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ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the language policy in 

Multilingual society like Nigeria, problems and 

Prospects. The study deals with bilingual education 

policy such as transitional, mono-literate and bi-

literal etc. Nigeria is a multilingual country with 

over 500 different ethnic groups, is one of the 

country with the highest incidence of linguistic 

diversity in the world. The paper makes an attempt 

to resolve the majority minority dichotomy that 

exist along the line of language policy by allocating 

domains for different tiers of language that is found 

in the nation.  

 

 

Introduction 

Language is a very powerful medium of communication, which enables us to 

express our feelings, thought, culture and social behavior. It is also primary to 

the organization of a society or a group.There is no doubt that we have 

multiplicity of languages among different ethnic groups in Nigeria with each 

group guarding its language jealously, yet there has not been a separate 

language policy, rather the bits and fragments in the National Policy on 

Education (1981) revised in (2001) as well as the Nation's Constitution (1991). 

This paper therefore, tries to examine the language policy in multilingual 

setting, problem, prospects and state of art. The paper does not lose sight of the 

bilingual education policy such as transitional bilingualism, mono-literate 

bilingualism,and partial and full bi-lliterate bilingualism. 
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Nigeria is one of the countries with multitudinous languages. Each ethnic group 

has its own language together with its dialectal varieties. This singular factor i.e 

multiplicity of languages is a thing of great concern for Nigerians. Bamgbose 

(1991) has estimated about 400 local languages, yet no ethnic group is ready to 

abandon its language since all languages are seen as equal. Consequent upon 

our linguistic diversity is a problem of national unity and cultural integration of 

the citizens. The absence of linguistic unity in the country has therefore, led to 

the emphasis placed on the English language in the educational, political, 

administrative, social sectors as well as the enhancement of international 

intelligibility. In a multilingual situation like Nigeria, the establishment of a 

policy becomes imperative,more especially language policy. This is because 

such policy will serve as a guiding factor in language use and language teaching. 

Language Policy in Multilingual Setting 

Policy is defined in the Encyclopedia of Education in David (2011) as a 

statement that is intended to be a binding guide on the actions of those 

designated by the statement. Such a binding guide is enforceable by the society, 

which formulates it. The formulation as well as adoption is through a political 

process, which acknowledge the reality and legitimacy of conflicting interests 

and desires among its participants. A language policy therefore, is a binding 

language guide, which is meant to be enforced by the society that formulates it 

through a political process. 

When we talk of language planning, we are referring to a set of 

deliberateactivities systematically designed to organize and develop the 

language resources of the community in anordered schedule of time. David 

(2011) describes planning as an activity whereby goals are established, means 

are selected, and outcomes predicted in a systematic and explicit manner. So 

both policy and planning go together. While one is a binding guide meant to be 

enforced and operated, the other gives room for projecting into the possibility 

of operating such guide" as to achieve the desired goals. 

 

Problems and Prospects of Multilingual and the Current Situations in 

Nigeria 

From the forgoing, it is clear that the language situation in Nigeria is so complex 

that it will be unrealistic to explain this complexity engaging-only one model of 

policy. The issue of having one language in Nigeria has been generating a 

murky one and has been generating controversial debates for so long. This is 

due to the fact that Nigeria is a fundamentally linguistically heterogeneous 

nation characterized by a wide spread of multilingualism (Yalwa, 2013).  
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Adekunle (1972) also classifies Nigerian languages in terms of provinces, states 

and local government. Adekunle's work gave us a picture into the language 

situation of Nigeria when I operateunder different provincial headquarters. 

Today, Nigeria is divided into thirty-six states Hid a federal capital territory, the 

language situation is no different from what it was in 1972, rather, it has become 

far more complex by the creation of more states and the clamor for new political 

identities by the minority groups. The approach proposed is a multilingual 

policy in which there is a language hierarchy from the local to the national. The 

language multilingual language policy will assign functions to languages in the 

order of the hierarchy described below: 

1. National Lingual Franca  

2. Regional Lingual Franca  

3. State Lingual Franca 

4. Local languages.       '- • 

 

Based on what has been mentioned above, English has the functional capacity 

of a national language in Nigeria. The language, though a colonial heritage, has 

become a major symbol of the Nigerian nation since independence. It is the 

language that indexes Nigeria history as a political creation a non-native variety, 

English in Nigeria has become nativized like other varieties such as 

Singaporean, Indian, Jamaican and Ghanaian Englishes to mention a few. 

English is no longer a foreign language as Nigerians have indigenized it. Within 

the Nigerian lingua-scape, thevariety of English spoken by the Igbos is different 

both in sound and in structure from the one spoken by a Hausa person or Yoruba 

person or any other ethnicity. Nigerians can now claim ownership to a variety 

of English that has become natural to them, a variety that has been domesticated 

and as such, capable of expressing their socio-cultural world view. Secondly, in 

a multicultural context like Nigeria a language that could foster national identity 

and democratic cohesion is necessary. For practical reasons, English remains 

the preferred choice given its tribal neutrality; it is capable of unifying the 

nation's linguistic diversities as it has been pointed out earlier, Nigerians are 

ethnic conscious and so long as there is ethnic suspicion, it will be difficult if 

not impossible to elevate an indigenous language in status higher than the rest. 

This can create another civil war in the country. In addition, to the earlier points 

made, English should be privileged as the national language for economic 

reasons and international relations. English doubtlessly is a world language and 

has become the language of science and technology in the twenty first century. 

