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Abstract
Language is a vital component of indigenous knowledge, embodying identity 
and culture. Indigenous languages transmit values and beliefs across genera-
tions, and their use in education is crucial to achieving holistic national devel-
opment. The mother tongue, regarded as the primary code for perceiving real-
ity (Prah 1995; Emenanjo 1996; Skutnabb-Kangas 2000; van Pinxteren 2022), 
facilitates the understanding of abstract scientific concepts, enabling learners to 
interpret reality effectively. Research by the World Bank and UNESCO shows 
that learning outcomes improve significantly when instruction is delivered in 
the mother tongue. Countries that rank highly in mathematics and science often 
invest in teaching these subjects through local languages. This paper explores the 
challenges of using indigenous languages to communicate scientific knowledge 
in Nigerian schools. Findings reveal persistent obstacles such as ideologically-
driven language policies, weak implementation, negative speaker attitudes, the 
multiplicity of indigenous languages, low proficiency, inadequate documenta-
tion, shortage of qualified teachers, poor remuneration, limited funding, and the 
dominance of English, which subordinates local languages. Efforts to address 
these issues include initiatives by the National Institute for Cultural Orientation 
(NICO) to promote indigenous languages and inter-agency panels advocating 
their use in teaching mathematics and science. However, policy implementa-
tion remains weak. For indigenous languages to function effectively in educa-
tion, government must enforce policies mandating the compulsory learning of 
at least one indigenous language in schools.

Keywords: Education, Indigenous Nigerian languages, Mother Tongue, 
Scientific Knowledge
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Introduction
Before the colonial era, local languages flourished and the people’s cul-
tural values were promoted. English was first introduced into Nigeria 
in the 16th century by European traders. Later in the 18th century, it was 
adopted by the missionaries, who also taught it to their converts to facil-
itate the work of evangelisation. In the 19th century, when the British 
assumed control of Nigeria, English became the colonial language and, 
later in the 20th century, the official language. One of the major problems 
confronting Nigeria is the multiplicity of languages. Unstable language 
policy, the inability of Government to decide on the local language to use 
as the official language, failure to codify languages spoken by a minority 
of the population, non-delineation of roles for local language use in gov-
ernance, etc., are some of the other critical factors surrounding the crisis. 
Although Nigeria has over 540 indigenous languages (Olatunde-Ojo et 
al. 2022; National Language Policy (NLP) 2022: 2), none of the languages 
has been considered worthy of adoption as a national language. In the 
1990s, an attempt was made to popularise an artificial language (WAZO-
BIA), similar to Esperanto. The effort, however, failed because the lan-
guage derived most of its words and vocabulary from the three major 
languages, namely Yoruba (WA), Hausa (ZO), and Igbo (BIA) (the verbs 
for “come” in these languages), to the exclusion of other languages. Con-
sequently, the English Language has continued to assume greater impor-
tance in the country due to its indispensability, as its use cuts across dif-
ferent spheres of our national life. At the same time, the growth of the 
over 500 indigenous languages in Nigeria has been suppressed (Ajepe/
Ademowo 2016). 

The nexus between indigenous languages, local 
knowledge, and culture
From a pedagogical perspective, using local languages in education 
enhances children’s learning within the classroom and plays a vital role 
in sustaining cultural and social values beyond the classroom. This dual-
ity of purpose manifests in several examples from Asia and the Pacific 
countries, known as two of the world’s most biologically and linguis-
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tically divergent regions. In Nunavut (Canada), schools use Inuktitut 
through early grades, integrating it into curricula (kindergarten to Grade 
3 or 4) alongside English or French. This bilingual education improves 
comprehension, enabling students to grasp abstract and scientific con-
cepts in their mother tongue (pedagogical benefit), while preserving 
Inuit language, worldview, and identity. Community elders, storytelling, 
and Inuit societal values are woven into teaching, helping students main-
tain cultural continuity beyond school (MacDonald 2023; Tulloch et al. 
2009). 

Similarly, Papua New Guinea, with about 840 languages and roughly 
5 % of the world’s biodiversity, is currently using local languages and 
knowledge to help boost children’s language skills and biodiversity 
knowledge (Sudoh/Darr 2022). A number of researches (Sibayan 1968; 
1978; Badejo 1989; Fafunwa et al. 1989) have shown that the use of the 
mother tongue, especially in early childhood education, can significantly 
improve the quality of learning, learning outcomes, and academic per-
formance of learners. It also prevents knowledge gaps and increases the 
speed of learning and comprehension. Other benefits of multilingual 
mother tongue-based education include the empowerment of all learners 
for full participation in society, the promotion of mutual understanding 
and respect for one another, and the preservation of the rich deposit of 
cultural and traditional heritage found in all languages across the world. 

