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Nigeria is a multilingual country where English isused as ti_ze off icia_,i {fanguage. It
iIs the language of public administration, law, government -amd higher education.
Alongside English are a dozen other languagss indigenous to Nigeria which are offiéially
recognized as national languages, of which three - Bauss, Igbo and Yoruba - stand out as
major fanguages. They are highly developed and siandardized with 2 iot of literature and
cultural backing. Allthe Nigerian national languages and a few others are used in lower
education while the major cnes are even studied as subjects up to the university_ level,

In 1977, a National! Policy of Fducation was drawn up which specified among other
things that: |

the gﬂ%emment will see to it that the medium of instruciion in

the primary (elementary) school is_initially the mother tongue or

the language of the immediale community and ap a fater staze English.

(sectian 3:15 (4))

The thinking behind this clause is that Nigeria needs to pay attention to and
develop her own languages for the ‘purﬁq__sé of oral and written communication, and such
development wiil also contribute to cultural revival. It is also believed that fearning in the
mother tongue at the ipitial stages of education will greatly enhance cognitive
development before the child startes to grapple with a second language.

The Problem  In practice, most schoels use the mother tongue for the first three

. years of elementary educaticn while English is introduced as a subject; at the fourth grade
there is a sﬁtchover to English as the medium of instruction and the mother tongue
becomes a schoof subject. Of course there are stiil many private schools where there is the
practice of ‘straight-for -Englist’ right from early childhood siages. Al the switchover

point a lot of communication features, pattsres sad provlems arise which can have
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important implications for both lznguage isarning 2ad learniag in other subject areas.
This isthe peint at which we decided 1o carry out an observation.

The Present Study  This was 2 pilet study aimed 2t finding out in concrete terms
how the switch-over Es being implemented in schools al the initia! stage {(fourth grade).
More specificaliy it was meant 1o attempi 10 provide sesponse io the roiiawéné éues&ians;

1. In which language(s) does the teacher commuanicate to the ¢class?

2. Where both English and the mother tongue are involved, what is thé

proportion of each language used?

3. What pattern of ianguage use emerges?

&

What is the pattern of learners' language use?

LA

. What particular difficuities arise at this peint?

o

- What can the educator and/or the sociolin guist learn from this information?

Method of Study  Semple: This heing 3 pilet studv, snly one school was used. but
we picked up two classrooms: Aand B. The schoo! is sisuazed at Ipadan, the capitai town of
Oyo State, a Yoruba-speaking area. Both pupils and teachers ars Yoruba-speakiag,

Classroom A: Here there wré 40 pupiig in the class. This is the average for most
classrooms. There was a female teacher with G E. erdinary level basic qualification plus 2
Teachers' Grade II professional quaiifica?.uan: in-college, students are trained {o haadie all
subjects at the elementary level; there is no subject specialist training ai this level (cf.
Dada, 1982). The tzacher has Rad six vears of posi-training ezperience. The classpoom
_arangement was teacher-fronted like in most classrooms in Nigeria. Pupils are lively and
they interact freely whean they are aot taught, but experience inhibition especialiy when
they are addressed in English. Al! their private discussions are in Yoruba. Here we
observed two English lessons and ons mathematics lesson.

Classroom B: This classroom space was of the same siza as Classroom A, but there
were two classes combined vader the rare of two teschers whe laught a.itérnm fessons.

There were therefore about 90 pupils in the cissrcom itk hardly any space for free
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movement between rows. The class was normally noisy, pupils deing all their chattering
in Yoruba. Here iwo subjects were observed: science and health education. {nly one
teacher taught. She was of comparable gualification 2nd exparience with the Class A
teacher._

Procedure: Each class was observed by the two researchers.- Ip addition all
utterances were duly recorded on casseite tapes. Because we had been to the cissses several
times earlier, we did not need to be introduced. ¥e were already wsicomé guests. We did
not participate in classroom activities except once when one of us decided to engage ons of
the pupils in conversation in Eaglish.

