
 

TIMBOU-AFRICA ACADEMIC PUBLICATIONS 
MAY, 2022 EDITIONS, INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF: 

 

TIJERLS 

EDUCATIONAL RSEARCH & LIBRARY SCI. VOL.9 

343 
ISSN: 1942-6754 

 

NTERPLAY OF CULTURE AND LANGUAGE IN 

TEACHING AND       LEARNING SCIENCE IN 

NIGERIA 

 
1MATHEW, BOLAJI ALEDARE., 2OLORUNDARE, 

ANN-, 3OLORUNDARE, JOSHUA. & 
4ENIOLORUNDA, OLUBUKOLA 
1Department of Integrated Science, Kogi State college of 

Education, Ankpa, Nigeria. 2Department of French Language, 

Kogi State college of Education, Ankpa, Nigeria. 3Department of 

Geography, Kogi State college of Education, Ankpa, Nigeria. 
4Department of Integrated Science, Kogi State College of 

Education (Tech) Kabba, Nigeria. 

 

INTRODUCTION 
n Nigeria, there is a heated controversy about utilizing 

indigenous languages as the medium of instruction in 

science and technology classes. The government claims it 

will assist students in learning better because the foreign 

language utilized has caused them to lose interest in science. 

Stakeholders claim it is impossible owing to a shortage of 

qualified science professors who speak their native languages 

and the pupils' different ethnic origins. 
Science and technology are a sine qua non for any modern 

nation's progress. Science is the foundation for technological 

advancement. Technology, on the other hand, might be viewed 

as a form of applied science. While science studies nature and 

seeks meaningful explanations to natural phenomena, 

technology deals with the application of such knowledge 

obtained through science in order to make life more 

comfortable for man. Knowledge of principles, facts and 

processes in biology have been applied in agriculture to 

produce high quality food in large quantity for the ever 

increasing population of the countries in the world as well as in 

the medical field. Similarly, knowledge of chemistry and physics 
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are basic to engineering and its allied fields. This illustration has been made for the 

purposes of showing the relationship between science and technology as day-to-day 

experiences show that engineering is applicable in the various scientific fields - biological, 

chemical, physical, etc., - and even in agriculture and medicine too. Thus, a good 

grounding in science is necessary for technological take-off. Japan has become one of the 

world acclaimed leaders in the production of electronic equipment. This is not just an 

accident of history but it is the result of a well-planned and implemented science 

education programme. 

 

CONCEPT OF CULTURE  

Culture is observed from a variety of angles. This is why Hammorld (1978) characterized it 

as "a customs interpretation." According to Asaru (1 997), culture is better understood in 

relation to the environment in which it operates. This can be seen in several cultural 

activities. A people's cultural practices refer to their values, conventions, experiences, 

taboos, and beliefs, which they express in their daily lives. As a result, each society's 

cultural customs are distinct, which children exhibit both at home and at school. The 

cultural practices of the students are acquired within their cultural settings. Such practices 

may vary from tribe to tribe but they generally contribute to shaping the reasoning 

patterns and overall personality of the students. Ameh (1990) affirmed that at the primary 

and early stages of the secondary school (Junior and Senior School), many science 

teachers usually ignore or are not conscious of the cultural practices which students bring 

to their science classes. Yet, this ought not be so because science should not be taught in 

complete isolation of ones' cultural setting. This is because society establishes the cultural 

surroundings and cultural practices that serve as the fundamental building blocks for 

science's current and future progress. Students' cultural practices, in terms of people's 

values, experiences, norms, expectations, and beliefs, build the foundation knowledge 

the teaching and learning of science all across the world, especially in industrialized 

countries. This factor has helped those countries (China, Japan, India, and South Africa 

to mention but a few) in no small measure in achieving enviable development amongst 

the committee of nations because learners are able to transfer concepts learnt in the 

language and culture easily. It is however sad to note that Nigeria, a multilingual with 

over 400 living languages seems to be reluctant to tap into the benefits of using the 

language and culture in teaching and learning of science. This paper delves into the 

various challenges that confront the adoption of an indigenous language as a medium of 

instruction in formal education in Nigeria and their solutions. 
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that students possess at the start of primary and later secondary school, particularly in 

science. In some circumstances, the student is able to successfully reconcile and combine 

his cultural values, experiences, norms, expectations, and beliefs from home with his 

school experiences. Sometimes, this is not readily possible, In this latter case, no 

meaningful learning would take place until these conflicts between the students' values, 

experiences, norms, expectations and beliefs acquired from home are reconciled and 

properly blended with those of the school, as far as integrated science is concerned. This 

may also be true of other specialist science subjects like Biology, Chemistry and likes.  

