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Abstract
This paper explains the importance of language among human beings especially in the 
classroom. It alludes to the national language policy in Nigeria that the language of the 
immediate community should be the medium of instruction in early primary education as it 
aids learner’s intellectual growth. It attempts to find out the language of instruction preference 
of junior secondary school students in Ijebu-Ode Local Government Area, Ogun State. Three 
research questions were raised and a self-styled questionnaire, which reliability index is 0.63 
was used to collect information. A total of six hundred and twenty four students, randomly 
selected from public and private secondary schools were used. Data collected were analyzed 
using descriptive statistics. Findings revealed that students prefer their mother-tongue as a 
medium of instruction (x 3.34; S.D. = 0.94) while some even prefer the mother-tongue as a 
medium of instruction in teaching science subjects (x 2.63; S.D. = 1.26). Their reason for 
preference of the mother tongue was because they understand better. This study, amongst 
others, recommends that mother-tongue should be encouraged in schools and teachers should 
combine mother-tongue and English in their lessons. It concludes that English as Nigeria’s 
official language could be enhanced through the use of the mother tongue.
Keywords : language of instruction, preference, students, primary education, Yoruba

Introduction

Language, according to the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (2006), is “the 

system of communication in speech and writing that is used by people of a particular country 

or area”. This definition stresses the two modes of language-spoken and written. Language is 

the meeting point between curriculum and communication. This is because curriculum has to 

be communicated through language. Okeke (2002) submits that language as a vehicle of 

communication “is an arbitrary system that allows us to transmit representations to others”.

Language is often construed as the first and most symbolic of human activity which 

central function remains communication. Whether mother-tongue, second language or foreign 

language, language performs an indispensable function of communication. According to 

Awodi (1984), language is the basic unit of normal communication in any society and this 

communication cuts across all spheres of human endeavour. One of these spheres is the
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classroom. At any time in the classroom, the teacher instructs his students on a particular 

subject in a particular language. The National Policy on Education (2004) clearly explains 

that the teacher is saddled with the responsibility of the use of language of the immediate 

community or environment as a medium of instruction right from pre-primary to the third 

year of primary education.

However, language is not only a means of communication; it is also a very important 

means of establishing and maintaining relationships with other people. It plays many 

functions among mankind as Halliday (1968) identifies eight which are informative, 

interactional, instrumental, regulatory, personal, heuristic, imaginative and utility. The 

effectiveness of the functions of language is predicated on how one develops the language 

acquisition device at childhood as it has been pointed out through studies that the childhood 

period of 1 -  6 years is a very vital one in the intellectual growth of a child. As the child 

matures, his language, personality and experience are expressed (Durojaiye, 1975; Dejo, 

1999).

Language as a medium of communication, determines largely the success or otherwise 

of any educational programme (Umuro-Onwuka, 2002). It enables a child to acquire 

knowledge about scientific and non-scientific concepts of the world (Piaget, 1959). Except for 

the contributions of the missionaries in the 19th century to the development of indigenous 

languages, all the previous educational programmes were anti-indigenous languages and the 

early nationalists who realized the far-reaching effects of those policies protested against the 

abolition of the use of mother-tongue or “vernacular” as they called it. In other words, the 

colonial system of education was not Nigerian-based hence, no attempt was deliberately made 

to use the mother-tongue as a medium of instruction within the educational system until the 

inauguration of the new policy on education in the 1970s, Nigerian languages were optional 

school subjects.

There is no doubting the fact that the mother-tongue is acquired first by the child. 

UNESCO (2003) defines it as a child’s first language, the language learned in the home from 

the older family members. It is therefore submitted that learning in mother-tongue will 

produce more lasting results than learning in a second language. Students who are taught in 

the mother-tongue have been discovered to perform consistently better than their counterparts 

taught in English (Fafunwa, Macauley and Sokoya, 1989; Williamson, 1976).
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It is one thing for government to formulate a policy and it is another thing for the 

policy to be implemented. This study attempts to find out the extent to which the use of 

mother-tongue as a medium of instruction could be implemented in the secondary schools.

