While their counterparts that 
use English language are gradually

Recommendations
1. Government should train teachers in the use 

of indigenous languages by sponsoring 
teachers to take extra courses on indigenous 
languages in the university.

2. Seminars and workshops should be 
organized for teachers on regular basis.
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3. Furthermore, in terms of funding which is 
needed for production of learning materials, 
it should not be left to the mainstream of 
Federal Government alone, but the state 
governments and local governments should 
be given autonomies to develop languages 
in their states.

4. Nigerians need to be enlightened more on 
the benefits associated with the indigenous 
languages. And if this country needs to 
develop, they have to achieve it through the 
use of indigenous languages as media of 
instruction in schools.

5. Also, government should give scholarships 
as a form of incentives to students that are 
willing to study indigenous languages in the 
tertiary institutions.

6. In addition, the orthographies of the various 
indigenous languages should be developed.

7. In addressing language policy related 
factors, government, stakeholders, 
curriculum developers, and language 
educators need to enact or review the 
Nigerian language policy so that all the 
clauses and flaws in it will be removed. 
Furthermore, the policies made should be 
implemented to the letter.

8. In addition the mass-media also have a role 
to play in realizing this dream. More 
educational programmes through the 
medium of mother tongue should be aired 
frequently in the media houses. An example 
of such programme is Ede Yoruba Larinrin 
which is usually aired on 88.9 Adaba FM in 
Akure.
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