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ABSTRACT

Nigeria's National Policy on Education stipulates that the medium of instruction for the lower basic primary
classes in Nigeria shall be principally the mother tongue or the language of the immediate community. During
this period, English shall be taught as a subject. Furthermore, it is expedient that every child be required to
learn one of the three Nigerian languages: Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba. This study therefore investigated how
teachers experience the use of the mother tongue in the lower basic primary classes in Nigeria and suggested
ways in which mother tongue in the lower basic primary classes could be implemented successfully in the
country . The study also reviewed the problems and challenges of implementing the policy. Stratified sampling
technique was used to select 600 mother tongue teachers teaching Yoruba, Hausa and Igbo from three States of
the federation. Four research questions were answered. Mother Tongue Teachers Questionnaire with Cronbach
reliability co-efficient of 0.85 was used for data collection. Frequency and Simple Percentage were used to
analyse the data collected. The study reveals that the policy has not been effectively implemented. The means
that mother tongue is not the only mode of instruction in the lower basic primary classes in Nigeria. Also,
majority of the teachers , especially in the privately owned schools, were compelled by the school authorities to
use English Language. Most of the teachers in the public schools use the bilingual medium and were not
positively disposed to the use of only one of them. The study therefore recommended that the training of
teachers at the lower primary school level in the use of the mother tongues and other indigenous languages
should be given priority by the government.
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INTRODUCTION

Language and education are two inseparable concepts
because education is disseminated via language. As
Dube and Ncube (2013) put it, “education and
language are dependent on each other. If education is
to be attained, language has to be used and for
language to endure, survive and be respected, it has
to be taught in schools”. However, Wolff (2005) is of
the opinion that “language is not everything in
education, but without language, everything is
nothing in education”. Though language is not
everything in education, the language of education
has always been a bone of contention, especially in
multilingual societies because of the effect it has on
educational success.

More so, primary education provides the bedrock for
the child's later education. A sound and purposeful
primary education therefore serves as a solid
foundation on which the child's further education and
indeed his or her life are built. Conversely, deficient
primary education can prove the child's greatest
undoing later in life. All these are true because
studies have shown that the child's greatest potentials
are identified, developed and sustained most during
the pre and primary (Nnolin&Udoh 1993, Udoh 1993
&Odiase 1993). However, it is sad to note that

primary education in Nigeria is handled with levity.
Abe (1991) noted that more than half of those turned
out of the primary schools are almost total illiterates
at the end of their primary six. Nnolin (1993)
remarked that many children in the Nigerian primary
schools find it rather hard to develop reading skills.

More importantly, the indispensability and primacy
of mother tongue in early childhood and lower basic
primary education inspired a number of conventions,
declarations, resolutions, national and international
legislations, aiming at promotion of education in
mother tongue as one practical step to protect and
uphold the linguistic rights of children. February 21
every year is International Mother Tongue Day. The
day was declared by UNESCO in 1999 to be
celebrated world-wide. The mother tongue is so
important in the upbringing and development of the
child that the day was institute in recognition of its
value and for the promotion of its usage as an
instrument for transmission of the socialization of the
child (Okofo,2013). Also, due to the prominence
which ought to be accorded to the use of mother
tongue, UNESCO declared 2006 the year of African
languages (Okofo,2013). Principally, in the case of
primary Education, the National  Policy on
Education (NPE 2004), section 1 (10) 1% Annual
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(a) government appreciates the importance of
language as a means of promoting social interaction
and national cohesion; and preservation of
cultures. Thus every child shall learn the language
of the immediate environment. Furthermore, in the
interest of national unity, it is expedient that
every child be required to learn one of the three
Nigerian languages: Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba.

Section 2 (14) (c) stipulates that government shall
ensure that the medium of instruction is principally
the mother tongue or the language of the immediate
community. Section 4 (19) (e) stipulates that the
medium of instruction in the primary school shall
be the language of the environment for the first
three years. During this period, English shall be
taught as a subject. From the fourth year of primary
school onward, English is to be employed as the
medium of instruction while the language of the
immediate community (LIC) and French are to be
taught as subjects (Section 19 (f)).

