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ABSTRACT 
Researches (Cummins, 2001, Benson, 2003e1c.) have proven that a second 
language is learned best when a first language has been learned well, and this 
perhaps precipitated Skutnabb-Kangas (1981:18) to define mother tongue as the 
language one thinks with, dreams and count in. This paper seeks to examine 
mother tongue schooling in a multilingual environment while drawing its insights 
from various multilingual countries, but using Nigeria as its case study. It is in 
total consonance with Curnbow (1990) who advocates the need of a pragmatic 
approach to the medium of instruction whereby mother tongue and foreign 
language will be on equal basis. This is to prevent the creation of a psychological 
gap detrimental to the cognitive maturation and intellectual development of the 
child rather than jettisoning indigenous languages for the instrumental and 
integrative values of exogenous languages. 
Keywords: Mother Tongue, Schooling, Multilingual Environment, Language 
Policies, Nigeria. 

 
INTRODUCTION 
‘Pupils should begin their schooling through the medium of the mother tongue and that the use of 
the mother tongue is extended to as late a stage in education as possible.  (UNESCO, 1953) (sic) 
UNESCO (2000) observes that Africa is the only continent where majority of children start 
schooling using a foreign language with its aftermaths of poor education quality, low literacy 
outcomes and high drop- out rates of pupils in Africa. Cummins (2001) opines that to reject a 
child’s language in the school is to reject the child. The Six Year lfe Pilot Project and Rivers 
Readers Project are indicators to the effectiveness of mother tongue schooling in a multilingual 
community like Nigeria. The above therefore accentuates the viewpoint that mother tongue 
schooling provides marginalized people access to information and develops a stronger sense of 
identity and self-worth. 
The relevance of mother tongue schooling is elucidated in a survey conducted in Jharkland, India in 
2013. The survey revealed that more than 96% of children at primary school level fail to follow 
classes where the medium of instruction is Hindi. Only4% of the rural population in Jharkland 
speaks Hindu while 96% of the population speaks either a tribal or regional language. Also, in 
Zambia (Williams, 1996) where English is the educational language, it was observed that at the end 
of primary schooling, children were unable to read fluently or write clearly. 
Some former British colonies have long experience with mother tongue schooling as part of 
separate and unequal ideologies like Bantu education in South Africa and Namibia under apartheid. 
Furthermore, Julius Nycrere’s historic promotion of Tanzanian public schooling in Kiswahili which 
brought basic education to more citizens. And other initiatives coming from the outside, as donor 
agencies, are some of the instances of mother tongue schooling schemes.  
Consequently, the 1924 Phelp-Stokes Commission Report on West Africa, the 1927 British 
Government’s Advisory Committee for Education in Africa, the 1943, Colonial Office’s 
Memorandum of Language in African Education, the 1952 UNESCO Conference on the use of 
Education of African Languages in relation to English and the 1969 Philosophy of Nigerian  
 
Correspondence Author: Okagbare, E. V ,E-mail okagbere@gmail.com,   

1 

http://www.irdionline.com
mailto:okagbere@gmail.com,


Mother Tongue as Medium of Instruction in Schools for National Development 
 

Education- Report of the National Curriculum Conference all reiterate the rightful place of 
indigenous languages in the primary level of education. 
Afolayan (1988) sees mother tongue as the language acquired naturally in a learner’s native 
environment which meets all his or her linguistic needs. Scholars like Adegbite and Akindele 
(1999) have reached a consensus that mother tongue is the language a learner has the greatest 
linguistic facility or intuitive knowledge which the learner uses to conduct his or her everyday 
activities (both in formal and informal interaction). This is because the learner has a holistic 
understanding of the rules of pronunciation, syntax, lexis and discourse without having course to 
refer back to texts for correct usage of these aspects of his or her mother tongue. Akindele and 
Adegbite (1999) define mother tongue as the sequentially first language of a bi/multilingual person. 
In conclusion, mother tongue schooling is hinged on communities and families understanding the 
benefits of mother tongue learning. This can be engendered by a bottom-top sensitization on the 
status and functions of languages and culture because mother tongue schooling survives on a 
supportive community environment. 
 