Junior secondary education is the strong foundation that can be dependent upon for the 

academic profit of a child at the senior secondary and tertiary levels. The requirement for 

entry into junior secondary school is that a child must have completed his or her primary 

education (Basic 6). The child transits from this level to Basic 7 which is compulsory and free 

to Basic 9.

Arguments abound for and against the use of mother-tongue as the medium of 

instruction at the primary level of education but unstable government policies on this are not 

helping matters. While it could be submitted that there is no explicit and clear-cut language 

policy in Nigerian educational system, curriculum planners and implemented are at liberty to 

shift the goal post of our language policy as and when due. However, Awoniyi (1978) pointed 

out that Yoruba, the mother-tongue of the Yoruba people is one of the few African languages 

that have had a long tradition of use in education, both as a medium of instruction and as a 

subject in the school curriculum. This means that in many ways, the special status of the 

language needs to be recognized.

Even though Yoruba language enjoyed this special recognition, it was short-lived 

because its use in primary education was terminated after independence. While UNESCO 

(1953) advocated that the mother-tongue should be the medium of instruction throughout 

primary education and the Ife Six-Year Primary Project (Fafunwa, 1989) and Rivers Readers 

Project (Williamson, 1976) support this, the practice could not be sustained in Nigeria due to 

many factors which includes inferiority complex, shortage of staff, inadequate teaching 

materials, non-cooperative attitude of parents etc.

While many studies have proved that the best medium of instruction for a child living 

in his own linguistic environment should be the mother tongue, the National Policy on 

Education (2004) directs that the mother-tongue should be used from pre-primary level to 

Basic 3 after which the teacher switches to English. It is believed that mastery of the mother- 

tongue would help the learner to improve in other subjects and English but the reverse is the 

case today because of the poor performance of students in various school subjects. This study 

intends to examine the language of instruction preference of junior secondary school students.
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1. The Importance of Yoruba Language in Nigerian Education

Yoruba language, like any other language, performs all the functions of language 

highlighted by Halliday (1968) like interactional, instrumental, regulatory, personal, heuristic, 

imaginative and utilitarian. It is one of the three major Nigerian languages recognized by the 

National Policy on Education (NPE, 2004). For this reason, it is made compulsory for 

students in secondary school. Meanwhile, it should be pointed out that this language has 

always had a place in the Yoruba speaking areas of Nigeria since the introduction of formal 

education into Nigeria since 1842 (Abiri, 1981).

The efforts of Christian missionaries who introduced Christianity and western 

education to ensure that their converts read and understood the Bible in their own mother- 

tongue led them into reducing Yoruba language into writing. In the Yoruba community, the 

mother-tongue is the manifestation of traditional education per se. This is because the goal of 

making the individual functional within the society and to be of good character in all 

ramifications is entrenched in the mother-tongue. Hence, reflecting on the philosophy of life, 

the trade, traditional medicine, value of tolerance, perseverance, honesty, truthfulness et 

cetera are all effectively inculcated into an individual through the mother-tongue (Adeosun, 

1988). The Yoruba culture therefore unites all the speakers of the language under one banner, 

sharing many things in common and pursuing same cultural goals (Ilesanmi, 2004).

Supporting the opinion of Awoniyi (1978) that education is culture transmission, it is 

significant that mother-tongue and culture are intricately interwoven. One can only agree with 

Awoniyi that mother-tongue is a part of culture because it conveys and transmits culture and it 

is subject to culturally-conditioned attitudes and beliefs.

The Federal Government of Nigeria recognizes the importance of Yoruba in education 

when it recognizes it as one of the major languages in Nigeria in the National Policy on 

Education (2004). It stipulates that the language of the immediate community of the child 

should be used to instruct the child in all subjects in the lower primary while it should be 

taught as a subject from the upper primary while English should be used as a medium of 

instruction. At the secondary school level, it is a core subject. This policy makes the study of 

