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Abstract 

The paper examines the concept of literacy in 

indigenous languages. Literacy is the ability to read 

and write.  Literacy in every society is aimed at 

eradicating illiteracy and its attendant challenges. 

The researcher has investigated into the concepts: 

Literacy, the value or relevance of literacy, 

functional literacy. The paper further established 

the indispensability of language as tool that 

determines the effectiveness of any literacy 

programme. And establishe that indigenous 

languages are the best medium for literacy 

programes. The Speech Act Theory which reveals 

that when we speak we perform actions rather than 

mere expression of Linguistics items. The study 

argues that, language is used during literacy 

programmes to perform the role of instructions and 

teaching to shape the lives of the illiterates. The 

observational and qualitative methods of data 

collection were used to carry out the study. The 

research concludes that a quality literacy 

programme transforms individual’s life. It is self-

development which in turn affects national 

progress. The researcher recommends language 

training, establishment of language institutes, 

provision of scholarship scheme for linguistic 
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students, and introduction of linguistic and 

indigenous languages at all level of studies by the 

government and non-governmental organizations 

to enhance the raising of indigenous qualify 

instructors in Nigerian society. 

 

 

Introduction  

Literacy plays a key role in human society. It occupies a central position in the 

individual development which in turn influences group or national 

development. Literacy or illiteracy determines the level of understanding ideas 

and values a particular people or society operates with. As blindness is to a blind 

man so is the situation of an illiterate man, group or society. Individuals, 

government and non-governmental organizations function less when the level 

of the required literacy is not fully in place to ensure their required output in 

daily activities. In fact, literacy it a kind of light, it gives understanding and 

enhances knowledge for productivity, that enables the progress every man looks 

for in a developed society. Literacy is divided into: adult and child literacy. Both 

perform similar functions though the opportunities in early or child’s literacy 

outweighs that of adult literacy. 

There is no doubt that that literacy is fundamental to human development. This 

is because the life of people experience a dramatic change anywhere literacy 

takes over illiteracy. The evidence in various societies of the world have 

accounted for this fact. According to Egonu, D.U. (n.d:3), “to stamp out 

illiteracy in our age is a moral duty.” Chike, Madu and Ewelum (2017:72), 

observes that “various efforts have been made in the past to promote literacy in 

Nigeria, both by governmental and non-governmental organizations”. 

However, a reasonable population of Nigerian citizens is still entangled in the 

various challenges of illiteracy and the need for more efforts towards 

eradicating them from this challenges cannot be under-mind. 

Similarly, Language plays a central role in almost every human activity. In fact, 

it occupies an indispensible position in passing knowledge to the people who 

are to be reached with the knowledge of education. It is therefore a tool towards 

achieving literacy of any kind, be it Child, Adult or even Functional literacy 
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which emphasizes skill along with ability to read and write. This reveals that 

the selection of the medium of instruction in literacy programmes must be given 

a good attention. In that, it determines the effectiveness of the entirety of the 

programmes. This needs stems from the multi-lingual situation experienced in 

our country Nigeria. To be more particular, the indigenous languages have more 

prospect in making literacy programmes a huge success. 

The above only reveals the need for the knowledge of applied linguistics and its 

relevance in solving language related issues. The responsibility of instructing, 

teaching and examining the learner is a whole content of applied linguistics. 

There is much to say about literacy, ranging from the concept, history and effort 

activities of literacy programmes in Nigeria. But this paper looks at the concept, 

value and functional literacy the paper further advocates the indispensible role 

of language and in particular indigenous languages in Literacy programmes. 

 

Conceptual Clarifications 

Literacy: Literacy describes a state of being of an individual, group or a society 

at large. It speaks of one’s ability to read and write. According to UNESCO 

(2008), literacy is the ability to identify, understand, interpret, create, 

communicate and compute using printed and written materials associated with 

varying text. Literacy involves a continuum of learning in enabling the 

individual to achieve his goals, develop his/or her knowledge and potentials and 

participate fully in the wider society. 

From the above definition, it is clear that, literacy equips an individual with 

certain abilities that are relevant both to himself, the immediate people around 

him and to the wider population in the society. It makes a man relevant and 

active participant in the activities that enables development. This is done 

through reading about the happenings in the society, also compute through 

writing whatever means or choice available to an individual. By the same 

literacy knowledge is built through various means an individual is upgraded in 

his knowledge and understanding for effectiveness.  