This is the additive bilingual education where
Learners are taught for a minimum of six to eight
years in their mother tongue. At the same time they
learn the second language as a subject from a
specialized teacher. Afterwards, they continue with
dual-medium education, with some subjects taught in
the mother tongue and others in the second language
(Heugh, 2006).

Furthermore, mother tongue instruction in the first
years of schooling has been lauded as beneficial in
using and understanding the classroom context.
Dutcher (2003) argues that children who begin their
education with mother tongue as the language of
instruction perform better than those who begin their
schooling in another language other than the
indigenous one. Explaining further, Dutcher (2003)
mentions that academic achievement can be attained
when mother tongue is used as a basis for learning
additional languages. The successful use of mother
tongue instruction in the classroom depends on the
teachers and the support they receive from other
stakeholders within and outside the education system
(Chilora and Harris, = 2001). Teachers played
significant roles in the implementation of both
mother tongue instruction policy and other
educational reforms at the classroom level
(Littlewood 1981; Wright1987). Discussion on the
use of the mother tongue as a veritable instrument
for teaching and learning in schools was espoused by
Ross (2004) and Fafunwa (1977) when they
mentioned that mother tongue education develops the
cognitive, affective and psychomotor development of
learners in class.
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Mbipom (1993) noted that for proper, meaningful and
purposeful education at the primary level, the mother
tongue or the prevailing language of the locality
should be used as the language of instruction. Also,
Udoh (1993) agreed with many other researchers that
initial reading at the primary school level and adult
literacy classes are best taught in the mother tongue.
The Ife six -year primary project also lends credence
to the indispensable role of the mother-tongue as a
medium of instruction in the primary school. Agbedo
et al (2012) expressed that the indispensability and
primacy of mother tongue in early childhood
education inspired a number of conventions,
declarations, resolutions, national and international
legislations, aiming at promotion of education in
mother tongue as one practical step to protect and
uphold the linguistic rights of children. These include
Dakar Framework for Action (2000), World
Declaration on Education For All (1990), the
Convention on the Child’s Rights adopted in
Resolution 44/25 by the United Nations General
Assembly on 20 November 1989, the Declaration of
Human Linguistic Rights of Children” initiated by
ToveSkutnabb-Kangas in 2009 a socio-linguist from
Finland as part of an ongoing “linguistic human
rights” campaign directed at the United Nations and
UNESCO.

Ball (2010) noted that throughout the world, young
children learn at home languages (mother tongues)
and arrive at early learning programs such as
preschool and primary school with this precious
resource of their mother tongues different from the
dominant languages used in their broader social
world. Agbedo et al (2012) expressed that Mother
tongue education in a school system, encourage
teaching learning process in First Language (L1) of
children. Kadel (2010) asserted that instruction in
mother tongue is highly important at the beginning of
education, for development of a strong educational
foundation, as well as to strengthen the learners’
cognitive development. There is a big gap between
the school and the home of the student unless the
mother tongue is used in education. Studies of Ball
(2010) showed that children learn best in their mother
tongue as a foundation for and bilingual and
multilingual education. Children’s ability to learn a
second or additional language does not suffer when
their mother tongue is the primary language of
instruction throughout primary school.

Children tend to develop better thinking skills
through mother tongue instruction (Bialystok 2001;
Cummins, 2000; King & Mackey 2007).Apart from
the above, there are important cultural and linguistic
reasons why regardless of how good one knows a
second language, education in ones’ language can
significantly improve the mental ability of students
Wolfgang (2003). The Sapir-Whorf principle holds
that an individual's language has a profound impact



on his cognitive processes. Basically, not only does
thought affect language, but language affects thought.
If our children are not educated in their mother
tongue, thousands of years of thought processes
might end abruptly Wolfgang (2003). There are
certain concepts, cultural constructs and even
philosophical beliefs that can only be expressed in a
child's mother tongue. Wolfgang (2003) stressed that
the mother tongue is therefore the greatest asset
people bring to the task of foreign language learning

and provides a Language Acquisition Support System.

