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Bilingualism and the Teaching of English and French in Nigeria 
 
Abstract 
 
The essay explores the bilingual implications of the teaching of English and French in 
Nigerian schools. It argues that since French has been made a second official language 
in Nigeria, the government has to encourage its learning by training French language 
teachers and creating an atmosphere conducive to learning. Further, it argues that 
clearly specifying the roles of the foreign languages as well as indigenous language in 
official communication in Nigeria will allay the fears of skeptics who think that Nigeria’s 
indigenous languages would become disadvantaged in the presence of these foreign 
languages.    
Keywords: English, French, Nigeria, Bilingualism, Teaching, Language. 
 
Introduction 
 
Bilingualism and, by extension, multilingualism, is a fact of life in Nigeria. Apart from  
the over four hundred and ten (410) indigenous languages (Crozier, D. & R. M. Blench 
eds.1992), Nigeria has an official language- English, the language inherited from her 
former colonial masters. When French was introduced as the second official language in 
1997, the country officially became a bilingual country. This paper examines the concept 
of bilingualism (which can be collective/societal, or individual); the effects or 
consequences of bilingualism on the country as a whole and on an individual; and the 
implications for the teaching of English and French in Nigeria. 
 
Language and culture 
 Language has always been viewed in conjunction with culture. An attempt to 
explain the relationship between language and culture resulted in what came to be known 
as the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis which combines two principles. The first is known as 
linguistic determinism, which states that language determines the way we think. The way 
a language is organized determines how the user perceives the world. The second, known 
as linguistic relativism, follows from the first. It states that the distinctions encoded in 
one language are not found in any other language. This means that one can only think in 
the categories that one’s language allows one to think in. The reason for this is that “we 
dissect nature along the lines laid down by our native languages,” as Benjamin Lee 
Whorf asserted. If a language allows classification of certain objects in a particular way, 
the user of the language will readily perceive the objects differently from someone from 
another linguistic group whose language does not make such distinctions. 
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This claim is obviously too strong because it implies that languages are static, which they 
are not. What is more acceptable is that our language influences the way we think. There 
are some aspects of the world which are similar and which can be perceived by 
individuals irrespective of the language they speak. Indeed, any concept not found in any 
one language can be expressed by creating new words to refer to the new concept. There 
is room for creativity; that is how languages grow. That is also why translation between 
languages is possible, albeit not always perfect. 
 
Bilingualism 
 Bilingualism is the practice of using two languages alternately. It is a result of 
languages coming in contact. Most cases of bilingualism can be traced to the following 
factors: colonization, military conquest, trade and commerce, annexation and border line 
areas (Akindele & Adegbite 1999) and immigration. A bilingual has at his or her disposal 
at least two world views.  He or she should be able to perceive reality from two different 
perspectives, based on the two languages he or she speaks.  
 Bilingualism will be viewed at two levels: collective/societal level and the 
individual level. 
 
Collective/societal bilingualism 
 
 Bilingualism is a feature of many countries of the world (Lyons 1981). Societal 
bilingualism provides a base for national considerations. The focus of learning and using 
the foreign language(s) is on enhancing national goals, for instance democracy, peace, 
international cooperation, technological development (Adegbitẹ 2004). Some countries 
like Canada, Switzerland, Belgium, etc. are officially bilingual, while others are not 
officially so but have two or more languages spoken within their borders. Official 
bilingualism creates a situation known as diglossia, which Ferguson (1959) describes as a 
situation in which, in addition to primary dialects, there is a superposed variety called the 
High variety, which is codified, learnt and used in formal education but not used for 
ordinary speech. The variety used for ordinary speech is the Low variety. Ferguson uses 
the distinction to refer to two varieties of the same language, as Arabic, Swiss German 
and Greek, each of which has a High variety and a Low variety with its own specialized 
function. A similar distinction can apply to bilingual situations where there are at least 
two distinct and often unrelated languages. In this case, the two languages involved may 
have the same status with each language being used for specific purposes. One language 
is used in a set of circumstances, formally, and the other is used in another set of 
circumstances, informally.  Below are a few examples. 
 
The Case of Canada  
It was trade that first brought English to Canada, though the French were already present 
there. The conflict between the French and the British saw the French chased out of 
Canada, leaving behind the English-speaking colonialists from the USA, England and  
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Scotland as well as a few minority French speakers, found mainly in Quebec. Canada 
became bilingual English/French-speaking country officially in 1969. 
 
The Case of Belgium 
 Belgium has no language of its own called Belgian. Instead, it has three official 
languages, French, German and Flemish. Likewise, Switzerland has French, German and 
Italian. In Asia, Singapore has four official languages, Chinese, English, Malay and 
Tamil. English was acquired through colonialism. It is used in schools, in government, 
judiciary, press/media etc.  
 