Importance of Mother Tongue Schooling 
The use of exogenous language (which could be English Language) as instructional language in 
schools has handicapped some particular groups like, ethno linguistic minorities, rural dwellers and 
females. Benson (2003) bolsters this viewpoint when he opines that schooling in developing 
countries where there are multifarious languages plagued serious inequalities between urban and 
rural areas, elite and subordinate social groups and boys and girls. 
Reinforcing this view is Orekan (2011) who postulates that the lack of the use of mother tongue in 
the educational domain means that a wealth of knowledge is being locked away in those languages. 
Moreover, it is gradually being lost because only through mother tongue that one can empower 
communities to combat illiteracy. Language is seen as a key to the heart of the people which 
consequently unlocks their knowledge and treasures because it is the only creative property unique 
to human beings as individuals (Sapir, 1921, Engholm, 1965). 
Endogenous language schooling provides the basis for comprehensive content instruction and 
literacy skills upon which competence in the second or foreign language could be built. The 
quantitative and qualitative successes recorded in the use of mother tongue as medium of 
instruction in schools in the PEIB and PEBIMO projects in Bolivia and Mozambique respectively 
have proven that there are participatory interactions among teachers and students. The teachers and 
students get involved in meaning negotiation rather than the erstwhile prevailing submersion 
system in which the teachers talk to students and engender rote responses.  
Also, self-esteem, strong interpersonal skills and parents’ involvement in their children/wards 
schooling are veritable pointers to the significance of mother tongue in schools. This further 
reinforces the conception that failure to provide mother tongue teaching is a form of discrimination 
that perpetuate inequalities. One way to bridge the gap between home and school is using mother 
tongue as the medium of instruction as observed by Fafunwa (2000:4). 
It is observed that the level of development of children’s mother tongue is a strong predictor of 
their second language development. This is because when children are learning through their 
mother tongue, they learn concepts and intellectual skills that are equally relevant to their ability to 
function in majority language(s). again, a curriculum rooted in the child’s known language, culture 
and environment with appropriate and locally developed reading and curriculum materials are 
crucial for early learning success. Smooth transaction between home and school, stimulation of 
interest, great participation and engagement, fluency and confidence are parts of the significance of 
mother tongue schooling. 
In addition to the above, mother tongue schooling creates a sense of participation and harmonious 
living among learners in schools. Learners can identify with the system, and learning becomes an 
easy sail.  Never the less, mother tongue is a means through which orientation in the cultural 
environment of a learner is made.  
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It is an expression of the common cultural experience of the members of the speech community 
who speak it, and thus emphasizing the socio-cultural value of language to mankind. 
Mother Tongue Schooling in Nigeria 

In Nigeria, when researchers administered cognitive tests of literacy, numeracy 
and life skills in English Language to fourth graders as part of the monitoring 
learning achievement project, the results were described as generally poor. The 
mean percentage of scores were 32% in literacy, 25% in literacy and 33% in life 
skills. In one test item, pupils were instructed to copy a four line passage into a 
given space, only 8% of them were able to do so accurately and 40% were 
unable to copy a single word ‘or punctuation mark.’ (UNESCO 2000:34) 

As a result of the above and other similar trends in Africa, the UNESCO’s positions at its 
conference on cultural diversity are: 

 To promote education in mother tongue in order to improve the quality of the curriculum 
and the education that children are receiving around the world; 

 To minimize the possibility of young people being pushed out of the schooling system into 
poverty and to therefore give them a better chance of life; 

 To encourage bilingual and or multilingual education at all levels of schooling as a means of 
furthering social and gender equality. And as a key part of linguistically diverse societies; 

 To elevate language as a central part of inter-cultural education. Also, to affirm the literacy 
and mass communication are two major domains which the role of language is also central 
to national socio-economic development 