Results: The recorded verbal interactions were carefully snalysed bearing in mind
our research questions. A count was made of the utterances in the languages used in ihe
classrooms viz: English, Yoruba aad Mixed code (Enplish sad Yoruba). The foilowing

figures were obtained:

Table 1 - Teachers' Utterances in Various Languages in Subject Area

Class - Subject English Toruba Mized Code
 Utterances Uiterances  Ulteraaces
4A English] -1 - 24 20
2 English 11 7 37 6
44 Maths _ 83 10¢ 30
4B General Science 19 25 12
4B Health Educ. 125 22 9
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Table 2 - Pupils’ Ulterances iz Differsat Langoages

Class Subject English Yoruba _ Mized Code
4A  Englishl 4 2 o

4A English 1] é 4 -1

4A Maths 29 22 4

4B General Sciencs 13 i1 2

4B Hezalth Education 18 & 0

Table 1 above shows that generally speaking teachers used more Yoruba language
than English. Health Education was ac exception; hers mors Eaglish utierances occurred.
The topic taught was "overcrowding”, an cbviously familar topic judging by the teacher's
handling of it. She had a lat of ezamples o offer and demensirations o give. Here 15 an
examople; |

Teacher:  Now, this evercrowdiag is not goed in the houss. Maybe your father
is kaving only cne rocm. Your father i there, your mother is there,
your auntie is thers, your senior sister is there, yous little brother is
there and you are also thers - making six of you in the room. That
ane is not good. Whe can tell me why it is not good for 2 house te be
crowded or a room ts be crowded with people? ... We treated that
when we were dealing with faintiag ... Yes?

Pupil: The house is hot.

Teacher: The house is very very hoi. the room is ... Ef hen? What will
happea?

Pupil: There _is no fresh air,

Teacher: No {resh air; your sister will be breathing hmmmmmmm! [teacher
demonstrates snoring|. Your father will be breathing Hmmmmmm! |
with pupils echoing the hmmm and faughingland you also will be
snoring; se breathing altogether, thars will be ao fresh air, so the
room will be very hot.
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By far the most communicaiively active class was in mathematics where both the
teacher and the pupils did the most talking. We found out that the topic, velociiy, needed a
lot of explanation to make pupils understand, and the teacher had to check constantly to

ensure that she was carrying the pupils ziong Even here, more Yoruba had t¢ bs used in
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order to ensure comprehension and participation. Here 18 an example:

Teacher:

Pupils:

Teacher:

Pupils:

Teacher:

Pupils:

Teacher:

Pupils:

If somebody is riding a bicycle--fird, fird [demonémﬁs riding], riding
a bicycle and the place he hasto comver, maybe he is riding 3 bicycle
from here to Oyo and the mileage from here is how many Kilometers?

8% kilometers,

If he keeps riding at 12 kilomeeters 2a hour and he wants o cover 25
kilometers, but remember within an hour, he cannoi go more
than...?

12 kilometers.

Nkan ti won nso fur wa nibiy: oi wipe epikan ngun keke loo, ka gba
wipe lati ibi de Tyo, lo fe gun keke de, ive irin cse ihivide Oye, 0 je 38
kilometers tL a ba wozn, ive 1won re ninven, sughos ¥eke tionzun lo
yen, Eii 32 wige yo fo i2 ibiyl, bl vioside ibid o nle, ghi Abibio
rin as kse (this is essentially ali thel hasbeen ezplgined in English
except for the last part where the teacher asks whether the cyclist
will have to be catapulied to Jvo rather than ride]

Raral {Notat allil -

A maa wa keke ¢ lo oi. Abi beeka? [He would just be riding along,
wouldn't he?] _

Beeﬁi. [Yes.] .-

Andthe lesson continusd for the nextten minuvtes in Yoruba.

In General Science, the teacher treated 'friction. and most of her iMustrations vere

given in Yoruba, with English used for simple definiticas:

Teacher:
Pupils:
Teacher:

. Pupils:

Where an object is rubbing against another, that iswhat?
Friction.
Again.

Friction.