Yoruba essential and mandatory for every learner and forcefully makes them to speak it.
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The vantage position that Yoruba occupies in education makes it mandatory on the 

child to form concepts in his mother-tongue because concept formation is crucial in 

educational processes. It is significant that in the child’s development of concepts, verbal 

labels are generally acknowledged to be important and mother-tongue plays a great role on 

concept formation. The mother-tongue is significant to the child because the initial 

exploration and analysis of his environment is done in the mother-tongue. It is therefore 

generally accepted that in teaching and learning processes, the mother-tongue of the child is 

of utmost importance. For one thing, the mother-tongue categorizes objects in the child’s 

environment, that is, it has names for all the objects, actions, ideas, attributes etc. that are so 

important to him, as well as to any society. The mother-tongue is the child’s environment and 

is the natural basis on which verbal skills can be built (Awoniyi, 1978; Oluwole, 2008).

2. Statement of the Problem

The poor performance of Nigerian students in junior secondary certificate examination 

has been blamed on the type of language used for classroom instruction. To this end, this 

study sets out to determine the language of instruction preference of junior secondary school 

students in the area of study.

3. Research Questions

For the purpose of this study, the following research questions are raised and provided 

answers to:

(1) What language or languages do students prefer for classroom instruction?

(2) What reasons do students adduce for preferring a particular language of instruction?

(3) What is the general attitude of students toward the teaching and learning of Nigerian 

languages?

4. Methodology

Research design: This study is a survey type because it gives an analysis of situations, 

variables, facts and phenomena as they exist. The population consists of all Junior Secondary 

Schools and students in Ijebu-Ode Local Government Area of Ogun State. Six Junior 

Secondary Schools, comprising of three private and three public, were randomly selected in
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the local government. Altogether, a total of six hundred and twenty-four (524) Junior 

Secondary II and III students, proportionally selected, were selected and used for this study.

A self-styled questionnaire, titled “Language of Instruction Preference of Junior Secondary 

School Students” was used for this study. The instrument was divided into two sections. 

Section A contains nine items on students’ bio-data while section B contains thirty items 

which are structured to obtain information on their language preference for classroom 

instruction. The face and content validity of the instrument was carried out by showing it to 

experts in language education while the reliability was done by using Cronbach Alpha and a 

value of 0.63 was obtained. The corrected version was then trial-tested in selected schools in 

Ibadan. The instrument was personally administered on the respondents with the coOoperation 

of class teachers hence a hundred percent administration and collection was achieved. The 

data collected were analyzed using descriptive statistics.

5. Results

The followings are the results of this study based on the data collected:

Table 1: Distribution of Students according to Class

Class Type Frequency %

J.S.S. I 223 35.74

J.S.S. 11 210 33.65

J.S.S. Ill 191 30.61

Total 624 100.00

Table 1 above reveals that 223 (35.74%) J.S.S. I, 210 (33.65%) J.S.S. II and 191 

(30.61%) J.S.S. Ill students were used for this study. The decline in the number might be due 

to drop-out from school or any other reason outside the concern of this study.
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Research Question 1: What language(s) do students prefer for classroom instruction?

Table 2: Levels of Language Preference
S/N Ite m S.A. A D SD M ean S td

1. I p re fe r m y local language to  any o th e r for c lassroom  

instruction

368

(59.0)

139

(22.3)

84

(13.5)

26

(4.2)

3.34 .94

2. E ng lish  language is  an  offic ial language and  1 p refer it for 

classroom  instruction

275

(44.0)

243

(38.9)

54

(8.7)

32

(5.1)

3.16 1.00

3. I p re fe r bo th  E ng lish  and  Y oruba as m ed ia  o f  instruc tion 236

(37.8)

296

(4 7 .4 f

50

(8.0)

29

(4.6)

3.14 .90

4. I p re fe r Y oru b a  language as a  m ed ium  o f  instruc tion  for 

science subjects only

142

(22.8)

307

(49.2)

64

(10.3)

25

(4 .0)

2.63 1.26

5. I p re fe r E ng lish  language as a  m ed ium  o f  instruc tion  for 

science sub jec ts only

114

(18.3)

189

(30.3)

166

(26.6)

80

(12.8)

2.30 1.25

6. I  p re fe r E ng lish  language as a  m ed ium  o f  instruc tion  because 

it  m akes m e relevan t am ong m y colleagues

279

(44.7)