The Case of Cameroon and Other African Countries 
 Cameroon, indeed Africa, gained access to foreign languages mainly through 
colonization. Cameroon is the only African country to retain the languages of her two 
colonial masters. After World War 1, Cameroon was taken away from Germany and 
shared between France and the United Kingdom. The French administered sector became 
independent on 1st January 1960.The British sector had been divided into North and 
South. The South opted to go with Cameroon, while the North opted for Nigeria. Thus, 
the Anglophones in Cameroon are in the minority. Nevertheless, the 1961 constitution 
ensured the bilingual status of Cameroon and bilingual secondary schools and a bilingual 
University (University of Yaoundé) were created (Yuka 2001). Though the two, French 
and English, are the official languages and are supposed to have equal status, there is no 
doubt that French is the dominant language. Most official texts and speeches are written 
in French and then translated into English. According to Yuka (2001), these translations 
are often so poorly done that they fail to communicate the original ideas and intentions 
conceived in the original text. What this means is that the minority Anglophones are 
pressured to learn French, mainly for integrative purposes, so that they can interact with 
the rest of the country, the majority French speakers. On the other hand, the majority 
Francophone are not under any pressure to learn English; so to them, English remains a 
minority language. In addition to these two official languages however, Cameroon has 
about 239 indigenous languages, which are used in conversations in non-official settings. 
 Bilingual situations are found in other parts of Africa such as Namibia, Tanzania 
and Kenya. In South Africa, the 1997 Constitution added nine indigenous languages to 
English and Afrikaans, bringing the total number of official languages in South Africa to 
eleven. Like other Anglophone countries in Africa, Nigeria adopted English as official 
language, having inherited it through British colonization. Missionary activities ensured 
its spread throughout the country. With about four hundred (410) indigenous languages in 
Nigeria, English appears to be the natural and most acceptable choice for administration, 
education and politics. The Nigerian constitution however allows for bilingualism on 
regional levels. Therefore, the three large population Nigerian languages, Hausa, Yoruba 
and Igbo are recognised as regional languages in the North, West and East of Nigeria 
respectively, while English enjoyed official status. Officially, Nigeria was a monolingual 
country. English was the only official language. At best we could say that bilingualism 
existed only at the regional level. The recognised dominant language of the  
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region could be used and is still used and taught in schools. It is also used in the media 
(radio, television and newspapers), and informally for ordinary conversation. 
 The indigenous languages serve as primary means of communication. They are 
used for intimate conversation at home, and are the language of customs and tradition. 
The mother tongue is recommended in the 1981 Constitution as the medium of 
instruction in the first three years of primary school, while English is the medium of 
communication from the upper primary school to the University. The child is thus able to 
consolidate the knowledge of his mother tongue before being introduced to another 
‘foreign` language. However, English is the language of choice, when an individual finds 
himself in a part of the country whose language he does not speak. 
 Up till 1997, French was an optional second foreign language in the Nigerian 
educational system.  Late in 1997, the then Head of State, late General Sani Abacha gave 
French a new status, declaring it Nigeria’s second official language. Thus Nigeria became 
officially, an English/French bilingual country and this was documented in the National 
Policy on Education (NPE) in 1998. Having two official languages creates a diglossic 
situation. The question then arises: what role is there for French to play that English or 
the indigenous languages cannot or are not playing? Some of the reasons that motivated 
the adoption of French as a second official language include the following: 

• Nigeria is surrounded by francophone countries; therefore French as an 
official language will facilitate communication and interaction with the 
country’s neighbours.   

 
• The seat of ECOWAS is in Abuja, Nigeria; there are nine (.9) francophone 

and five (5) Anglophone countries in ECOWAS. French therefore, is the 
natural choice, being the language of the majority. 

 
• In a world that is fast becoming a global village, French can only be an 

advantage. There will be access to foreign materials and other 
opportunities available in terms of communication, technology, 
international politics.  

 
• There will also be job opportunities for individuals in organizations such 

as African Union, United Nations, UNESCO and other multinational 
companies who require their employees to speak French. 