Again, it explains the fact that an individual stand to gain the ability to 

communicate his feeling in whichever way he chooses through the help of 

literacy. It may be through writing which cannot be acquired through any other 

means but through teaching and learning in language. Scholars like Emenike 
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and Chibuzor (2018:34) observe that, “Literacy is the main stay nation’s 

development hence any nation that fails to prioritize literacy is doomed to fail. 

Literacy affects labour, quality and flexibility, employment, training 

opportunities income from work and wider participation in civic society 

(Musingaji & Chiwanza, 2012). These scholars see literacy as a tool for 

development. This development begins with the individual involved. His mind, 

understanding and skills among other aspects of his life developed to enable his 

relevance in the society where he lives. 

Indigenous languages: The concept indigenous languages imply the languages 

of the indigenous in a particular place or speech community. It is a concept 

applied to multilingual environment where there may be various ethics groups 

speaking varying languages. For examples, Nigeria as country houses many 

ethics groups including Yoruba, Igbo, Hausa, among others. Benue State as a 

political Unit in Nigeria is made of many languages including Tiv, Idoma, Igede 

among others. 

Alhassan, H. O. and Kadori, A. A. (2015:35) maintains that, “the wolrd over 

societies exist with divergent ethics and linguistic groups, therefore most 

societies are multilingual. This assertion by the above scholars shows that 

multilingualism is common in various societies of the world. In some societies 

or countries there languages may exist together with a foreign language or 

languages of their colonial masters. For example in Nigeria the Nigerian 

languages exists along side with the English, Arabic, French languages. These 

languages all together constitute the linguistic nature of the country. All of them 

have the different roles the play in the Nigerian society. So the languages spoken 

by the many ethnic groups of a country or a particular speech community are 

refers to as the indigenous languages. 

Applied Linguistics: As a concept in linguistics applied linguistic houses 

much, and also contribute immensely to both linguistic study and other 

disciplines. According to Crystal (2011:31) applied linguistics is: 

A branch of linguistics where the primary concern is the application of linguistic 

theories, methods and findings to elucidation of language problems which have 

arisen in other areas of experience. The most well-developed branch of applied 

linguistics is the teaching and learning of foreign languages and sometimes the 

term is used as if this were the only field involved. But several other fields of 
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application have emerged, including the linguistic analysis of language 

disorders (clinical linguistics), the use of language in mother-tongue education 

(Educational Linguistics) and development in Lexicography, translation and 

stylistics. There is an uncertain boundary between applied linguistics and other 

discipline”.  

Looking at the details reflected in the above definition by Crystal (2011) applied 

linguistics deals with language related problems it is a practical application of 

the knowledge of linguistics study in varying linguistic related challenges or 

problems, in the society. Where the study of language is first theoretical, the 

linguist who is equipped with this knowledge further makes valid use of his 

knowledge in concrete linguistic problem bordering the society. For example, 

teaching a particular language. The language may be an official language just 

like we have English language in Nigeria. It may be developing the writing 

system of a particular indigenous language or developing the orthography of a 

language in a given speech community which may have a need for the written 

aspect of a language. There may be need for western education in such an 

environment as it became a need in Tiv land during the Missionary activities 

(Iortyom, 2001:2). 

Writing or documentation may become a need in a community because it 

importance in communication is above many other means of communication. 

Omachona (2011:1) opines that “writing is a late comer as a tool of 

communication. It has come long after speech, sign language, pointing and 

other para-linguistic means of communication. However, since its arrival, it has 

tended to offset other forms of communication in terms of communication 

efficiency and appeal”. So many societies which look for more effective means 

of communication in their various language face a problem of developing a 

system which enables the writing of such a language possible. The point here is 

applied linguistics becomes a relevant answer to such a need. 

 

Theoretical Framework  

There are many theories which are use for formal analyses of linguistic studies 

they ranges from micro to macro linguistics. For the sake of this paper, the 

researcher has decided to use the Speech Act Theory. According to Mba 

(2016),the concept “Speech Act Theory” rests solely on the assumption that the 
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meaning of an utterance is includes social function. i.e. the act of learning to 

communicate in a language involves more than acquiring the pronunciation and 

grammar of the said language. Austin (1962) proposes that uttering a sentence 

includes actually doing things; he makes a distinction between constative and 

performatives. The constatives, according to him, is an utterance-as-description 

view while performative views utterance as doing. The basic concept of Speech 

Act is locationary act, illocutionary act and perlocationary acts.  