Local languages are embedded with the culture and heritage of the 
people who speak them. Therefore, the government should protect and 
promote their use in teaching and learning so that the next generation 
can understand and develop a link with their environment and acquire 
the necessary biodiversity knowledge and language skills to proffer solu-
tions to diverse environmental and climatic problems (Sudoh/Darr 
2022). In his address marking International Mother Language Day on 
20 February 2023, David Atchoarena, Director of the UNESCO Institute 
for Lifelong Learning, underscored the pivotal role of mother-tongue 
education in sustaining both knowledge systems and cultural heritage. 
He argued that education delivered in learners’ first languages is not only 
central to the transmission of traditional knowledge and values but also 
to the provision of meaningful and contextually relevant learning oppor-
tunities across age groups. Importantly, Atchoarena highlighted that 
empirical evidence demonstrates how such provision strengthens edu-
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cational outcomes while fostering learners’ confidence and self-esteem 
(Atchoarena 2023).

According to Ademowo (2016), innovation (and technological 
advancement) is galvanized by the application of human knowledge 
acquired in the form of skills, pure theoretical knowledge, and tech-
niques. Unfortunately, Africans find it difficult to fully comprehend the 
theories because the theories are rendered in foreign languages. In many 
African countries (including Nigeria), the languages of science and tech-
nology are still colonial, foreign languages such as English, French, and 
Portuguese. Indigenous languages are not prioritised in the transmission 
of ideas despite their proven ability to enhance cognitive understand-
ing in learning. Japan is a good example of a country that has realised 
this indubitable fact. In less than fifty years, Japan, once referred to as a 
third-world country, is now one of the most technologically advanced 
countries in the world by reason of their knowledge of science and tech-
nology, a feat achieved through the development and use of techno-sci-
entific terms in local languages. 

It is believed that “Ifa” the Yoruba system of divination and philo-
sophical knowledge centred on the deity Orunmila (Abimbola 1976; 
Francis/Olojo-Kosoko 2024), has existed in West Africa for thousands 
of years prior to the advent of Christianity, Islam, and the computer age. 
There is currently an abundance of literature that indicates that there 
are considerable commonalities between the computer and Ifa divina-
tion. While the average contemporary African might want to consider 
it as an antiquated memento of years gone by, foreigners are publicis-
ing it as a critical aspect of the latest technological development. If the 
unique numeric system of the “Odu” (the foundation of Ifa divination) 
which bears a striking resemblance to the binary language of computers 
can be expressed in foreign languages, nothing should prevent Africans 
(including Nigerians) from using their languages to teach Chemistry 
and other science subjects.

One of the implications of relegating indigenous languages to the 
background is that they face the threat of language extinction, language 
shift, or, ultimately, language death. A language that is not spoken even-
tually dies. Language and culture cannot be separated; therefore, the lack 
of use of indigenous languages by the younger generation has led to the 
gradual erosion of our cultures. The result of this is that the younger gen-
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eration is beginning to lose the core values and virtues in their cultures. 
The dress culture of the younger generation is also taking after the dress 
culture of the people whose language they speak. The younger genera-
tion reflects the culture of the language they speak more by gradually 
modifying their names to be pronounceable in English: Ola written as 
Horllar, Femi as Phemmy, etc. (Ajepe/Ademowo 2016).

The effectiveness of the mother-tongue/indigenous 
languages for educational purposes
The idea that instruction in education is best given in a child’s mother 
tongue is not new. In 1920, an American philanthropic organization set 
up a commission (the Phelps-Stoke Commission) to study education in 
Africa. In its 1922 report, the Phelps-Stoke Commission recommended, 
among other things, the use of the “tribal language” in the lower primary 
classes and “the language of the European nation in control” in the upper 
classes (Iwara 1981: 96–98). The idea of beginning primary education 
in the mother tongue further received strong support when education 
and language specialists met in 1951 under the sponsorship of UNESCO. 
Their report, published in 1953, recommended that learners should be 
taught at the beginning of their education in their mother tongue and 
that this practice should be extended to as late a stage in the education 
system as possible:

It is axiomatic that the best medium for teaching a child is his mother tongue. Psycho-
logically, it is the system of meaningful signs that, in the mind, work automatically for 
expression and understanding. Sociologically, it is a means of identification among the 
members of the community to which he belongs. Educationally, he learns more quickly 
through it than through an unfamiliar linguistic medium (UNESCO 1953: 11, cited in 
Iwara 2008: 29).