Wolfgang (2003) present the following theory: Using
the mother tongue, we have (1) learnt to think, (2)
learnt to communicate and (3) acquired an intuitive
understanding of grammar. The mother tongue opens
the door, not only to its own grammar, but to all
grammars, inasmuch as it awakens the potential for
universal grammar that lies within all of us. This
foreknowledge is the result of interactions between a
first language and our fundamental linguistic
endowment, and is the foundation on which we build
our Selves. It is the greatest asset people bring to the
task of foreign language learning. For this reason, the
mother tongue is the master key to foreign languages,
the tool which gives us the fastest, surest, most
precise, and most complete means of accessing a
foreign language. The theory predicts that the mother
tongue as a cognitive and pedagogical resource will
be more important for pupils of seven or eight
upwards, by which time the mother tongue has taken
firm root, and it will be more in evidence in the
conventional classroom, where exposure to the FL is
inevitably restricted, than in immersion situations as
we have in Nigeria.

More so, Sathiaseelan (2013) asserted that the only
language best suited to achieve originality in thought
and expression is the language which one lives and
grows with. According to experts of United Nations
the best medium for teaching children is their mother
tongue. The UNESCO’s report of 1997 on mother
tongue education considered Mother tongue as the
best first entry into education, as the key to success in
education, the best instrument of maintaining the
individual groups’ culture, and the participation in
national development and reconstruction. In the fight
against ignorance and, illiteracy, poverty and
discrimination, mother tongue is also a powerful
instrument. To make education available in the most
natural way for all the best way, rather the only way
is mother tongue. Mother tongue learning and
learning through the mother tongue are the learning
process to mean, which is learning a multi-state
semiotic and multifunctional system, which means to
develop an ability of playing a variety of roles in the
socio — cultural complex. Mother tongue is not only
one occasion for the knowledge inculcation but a part
of the intimation of children into the life of man.
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Furthermore, Sathiaseelan (2013) highlighted that by
paying sufficient attention to the foundation of
intellectual and emotional life, all the virtues
necessary for a good citizen, clear expression, clear
thinking, sincerity thoughts, and action and feeling
fullness of creative and emotional life can be
cultivated and developed only by mother tongue.
Children’s learning in their mother tongue is easy,
but learning in a foreign language takes more time,
which naturally hampers their personality. Teaching
in the schools in language other than children’s
language, is violation of good pedagogy principles
and guilt of cultural imposition.

A curriculum rooted in the child’s known language,
culture and environment, with appropriate and
locally-developed reading and curriculum materials,
is crucial for early learning success. Using the home
language in the early stages of schooling in
multilingual contexts supports child-centric policies.
It starts with what is familiar and builds in new
knowledge. It creates a smooth transition between
home and school; it stimulates interest and ensures
greater participation and engagement. This prepares
children for the acquisition of literacy and encourages
fluency and confidence in both the mother tongue and,
later, in other languages, where this is
necessary( UNESCO). Research provides convincing
evidence that a second language is learned best when
a first language is learned well (The World Bank,
2005 ). Learning the dominant language later -
particularly by specialist language teachers may
ultimately be the more effective route(Heugh |,
Benson, Bogale&Yohannes, 2006). Learning to read
is a complex process and it is essential that it happens
early. If children are not able to read well by third
grade, they are likely to struggle to catch up and may
never become fluent and confident readers. While
other factors affect learning outcomes at school, early
literacy experiences are particularly important in later
school achievement(Clark &Rumbold, 2006).

Sad enough, foremost expectation of primary
schools is to teach the young child the English
language which is the preferred language of the
parents and since the schools are private
establishments, the proprietors have to please their
clients or they would loose patronage. Secondly, it
seems both unrealistic and unfair to expect this
policy to be taken seriously as long as the
National language, the language of business and
transaction remain English language. Oderinde
(2007) strongly acceded to the ideas expressed
above by Maduewesi (1999) who warned that as a
nation, we have found ourselves in this quandary
because of the status of English as second
language (SL) and because we want to savor the best
status for ourselves and our children we end up
shooting ourselves in the foot by unwittingly foisting
on ourselves cultural alienation.



The implementation of the government policy in
schools is uphill task since the various stakeholders
seems notto help the matter. Thus, as aptly
acknowledged by Adegbija (2007), one of the
greatest challenges facing the implementation of
mother tongue as mode of instruction relates to its
implementation in cities such as Lagos, Abuja and
Port Harcourt, because people from many diverse
tribes live there. As such, it is likely that teachers in
a region may not understand the local language well
enough to instruct in it. The International Mother
Tongue Day has not been given its due recognition in
Nigeria and the language policy of Nigeria continues
to be tilted in favor of the imported language English
at the expense of mother tongues. The fundamental
questions to ask are: When will the mother tongue
policy be fully implemented in Nigerian educational
system as pronounced in the National policy of
education? What are the challenges that hinders the
teaching and learning in mother tongue in Nigeria?