This theory has a place on the present study because language is use in literacy 

activity for instruction and teaching can be seen here as performative. In that 

language is used to achieve a purpose of shaping life of people through 

education and the action performed is instruction or teaching. 

 

Methodology   

The researcher has adopted observation method as a means for collection of 

data. By so doing the researcher observes through interaction with individuals, 

already existing literatures among other sources, language has a major role to 

play in any human programme anywhere in the world. 

 

The value of Literacy 

When a mention is made of the value of something, it speaks of it relevance, 

importance or benefit. Literacy as mentioned earlier is of a great importance to 

the development of individual in the society. The individual development turns 

to affects the society at large. Emenike and Chibuzor (2018:76) maintained that 

“illiteracy constitutes a big mishap to an individual and a society at large. This 

is why Bakare (2015) as cited in Emenike and Chibuzor “stated that people who 

are illiterate are far more likely to live in poverty facing a life time marred by 

poor health and social vulnerability”. Similarly, Chike, Madu and Ewelum 

(2017:72) affirm that “One cannot talk of literacy without mention of illiteracy. 

Igbu as cited by the above authors” linked illiteracy to darkness, poverty, 

bondage, ignorance and imprisonment. 

Against the backdrop of picture painted above by the scholar, one can maintain 

that, if illiteracy is seen as darkness it means literacy is light as earlier pointed 

out at the initial introduction. If illiterate people are more likely to be overtaken 

by poverty literate people have more opportunities to experience a better life 
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and live above the chains of poverty in every human society. Literacy refines a 

man’s life and takes him out of darkness, poverty and bondage. His personal 

development allows him the opportunity to harness some opportunities in life 

that the individual wouldn’t have experienced without literacy. For example, a 

graduate who reads and write has opportunities of reading books, 

advertisement, ideas or vacancies for employment which can create opportunity 

for him and change his financial status for better. It is not out of place to say 

that, literacy education helps in eradicating of illiteracy which is able ruin an 

individual’s life. 

 

Functional Literacy 

Functional literacy does not include only skills on how to read and write but it 

also encourage the practical application of the knowledge into solving concrete 

issues facing a man or even the society at large. For example, functional literacy 

may help somebody who is involved in farming practice to know about the 

fertilizer to apply for more productivity and yield on his farm land other than 

an illiterate. It may enable somebody to take up a trade or a business of any 

kind. Functional literacy is a solution society now like never before, especially 

as the challenges of unemployment has taken over our country, many are 

unemployed and literacy will serve a bridge to help the people in need to 

overcome many challenges. 

 

Literacy in Indigenous Languages 

Language choice generally determines the effectiveness of any activity or 

programme in a society. Especially in multilingual societies like Nigeria where 

language determines the political, economic, and social behavior of the people. 

Apart from the use of English language as a National language or lingua franca 

in Nigeria, “the bilingual-bicultural principle which involves the use of mother 

tongue lingua-cultural (e.g. Hausa, Igbo Yoruba) among others, Femi and Wale 

1999:94) stress that language plays a key role in the success of any programme. 

Therefore, the choice of language to be used in literacy education at any level 

is very important. Government, non-governmental organization and individuals 

should take note of this need, among the people and be careful in their choice 

of which language to use in a particular area or group of people.  
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According to Igboanusi, H. (2008:721), The National Policy on Education 

(NDE), published (and revised in 1980), makes provision for initial literacy in 

the child’s L1 or the language of the immediate community (L1C) at the pre-

primary and junior primary levels (i.e. the first three years of the six-year 

primary education). Within this period, English is to be taught as a subject and 

be used as a medium of teaching from the fourth year of primary schooling. 

When the transition to English-medium instruction takes place, the mother 

tongue/language of the immediate community countries to be studied. In junior 

secondary school (JSS), which last for three years, the child must study there 

languages, namely his/her M1 or the L1G the English languages and any one of 

the three major languages as L2 for national integration. In the Senor Secondary 

School (SSS), which is also of three years duration, the child must study two 

languages-an indigenous language and English. 

The paper agrees with many thoughts, ideologies and principles expressed in 

the National Policy of Education enshrined in the educational policy in Nigeria. 