 

CONCEPT OF LANGUAGE  

Scholars have defined language in a variety of ways. Language, according to Sapir (1921), 

is a wholly human and non-instinctive means of transmitting ideas, emotions, and wants 

through voluntarily manufactured symbols. These symbols are first and foremost 

auditory, and they are created by the 'organs of speech.' Sapir's notion of language is 

limited to human beings who use speech organs to transmit their thoughts and feelings.  

In their view of language, Stork and Widowson (1974) affirms that all languages are highly 

developed and sophisticated communication systems, all  capable  of  meeting the 

demands of the society in which they are used, and the personal needs of the individual 

of the society in terms of expressing emotions and giving and receiving information. It is 

clear from the above that one cannot divorce language from society. For an individual to 

adapt superbly in any society and  thus meet his daily needs,  the use of language must 

come to the fore. 

 

CONCEPT OF SCIENCE EDUCATION  

Science, a derivative of a Latin origin scire, means “to know”, that is to have knowledge 

about a phenomenon. To have the knowledge about nature is not haphazardly pursued 

but approached through a scientific method. A scientific method is a logical, rational and 

systematic process by which knowledge in science is pursued and conclusion about 

nature around them derived (Eze, 2013). 

Science, a discipline with peculiar characteristic is the study of nature or knowledge about 

nature. Okeke (2007:12) opined that science education is an integrated field of study 

which “can be said to embody all education processes aimed at providing unlimited 

opportunities for learners to understand and utilize necessary knowledge, skills and 

attitudes required to operate effectively in a scientific and technological society” 

Balogun, in (UNESCO, 1995) posited that a good science education should enable us 

develop science process skills, and understand the conceptual structures of science as 

well as how science and technology affect human beings and society.  
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Certainly science as sound mind trainer has some in-built practical values which aid 

individual recipients who are exposed to its study to acquire the scientific knowledge, sine 

qua non for development in all aspects of life and in one’s profession. 

 

ROLE OF SCIENCE EDUCATION IN NIGERIA  

The Nigerian government like all other governments in the world realizes the role of 

science and its bye product-technology in issues of national development. It is for this 

reason that their promotion is enshrined in section 18(2) of the 1999 Constitution of the 

Federal Republic of Nigeria.  The goals of science education in Nigeria according to the 

National Policy on Education (FRN; 2004: 29) are to  

i. Cultivate inquiring, knowing and rational mind for the conduct of a good life and 

democracy; 

ii. Produce scientists for national development,  

iii. Service studies in technology and the cause of technological development;  

iv. Provide knowledge and understanding of the complexity of the physical world, 

the forms and the conduct of life.  

 

LANGUAGE IN TEACHING AND LEARNING SCIENCE  

Learners benefit from utilizing their native language at school in the early grades, 

according to research. The language of instruction in most African countries is English or 

French, and some students in urban and cosmopolitan settings speak and comprehend 

some English or French by the time they start school. Learners in rural areas, on the other 

hand, enroll using just their native tongue. Using the mother language in early schooling 

helps these students gain a better knowledge of the curriculum and a more favorable 

attitude toward school. 

Any national language can fulfill two major functions. It can feature as a subject in the 

school curriculum and also as the medium of instruction in other subjects (Awobuluyi, 

1992). It is in the latter sense that language is being used here. Such language therefore, 

verbal or nonverbal is a means to an end. It is used to communicate ideas, thought, events 

etc., from one person to another. For the language to be useful the person to whom it is 

spoken should be able to internalize it and understand the message which is central. 