Statement of the problem

Over the years, there may not have been satisfactory
growth in the number of lower basic primary schools
that have adopted the mother tongue as medium

of instruction despite its desirability and the
pronouncement of the National Policy on
Education’s (NPE 2004). Instead school

administrators and teachers force pupils to pay a
fine or serve punishment each time they are
found in the classroom speaking any indigenous
languages which are referred to as vernacular.
The resultant effect on the children is total
disregard and loss of interest in the indigenous
languages taught within the school system. It should
be noted that the implementation of mother-tongue
as a medium of instruction is both demanding and
expensive. It entails a lot of resources to produce
teaching and learning materials and to train teachers.

Currently, no concrete efforts have been made by the
Nigerian government to face the challenges of
implementing the mother-tongue policy. It is against
this background that learner’s opportunity to learn
school subjects properly and ability to speak mother
tongue fluently in lower basic primary schools in
Nigeria has been impeded. Therefore, given the status
of the poor implementation of mother tongue as the
mode of instruction in the lower basic primary
schools in Nigeria that this study investigated
teachers’ implementation of mother tongue as a
medium of instruction in the lower basic primary
schools in Nigeria.

Research Questions

1. What language is used as medium of instruction in
Nigerias’ Lower basic primary schools with the
Government policy of using mother- tongue as
medium of instruction ?
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2. What are factors militating against the use of
mother tongue as medium of instruction in
Nigeria lower basic schools?

3. How can the use of mother tongue as medium of
instruction at the lower basic level be
improved?

METHODOLOGY

The study made use of Ex- post facto design of
survey research type. It Surveyed the use of Mother
Tongue as Medium of Instruction in The Lower Basic
Primary Classes in Nigeria.Multistage sampling
technique was adopted for the study. Stratifying
sampling technique was use to select 600 mother
tongue teachers teaching Yoruba, Hausa an Igbo from
three states of the federation .Two local government
areas were select randomly from each state. Five
students each were randomly selected from each
school and all the mother tongue teachers in each of
the schools were used for the study. Three research
questions were answered. Mother tongue teachers
Questionnaire with Cronbach reliability co-efficient
of 0.85 was the instrument used for data collection.
Simple Percentage were used to analyse the data
collected.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS

The findings and discussions of this study were done
based on the Three research questions stated. In the
present study, the researcher found out whether
teachers know and abide by the language policy of
education in Nigeria, especially in the lower basic
Primary schools where mother tongue is supposed to
be used as the medium of instruction. The study also
examined the factors that have militated against the
use of mother tongue as medium of instruction at the
lower basic level and ways that can be employed to
facilitate the use of mother tongue as medium of
instruction at the lower basic level.

Demographic information of teachers used in the
study

The following basic information relevant to the study
was collected from the teachers: Gender, Age, Type
of school, Qualification, Working experience. The
information is presented in the table 1:

Table 1: Demographic information of teachers used
for the study

Gender Male Female 100%
(45%) (55% )

Age 20-35yrs 41-50yrs 100%
(72%) (28%)

Type of school Public Private 100%
(56% ( 44% )
)

Qualification NCE B.Ed.(40% ) | 100%
(60% )

Working 1-15yrs 16-30yrs (25%) | 100%

experience (75% )




The table above indicates that fifty five percent of the
respondents were female and the male were forty five
percent. The table also shows that the majority of the
respondents were in between 20 to35years of age
with seventy two percent. Fifty six percent of the
respondents came from public schools while the
remaining forty four percent were from private
schools. Larger percentage of the respondents (60
percent) were holders of NCE while only forty
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percent have degrees. The working experience of
seventy five percent of the respondents range from 1
tol5 years

Research Question. 1. What language is used as
medium of instruction in Nigeria lower basic primary
schools with the government’s policy of using mother
tongue as medium of instruction?

