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Abstract 
Having observed that speaking another language apart from English in the 

school premises is frown at by both the educated and the uneducated 

parents because of their positive attitude to English, this paper is out to 

advocate for the use of multilingual franca in secondary schools with the 

belief that it will have sociological implications of making it easy for 

students who pass through the system to go to any country in the world 

where the languages are spoken for higher education, since they would 

have, at least, fairly mastered the languages at the secondary school, 

helping them to appreciate other people’s cultures and getting jobs that 

require competence in more than one international languages. We talk 

about the extremely multilingual nature of Nigeria, the teaching of one 

other foreign language in secondary school in addition to the students’ 

mother tongue and English, as well as the concepts of lingual franca and 

senior secondary education. We finally recommend that federal government 

should encourage the use of multilingual franca among secondary school 

students by providing qualified teachers for the teaching of both the major 

Nigerian and the foreign languages and should do everything within their 

power to see that the policy is implemented, among others. 
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Introduction 
Nigeria is a nation with diverse 

linguistic and cultural affinities 

grouped into six geopolitical zones. 

The zones are North-Central, North-

West, North-East, South-South, 

South-East, and South-West. Apart 

from the six geopolitical zones, there 

are also different ethnicities of diverse 

nature in the nation. Each of these 

ethnicities has its own language or 

dialect(s). As submitted by Ogunsiji 

(2004), there are between 150 and 400 

indigenous languages with numerous 

dialects in Nigeria. He goes further 

that some of the dialects lack mutual 

intelligibility to the extent that one 

will be confused to regard them as 

either dialects or distinct languages. 

For instance, Adegbija (1994b) 

submits that within the Aoda 

communities in Ondo State alone 

there are eight dialects, the dialects of 

Igbo in Imo State are 17, while the 

dialects of Yoruba in Oyo and Osun 

States are seven.  

The government has however given 

‘major language status’ to three of 

these languages: Hausa, Igbo and 

Yoruba. These three are somewhat 

regarded as regional lingual francas: 

Hausa is considered to be the lingual 

franca in the North, Igbo is spoken as 

the lingual franca in the East while 

Yoruba is used as the lingual franca in 

the West. These tribes also have 

cultures which make each of them to 

suspect one another when it comes to 

the distribution of national resources 

and political appointments at both the 

state and the national levels. This is 

also the major reason it has been 

difficult to have an indigenous 

national lingual franca in the country 

and has also been aiding and 

strengthening the continued existence 

of English in Nigeria. As argued by 

Jowitt (1995), the promotion of one 

ethnic language will be seen by other 

tribes as the promotion of the tribe 

over them. In fact, Bamgbose (1991) 

expressly contends that to avoid 

political turbulence in the country, 

English should be allowed to continue 

as the country’s national lingual 

franca. Similarly, in spite of the fact 

that the provision is made in the 

Nigerian policy on education that, to 

ensure national unity, every secondary 

school student should learn one of the 

three major languages in the country 
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in addition to his/her mother tongue, the Federal Government has not been able 

to enforce it. 

This paper is thus out to advocate for multilingual franca in Nigeria where the 

students in senior secondary schools will be allowed to acquire one of the 

foreign languages like French or Arabic in addition to their mother tongue and 

English, the language of instruction and the country’s lingual franca. Also, 

Nigeria being an English speaking country, if a language like French or Arabic 

is encouraged among the students it will help them to understand the origins of 

some words and the real meanings of those words during their day-to-day 

interaction which will help to sharpen their cognitive domain.  

Interestingly, there are factors that will facilitate the learning of these languages 

in Nigeria. For instance, Adedimeji (2004), while advocating for the use of 

Arabic in Nigeria, contends that Arabic is the first foreign language to get to 

Nigeria, most indigenous Nigerian languages have many words with Arabic 

origin and it is currently being used as one of the languages at the United 

Nations and at regional organisations such as the African Union and the 

Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), it is being used by 

the BBC, VOA, and the Voice of Nigeria, the Dutch, French, German and 

Russian national radio stations continually air Arabic versions of their 

programmes over their networks and numerous Arabic satellite transmitting 

stations beam programmes to the world on daily basis. He goes further that there 

are native speakers of Arabic in Africa and Asia and its numerous non-native 

speakers are all over the world. It has also been argued that Arabic is the mother 

tongue of millions of Africans in countries such as Libya, Egypt, Sudan, 

Algeria, etc. 