Subsequent meetings of UNESCO experts have reaffirmed this point 
of view. These ideas about mother-tongue language-based education 
became so popular that they formed the object of several experiments. 
One of the best-known studies, the Iloilo Experiment, yielded results 
that appeared to conclusively demonstrate the superiority and effec-
tiveness of the mother tongue for educational purposes. It showed that 
teaching learners in the first two years of primary school in the local 
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language, Hiligaynon, was much more effective than teaching in English 
and that even when the language of instruction changed to English in the 
third year, the superiority of the mother language medium of instruction 
remained in the sense that the experimental group continued to sur-
pass the control group in terms of academic performance (Iwara 2008: 
29). Another experiment in Ghana showed that primary school children 
had a richer vocabulary in their mother tongue than in English. The 
implication was that, for those children, English would be a less efficient 
medium of instruction than their mother tongue (Bamgbose 1976: 12; 
Dakin 1968: 28).

The Six-Year Primary Project embarked upon by the Nigerian Gov-
ernment in collaboration with the Ford Foundation involved the use of 
Yoruba as the medium of instruction for the entire six years of primary 
education, with English taught as a subject or second language by spe-
cialist teachers. Like the Iloilo experiment, pupils who were taught with 
Yoruba at the primary school level performed better than their coun-
terparts who were taught all subjects in English language. As opined by 
Fafunwa (1983: 395), “the child learns better in his mother tongue, and 
his mother tongue is as natural to him as his mother’s milk.”

According to Kioko (2015), early mother tongue education can aid 
comprehension of the curriculum content and improve pupils’ attitudes 
towards learning. Also, when pupils receive instructions in their mother 
tongue or a language they already speak and understand very well, they 
are able to express themselves freely and confidently and participate bet-
ter in the process of learning. Through this interactive learner-centered 
approach, suggestions are made, questions are asked, answers are pro-
vided to questions, and new knowledge is created and conveyed by the 
learners with excitement. Consequently, the confidence of learners is 
boosted, and their cultural identity is affirmed. This invariably impacts 
positively on learners’ perception of the importance of learning to their 
lives. However, teaching pupils in a language that is relatively new or 
unknown to them results in a teacher-centered approach, which will 
make learners passive and quiet in classrooms.

Reading and writing skills are developed faster when learners are 
taught in a language that they speak or understand rather than being 
taught in a foreign language such as English. Learners are usually enthu-
siastic when they are able to comprehend written texts and can write the 
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names of people and things in their environment. Kioko (2015) further 
explains that Research in Early Grade Reading (EGRA) has shown that 
the ability of learners to acquire reading skills early gives them an edge 
in school as skills and concepts taught in the learners’ native language 
do not have to be taught again when learners are ready to learn a second 
language. Learners who are proficient in reading and writing in their 
mother tongue acquire the ability to read and write in a new language 
more quickly. Using an indigenous language to teach school children also 
reduces the stress of the teacher as long as she can speak that language. 
Research has also shown that where the language of instruction is not the 
mother tongue of both the teacher and the learner, the teacher struggles 
just as much as the learners, especially at the beginning of schooling. 
However, the teaching-learning process is more spontaneous and more 
comfortable when it begins in the teachers’ and learners’ native language. 
This enables the teacher to be more imaginative and think outside the 
box in designing teaching/learning materials and approaches, resulting 
in improved learning outcomes.

Issues and challenges involved in the use of indigenous 
languages for communicating scientific knowledge in 
schools in Nigeria
Although it has been over six decades since Nigeria gained independ-
ence, the country is yet to have an implementable language policy. Over 
the years, Nigeria’s language policy has not only gone through a cycle 
of adoption, rejection, and re-adoption, it has been criticized for being 
inconsistent, fueling series of debates on language-related policies in 
primary and secondary education (Brann 1980; Emenanjo 1985; Olaoye 
2002).The new National Language Policy (2022) recently approved by 
the federal government stipulates that the Mother Tongue (MT) or the 
language of the immediate community (LIC) be used as the medium 
of instruction from Early Childhood Care and Development Education 
to the six years of primary education. This has raised diverse concerns 
including the apprehension that the language spoken by teachers may 
be different from that of the majority of pupils, particularly in urban 
areas such as Lagos; classrooms may have pupils from diverse linguistic 
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backgrounds, making it challenging to have a single language of instruc-
tion that caters to all. Furthermore, in terms of languages spoken, four 
out of the six geo-political zones (the North Central, North East, North 
West and South South zones) are heterogeneous (NLP 2022: 2). In other 
words, in many of the states in these heterogeneous zones, none of the 
languages widely used seems universally suitable as medium of instruc-
tion for primary education, thereby raising questions about inclusivity. 
Concerns have also been expressed that many of the languages specified 
in the new policy are not sufficiently developed for literary use, which will 
potentially affect the effectiveness of the language of instruction (Tsaure/
Sani 2024: 34). Nigeria is a multilingual nation with over 500 indigenous 
languages spoken by 250 ethnic groups. However, only about 65 have 
standardized orthographies, with just three languages – Hausa, Igbo, and 
Yoruba – recognized as major indigenous languages (Gbenedio 2010; 
Oyinloye 2010). Musa (2010) also identifies lack of adequate vocabulary 
as one of the challenges associated with some indigenous languages in 
the country.