Table 2: Distribution Of Respondents Use Of Mother Tongue To Teach At The Lower Basic Primary Schools

In Nigeria

SN Statement SA A D SD Total

6. I use mother tongue to teach other subjects apart from English Language in 45% 10% 40% | 5% 100%
my class

7. I use mother tongue to explain to the students in my class 40% 20% 18% | 22% 100%

8. I allow students to ask questions in mother tongue 49% 15% 20% | 16% 100%

9. Mother tongue has become the only mode of instruction in other subjects in 10% 5% 40% | 35% 100%
my school

10. I use the bilingual medium i.e both English and mother tongue 60% 10% 25% | 5% 100%

11. I used English Language alone to teach 20% 10% 40% | 30% 100%

12. I allow students to ask questions in mother tongue 54% 10% 25% | 17% 100%

This research showed that the language used for
instruction in the lower basic primary school level
despite the language policy which stipulates that
mother tongue should be medium of instruction. It
was found out that only fifty five percent of the
respondents use mother tongue to teach other
subjects apart from English Language in the lower
basic primary level. The study found that both
English and the indigenous languages were used as
media of instruction. In essence, there was no
monolingual classroom in terms of medium of
instruction and the mother tongue is not the only
mode of instruction in other subjects in schools as
stipulated by the policy. This finding is in line with
Miyante (2016) who found that the language of
instruction that was mostly used in all the 256
observations made was English language in 204
observation 97% of the observation representing 62

classes confirmed that no Nigerian language was ever
used while some Nigerian Language was used to
some extent in 2 of the classes observed. The non-
adherence to the policy is contrary to the
recommendations of International UNESCO, the
World Bank, World Declaration on ‘Education for
All’ (EFA), the UNO General Assembly’s
Convention on the Child’s Rights etc who have
stressed that countries should educate children at
least at primary level using mother tongue as medium
of instruction because researches have shown that
mother  tongue-based  schooling  significantly
improves learning. This finding negates Littlewood
(1981) and Wright(1987) who observed that teachers
played significant roles in the implementation of both
mother tongue instruction policy and other
educational reforms at the classroom level.

Research Question 2: What are the factors militating against the use of mother tongue a medium of instruction

in Nigeria lower basic schools?

Table 3: Factors militating against the use of mother tongue as medium of instruction in Nigeria lower basic

schools

SN Statement SA A D SD Total
13. Lack of training in the use of mother tongue discourage me to use to teach 81% 6% 11% 2% 100%
14. My Head Master discourage me from using mother tongue to teach 47% 13% 40% 10% 100%
15. Parents have never challenge me for using mother tongue to teach 55% 10% 25% 15% 100%
16. Supervisors enforce the use of mother tongue 12% 5% 60% 27% 100%
17. I am compelled not to communicate with the pupils in the mother tongue. 12% 28% 40% 20% 100%
18. I receive support for using mother tongue to teach 2% 8% 70% 20% 100%
19. My colleagues condemn me for using mother tongue to teach 10% 15% 50% 25% 100%
20. Insufficient textbooks to support mother tongue education is major setback 67% 10% 15% 8% 100%

The research showed that the non-adherence to the
use of mother tongue as medium of instruction in the
lower primary school level is due to the following
factors: Lack of training in the use of mother tongue
which account for eighty seven percent of the
respondents, lack of enforcement of the language
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policy by the supervisors. The research also revealed
that insufficient textbooks to support mother tongue
education is major setback to the implementation of
mother tongue instruction. This finding is strongly
corroborated by Miyante (2016) who found that the
few developed materials by NERDEC for languages
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of instruction other than English language that are
available in primary schools in Nigeria has not been
mass produced. Miyante (2016) observed that the
cosmopolitan nature of some of the schools, lack of
materials for teaching indigenous languages and
teachers lack of proficiency in the use of the language
of the immediate environment may have contributed
to the non-adherence to the use of mother tongue as
medium of instruction.Adegbija (2007) opined that

the one of the greatest challenges facing the
implementation of mother tongue as mode of
instruction relates to its implementation in cities such
as Lagos, Abuja and Port Harcourt, because people
from many diverse tribes live there. As such, it is
likely that teachers in a region may not understand
the local language well enough to instruct in it

Research Question 3: How can the use of mother tongue as medium of instruction at the lower basic level be

improved?