 
The main argument of those who oppose the adoption of French as official language is 
that even English has not been properly integrated in the Nigerian Constitution. In other 
words, there are those who feel that Nigeria does not need a foreign language as her 
official language. So why introduce a second official language? What we need to do is 
develop our indigenous languages to the level that they can be used in all circumstances, 
because right now, they run the risk of being submerged in English.  What does all this 
imply for the individual Nigerian? 
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Individual bilingualism 
 
 According to Bloomfield (1933), to be a bilingual is to have native-like 
competence in two languages, what Laroussi (2004) refers to as “bilingue équilibré”. This 
is an ideal situation. Realistically, a bilingual is fully competent in one language and has 
an average or above average competence in another. A bilingual, therefore, is an 
individual who can use at least two languages comfortably, with varying degrees of 
competence. An average educated Nigerian is bilingual in English and his mother tongue, 
whatever “the mother tongue” is. He or she uses English in formal situations and the 
mother tongue in less formal situations and for informal conversations. There are also 
Nigerians who are multilingual, with or without English. Others are monolingual who 
speak only their mother tongue, which may be an indigenous language in the case of the 
illiterate, or English in the case of children who have been brought up exclusively with 
English. An individual may speak any language fluently but may not be able to write or 
even read it. As long as he or she can understand, speak and function within language, in 
other words socialise, he or she is a bilingual. 
 A country may be a bilingual country while many of her citizens are monolingual. 
Yuka (2001) shows that in Cameroon, part of the illiterate population is monolingual, 
speaking neither French nor English but only their indigenous languages. In Canada, a 
large proportion of the population is monolingual either in French or English and learns 
the other language in school.  
 Fishman (1972) shows four possible relationships between diglossia and 
bilingualism: 

• Bilingualism and diglossia 
This is a kind of community characterised by both diglossia and bilingualism. 
Bilingualism is widespread possibly because only two languages are involved. An 
example is Paraguay where almost everyone speaks Spanish formally and Guarani 
informally. This is a stable situation. 

• Diglossia without bilingualism 
There are two languages used by the elite, but the rest of the population uses only one of 
them which is the Low variety. This was the situation in old Russia during the Tsars 
regime where the elites spoke French and Russian and the public only Russian. French 
distinguished the upper Class from the rest! The two never mixed, so even though there 
were two languages, the people were monolingual as they had no access to French. 

• Bilingualism without diglossia 
This is a very unstable situation. Some of the languages involved are not official 
languages and do not have clearly defined functions. This is particularly true of the 
languages of immigrants. Even though they are obliged to learn the official language for 
education purposes, the immigrants may keep their own languages for use at home. Over 
time, the language may be completely submerged in the foreign official language, such 
that it may completely disappear. 

• Neither bilingualism nor diglossia 
This refers to a monolingual community. It has to be isolated and self-sufficient with no 
contact with other speech communities. It is doubtful whether such a community exists. 
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French in Nigeria 
 By adopting French as a second official language in Nigeria, we are creating a 
situation in which French will need to have its role clearly spelt out. That may be a 
political decision, as was the decision to make French a second official language anyway. 
The Federal Government decree says that French is compulsory in schools, but does 
nothing to enforce it. Mere legislation or decree cannot alter the status of French and 
change it from a second foreign language to that of a second official language. If French 
is to succeed as Nigeria’s second official language, the Nigerian government must show 
more commitment to the teaching of French as a second official language, than it has 
done to date. It must actively encourage the training of French teachers in large numbers 
so that with time the educated elite will be bilingual in English and French. This 
awareness should with time, change the attitude of the public in favour of French.   
 One must acknowledge and appreciate the commitment of the French government 
and their contribution to the training of teachers of French in the Nigerian secondary 
schools, Colleges of Education and Universities in the modern communicative method in 
order to teach students who may eventually become teachers as well. Until a few years 
ago, the University of Jos had an average of about ten students per year. Now, the figure 
has gone up to about sixty, and is still rising!  
 The motivation for learning varies from individual to individual. Majority of these 
students when interviewed in their preliminary year, say they just like the language. 
Some say they like the French people, while others say they would like to study in France 
after their degree programmes. Others would like to work in the External Affairs 
Ministry, while some would like to travel, so French would come in handy as an 
international language. Whatever the motivation for learning French, the fact remains that 
it has to be properly taught. 
 