The linguistic diversity of the nation has hindered the development of 
Nigerian indigenous languages to the advantage of English, whose prom-
inence and influence has continued to grow. According to Bamgbose 
(1989), multilingualism can be a resource and a problem. As a resource, 
it makes more languages available to the public and increases the poten-
tial for language learning. On the other hand, as a problem, it has divisive 
potential and, with special reference to education, leads to challenges in 
the area of provision of learning materials in more than one language 
medium. Multilingualism, which should ordinarily protect the indig-
enous languages and ensure diversity through the various cultures, has 
become a serious challenge affecting all facets of life. Today, only three 
languages – Hausa, Igbo, and Yoruba – out of more than 500 in Nigeria 
are officially recognised as major languages, while the rest are classified 
as minority languages. This limited recognition reflects the sensitivity of 
language adoption in a highly multilingual nation, where elevating one 
language over others can easily generate political and cultural tensions. 
When a language is given more roles or prominence, others begin to 
feel envious, just as we have in Nigeria, thus making it impossible, so 
far, to pick an indigenous language as a lingua franca. In the words of 
Schwarz, cited in Bamgbose (1991a: 39), differences between indigenous 
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languages keep the people apart, perpetuate ethnic hostilities, weaken 
national loyalties, and increase the danger of separatist sentiment. Ade-
gbija (1994: 150) also believes that deep-rooted mutual suspicions result 
in prejudice, stereotypes, and subtle linguistic hostility among various 
linguistic groups in Nigeria. 

Even though the Nigerian Language Policy gives room for the use of 
indigenous languages, in practice, the English language is the language 
of governance in Nigeria. Due to the Government’s perception of Eng-
lish as a world language or global lingua franca, most of the govern-
ment business in Nigeria is conducted in English. Also, contrary to the 
recommendations in section 18 of the National Language Policy (2022: 
17), English is the language of education in Nigeria from kindergarten to 
university. As a matter of fact, many schools in Nigeria prefer not to offer 
any indigenous languages in their curriculum. Many of such schools 
erroneously believe that using the English language as the language of 
instruction right from kindergarten gives the pupils a better foundation 
in the English language (Ademowo 2016). 

Similarly, many Nigerian parents in urban areas speak English or one 
of the dominant languages to their children, hoping to create better social 
and economic opportunities for them. While some parents would love 
their children to be able to speak their indigenous languages, they are 
equally more concerned with the education and future of these children, 
which is tied to high proficiency in the English language. If, at every point 
in life, the criterion for measuring success and social status is the English 
language, then it should not come as a surprise that many parents have 
chosen to start promoting English language proficiency at a very early 
stage of their children’s childhood, since it is the language with which 
they will be expected to function for the rest of their schooling and work-
ing lives. Educated parents who know that a child is capable of acquiring 
many languages before age 12 would rather have the child learn, first, the 
language that appears most functional in the society, which is English. 
Proficiency in English is widely associated with career advancement and 
social mobility. Since individuals function within interconnected social 
structures, what might otherwise be an advantage – the acquisition and 
application of mother tongue competence – can become a disadvantage 
if society does not actively support its widespread use. English profi-
ciency is often perceived as a gateway to opportunities and as a marker 
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of prestige in virtually every domain where it is displayed. According to 
Orji and Udeze (2021: 117), the dominant attitude towards indigenous 
Nigerian languages, particularly among the Igbo, has frequently been 
one of neglect and even disdain, especially in educational settings. Many 
speakers express embarrassment at using their indigenous languages in 
public, assuming that exclusive reliance on English signifies education, 
sophistication, and modernity. For such individuals, English extends 
beyond a communicative tool to embody the perceived foundation of 
patriotism, employability, and long-term security for both themselves 
and their children.

Consequently, we now have a generation of Nigerian children who 
are unable to communicate with their grandparents in their mother 
tongue. As the youth migrate from the rural to urban centres in search 
of ‘greener pastures,’ they adopt the language of convenience in the cities. 
As a result, there is no local language transfer from the older generation 
to the youths. With time, the elders die without passing down the lan-
guage to the next generation. Language is lost, and cultural values and 
ethical principles embedded in the language are also forgotten.