In Nigeria, it is, in fact, the mother tongue of the Shuwa Arabs in Ngala village 

in Bornu State. This apart, because it the language of Islam, the people who 

practise the religion, who constitute larger percentage of the country, could 

speak the language with relative ease; they recite Quran in Arabic language 

when observing their prayers and send their children to Arabic schools where 

the language is the medium of instruction. It is generally believed among the 

Muslims that it will be futile effort to do a serious study of Islam without close 

familiarity with Arabic language. Finally, as argued by Odoje (2013), since 

Muslims all over the world speak classical Arabic to perform their religious 

rites, Arabic words have had their ways into many indigenous Nigerian 

languages. For instance, many Arabic words like “addua”, “al-afiyah”, “al-
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amanah”, “dabarra” and “as-sirr” have been domesticated in Yoruba language 

as “adura” (prayer), “alaafia” (good health or peace), “alumooni” (natural 

resources), “dabira” (perform wonders) and “asiri” (secret) respectively.  

Similarly, French language is also one of the world’s international languages, it 

is already being taught in most private primary schools in Nigeria and Nigeria 

is surrounded by some French speaking countries such as Togo, Benin 

Republic, Cameroon, Niger Republic and Chad. As said earlier, it is not the 

intention of this paper to agitate for many lingual francas in the country, but that 

they should be encouraged in the secondary schools. English is the only national 

lingual franca in Nigerian, and as contended by most linguists, it cannot be 

replaced in the foreseeable future for some reasons. It is deeply rooted and it is 

hard uprooting it. In the next section, we briefly consider English as Nigeria’s 

lingual franca and the functions it performs that make it irreplaceable.      

 

Implantation and Sustenance of English as Nigeria’s Lingual Franca 

Lingual franca is a common or link language used by people whose languages 

are different to communicate with one another. In Nigeria, where there are many 

tribes, the lingua franca is English. Tamunobelema (2015) reports that it is 

difficult stating when English was first used in Nigeria, though its history in 

Nigeria cannot be separated from the coming of the early British traders and 

missionaries. However, before the coming of the British traders, it was the 

Portuguese traders that first came to the West African coasts. This brought about 

the use of Portuguese-based pidgin used by the Portuguese to trade with the 

West African natives. This was the situation before the advent of British to 

Nigeria. It was later that the Ogunsiji (2004) quoting Banjo (1996) submits that 

English must have been brought to Nigeria in the 16th century.  

Banjo (1996) claims that the three major factors that attracted English to Nigeria 

are commerce, religion and education. Quoting Spencer (1971), Banjo argues 

that the language was brought to Nigeria by the traders who had established 

trade contact with the West African coastal regions since 16th century. Pidgin 

English was the type of English they used then. The implantation of the 

language in Nigeria was aided by the trans-Atlantic trade in two ways. One, the 

slave traders were using a form of English to transact business with the local 

intermediaries. Two, after the abolition of the trade, some of the freed slaves, 

particularly the ones from Sierra Leone and Liberia left for places like Badagry, 

Lagos and Abeokuta where they propagated the knowledge of English they had 
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acquired as they functioned as clerks and interpreters to the missionaries and 

the colonial masters. Various explorers such as Mungo Park, Clapperton and 

the likes also contributed greatly to the maintenance and growth of the seed of 

English planted by the freed slaves in Nigeria.   

If trade prepared the ground for the propagation of English in Nigeria and the 

explorers saw to its maintenance and growth, one will not be wrong to say that 

the Christian missionary activities watered and saw to its sustenance. They 

came with education. Their coming to Nigeria, as argued by Ogunsiji (2004), 

marked the beginning of formal learning of the English language in Nigeria with 

the establishment of schools where English was taught and learnt as a subject 

in the curriculum. The teaching of Reading, Writing and Arithmetic that were 

language-related was emphasised at that time because their major aim was the 

evangelisation and conversion of the natives. With the coming of the colonial 

administrators, the strictly colonial system of education was introduced.  

The last stage of English becoming Nigeria’s lingual franca was between 1914 

and 1945. The Northern and Southern protectorates were amalgamated in 1914, 

and by 1945, as reported by Awonusi (2009), the constitution recommended the 

use of English in the west and East, and Hausa in the North as official languages. 

Model schools were established e.g. Barewa College in the North and King’s 

College in Lagos and English was made the language of instruction. University 

College, Ibadan was established in 1948, and in 1954, the government 

recommended the use of English as the language of the National Assembly and 

the regional assemblies in the west and East, but Hausa in the North. With 

independence, the attitude of Nigerians to English became positive, and English 

gradually became the intra-ethnic means of communication, the language of 

administration and that of instruction from primary to the university level. 