Table 3: How the use of mother tongue as medium of instruction at the lower basic primary level be improved

SN Statement SA A D SD Total

21. The government should monitor the implementation of the policy. 70% 10% 15% 5% 100%

22. Training of indigenous language teachers need to be intensified and 63% 10% 17% 10% 100%
encouraged

23. There must be more teaching and learning materials in the indigenous 58% 22% 24% 6% 100%
languages in schools in Nigeria.

24. Teachers need to attend seminars and workshops on the latest | 45% 30% 10% 15% 100%
methodologies and instructional materials that can be used in teaching

25. Copies of the policy documents should be available in schools 58% 22% 14% 6% 100%

26. The Ministry of Education must ensure that policies are practiced as 60% 20% 16% 4% 100%
stipulated by monitoring

27. Teacher-training institutions should make sure that teachers in training 80% 10% 6% 4% 100%
recognize and appreciate the important role of the mother-tongue
instructional policy

This research showed that the strategies to be
employed to facilitate the use of mother tongue as
medium of instruction as enshrined in the language
policy of education in Nigeria. From the table, the
following were identified as strategies that can be
employed to facilitate the use of strict enforcement of
the mother tongue policy of education; government
should ensure proper monitoring of the
implementation of the mother tongue policy through
the ministry of education, training of the teachers,
and provision of instructional materials for teaching
and learning of indigenous languages in lower basic
primary schools in Nigeria. This finding is in line
with Muslim (2005) submission that there must be
more teaching and learning materials in the
indigenous languages in Nigeria. It is through this,
that the issue of mother-tongue education can be
improved. The finding also revealed that training of
the teachers is important in the implementation of the
mother tongue policy. This supports the findings of
Abijo (2009), Adeyinka 1998 and Adegbo (2005)
who all agreed that Yoruba language teachers must
have the basic training and must have acquired basic
teaching qualification which should be put in use in
their teaching methodologies to enhance good
learning outcomes. The use of mother-tongue as a
policy must therefore be adhered to so as to make
teaching-learning effective in our primary schools.

CONCLUSION

In view of the major findings, it can be concluded
that;

For too long, mother-tongue education has been
largely ignored by policy makers and implementers.
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While there are encouraging signs that the policy
pendulum is beginning to swing towards a greater
understanding of the importance of mother-tongue
learning, there is still a long way to go.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The policy though, cannot be implemented alone and

requires a range of policy levers which are to

facilitate its effective implementation. These include
but are not limited to:

1. Development of an implementation plan,
establishment of a Monitoring Committee to
embark on monitoring and evaluation of the
implementation efforts and public advocacy.

2. Government should Show strong political will
to implement mother-tongue as mode of
instruction in lower basic primary schools by
making firm commitments to support
education in mother-tongue languages. The
government, which is the employer of teachers,
also has a role to play in enforcing the mother-
tongue  instructional  programme.  The
programme needs more than mere stipulation
in the National policy on Education. This is
necessary in order to foster meaningful,
purposeful and functional primary education as
enunciated in the National policy on Education
As well.

3. Government  should provide financial
support to the introduction of mother-tongue
education schemes, including supporting
programmes which build evidence for
shifting towards mother-tongue languages



4. Non-governmental organizations should
provide technical assistance to partner
governments for training teachers in mother-
tongue and bilingual literacy approaches and
build capacity in education administrations
for decentralised development and mother-
tongue books

5. Non-governmental organizations such as the
Reading Association of Nigeria (RAN), the
International Reading Association (IRA) and
other social organizations have a role to play
in ensuring that the mother-tongue policy is
enforced in the Nigerian lower primary
classes.

6. Teacher-training  institutions such as
colleges of Education and the universities
have crucial roles to play in making sure that
teachers in training recognize and appreciate
the important role of the mother-tongue
instructional policy in the lower primary
school as an avenue to foster functional
primary education and literacy in Nigeria.

7. Also, the mother-tongue instructional policy
needs a review. It is evident that majority of
the teachers in the Nigerian public schools
use the bilingual medium despite the
stipulation of the use of the mother-tongue
medium in the lower primary school in the
National policy on Education (NPE). There
is a need for a more definitive pedagogical
approach in the medium of instruction at the
lower primary classes.

8. Ensure that mother-tongue language policies
gain greater prominence as an indicator of
education quality and equity in national and
international benchmarks and systems.
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