Another challenge to using indigenous languages in Nigeria is the 
paucity of teachers trained in using local languages. The so-called major 
(indigenous) languages have not significantly thrived in education 
beyond their geographical boundaries because of the obvious lack of 
teachers to teach them in schools (Udosen 2013). Similarly, minority lan-
guages have not made any appreciable impact even within their domains 
because of the native speakers’ attitude to their language, among other 
things (Udosen 2002). The underdeveloped writing systems of many 
Nigerian languages also present a major obstacle to their effective use as 
mediums of instruction in education.

Another problem is the inferiority complex and mentality of the Afri-
can elite, who falsely consider everything Euro-American as superior 
to anything African. As a result of this negative mentality, indigenous 
African languages are perceived as backward (Wa Mberia 2015: 53), and 
lacking the capacity to communicate technological and scientific con-
cepts. The fact that there are African languages in Ethiopia and Eritrea 
that have a long history of writing systems that can easily be used to 
convey extremely technical and abstract ideas, as well as the existence 
of Leopold Senghor’s translation of Einstein’s Theory of Relativity into 
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Wolof, a lingua franca of Senegal, has proven this derogatory assump-
tion to be an obvious misconception. One possible reason for many 
citizens’ negative attitude towards the use of indigenous languages is the 
government’s lack of success in implementing the policy of using local 
languages in the first three years of primary education. Most Nigerians 
have never observed or participated in contexts where local languages 
are used as a medium of teaching in schools, and when they observe 
their use in informal contexts, very little importance is attached to these 
languages. Many Nigerians will readily allow artisans who have acquired 
their knowledge through the use of local languages to repair their cars 
and automatic devices but will resist the idea of having their children 
taught in school in any of the indigenous languages.

Other plausible reasons advanced by Yusuff (2022) for the decline in 
the use of indigenous languages in Nigeria include migration to urban 
locations. If the parents’ languages are not spoken at home, the children 
end up acquiring the language of popular use among multilingual speak-
ers. In addition, when parents from different linguistic backgrounds fail 
to speak their individual languages or use a common indigenous one at 
home, a language of convenience is readily preferred. This reduces the 
use of indigenous languages by the couple and, by extension, the chil-
dren. The fact that instruction manuals for modern gadgets like elec-
tronic media, phones, and games are mostly presented in English for 
wide acceptability and economic gains also discourages the use of indig-
enous languages. There is also the problem of displacement. As a result 
of war, inter-ethnic conflicts, and terrorism, the languages of the most 
populous members of Internally Displaced People (IDP) camps may 
endanger other minority languages, especially in the face of scarce and 
limited resources as the most popular language becomes the language of 
negotiation. 

Efforts to promote the use of indigenous languages in 
Nigeria
As part of its mandate to promote indigenous languages, the Federal 
Government established the National Institute for Cultural Orienta-
tion (NICO) under Act 93 of 1993. A joint initiative between the Nige-



Feyi Ademola-Adeoye30

rian government and UNESCO, NICO was created during the World 
Decade for Cultural Development (1988–1997). Its functions include 
training cultural development officers, developing curricula and cul-
tural materials, conducting public awareness campaigns, and promoting 
cultural research. Local language issues feature prominently in NICO’s 
agenda: the institute recognises that language is a foundational aspect 
of identity, culture, and heritage, and is essential for social integration 
and national unity. The Nigerian Indigenous Language Programme 
(NILP), one of NICO’s core initiatives, was launched in 2007 in response 
to concerns over the decline of indigenous languages. NILP is designed 
to raise awareness of the need to learn and use indigenous languages, 
foster pride and identity, and preserve those languages from extinction. 
The programme operates through various editions – such as one-month, 
weekend, and “barracks” editions – and is now implemented in NICO’s 
Abuja headquarters and zonal/state offices across Nigeria. 

To achieve its objectives, the Institute organizes an annual four-week 
intensive language training program every August simultaneously across 
the Institute’s seven zonal and four state offices. A weekend version of the 
language training also runs throughout the year at the NICO Head Office 
in Abuja, and Lagos Office. Similarly, there is a Language in the Barracks 
version of the programme carried out in all the Institute’s offices, where 
resource persons go into military and paramilitary barracks to teach 
Nigerian indigenous languages.