When a person is unable to convey his or her thoughts or ideas, as well as comprehend 

most of the messages sent to him through that medium, that language is considered to 

be of limited or no use to him. Consider what would happen if that person was compelled 

to learn another subject in this language due to circumstances! Scientific and 

technological advancements are widely accepted over the world, and any language (or 

nation) that fails to recognize this fact and develop capacities to absorb scientific terms, 

concepts, and expressions is doomed to oblivion. Such wording will be phased out over 

time. English language, for example has been able to accommodate scientific terms that 
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are of Latin and Greek origin in addition to inventing other words to meet the demand of 

scientific development. Such invented words include infra-red, ultra-violet, ultrasonic, 

supersonic, ultra-modern, anabolic, katabolic (catabolic) intracellular, extra-cellular 

(Savory, 1967). 

Many words, idioms, and other concepts that were not previously recognized in English 

have been absorbed and widely utilized as a result of its encounter with science language. 

As a result, science and technology can be used to learn a language. The three major 

Nigerian languages, Hausa, Igbo, and Yoruba, can be given a similar chance for 

development as the English language. These languages, especially Igbo (Okonkwo, 1983), 

the least developed of the three, have the ability to absorb words, terms, and expressions 

from other languages and cultures. In Yoruba language, for instance, there are such 

words as redio, komputa, suga, baluu or oko ofurufu, keke, biro, rula, which were 

originally unknown in the language which are now in relatively common use because of 

the influence of modern technology. 

 

ROLE OF CULTURE AND LANGUAGE IN TEACHING AND LEARNING SCIENCE 

The situation described above is redeemable if conscious efforts are made towards 

teaching the science and technology subjects in students' mother tongue. Such a venture 

will not only help students to understand the mother tongue and English language better, 

as Awoniyi (1974) has argued, but will simplify their problem in learning science and 

technology in that they will have to learn the content of the subjects rather than first 

contending with the medium of instruction. 

In other words, use of the learners’ home language at the start of school also lessens the 

burden on teachers, especially where the teacher speaks the local language well (which 

is the case in the majority of the rural schools in multilingual settings). Research has 

shown that in learning situations where both the teacher and the learner are non-native 

users of the language of instruction, the teacher struggles as much as the learners, 

particularly at the start of education. But when teaching starts in the teachers’ and 

learners’ home language, the experience is more natural and less stressful for all. As a 

result, the teacher can be more creative and innovative in designing teaching/learning 

materials and approaches, leading to improved learning outcomes. 

In the main, the use of learners’ home language in the classroom promotes a smooth 

transition between home and school. It means learners get more involved in the learning 

process and speeds up the development of basic literacy skills. It also enables more 

flexibility, innovation and creativity in teacher preparation. Using learners’ home 

language is also more likely to get the support of the general community in the 

teaching/learning process and creates an emotional stability, which translates to cognitive 

stability. In short, it leads to a better educational outcome. 
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Evidence abounds, according to Fafunwa et al. (1989), that the project's products who 

switched to technical pursuits have proven to be more inventive than their counterparts 

from other schools who they met on the technical plane. "The Six-Year Primary Project 

students have exhibited superior manipulative ability, manual dexterity, and mechanical 

comprehension at the primary school level, all of which they had gained through mother 

tongue as the medium of teaching," they continued. People's objections against using 

Nigerian languages as science and technology training centers on the fact that scientific 

words cannot be articulated in these languages.  It is pertinent to state here that Nigerian 

three major languages - Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba and even others not mentioned - have 

vocabularies for some scientific words, terms, concepts etc. which are comparable to the 

language of some other parts of the world. 

For example in Yoruba, there have been some attempts (Fafunwa, 1975, Alabi, 1976, 

Bamgbose, 1984, Olanrewaju, 1988, 1991a) to develop scientific words in Yoruba through 

borrowing, coining and changing the coverage of words in addition to finding out some 

words in Yoruba which can be effectively used in science. Olarewaju (1991b) has also 

shown how expressions in Yoruba can be used to enhance the learning of science and 

technology in schools. Savory (1967) presented a sample of comparative scientific 

nomenclature in the following languages: English, German, Swedish, French, Spanish and 

Italian. An attempt is made in this paper to add the equivalents of some of these scientific 

words in Yoruba, Igbo and Hausa languages as shown below: 

 

CULTURE AND LANGUAGE IN TEACHING AND LEARNING SCIENCE: CHALLENGES  

Many scholars have studied and made use of mother tongue (Nigerian languages) in 

modern education and some of the challenges encountered are discussed in this work. 