In Northern Nigeria, where the Hausa language had hitherto been used as a medium of instruction 
up to the middle school adopted a policy of ‘Straight for English’ which was imported from an 
experiment conducted in Kenya in 1958-1961. Bamgbose (2001) maintains that not only was 
mother tongue education policy reversed but also it took several years before the English-medium 
policy was shown to be a failure. 
Barriers to mother tongue as a medium of instructions in schools can be classified into micro and 
macro challenges. The micro challenges are: cost, the instrumental value of English, the ambivalent 
nature of bilingual instructors who in the bid to ‘save time’ circumvent established models, dearth 
of competent teachers, limited instructional materials, limited teachers training. The macro 
challenges are: unwillingness stance of decision makers to implement the mother tongue as the 
medium of instruction, seeing language as an abstract challenge not worthy of serious attention. 
The Nigerian language provisions of the 1977 National Policy on Education include: 
A. In addition, appreciating the importance of a language in the educational process and as a means 
of preserving the people’s culture. The government considers it to be in the interest of national 
unity, and each child should be encouraged to learn one of the three major languages other than his 
own mother tongue. In this connection, the government considered the three major languages in 
Nigeria to be Hausa, lgbo and Yoruha (NPE para 8) 
B. To achieve the above objectives Government will ensure that the medium of instruction will he 
principally the mother tongue or the language of the immediate community and this will: 
a) develop the orthography for many Nigerian Languages  
b) produce textbooks in Nigerian languages (NPE para II (3): pre-Primary Education) and 
C. government see to it that the medium of instruction in the primary school is initially the mother 
tongue or the language of the immediate community at a later stage. 
D. make the junior secondary school be both prevocational and academic. The curriculum should 
be structured as follows: 

In selecting two Nigerian languages students should study the languages of their 
own area in addition to any of the three main Nigerian languages, Hausa, lgbo and 
Yoruba, subject to availability of Teachers (NPE, Para. 19 (4)) 

From the above, it demonstrates the good will policies of the Nigerian government to facilitate a 
mother tongue schooling system.  
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However, the bane has been in implementation which is grossly impeded by absence of Political 
will by policy makers. Government apathy towards language challenge as an abstract issue which is 
not worthy of serious attention like economic development. Also, political instability, non-
involvement of language experts in language policies formulation and implementation are few of 
the hurdles militating against the successful implementation of mother tongue schooling in Nigeria. 
 

The Rivers Readers’ Project in Nigeria (1970-1972) 
The Rivers Readers Project was a project that was designed to introduce literacy in about thirty - 
four minority languages through their use as media of’ instruction in the first two to three years of’ 
primary education before shifting to an official or national language. The languages ranged in size 
from over 40,000 pupils per language to 1,200 pupils speaking the smallest language. Over forty 
publications were produced in fifteen languages during the experiment between 1970-1972 
including primers, readers, teachers’ notes, orthography manuals and dictionaries. Despite 
successes in gaining community interest and participation, creation of language committees in 
helping to assess orthography proposal and general language planning policy to boost the status of 
small languages within the community it still has some shortcomings which are: 
• Lack of adequate support from national authorities 
• Lack of sufficient sources of funding 
• Absence of fully trained and committed linguists  
• Absence of systematic method of evaluation 
 