184

(29.5)

122

(17.9)

28

(4.5)

3.08 1.05

From table 2 above, it could be observed that most of the respondents preferred their 

indigenous language (in this case, Yoruba) to any other as a medium of instruction in the 

classroom (x = 3.34). The respondents were aware that English is Nigeria’s official language 

hence many prefer it as a medium of instruction in the classroom (x = 3.16). Meanwhile, a 

number of them preferred both English and Yoruba (x = 3.14). For the purpose of 

understanding science subjects, some of the respondents preferred Yoruba as the language of 

classroom instruction (x = 2.63) while some preferred English (x = 2.30). To some, the use of 

English boosts their ego and makes them relevant amongst their colleagues when their 

teachers instruct them in English than in Yoruba.
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Research Question 2: What reasons do students adduce for preferring a particular language 

o f  instruction?

T able 3: Reasons for L anguage Preference

S/N Item S.A. A 1) SD Mean Std

7 . I understand well when I am taught in my mother-tongue 378

(60.6)

181

(29.0)

44

(7.1)

8

(1.3)

3.45 .85

8 . I would understand English better if taught by experts 262

(42.0)

252

(40.4)

87

(13.9)

16

2.6)

3.20 .85

9. I would be able to speak English language fluently when 

taught by experts

264

(42.3)

249

(39.9)

81

(13.0)

21

(3.4)

3.18 .89

10. th e  mother-tongue should be adopted as a medium of 

instruction in Nigerian schools

187

(30.0)

260

(41.7)

122

(19.6)

55

(8.6)

2.93 .92

11 . I would participate more in the classroom if the mother 

tongue is used as a medium of instruction

156

(25.0)

295

(47.3)

120

(19.2)

38

(6.1)

2.86 .94

12 . Nigeria is backward in science and technology because of the 

use of foreign language in school

122

(19.6)

231

(37.0)

184

(29.5)

85

(13.6)

2.62 .96

13. I f  more local languages are reduced into writing, students 

would perform better in the classroom.

233

(37.3)

226

(36.2)

166

(18.6)

39

(6.3)

3.01 .98

14 . Yoruba language as a medium of instruction would promote 

our culture

234

(37.5)

272

(43.6)

80

(12.8)

28

(4.5)

3.10 .90

15. I understand lessons better when our teachers use English 

language only in teaching

176

(28.20

261

(41.8)

151

(24.2)

36

(5.8)

2.92 .87

16. I understand lessons better when our teachers interpret or 

translates different concepts or words in Yoruba

237

(38.0)

215

(34.5)

137

(22.0)

33

(5.3)

3.04 .92

17 . With Yoruba language as a medium of instruction and 

English taught as a subject, academic performance would be 

promoted

164

(26.3)

311

(49.8)

107

(17.1)

38

(6.1)

2.10 .86

18 . Effective teaching and learning of Yoruba language would 

help in learning other languages like English, Arabic, French

196

(31.4)

228

(36.5)

156

(25.0)

41

(6.6)

2.92 .93

19 . Using Yoruba language as a medium of instruction would 

enhance learning in schools

121

(19.4)

283

(45.4)

157

(25.2)

60’

1 (9.6)

2.74 .81

Table 3 above reveals students’ reasons for preferring one language to the other. Most 

of them (x = 3.45) preferred their mother-tongue because it gives them better understanding, 

while some (x = 3.20) believed learning in the mother tongue would help their learning of 

English, it would also make them fluent in their spoken English (x = 3.18). Another thing 

from this table is that some respondents believed that if the mother-tongue is used as a
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medium of instruction, they would participate more in the classroom (x = 2.86) which will in 

effect help them in learning other languages (x = 2.92)

R esearch Q uestion 3: What is the general attitude of students to the teaching and learning of 

Nigerian languages?

T able 4: S tudents’ A ttitude to N igerian Languages

S/N Item S.A. A 1) SI) Mean Std

20. Mother tongue should be the medium of instruction in 

junior classes in schools

175

(28.0)

191

(30.6)

190

(30.4)

54

(8.7)

2.74 1.03

21. Learning the mother tongue should be made 

compulsory in secondary schools.