Taiwo (1976) opined that Nigerian languages are rich in traditional settings, but they are 

generally insufficient to cope with the modern curriculum and concludes that this 

insufficiency is a major problem.’ Language is a tool for expressing our innermost views, 

feelings, desires, thoughts and experiences, the challenge therefore is that there are 

certain concepts in modern education which may not be adequately conveyed by any of 

the Nigerian languages. A number of factors work against the effective use of Nigerian 

languages in modern education and these are summarised under the following themes: 

1. Resource – related factors. 

2. Attitudinal factors 

3. Orthographic factors 

4. Legislative/Policy related factors 

 

Resource – Related Factors 

This deals with human and capital resources-related challenges of using Nigerian 

languages in modern education. Some of these problems include: 
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(1) Lack of qualified or trained teachers in the (Nigerian) languages. 

(2) General student-apathy to studying Nigerian languages in the higher institutions of 

learning in Nigeria. 

(3) Low incentive to learn and specialise in Nigerian languages: this is because the English 

language is made compulsory in Nigerian secondary schools and also as a major pre-

requisite for admission into higher institutions of learning while any of the Nigerian 

languages is not. 

(4) The government has not committed enough funds to the development of materials 

such as textbooks, teaching aids and other instructional materials in Nigerian languages. 

Little or nothing is being done by the Nigerian government in the area of research in order 

to develop and make available these materials for the teachers. 

 

Attitudinal Factors 

(1) The status or prestige the English language and other foreign languages enjoy in 

Nigeria: the English language serves as the lingua franca and the medium of instruction in 

both the secondary and tertiary institutions. A sound knowledge of the language can as 

well boost an applicant’s chances or prospect of getting a good job. Thus, parents as well 

as students would stop at nothing to learn and make a good grade in the subject. This 

attitude has therefore endangered all the Nigerian languages. 

(2) Only a few Nigerian languages have been developed or made adequate enough to 

express new experiences and concepts in modern education courtesy of the most recent 

drive in the field of language engineering e.g gifted and talented students, personalised 

learning and teaching, active votes, electronic white boards etc and in other subjects like 

Geography, Mathematics and English. 

(3) Negative attitude of the elite parents: most of the elites and educated parents prefer 

to communicate with their children in the English language. They feel that on leaving 

school, a student should have attained an acceptable level of achievement in English. 

Some illiterates would rather employ the service of a teacher of English language to take 

their children in extra lessons than a teacher of any of the Nigerian languages. Ogunbiyi 

(2008) opines, ‘Most Nigerian parents prefer to send their children to English speaking 

schools. Some parents even go to the extent of not allowing their children to watch films 

in Nigerian language as that hinders their acquisition of the English language (according 

to those parents). 

(4) The parents, teachers, students and society at large view fluency in the use of the 

English language as a symbol or emblem of being educated. Parents believe that the only 

proof of literacy that their children can exhibit is to communicate in English and they tend 

to look down on friends and children that cannot express themselves in the English 

language as uneducated or uncivilised. Unfortunately, even in religious circles, clerics that 

cannot preach in the English language are seen as uneducated, local or crude. Thus, 
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everyone keeps struggling to speak and learn the foreign language because by the 

attitude or standard of the society; it offers a kind of prestige or class to its speakers. 

 