The Ife Six Year Primary Project (SYPP) (1970-1975) 
The project was designed to compare the traditional system of mixed-medium teaching with a new 
system in which Yoruba language, the mother tongue of the pupils in the area, is used for learning 
and teaching for the full duration of their primary education. The main objective of the project was 
to develop a coherent primary education that would use the mother tongue as the medium of 
instruction. This is because they were of the assumption that the child would benefit cognitively, 
socially, culturally and linguistically through the use of mother tongue as the language of 
instruction throughout the primary education. (The result of the pilot project shows that the 
language of instruction is a significant variable in the performance of pupils involved in the project. 
Bamigbose (2001) opines that proofs that the SYPP is a wasted opportunity is the continued poor 
performance of students who are exposed to an early English medium not only at primary school 
but also at the senior secondary school. 
Towards The Use of Mother Tongue Schooling in Nigeria 
It was observed in Papau New Guinea, where there are over 800 languages of which 450 languages 
are used in early year’s education, there are hardly any appropriate materials because children need 
to be engaged in and excited about reading and learning. And this can be done if the materials are 
ones which they will understand and enjoy. As a result of this, acquisition learning involving 
indigenous textbooks and instructional materials should be provided for successful mother tongue 
schooling. 
Deployment of mother tongue teachers because mother tongue education requires teachers who 
share the language and culture of the children. It was recorded in Namibia that after their 
independence in 1990, she chooses English as her national language over the thirteen local 
languages. The 2011 government study in Namibia showed that 98% of the country’s teachers are 
not sufficiently proficient in the language (English Language). 
Partnership and collaboration with publishers, education agencies, ministries, and language experts 
could mitigate the cost of mother tongue education. Also, development of relevant local skills and 
techniques for the production of literacy materials, language teaching materials, writing 
pedagogical grammars, and dictionaries could also lessen the cost. 
Furthermore, it behaves on the Nigerian government and education stakeholders to ensure that early 
education is implemented in the mother tongue to ensure that children are literate in their first 
language initially.  
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Also, the involvement of local teachers and communities in developing materials based on local 
knowledge, practices and environment should be spurred. Local education authorities should be 
able to access finance or have a specific budget quota for translating, developing and printing books 
and materials in children’s mother tongue rather than shipping imported textbooks. Teachers should 
be trained in learner-centered interactive teaching methods. Approaches to curriculum design and 
delivery that support the acquisition of the productive and receptive skills of reading, writing, 
listening and speaking. 
 
Structure of Mother Tongue Schooling 
 Early exit transition model or initial medium of an indigenous language: the medium of 

instruction will take place within 1-3 years, and this is demonstrated in the Rivers Readers 
Project that spanned from I 970- I 972 

 Bilingual medium: the objective being the adoption of mother tongue as medium of 
instruction throughout with the official/foreign language being taught as a subject or the 
mother tongue. The official/foreign language being used as two dual media of instruction until 
the end of schooling. 

 Full medium or late exit transition model: transition is delayed till grade 5or 6 i.e. it is used 
for the entire primary education. This is used in the Ife Six Year Primary Project (SYPP) 
which spanned from 1970-1975 

 Additive lingual education model: mother tongue is used as the medium of instruction 
throughout with the foreign language being taught as a subject or mother tongue used in 
conjunction with a foreign language as dual media of instruction to the end of school. 

 
CONCLUSION 
Prah (2003) maintains that it is only when African realities informed by African history, language 
and culture are brought to the fore that Africa can make meaningful and worthwhile contribution to 
the universal fund of culture and knowledge. 
It is against this backdrop that Nigeria should endeavour to revive the defunct National Language 
Center which is now a subsidiary unit of the much larger Educational Research and Development 
Council (NERDC). Furthermore, the resuscitation of the National Institute by Nigerian Languages 
(NINLAN) which is a specialized institute for the production of teachers of Nigerian languages will 
help realize the vision of mother tongue as a medium of instruction. Also, it will help proffer 
solutions to the problem of the dearth of teachers in achieving mother tongue schooling. However, 
for mother tongue which is not standardized to be used as medium of instruction (unscripted 
languages), a collaborative bilingual medium of instruction should be used. Teachers, severally or 
integratively switch from the mother tongue to English pending the corpus planning of the language 
achieved.  
The realization of mother tongue schooling is a concerted effort of everyone, which starts with a 
positive attitude towards one’s mother tongue. This can be engendered through enlightenment and 
awareness programs, having either a unimodal or multimodal language policy as a medium of 
education in schools as against a modal language policy. This must have a firm commitment to 
support education in mother tongue languages. More importantly, donor government should 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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