Strangely enough, the English lessons have the highest proporit z of Yoruba

utterances as  well as mixed codes. Possible explanaticas for this might include the
unfamiliarity of the subject matter--life in the desert, having to do with nomads, came!

riding, etc. When no response is forthcoming from the punils, the teacher switches oa to

Yoruba or mized code:

Teacher: Whatis camelused for?... Kila nls Came! fun? [Same question]

Abita lo ie so Yoruba Kameli fun wa? (Who can give us the Yoruba
word for ‘camel'?)

Pupil: Rakunmi. (Camel.] A maa nje, won n1a loja. {It's eaten, it's soid.]

Teacher: Apartfrom thai, kilarmaa nls rakuomi fun? [What is came! used
for?) ... Wo use it in travelling. Now, let us see some difficult words.
Whatisthunderstorm?.. E o mo? (Don't you know?) Thunderstorm
tia se nighati a nse new words last week. {The thuaderstorm that
we treated as new word last wveek.) Ein: ot Yoruda?(Whatisit
in Yoruba?)

Pupil: Excuse mal Arz. [Thundersterm.)

Teacher: Ara. Arzlo maa psan tiojo ba f2 ro. (Whal we have when it wagts
te rain.)

Another explanation is tha! Yoruba a.mé mived code ytterances occurred mostly in
the affective domain or what Jakobson weuld call the cannative and the phatic: Comments
about pupils’ behavicr, about their performanes, grostings, giving iastructions, etc.:

Teacher: Auntie, ¢ ya (come cnlask a question. Dide dure sibe, tale nikio

o0 joko? {Keep siandiag. Who asked vou to sit down ?)

Pupil: What is the meaning of 'deserva'?

Teacher: 'Deserve’--What is the meaning in Yeruba? Tale le so fun wa [Who can
teil us?] 0 ya answer the question. Eh! Olodo . [Blockhead ] Stand up!...E

wo Akpan, o kan tile asua lo sea ni. Akpan, dide dure. [Look at Akpan,
he is sound asteep. Akpan, stand ug.j
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A third expiané.tion is the level of the teacher's competence in Faglish fanguage--

' judging by bhoth her faulty grammar and her hesim_tioxxs;'e.g., "Why did the oid woman sav

that Adamu was thief her 50k note? [for......"Adamu stole..”]. She also reverts to her mother
tongue whenever she wants o define a word.

A comparison of teacher-talk with pupil-talk shows that vjnuaiiéf all lessons were
teacher-dominated, as is usual with most lessons. What Stevick (1976) calls “tearner space”
was practically invaded by the teacher. Most pupils’ responses were in chomé, except
where the teacher specifically designated individuals to ask or answer a question. The
approximate teacher- pupil ratio of utterances in each subject is as follews:

English I ~- 91

English IT-- 71

Math. - 4:1
Gen.Sci. - 2:
Health - 61

The approgimate proportion of English use to Yoruba and mized code is as follows:

Teacher = ‘ Pupils
English  Yoruba/Mized English Voruba/Mizzd
English [ 1 : 4 - - 2 : H
English IT 1 z 1.2 : 1
Math. 1 : 2 il 1
Gen. Sci. 1 : 2z 2 : i
Health 4 : i 3 i

It will be observed that the proportion of teachers' input in English is low, perhaps
a bit too much so for a class that is expected to receive instruction gatirely in English.
While pupils generally speak slightly more English than the mother tongue {and this is

an aggregate figure), what they say altogether is guaniitatively low. They do far more



listening (to Yoruba imtruc&i@ﬁ) ihan speaking. What we can conclude from mié_ is that by
and large, pupils are just at the ihreshold of communicaiion in terms of vocabulary
learning. learning to provide answers o specific questions, etg. Self—expreséicn is stil!
carried cut in the mother tﬁﬁgue. it should be added that all their out- of- class activities .
and interactions are in Yoruba.
There wasa time when one of us decided to address a pupif in English on what he
was doing during class period (when the teacher was chatling with a colleague).
Pupil: [drawing a football pitch and placing players in it] Wo Felix
Owolabi. Wo Wole Odeghami. [Look at Felix Owolabi. Look at Woiz
Odegbami. ] _
Researcher: Don'tyou have time for thison the time-table?
Pupil: Yes.
Researcher: How do you know when vou have Art?
Pupil: [Nc response.]