Much effort is already being made to promote the use of indigenous 
languages. This cuts across music, movies, advertising, the internet, and 
other media. In the music industry, many of our hip-hop artists now 
sing a mixture of Igbo/English, Yoruba/English, and Efik/English songs; 
Hausa/English is also included. This local flavour makes contemporary 
music appeal to both the young and the old in Nigeria. Section 14 (c)–(e) 
of the NLP (2022: 14) states that the Federal Government considers “all 
Nigerian languages are national treasures and heritage to be preserved 
from danger; all Nigerian languages are equal and none shall be held 
superior or inferior against the other; all Nigerian languages shall be 
assigned equitable functions and roles for communication and interac-
tion within the socio-economic domains of the country”. In the light of 
the foregoing declaration, it is important that other languages are also 
promoted. Many print and electronic media advertisements have their 
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equivalents in at least three major languages. Few multinational compa-
nies do this for now. More multinational companies should be encour-
aged to emulate those already advertising their products in local lan-
guages. There could also be a policy by the advertising regulatory board 
stipulating that any billboard to be placed in any community must be 
translated into the immediate community’s language. The internet can 
be a veritable source of promoting indigenous languages if adequate 
effort is put in. While efforts are already being put in place on mini-
mal levels, such as the ability to Google in the three major languages, 
and a few indigenous platforms, like “Proudly Yoruba” and “Ábiyamo,” 
much more can still be done in Nigeria on social media like WhatsApp, 
Facebook, etc., to promote not only the three major Nigerian languages 
(Hausa, Igbo, and Yoruba), but also several others recognised in national 
policy and scholarship. For example, the Federal Ministry of Educa-
tion and the Nigerian Educational Research and Development Council 
(NERDC) identify nine indigenous languages – Efik, Fulfulde, Hausa, 
Igbo, Kanuri, Tiv, Yoruba, Edo, and Ibibio – as priority languages for 
development and use in education (Bamgbose 1991b; Igboanusi/Peter 
2005). Including these languages reflects a broader commitment to lin-
guistic diversity and acknowledges the need to preserve and revitalise a 
wider spectrum of Nigeria’s linguistic heritage, beyond the dominance of 
the three major tongues.

Concerned about the low interest in mathematics and science sub-
jects, the then Minister of Science and Technology, Dr. Ogbonnaya Onu, 
informed the public on January 30, 2017, that plans were underway to 
follow in the path of countries like India and China by ensuring that pri-
mary schools in the country teach mathematics and science subjects in 
native languages, to encourage the application of science and technology 
in the country (Chiedozie 2017). On May 31, 2017, Dr. Onu announced, 
during the institution of an inter-agency committee set up to strengthen 
the capacity of local languages as a medium for the teaching of math-
ematics and science subjects, that the teaching of science subjects and 
mathematics in local languages would begin shortly in primary and sec-
ondary schools across the nation. He observed that many pupils, espe-
cially in rural areas, speak their mother tongue at home while the lan-
guage of instruction in school is a non-native language. Consequently, 
they are faced with the challenge of understanding the non-native lan-
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guage before they can even begin comprehending the subject being 
taught. Prior to Dr. Onu’s announcement, the Minister of Education, 
Adamu Adamu, stated that “using mother tongue to teach science and 
mathematics would certainly help and ensure better understanding of 
the subjects” (Premium Times 2017). 

On 22nd of November 2022, the federal government announced the 
approval of a new National Language Policy, which makes mandatory 
the use of the language of the immediate environment as the language 
of teaching and learning in public primary schools. Although the policy 
is supposed to be in operation already, strict adherence to the policy 
can only take effect when the government generates relevant teaching 
aids and trains an adequate number of qualified language teachers. The 
minister further stressed that the government was prepared to treat all 
indigenous languages equally, to preserve the different cultures and their 
peculiar idiosyncrasies, because so much had already been lost due to 
the extinction of some local languages. Indeed, all languages are valu-
able and packed with loads of information that can benefit humankind 
(Egbokhare 2011).

 According to Owolabi (2006), efforts made to translate and lexicalise 
local languages to enable them to function in different areas of Science, 
Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM), agriculture, law, 
politics, and linguistics include:

i.		 A glossary of technical terminologies in science and mathematics 
for primary schools in Nigeria (GTTPSN) in nine languages (Edo, 
Efik, Fulfulde, Hausa, Igbo, Ijo, Kanuri, Tiv and Yoruba), spon-
sored by the Federal Ministry of Education.

ii.	 metalanguage in three languages on linguistics, literature and 
methodology, sponsored by National Educational and Research 
Development Council (NERDC)

iii.	 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria translated 
into three languages (1st phase)

iv.	 a quadrilingual glossary of legislative terms (QGLT) completed in 
three languages, sponsored by NERDC

v.	 Yoruba Dictionary of Engineering physics (YDEP), produced by 
an engineer, Mr. 
Odetayo.
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The glossary of technical terminologies in science and mathematics 
for primary schools in nine Nigerian languages, published in 1980 by 
the Federal Ministry of Education is believed to be the most exhaustive 
attempt so far at developing the register for the sciences in indigenous 
Nigerian languages.