Finally, West African Examinations Council was established and it conducted 

its first examination in 1953 in English and a pass in English was made 

compulsory for the award of certificate. In the words of Ogunsiji (2004), it is 

not an exaggeration to say that the most important legacy left for us by the 

colonial administrators is the English language. It is now used as the country’s 

lingual franca; it unites the tribes in the extremely multilingual and multicultural 

country together. 

English, as posited by many scholars, has come to stay in Nigeria recognizing 

its global importance. For instance, as submitted by Odebunmi (2001), English 

is an international language with a significant influence on world diplomacy, 
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economy, policy, international relations, science and technology. Adekunle 

(1995) also argues that the global influence of English has forced Australia to 

make a language in education policy that favours English. Adekunle (1995) 

paraphrasing the justification of the then Australian Minister of Education 

claims that the Australia had been separated from the great Asian and European 

civilization of the world, and English, a world language, is the open gate to it. 

In Nigeria, it is the language of education, economy and local and international 

politics. It is the medium of instruction right from the upper primary school to 

the university level and public examinations right from the Primary School 

Living Examination to the Senior Secondary School Examinations (SSCE) and 

University Matriculation Examination (UME) are administered and written in 

it. A credit pass in it is compulsory for admission into higher institutions in the 

country. Nigerian legislators have not been able to make all necessary 

arrangements to use any of the indigenous languages at the national and state 

house of assembly, in addition to English. It is the language with which the 

local, state and federal governments conduct their business and official records 

and publications are kept in the language. 

What we are advocating for is that, in addition to English, another international 

language like French or Arabic should be used in the secondary schools because 

of the benefits it will attract. In the present day Nigeria, education is believed 

to be a unifying factor among the school children; hence we advocate for 

multilingual franca among the students of senior secondary schools. 

Multilingualism is the use of more than one language either by an individual 

speaker or by a group of speakers. Tamunobelema (2015) defines it technically 

as a situation where a person uses several or at least more than two languages. 

The languages, he continues, are usually acquired naturally and unconsciously. 

He therefore mentions Tukano in the North West Amason where men 

traditionally have to marry women from outside their linguistic community. The 

result will be that the children from the marriage will be able to speak the 

languages of their parents and other languages in their community. According 

to Fafunwa Foundation Internet Journal of Education (2020), the defacto 

National Policy on Languages in Education recognizes the multidimensional, 

multi-lingual three-tier political policy which tries to capture the multi-ethnic 

and IPSO facto, multi-lingual policy. Fafunwa Foundation Internet Journal of 

Education (2020) stated further that the policy provides for: 
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i. Mother-Tongue (MT) and/or language of the immediate community 

(LIC) to be the language of initial literacy at the pre-primary and junior, 

primary levels and of adult and non-formal education. 

ii. The three major (national) languages - Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba should 

be used as the languages of national culture and integration. 

ii. English, the official language should function as the language of formal 

literacy, the bureaucracy, secondary and higher education, the law 

counts etc. 

iii. Selected foreign languages, especially French and Arabic should be 

used as the languages of international communication and discourse. 

These are the languages for which language villages have been set up.  

 

The policy stated further that all Nigerian languages can be used as meaningful 

media of instruction at the initial literacy, and in literacy and non-formal 

education. It was on this premise that this research work is being carried out to 

see the effect in the relationship of multilingual franca and Education. 

 

Concept of Education 

Education can be defined as the act of teaching, training and learning. For 

teaching, which is a sub-set of education to be effective, there are three elements 

to be considered. These are (i) the teacher (ii) the learner and (iii) the subject. 

The teacher is to transmit the educational activities to the learner. The main 

objective of the teacher in teaching is to bring about positive behaviour or 

changes in the learner. The learner is the recipient of the subject being taught 

by the teacher. In this wise, the learner can be a pupil or student depending on 

the tier of educational system to which the individual belongs. The subject is 

the lesson being taught by the teacher. Amaele (2003) quoting Akinpelu (1981) 

opines that for a process to be regarded as education it must involve: 

a. A conscious effort to bring about a desirable change. 

b. A change that is intentional, deliberate and purposeful 

c. Knowledge and understanding and 

d. A method of transmission that is morally acceptable. 