The teaching of French and English 
 The teaching of English in Nigeria has a long history, whereas the teaching of 
French as a foreign language in the country only started in the 1960s. The traditional 
method of teaching has been revised many times and replaced by other methods, 
culminating in the Communicative Method of teaching. The emphasis is on 
comprehension and oral expression, unlike the traditional method of old, where the 
grammatical rules had to be memorised, passages translated to and from French. The oral 
was extremely limited, just enough to ‘get by’ using French. The ‘year-abroad ` 
programme at the university saw many students in France or Senegal, enabling them to 
improve their oral expression.  
 We had earlier mentioned that language is used for communication. We have also 
shown that language and culture are inextricably woven together. The implication of this 
for language learning is that the language is taught and learnt along with the culture of the 
people. The learner learns not only to produce acceptable utterances in French (bilingue 
instrumentale) he also learns to think and socialize in French (bilingue culturel), (Adesola 
2005). He learns to view the world through the use of French. What needs to be taught is 
the uniqueness of the language in question, be it French or English, not in relation to 
another language. Obviously the best way to learn a language is to be totally immersed in 
the language; that implies learning the language in a natural environment. 
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In the absence of a natural environment, linguistic environment can actually be created. 
The Nigerian French Language village is an effort to create a linguistic community for 
learning French. Noble as this effort is, the environment is artificial and is not a substitute 
for the natural environment.  
 Learning the structure of a language is not problematic. It is well established that 
mastering pronunciation actually leads to the acquisition of grammar and vocabulary in a 
more efficient manner than memorizing rules. In speaking, one acquires confidence 
(which many students lack) and does not hesitate to show off one’s verbal prowess.   
What is difficult is transmitting the social values of the language community to learners. 
But a language is not complete without the culture and values of the language 
community.   
 Many teachers of French have found themselves being asked questions such as 
the following:  
Why can’t I say : 
  *Je suis faim (I am hungry)? Instead of J’ai faim. 
 *Je suis va (I am going) instead of Je vais. 
Why have you used elle (she) for “table”?  Etc. 
The communicative method teaches students how to communicate naturally in French. 
As they advance, they deduce the rules of grammar from the data available to them.  
Below is a sample of a conversation recorded between a student and a Lecturer:  
  
 Student: Bonjour Madame!   Lecturer : Bonjour! 
 Student : Comment allez-vous? Lecturer : Très bien, et    vous? 
 Student: Bien. Comment était le week end ? Lecturer : (Silence) 
 Student: Comment va la famille ?   Lecturer : (Silence) 
 Student: Et le travail ?    Lecturer (interupts)Tu voudrais..? 
 Student: Je voudrais savoir à quelle heure nous avons cours......1 

 

Obviously the student has learnt some basics of the language,  but is still thinking in 
possibly his mother tongue and expressing it in French. This is an example of cultural 
interference. When a teacher teaches a group, he or she has to take into consideration the 
students’ knowledge of English and any other language that they may speak, in deciding 
what rules of discourse they are following. It is in Africa we feel obliged to ask about 
another person’s family, weather, state of the nation, business, farm, car, dog etc. before 
coming to the point. In Nigeria we feel it is polite to do so. Nigerians are a ‘greeting’ 
people; the French are not, neither are the English. But in Nigeria, most of our languages 
have greetings for every occasion. So a Nigerian student learning French would feel 
going straight to the point is rude. But to a French or an English person, endless greetings 
waste time. How would a teacher teach a Yoruba student learning French not to kneel or 
prostrate when saying “Bonjour madame!” Some gestures used in communication are 
universal (Listen! Come! Go out! Silence!); others are culture specific and have to be 
learnt along with the language and culture.  
 The problem of interference is another major challenge in second language 
learning. Interference has been defined as instances of deviation from the norms of either 
language of bilinguals in speech or in writing, as a result of their familiarity with more 
than one language. Interference can occur at at phonological, lexical, syntactic and  
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semantic/cultural levels. A learner will substitute the nearest sound, structure or word 
from his or her mother tongue or English, resulting in “bad” usage, for example, 
 La librairie (bookshop) > *library 
 Sensible (sensitive)    > *sensible 
 Le confort (amenity)     > *comfort 
 Ignorer (not to know)    >*ignore 
Students of French have also been known to improvise, sometimes making outright 
substitution: 
 *Elle est une judge. > She is a judge. 
Another feature of a bilingual’s speech that may constitute a problem is code switching It 
is not unusual for bilinguals to switch or mix codes especially in informal situations: I 
saw your femme (wife) at the market, but code switching/mixing hardly ever happens in 
formal situation, unless it is done deliberately to illustrate a point, or for special effects. 
However, as Adebayo (1995) points out, code switching constitutes a problem when 
carried over from English and other Nigerian language into French learning. According 
to her, a major pattern of codeswiching between Yoruba and English, which was 
identified by Bamgbose (1981), has been found in French. One example is the conversion 
of English modifier Noun to Yoruba Noun qualifier structure: 
 Boy yen ti de 
 Boy that has come “That boy has come’ eventually becomes 
 *Le garcon ci/là est arrivé.  (Ce garçon est arrivé) 
 Mo ti punish rè. ‘I have punished her.’ 
 J’ai puni la.  ‘Je l’ai punie.’  (Adebayo 1995 ; 233-234) 
Another example involves the French past tense, the Passé compose, where students do 
away with the auxiliary, using only the past participle to express the simple past tense: 
 *Il arrivé ‘He arrived’, instead of  Il est arrivé 
 *Il mangé  ‘He ate’ instead of  Il a mangé. 
Students have even been known to add extraneous elements to express the continuous 
tense, as in 
 *Il est mangeant ‘He is eating’  instead of  Il mange.    
Tackling cases of interference is a major challenge to the teaching of a second language. 
The point of convergence between the mother tongue and the target language can 
facilitate learning and a teacher must exploit such possibilities. Where the languages 
diverge, however, the students must be made to learn and appreciate the uniqueness of 
the target language.. This is the essence of intercultural communication. Intercultural 
communication aims at allowing learners to appreciate their own beliefs, values and 
cultural practices, part of which is language, and to understand, appreciate and accept 
those of the target language.. Learners are thus led to discover the uniqueness and essence 
of the target language and establish a link to theirs. They must learn to accept the 
differences, instead of seeking to harmonize the different cultures. Students should 
therefore not be asking questions such as 
‘Why should a son use “tu” (the singular familiar form ‘you’) instead of “vous” (the 
polite form) for his Father?’ ‘Why is a table feminine (la table) and a pen masculine (le 
stylo)? The simple answer would be: that is the way that French operates. 
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Students not only have to know about the language in terms of linguistic competence; 
they must also master the three main objectives of language learning which are 
communicational, cultural and conceptual. The training of teachers to teach these foreign 
languages cannot be overemphasized. A teacher needs to have near-native competence in 
the language he is teaching because he has to serve as a model to the students. This 
means that the government especially must get serious about training French teachers if 
French is to play its role as the second official language in Nigeria. 
 