Legislative/Policy - related Factors 
The English Language is to assume the position or status of the language of teaching or 
education from primary four onwards, according to the language policy declaration 
mentioned in the National Policy on Education (2004), and must be gradually used for the 
purpose. 'Government will see to it that the medium of instruction in the primary school 
is initially the mother tongue (MT) of the immediate community, and at a later stage, 
English, says Section 3 (xx) of the National Policy on Education (2004).’ 
Thus; legislature by way of the policy statement is a major challenge that confronts the 
use of Nigerian languages in modern education. The National Policy on Education does 
not support the use of any Nigerian language as a medium of instruction from the upper 
primary school. 
(2) Adoption of the English language as the language of the government in Nigeria (Lingua 
Franca) and the importance attached to the knowledge of the language by employers has 
made many people (including students, parents and teachers) to consider the Nigerian 
languages inferior to the English language. The poor attitude thus poses a great challenge 
to using any of the Nigerian languages in modern education. 
(3) One of the major challenges of using Nigerian languages in modern education is the 
language policy as contained in the National Policy on Education. This is because there is 
a big problem in its interpretation and implementation. The policy is a shoddy attempt to 
escape the important question of which language is to be used in a multilingual 
community as the medium of instruction in the pre-primary level. Also, the policy fails to 
explain how the teacher caters for the bridge or gap that exists at the level of changing 
the language of education in primary four. 
(5) Poor and lack of proper monitoring: a large share of the blame goes to the education 
officers (EO) and officials of the federal and state ministries of education. Though the 
National policy on education (2004) states that the mother tongue (a Nigerian language) 
and/or language of the immediate community (LIC) should be the language of initial 
literacy at the pre-primary and junior primary levels and of adult and non-formal 
education.  
But in practice, most private nursery and primary schools teach even the pre-primary and 
junior primary classes using the English language as the medium of instruction without 
any restriction from the ministry of education officials who are never available. Ogunbiyi 
(2008) submits that in spite of the government’s position on the status of the English 
language and the Nigerian languages, some schools still relegate Nigerian languages to 
the background and promote the teaching of English and French languages. 
 
Orthography-related Factors 
(1) Lack of literature in Nigerian languages hinders the sufficiency of the language as a 
medium of instruction. Most of the textbooks are written in the English language and so, 
teachers are ‘handicapped’ thus cannot embark on such a noble venture. 
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(2) Another problem in the area of orthographic is that most Nigerian languages do not 
have standard orthography. For example, there are confirmed cases of variation in the 
orthography of the Igbo language; such variations will make it difficult to have a uniform, 
standard and acceptable system of writing thus developing textbooks in Nigerian 
languages may not be very easy. 
(3) Wikipedia webpage: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/languages_of_Nigeria states that the 
number of languages currently estimated and catalogued in Nigeria is 521 (five hundred 
and twenty one). A breakdown of this number includes 510 living languages, 2 second 
languages without native speakers (English and French) and 9 extinct languages. It is sad 
to note however that only about a hundred Nigerian languages have been fully developed 
with standard orthography as at the year 1978 according to Brann and Max (1978). 
 
SUGGESTIONS  
The researchers argue that in order for education in Nigeria to function as it should, as it 
does elsewhere, her language policy should be revisited; and in order to do so, the 
researcher suggests that teacher education in Nigeria be revitalized, with adequate 
training provided to teachers so that they can comfortably and conveniently teach their 
subjects in the indigenous languages. Efforts should also be made to educate the general 
public about the importance and benefits of using one's mother tongue in the classroom. 
The government, for its part, should avoid the lip-service approach, which has resulted in 
the failure of numerous policies.  Monitoring agencies should be setup to ensure that 
schools, private and public, adhere strictly to the policy. 
Teaching science and technology in the mother tongue e.g. (Yoruba, Hausa and Igbo) 
requires that a large body of scientific literature be developed in such a mother tongue 
using the appropriate scientific words, terms and phrases. This problem is being handled 
by the Language Development Centre of the Nigerian Educational Research and 
Development Council. In addition science teachers must be well versed in the mother 
tongue to enable them use it effectively in communicating with the students. The learning 
of the mother tongue as a school subject should also be made compulsory for all students. 
This implies that it should be made a core subject for JSC and SSC students, 
 
CONCLUSION 
Given that language has an impact on the learner's mental process, his comprehension of 
his environment, and hence his ability to learn science, deliberate efforts should be made 
to allow pupils to learn science in their home tongue as much as feasible. Dikshit's (1974) 
idea of forcing kids to think in a foreign language is counterproductive. It does not 
encourage students to be creative, but rather turns them into "robots" who merely 
memorize and reproduce the notes given to them by their teachers when necessary, 
without demonstrating an appreciable level of understanding of the scientific and 
technological information and processes in question. If students merely memorize facts, 
principles and generalizations only to be regurgitated during examination, they will not 
be in a position to use the knowledge acquired since it has not been intemalized. 
The lack of internalization of scientific knowledge, process and skills by Nigerian students 
seems to have been largely responsible for Nigeria's inability to make a major 
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breakthrough in scientific and technological development. The situation is unacceptable 
and needs urgent redress. 
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