 

It is stated in the National Policy on Education (2004) that education stimulates 

and accelerates development in other sectors of the society and as a result, forms 

the bedrock for national integration in Nigeria and anywhere in the world. 
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Education is an instrument for effective national development and for cohesion 

in the diverse cultures of the Nigerian people. Fafunwa (1974) posited that 

education is the aggregate of all the processes by which a child or young adult 

develops the abilities, attitudes and other forms of behavior which are of 

positive value to the society in which he lives, that is to say, it is a process for 

transmitting culture in terms of continuity and growth and for disseminating 

knowledge either to ensure social control or to guarantee rational direction of 

the society or both. 

 

Senior Secondary Education 

The current education system in Nigeria is 6-3-3-4 system of education. The 

first 6 years is called Universal Basic Education (UBE). This implies that every 

child spends the first 6years on basic and compulsory education. The first 3 

years is known as Junior Secondary School after which the child has the option 

to either go to a technical and vocational school or proceed to the senior 

secondary school where the second three years will be spent. The last 4years is 

for the tertiary institution, obviously the university. The focus of this paper is 

on the senior secondary school where the future of every individual student and 

that of the nation is being determined if the nation will remain one entity called 

Nigeria. The senior secondary school students are majorly adolescents and they 

have free mind towards one another. Cultural diversity of the nation is being 

noticed at this level of educational system because students from almost all the 

geopolitical zones are admitted into all the senior secondary schools under the 

control of Federal or State Ministry of Education. It is stated in the National 

Policy on Education that a student in the senior secondary school should offer 

at least one local language apart from the language of his or her immediate 

environment so that unity that the country is clamouring for may be achieved. 

Any nation that is thinking about its unity and economic development should 

imbibe the spirit of multilingual franca and it should be enshrined in their 

education law. The curriculum is the guide for the school administrators for 

them to know what to teach and what they are not to teach. The secondary 

school students are in their transitional stage of physical and physiological 

development. According to World Health Organisation (WHO) (2020), 

adolescence is a period of life with specific health and developmental needs and 

right. It is also a time to develop knowledge and skills learnt to manage 

emotions and relationship, and acquire attributes and abilities that will be 
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important for enjoying the adolescent years and assuming adult roles. The 

characteristics of individual are also being influenced by both internal and 

external factors. Senior Secondary Education is an external factor that can be 

used to allow the students to learn languages outside their immediate 

environment so that as they are growing in age and knowledge, the spirit of 

unity will be formed in their heart and Nigeria shall be a better country which 

the founding fathers dreamt of. 

 

Sociological Implications 

The main focus of this aspect of research work is to bridge the gap by making 

use of multilingual franca in Nigeria’s senior secondary education to solve the 

problem Nigeria is facing by using language, sociology and education to bring 

about lasting solution to the nation’s unity in diversity. The implications of our 

proposal are succinctly discussed below. 

Creation and appreciation of cultural awareness: When students in senior 

secondary schools are exposed to the teaching and learning of different 

languages in their day-to-day activities in the school, it will bring about 

understanding of other people’s culture. Since the environment determines what 

is to be learnt, it is easier for the students to learn about the cultures of other 

people in their class by knowing more about their cultural characteristics, 

history, values, beliefs and behaviours. This appreciation and awareness of 

other people’s cultures by the secondary school students make them to have 

faith in one another and the unity of the country will be stronger for it. 

Enhancing creativity: Learning of different languages in senior secondary 

school helps to sharpen the cognitive domain of individual students. The study 

of language helps the students not only to think very fast, but also to be creative 

in their thinking. Sloane (2006) stated that an abundance of innovative ideas is 

a willingness of innovation management; therefore entertaining creative ideas 

is like the basement on which the economic development of the nation will be 

built. 

Development of the mind: If a person is able to speak more than one foreign 

language, there is the tendency for such to have value of being able to see things 

from different linguistic and cultural perspectives and to consider a variety of 

strategies for communication, persuasion and interaction. Christopher (2016) 

stated that for most of the world, monolingualism is the exception and not the 

rule. The global dominance of English in Anglophone countries has little 
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incentive to learn from other languages. The unfortunate result of this is that 

children in these countries end up missing a core element of a comprehensive 

education. Also, from the study carried out by Christopher (2016) evidence 

abounds that bilingual and multilingual individuals have cognitive advantages 

over monolingual people. 