The paper only differs on the idea of transition to English as a medium of 

instruction. The researcher opines that English language should be taught only 

as s subject like French Government, Literature among others. In the same 

manner Biology, Physics and other subject English language should be taught 

to achieve the purpose of common understanding among divergent ethnic and 

linguistic groups. Adamu (n.d:49) as cited in Amaeche, proposes that all 

languages are a work in progress. If we say because English is a world language 

and therefore should be over national languages, we have not only succeeded in 

wiping out our indigenous languages but also built over nation on a foreign 

culture. It must be understood here that progress in our indigenous language 

will be made if we decide to use it in more important areas of the society. 

Whatever development and standardization needed will be achieved as we work 

on them while working with them. 

As a matter of fact, our education will experience a turn around when the 

medium of instruction will be given more attention. This will call for the 

government as well as individuals to give more attention in developing our 

languages to the acceptable standard, where everything will be taught using the 

indigenous linguistic facilities. Literacy will be greatly enhanced from the good 
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understanding that the indigenous people will achieve through Indigenous 

Literacy. 

Literacy programme can be conducted using mother tongue. In the Speech Act 

Theory Austin (1962) maintained that when an utterance is made an action is 

performed, this may be command instruction or a statement. Literacy 

programmes may be more effective if the language use for instruction by the 

speaker is not foreign to the audience. Whatever idea or knowledge a 

programme will intend to pass across can better be understood if the Langauge 

used is not strange or new to the people. This may be the reason why foreign 

missionaries have to consider developing some African languages to a standard 

form to aid communication. According to Tsavhemba and Ijir (2013), the 

development of the orthography of most African languages can be traced back 

from the time of the arrival of the missionaries. The first attempt to reduce Tiv 

language for example into written form was in 1904 and it was during this time 

that Dr. Kurav tried to write the first, Tiv orthography. This may be one of the 

reasons why missionaries made a serious impact on the Africans including the 

Tiv people. And the same approach may be effective in literacy programmes.  

As a result there will be need for the translation of some important materials 

that will aid literacy in Nigerian situation. Most materials that are profitable for 

learning to gain knowledge of are written in English language and in few other 

so called major indigenous languages. And many other indigenous languages 

are neglected, this has also affected people, especially in villages where these 

illiteracy level is concentrated, the need for mother tongue authorship highly 

reflected. The books are large deposits of knowledge and information about 

different fact of life which individuals resort to for every day existence and 

survival in the present age. So writing more books or translating into indigenous 

languages houses in Nigeria will allow more benefits as it will enhance reading 

by many people for a changing experience.  

From the above issues of language imperativeness in literacy, it also clear that 

such effective decision and use of language can only be possible by specialist 

in language studies linguistics have more advantages in employing and applying 

languages in the various situation considered above. The need here however, is 

the government, non-governmental organization and individuals should give 

attention to developing more linguistics and in particular applied linguists who 
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will be used in executing and solving these language related problems. The 

researcher advocates free education for massive development and training of 

applied linguists, that will be used when needed.  

Again, linguistics institutes/programmes should be established, funded by the 

government, organizations and individuals to encourage more people to study 

language the manner it to improve effectiveness. Then, more qualified linguists 

will be available to help in various areas of need in the society. Scholarship 

schemes can be developed to help fund research programmes in it’s the 

indigenous languages to promote effective research in the country where 

members will be produced. 

 

Conclusion 

Literacy is seen as the opposite of illiteracy, it is a form of educational 

programme aimed at eradicating darkness which is cause by illiteracy. Literacy 

upgrades the life of individuals and places them above the challenges cause by 

illiteracy; it ensures self development, which in turn contributes national 

development. Functional literacy goes beyond the ability to read and write, it 

impact practical skills to the persons involves. The study established that 

language as an indispensable tool for instruction as well placing teaching and 

language choice for determining the effectiveness of literacy programmes in 

human society. And so indigenous languages can be used in literacy rather than 

English language. 

 

Recommendations 

In view of the findings of the study, the researcher suggested the following as 

sure ways for promoting literacy: 

1. Indigenous Language training should be given attention also produce 

more quality linguists who will be responsible in teaching using the 

languages. 

2. Government and non-government organizations should establish 

language institutes in the country to enhance literacy.  

3. Government should provide scholarship schemes for linguistic students 

in tertiary institution in the country.  
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4. Linguistic and indigenous languages should be the medium of instruction 

at levels of education.  
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