In translating mathematics and science terminologies into the nine 
languages (chosen based on their being used for national broadcasts at 
the time), effort was first made to find an indigenous equivalent before 
resorting to borrowing. The names for objects which exemplify the con-
cept represented by the English term were often found useful as local 
equivalents. For example, the term “cone” is translated as ikoto in Edo 
language. Ikoto in Edo language is a conical-shaped piece of carving that 
children use in playing a game of the same name. Since ikoto has a coni-
cal shape, the adaptation of the word to mean cone is a true objectivisa-
tion of the concept of cone which is expected to help children to under-
stand the concept more easily (Federal Ministry of Education 1980: 12). 
Similarly, the Yoruba word for pie-graph is giráàfu eléèbu osàn (Federal 
Ministry of Education 1980: 231). The pictorial representation of data in 
a circular manner in a pie graph is similar to the divisions on the surface 
of a sliced orange referred to as eléèbu osàn. It is believed that adapting 
the term eléèbu osàn to refer to a pie graph will aid pupils’ understand-
ing of the concept. While this glossary has been applauded for being 
the most comprehensive guide to date for the use of Edo, Efik, Fulfulde, 
Hausa, Igbo, Ijo, Kanuri, Tiv and Yoruba as languages of instruction in 
primary schools, especially in the teaching of science and mathemat-
ics, it has been criticised for some shortcomings. Commenting on the 
Yoruba portion of the glossary, Eleshin (2022: 47) opines that some of 
the terms developed “are imprecise. As such, they do not aptly convey 
the notion expressed in existing English terms. Two, the terms are no 
longer in line with the present curriculum on basic science and technol-
ogy as approved by the Federal Ministry of Education.” The document 
has also been criticised for its excessive use of the word-loaning strategy 
(even where there are suitable equivalents in the relevant indigenous lan-
guages) which should have been a last resort. 

A good-faith effort has been made by the Nigerian government in 
promulgating the new National Language Policy (2022), and stating 
clearly in sections (27), (28), (38) and (39) that:
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•	 Efforts shall be made to develop science and technology textual 
and other instructional materials in various languages;

•	 Registers of science and technology in the various Nigerian lan-
guages shall be developed and regularly updated to encourage the 
teaching and learning of STEM;

•	 Government at all levels shall make efforts to develop science and 
technology textual and other instructional materials in various 
Nigerian languages;

•	 Government at all levels shall make efforts to develop metalan-
guages in STEM in various Nigerian languages.

While this is laudable, the government must take this a stage further by 
ensuring a prompt implementation of these policies.

Recommendations
The Nigerian government needs to develop a language policy that vig-
orously and effectively promotes Nigerian indigenous languages in all 
schools, and makes the learning of at least one indigenous language 
compulsory in all schools rather than optional, as it is currently. Par-
ents should be enlightened on the advantages of speaking the indigenous 
language/mother tongue to their children as their first language. It is a 
known fact that the problem of using and promoting indigenous lan-
guages is more prominent in Southern Nigeria (see Raheem 2013; Olo-
runtoba-Oju 2022). Perhaps other tribes should begin to take a cue from 
the Northern ethnic groups in Nigeria. Typical Hausa parents speak 
Hausa, Fulani or Kanuri to their children from birth. The Hausa people 
are so passionate about their language, that a foreigner who can speak 
their language at whatever level of proficiency is immediately regarded 
as a friend. Nigerians can also borrow ideas from the Ainu of Japan who 
have a model of learning where the young ones are taught the language 
by elders in the community, similar to local ethnic groups in the Phil-
ippines that run Schools of Living Tradition in order to preserve their 
indigenous languages, customs, and tradition (Degawan 2019).

Similarly, schools should be advised to stop punishing students for 
speaking “vernacular” in school. Policy implementers should ensure 
the use of the mother tongue or the language of the immediate environ-
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ment to teach pupils at the primary school and junior secondary school 
levels. Indigenous languages should also be taught at the General Stud-
ies level in higher institutions. The Lagos State University of Education 
(LASUED) has taken a significant step toward preserving the Yoruba 
language by incorporating it into its General Nigeria Studies (GNS) cur-
riculum (Punch Nigeria 2023). Under a law signed by the Lagos State 
Government on 8 August 2018, Yoruba must be included in the GNS 
programme of all Lagos State tertiary institutions, and LASUED imple-
mented this requirement as a compulsory course for 100- and 200-level 
students, with passing the subject now a prerequisite for graduation. 
Punch Nigeria (2023) reports that after LASUED became a university, its 
senate approved the teaching of Yoruba in GNS in 2022, and the course 
commenced in the 2022–2023 session. Other tertiary institutions in the 
country should be encouraged to follow suit.