Researcher: Now.Ican'ises any time-table. How de vou know what you have
nexi?

Pupil: - [No response, suddenly laughs ]

Researcher: Idon'twantyou te laugh. [ want you 1o answer the question. Aow
do you know what vou have nexi?

Pupil: {No response. Ahﬁ&heé_pﬁpﬂ tries to t.mﬁsia.ta to him |

Definitely this pupil did not uaderstand a word of what was said io him in English,
and this may partly explain why the teacher had 1o use s¢ much Yoruba and mized code.
The pattera of commuaication discoversd so far could roughly be described as

follows:

1. All communication amang pupils, whether within or cutside the classroom, is
in the mother tongue.

2. Teacher interacts with pupils in the mother tongue {ie., when what she says
does not invelve imparting knowiedge).

3. English is introduced to tsach the essence of the lesson, but teacher checks
pupils' understanding mainly through the mother longue. '
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4. Most explanatioas are given in Yoruba.

3. When pu'pﬁs' expected respoase 1o 2 question ia English is not fortheoming,
questions are reframad, or explanaticns given, ia Yoruba.

6. When teacher finds it difficult to defins a word or give its meaning, shs uses
Yoruba.

7.Teacher/teacher interaction is usuaily carried out in either Yoruba or mixed
cade.

8. Pupils’ responses in English are mostly short answers or one-word responses.
No pupil can do a sustained talk in English.

9. Teachers input in English is not caly low, but contains a lot of deviant or
incorrect structures which may contribute adversely to the guality of
learners’ acquisition.

General Comments What can one learn from the situation? Evideatly, this is a

case of incipient bilingualism with one language predominating due to the low level of

competence in the other. One might want to predict that the swilch-over will become more

complete as learners climb the educational ladder. Howsver, a study of the higher classes

carried out earlier (Dada 1985) reveals that this patlers persists amoag leachers up W the

end of elementary school. Thus in practice, the switch-over process cannot be abrupt and

immediate. It lingers on even at the junior secondary level.

Secondly, the standard of English is affected by this mived use of mother
tongue and target language aﬁd ma::;y ‘features of language use in scciety
probably cwe their origig to the school é},ﬁ.ﬁ;ﬁﬁﬂﬁ {or isit the reverse?). One could
imagine what would happea to drop-outs at different levels of aducation (and there
are many of them). For some, fossilization would taks place, for others, there
would be backsliding. All these would contribute to what Richards calls the 'lecis’
in society (Rickards 1982). [n other words, there shouid be a lot of contribution
from this situation to varieties of English in Nigerialt appears thal learners
encounter a lot of problems in their educational growth. How much of poor

performance in school is atiributable to the language problem and how much 1o

other factors? (cf. Dada 1987} Ceriainly, the straight-for-English private schools
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‘do record much beiter performance in boeth the Epglish language and
achievemezﬁt in the content subjects. But here again, most of the pupils are from a
higher socio-economic status secter of society. So the question remains: What does
language per se contribute to school learning?

Conglusion  This paper has been concerned with language uvse m a bilingual
setting within the formal scheol system as it affects learning in response to the new
language policy in Nigeria. Some patterns have been identified from the c;bservatiengl
study carried out in two classrooms of the same schaol. A few features have also beea
discovered, although definite conclusions cannat be drawn due to the exploratory nature of
the study. A lot of light has been shed, however, on what there is to study, the kinds of
guestions to ask, what information to seek and how o use the information to draw valid
conclusions and make recdmmendauans to the policy makers. This is the subject of

subsequen? studies.

' This paper was submitted to WPEL by the authorswho are affilated with the Depariment
of Teacher Education at the University of Ibadan, Ibadas, Nigeria.
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