The language has left its aboriginal home of the Anglo-Saxons to become the 
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world number one language as predicted by John Adams (the second president 

of the United States) when he boldly surmised that "English will be the most 

respectable language in the world and the most universally read and spoken in 

the next century, if not before the end of this one." It is destined "in the next and 

succeeding centuries to be more generally the language of the world than Latin 

was in the last age or French is in the present age" (Dyer 2012).With this reality 

of the present world, it seems unprofitable, at least, in the sense of international 

relations, for Nigeria to abandon English as a national language for any other 

language whether exogenous or indigenous. 

The transition from English to an indigenous language is not impossible but will 

definitely take a lot of preparation and planning. An overnight shift from 

English to any other language as national language will be impractical and 

improbable as things stand. As a preparation to the ultimate goal of transition, 

it is suggested that the nation begins to allow the indigenous languages to 

function maximally in their local domains. 

These languages should be powered as language of business in the state house 

of assembly. The state media houses should be allowed to do their transmissions 

via the languages as is being done based on the geographical location. Hausa is 

being aired in the north, Yoruba in the South stations as well as Igbo in Eastern 

region. Also these languages, Yoruba, Igbo and Hausa shouldnot just be taught 

subjects in schools. They can become the medium of instruction in primary and 

secondary schools as region lingual franca. 

To achieve this aim of mother tongue literacy, the government will have to be 

ready to provide the resources for corpus planning and language development. 

By using indigenous languages for all classroom purposes, the nation will be 

ready for a total break off from exogenous languages in other domains. On 

minority languages,, the-nation can harness them as tools for adult literacy. 

They can also be used as state or local government lingual franca. By using 

them as the language of administration at the grass root level, the government 

can be more effective in the lives of the rural people and the aged who are 

usually the speakers of the minority languages. Regarding the Nigerian Pidgin, 

Nigerian government needsto develop a policy-driven attention to the language 

as a possible informal national lingual Franca. Taking a cue from New Guinea 

as an example of a nation that adopted a Melanesian Pidgin as the nation's 

official language, a governmental 

intervention can expand its functionality and status through scholarly activities 

of codification. 
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Transitional Bilingualism and Mono-literate, Bi-literate Bilingualism 

Transitional bilingual education program is a teaching model with two main 

focuses: first to ensure that students master educational content in their primary 

language, then to assist students in becoming fluent in the second language. The 

idea behind this method is that students who are first fluent in their native 

language are more capable of becoming fluent in a foreign language usually 

English. The skills they learn in their native language can be translated into the 

second language. 

Within the transitional bilingual education classroom, there are two main 

methods of instruction dependent on the students' language proficiency: The 

early exit model involves mastering the students' primary language and then 

exiting out of3that language and into full-time English instruction early on (often 

by first grade). In this model, pupils receive a majority of their lessons in the 

second language. However, reading instruction is often delivered in the 

students' primary or immediate language of the society, as reading is a 

requirement across the curriculum.As implemented by the Nigeria's national 

languagepolicy which stated that the mother tongue or language of the 

immediate community be the medium of instruction at pre-primary and early 

primary levels, with English emerging as medium of instruction halfway 

through primary education. At the secondary level, English remains the medium 

of instruction, but each' child must also learn one of three major Nigerian 

languages (Hausa, Igbo, and Yoruba). Inuniversities, English is the language of 

instruction, with some teaching and research in other languages supported as 

English is learned. 

Bilingualisrn is the ability to use two languages. However, defining 

bilingualism is problematicsince individuals with varying bilingual 

characteristics may be classified as bilingual. Definitions of bilingualism 

rangefrom a minimal proficient. My in two languages, to an advanced level of 

proficiency which allows the speaker tofunction and appear as a native-like 

speaker of two languages. A person may describe themselves as bilingual 

butmay mean only the ability to converse and communicate orally. Others may 

be proficient in reading in two or more.A person may be bilingual by virtue of 

having grown up learning and using two languages simultaneously 

(simultaneous bilingualism). Or they may become bilingual by learning a 

second language sometimeafter their first language. This is known as sequential 

bilingualism. To be bilingual means different things todifferent people. 

Bilingualism encompasses a range of proficiencies and contexts. A young child 

entering school may be calledbilingual but it may be that she uses her first or 
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home language for domestic and familial purposes and that English isher 

preferred language for communication outside the home. Or she may be largely 

monolingual in her first languageoniy when she starts school. A child who has 

recently arrived in England from overseas may -have a good level of literacy in 

English but may be unable to converse or use spoken English in the classroom 

context. On the other hand,many pupils described as bilingual routinely use 

three languages or more and thus 'plurilingual' would be a betterdescription.In 

terms of competence, a bilingual may have very high levels of proficiency in 

both languages or mayhave only limited proficiency in one and be far more 

proficient in the other. 

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The linguistic diversity of Nigeria can profit the nation if a multilingual 

language policy in which all classes language are given due recognition is 

embarked upon. It is not the fact of ethnicity and linguistic diversity that 

constructs social problems in Nigeria; rather it is the politics. Therefore, ethnic 

diversity and multilingualism are themes that are inherent part of the nation 

since its creation. The proposal in this paper is for a language policy that is 

focused on linguistic equity for both exogenous and indigenous languages. This 

paper makes an attempt to resolve the majority-minority dichotomy that exists 

along linguistic line in the nation by allocating domains fordifferent tiers of 

languages that is found in the nation. Without trying to be simplistic, the author 

recognizes that the four —tier language hierarchy proposed in this paperis by 

no means a sacrosanct order on how languages are meant to function in Nigeria. 

It is designed to be analterative policy model that can be all-inclusive of 

Nigeria's multilingualism\ 
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