Development of cross-cultural communication skills: Multilingual practice 

tends to create the development and general acquisition of cross-cultural 

communication skills. According to Bernard (2014), people tend to learn 

different skills of the languages in place, especially speaking, reading and even 

writing. These cross-cultural communication skills enable one to gain both the 

communicative and discourse competencies. Due to regionalism, these 

countries tend to crave for a common language besides the native languages so 

as to conduct their activities. 

Cohesion in the national unity: Multilingual franca helps in the building of 

international unity if the government can enforce the students to learn at least 

two international languages besides their indigenous languages. Mwololo 

(2008) contends that if this happens, the people concerned will automatically 

embrace the value of togetherness. Politicians and other leaders can use 

multilingual franca to promote a national language so that Nigeria can be in 

peace. Also, when senior secondary school students are encouraged to use 

multilingual franca, it is going to help the learners to acquire both the content 

and the skills involved in the languages and retain the content and value in those 

languages that would help the learners to gain proficiency in those languages. 

Opportunity for cultural diversity: Multilingual franca gives room to learn 

from differences instead of being scared of them. Notalie (2019) opines that 

when we take the time to learn about different cultures and ethnicities, then the 

diversity that education offers adds strength and self-confidence to the 

individual. People have a better sense of knowing where they fit in society when 

they have access to the bigger picture. 

Opportunity for higher degree in a foreign land: If a student is multilingual, 

it is much easier to travel and study in a foreign land. There are some courses 

not offered in Nigeria’s tertiary institutions such as aeronautic engineering, and 

a multilingual secondary school graduate can travel to a country of his choice 

to study such courses because the knowledge of his multilingualism will afford 

him the opportunity to move freely without any cultural and linguistic barriers. 

But learning a new language may not be easy for him/her if he/she has to learn 
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the language when he/she is already a linguistic adult in a language, that is, after 

he/she has completed his/her secondary school education. Natalie (2019) 

submits that it takes the average person about six months to begin developing 

fluency in a different language with daily studies. A naturally gifted few may 

however catch up much sooner than that. If a student can speak more than one 

language then his value in a foreign country of study increases. This is because 

there is no need for him to wait for certain months or years to learn the language 

and custom of his host country; he is already familiar with the culture and fluent 

in the language. 

Enhanced opportunity for prestigious jobs: Being able to speak more than 

one international language provides opportunity for prestigious jobs such as 

carrier diplomats, interpreters at international conferences and personnel in 

multinational companies. If therefore as a secondary school graduate a student 

is able to use two international languages competently, on obtaining his/her 

degree, the opportunity to work in multinational companies that demand for 

competence in international languages will be opened to him/her regardless of 

the course he studies..  

 

Conclusion 

Communication in any society is a weapon used in imparting knowledge or 

exchanging information between people or groups of people. Since human 

being is a higher animal that reasons before doing anything using language, 

people will be cautious in their day-to-day communication act. Multilingual 

franca, the ability to communicate in more than one language, helps the child to 

be creative in his thinking and appreciating other people’s cultures. Multilingual 

franca moulds the friendship between people of diverse cultures because they 

have come in contact with other people’s cultures and they have explicit 

knowledge of that culture. If Nigeria as a country can encourage and enforce 

multilingual at the senior secondary school level, the unity of the nation will be 

easily cemented as these children are growing up and taking leadership 

positions. The beauty of being able to speak other people’s languages and even 

understanding the in-depth of their culture will lead to sharing of cultural 

artifacts of the country in which a Nigerian secondary school leaver seeks 

knowledge. Finally, both the Nigerian nation and her citizens will benefit 

through interaction with other people and countries. 
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Recommendation 

• The Nigerian Government should encourage the use of multilingual 

franca among secondary school students by making offering and passing 

of one regional language, and a foreign language, in addition to English, 

compulsory before they can be certificated. 

• It is not enough for a policy to be made. The government should do 

everything within their power to see that the policy is implemented. 

• Government and proprietors of secondary schools should employ 

qualified teachers in various Nigerian languages and other foreign 

languages in the world such as French and Arabic to help the students to 

be able to understand, reside in and acquire education in the countries 

where these languages are spoken. 

• Government should encourage cultural exchange among the students of 

the senior secondary schools for them to appreciate other people’s 

cultures. 

• Parents should not condemn other people’s cultures so that their children 

may not start condemning others, but rather they should appreciate and 

be willing to learn other people’s cultures. 

• Government and non-government organizations should come to the aids 

of students who are studying foreign languages by sponsoring them 

when it is time to go for acculturation. 
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