150

(24.0)

280

(44.9)

138

(22.1)

55

(8.8)

2.84 .80

22. Mother tongue should be adopted as a medium of 

instruction in schools

121

(19.4)

245

(39.3)

177

(28.4)

73

(11.7)

2.64 .97

23. The use of mother tongue in school would have 

negative impact on the overall academic performance 

of students

160

(25.6)

46

(7.4)

166

(26.6)

244

(39.1)

2.80 .95

24. Students who receive instruction in English language 

are broad-minded than those who receive instruction 

in mother tongue

145

(23.2)

211

(3.4)

157

(25.2)

299

(47.9)

25. The major Nigerian languages should be developed 

and used in teaching all subjects in primary and 

secondary schools

178

(28.5)

230

(36.9)

158

(25.3)

56

(9.0)

2.84 .95

26. Nigeria should develop more indigenous languages 

for use at all levels of education

163

(26.1)

262

(42.0)

133

(21.3)

66

(10.6)

2.84 .93

27. I feel more comfortable when I communicate in my 

mother tongue anywhere anytime.

202

(32.4)

233

(37.3)

130

(20.8)

52

(8.3)

2.92 .93

28. Let English, French and Arabic be taught as subjects 

but let other subjects be taught in the mother tongue

164

(23.4)

257

(41.2)

134

(21.5)

78

(12.5)

2.73 1.00

29. If Chinese, Russian, Japanese are not inferior for 

receiving instruction in their languages, the Nigerian 

child should not feel inferior for being taught in his 

indigenous language

181

(29.0)

214

(34.3)

158

(25.3)

66

(10.6)

2.80 1.00

30. Since the use of mother tongue in schools is backed 

up by UNESCO, it should be adopted for classroom 

instruction in our schools.

127

(20.4)

281

(45.0)

145

(23.2)

65

(10.4)

2.74 .93
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From table 4 above, students have positive attitude towards the use of mother tongue 

as a medium of instruction in school because they agreed that it should be used for teaching in 

junior classes (x = 2.63) although some opined that both English and the mother tongue 

should be used (x = 3.34)

6. Discussion of Findings

This study revealed that students preferred their mother tongue as a medium of 

instruction in the classroom while some wanted it to be used alternatively with English in 

order to understand their lessons better. This is in support of NPE (2004) that it should be a 

core subject that should be offered from pre-primary level of education.

The study also revealed reasons why students have preference for the use of mother- 

tongue in education and one of the reasons was for better understanding which is in support of 

Umuro-Onwuka (2002) that the success or otherwise of any educational programme is 

determined by the language of communication. While Osokoya (2005) submits that the 

Nigerian child is caught in the web of four different languages -  mother tongue (MT), 

language of instruction at school (English), language of science and language of mathematics. 

Fafunwa (2008) believes that the mother-tongue enables a child to acquire knowledge about 

scientific and non-scientific concepts of the world.

Conclusion

This study concludes that students in junior secondary level of education in the 

area of study preferred their mother-tongue as a medium of instruction for all subjects 

including science subjects. They realized the importance of English language as an 

official language and would want it combined with the mother-tongue as a medium of 

instruction for science subjects. It could therefore be concluded from this study that the 

positive attitude of students toward the mother-tongue would promote native traditions 

and cultures.

Recommendation
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Based on the findings of this study, it could be submitted that the use of the 

mother-tongue as a medium of instruction at both pre-primary and lower primary 

education would contribute to the development of the child”s environment. To this 

end, the following recommendations are offered:

1. Teachers should use the mother-tongue in their subject delivery in the 

classroom.

2. Teachers should improve on the methods of teaching in order to make learning 

more proactive.

3. Language facilities like charts, language laboratories, tape recorders, audio 

cassettes etc. should be made available by government and should in turn, be 

used by teachers.

4. More teachers of the mother-tongue should be employed and deployed to teach 

in our schools.

5. More textual materials in the mother tongues should be encouraged.
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