According to Ajepe and Ademowo (2016), the teaching of indigenous 
languages in Nigeria should not be limited to theoretical instruction but 
should also include practical components. They emphasise that language 
assessment ought to cover both oral and written competence in order to 
ensure holistic proficiency. Furthermore, they recommend the adoption 
of regional lingua francas, with Hausa designated for the North, Yor-
uba for the West, and Igbo for the East, each assigned functional roles 
in key domains such as education, the judiciary, and the media. While 
acknowledging the continued importance of English, Ajepe and Ade-
mowo (2016) argue that it should remain the national language but not 
the lingua franca. Instead, they propose that English be retained as a sub-
ject taught in schools, as the medium of instruction at the senior second-
ary level, and as the principal language for international communication. 
However, they stress that English should be accorded less significance in 
the daily lives of Nigerian citizens.

Mother tongue-based education (which includes the teaching of 
STEM in local languages) is not a feat that can be achieved overnight. 
The government must be determined and consistent not only in formu-
lating the relevant policies, but also in ensuring the implementation of 
such policies. All stakeholders (Federal/State/Local Governments and 
their agencies, linguists, language and cultural associations, the media, 
tertiary institutions, parents, every Nigerian) must play their role in pro-
moting indigenous Nigerian languages (see Emenanjo 1996; Owolabi 
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2006; Oloruntoba-Oju 2022; Yusuff 2022; Bamgbose 2023, etc. for the 
roles these stakeholders are expected to play). A change in attitude 
towards indigenous languages is particularly required from Nigerian 
parents. The Yoruba proverb “Ilé la tí ń k'ẹ́ṣọ̀ọ́ ròde,” which corresponds 
to the English proverb “Charity begins at home,” drives home the point. 
Parents should be enlightened on the importance of communicating with 
their children at home solely in their mother tongue and on the fact that 
speaking indigenous languages at home enhances rather than hinders 
a child’s ability to acquire the English language in school or elsewhere.

Conclusion 
This paper has dwelt on the issues, challenges, and prospects of using 
indigenous Nigerian Languages for communicating scientific knowl-
edge. It explores the linguistic situation of Nigeria, examines issues and 
challenges in using indigenous languages to communicate scientific 
knowledge in Nigerian schools, and the efforts being made to increase 
the capacity of indigenous languages to serve as effective mediums of 
instruction in mathematics and science subjects. It is my considered 
opinion that a proper foundation should be laid out before indigenous 
languages become the medium of instruction for pupils in primary 
schools across the country, and the Federal Government should ensure 
that such innovation is sustainable and will not be subjected to the politi-
cal caprices of successive governments. Nigeria is endowed with a vast 
number of native languages, with several of these languages having only 
a small number of speakers, which is bound to pose specific problems 
regarding the availability of educational materials, teachers, and even 
orthographies. Suppose we are to stem the tide of language death and 
promote mother tongue-based education, we must think of creative and 
innovative ways of encouraging collaboration and cooperation among 
federal/state/local governments, different organizations, communities, 
and individuals to record, describe, strengthen, and preserve all local 
languages (small or big). In many contexts, political, religious, eco-
nomic, and other sociocultural pressures have influenced speakers of 
minority languages to accept, often with a degree of willingness, instruc-
tion in a dominant neighbouring language rather than in their mother 
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tongue. Here, willingness does not necessarily indicate free or enthusi-
astic choice; rather, it reflects a pragmatic acceptance of prevailing con-
ditions, where individuals perceive potential social mobility, economic 
advantage, or wider communication as benefits of adopting the domi-
nant language (Bamgbose 2011; Igboanusi 2017). A clear example of this 
situation is evident in parts of Northern Nigeria, where Hausa functions 
as the medium of instruction for children who are not native speakers 
of the language (Omoniyi 2018). Such linguistic accommodation dem-
onstrates how power relations in multilingual societies shape language 
attitudes and educational practices, often subordinating minority lan-
guages in favour of those associated with broader influence and pres-
tige. As succinctly expressed by Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o in his book entitled 
Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language in African Literature, 
published in 1986, development in various fields of academics, science, 
and technology will continue to elude Africa and Africans until we can 
communicate our thoughts and world view in our indigenous languages. 
Wa Thiong’o believes that the creation of diverse literature in indigenous 
African languages by African writers will unlock the potential of African 
languages to accommodate concepts in the fields of philosophy, science, 
technology, and all other areas of human creative ventures.
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