Consequences of bilingualism 
 
 Bernstein (1972) through his research reveals that a bilingual is always at a 
disadvantage socially and educationally, relative to his monolingual counterpart. His 
Deficit Hypothesis tried to show that children who use the Restricted Code do not do as 
well in school as their counterparts who use the Elaborated Code of the same language, 
because the variety of language they speak at home is different from the variety used at 
school. They are therefore linguistically deficient and learning is difficult. In the same 
vein, Silvermann (1978) has noted that in immigrant homes where the native language 
and that of the environment are used, the child may confuse the two and be delayed in 
developing good language skills in either one. The same thinking may have informed the 
attitude of many Nigerian parents who speak only English to their children, believing that 
the children are better off using English. However, there is no evidence to show that 
children who speak only English do better at school. In fact bilingual children have been 
known to perform better than their monolingual counterparts. The reason why this is so is 
not far-fetched: if languages are used to express culture and world views, and a child 
learns a foreign language together with its culture imagine what a wide world view he 
will have. The direction of research is towards encouraging children to learn to speak as 
many languages as they can handle, because there is no limit to the number of languages 
a child can handle, albeit with varying degrees of competence. 
 
Conclusion 
   
The reasons for learning a language, for a country and for an individual do not always 
coincide. The government’s reason may be political, for an individual, it may be because 
he or she wants to be able to operate within the government of the day, to pursue a career 
in the diplomatic service or for self-esteem -i.e. to belong to that special class of the elite 
who speak French or simply for the love of learning. Whatever the reason, the fact 
remains that the language has to be learnt. Since French has been made a second official 
language, the government has to encourage the learning of French by training teachers 
and creating an atmosphere conducive to learning. Specifying roles of the foreign 
languages as well as indigenous language will allay the fears of skeptics, who think that 
our indigenous languages will be submerged in the foreign languages. Being exposed to 
as many languages as possible makes available to the speaker many world views, leading 
him to an enlarged outlook and a wider global vision and understanding. Bilingualism,  



 

 

 

 
10  Olufunmilayo Ogunkeye 
 
indeed multilingualism, reduces linguistic barriers among nations. It should therefore be 
encouraged and promoted.  
 
NOTES 
1. Student: Bonjour Madame!   Lecturer : Bonjour! 
  (Good morning ma)     (Good morning) 
 Student : Comment allez-vous?   Lecturer : Très bien, et vous? 
  (How are you ?)      (Fine. And you ?) 
 Student: Bien. Comment était le week end ?  Lecturer : (Silence) 
  (Fine. How was your weekend ?)   
 Student: Comment va la famille ?   Lecturer : (Silence) 
  (How is the family ?) 
 Student: Et le travail ?    Lecturer (interupts)Tu voudrais..? 
 (And your work ?/(How is the work ?))   (What can I do for you…?) 
 Student: Je voudrais savoir à quelle heure nous avons cours......1 

  (I would like to know what time we have your class....) 
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