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Abstract 
This study is aimed at identifying what actually happens in school during the 

implementation of language policy. It therefore investigated language policy 

implementation in school and discovered the areas that make it difficult for the 

policy not to be fully implemented. It studied every aspect of language policy in 

relation to its implementation in school. To understand what actually happens in 

school with respect to language policy implementation, we carried out interviews 

in two rural primary schools; one in Nkoro in Opobo/Nkoro Local Government 

Area and the other in Etche Local Government Area, all in Rivers State, Nigeria. 

Information was elicited from teachers and pupils in Basic 1 to 6. The study was 

carried out in rural primary schools because we believe these are the schools that 

are mostly lacking the resources for teaching and learning. Again, most teachers 

and learners of these schools are native speakers of their languages therefore the 

language of instruction is a mixture of English and Nkoro and English and Echie. 

The idea was therefore to find out the attendant problems that confront teachers 

and learners and the methods employed in teaching a second language. The 

investigation also found that lack of capacity, resources, incentives, control and 

coordination, goals in implementation, insufficient support of stakeholders, among 

other things. The study recommends among other things, that provision should 

be made for teachers’ in-service training to better equip them for quality delivery, 

adequate teaching and learning resources should be provided for effective 

teaching and learning to take place in school, motivational or demotivational 

measures should be initiated for both conforming and nonconforming teachers to 

the principles of language policy, effective control and coordination mechanism 

should be maintained in the teaching-learning process. These would minimize the 

problems that lead to partial or non-implementation of the language policy. 
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Introduction 

Language policy can be defined as the combination of official decisions and prevailing 

public practices related to language education and use (McGroarty 1997, p. 1).   

 

In Nigeria, language policy is traceable to the colonial era when in 1927, the British 

Advisory Committee on native education in tropical Africa recommended that indigenous 

languages should serve as the medium of instruction in the lower years of primary 

education (Musa R. J., 2010). 

 

 Nigeria is a multilingual nation. The number of languages spoken in the country has 

variously been estimated from 150 (Tiffen 1968) to about 400 (Bammgbose 1971). Probably 

the most authoritative survey is that of K.J. Hansford et al (1976) which identifies, as many 

as 394 indigenous languages spoken within the territorial boundaries of the nation. 

Afolayan (1977) suggests that the actual number may well be higher considering the very 

fact, that on closer investigation, the Ijo language in the Rivers State has been found to be 

17 different languages rather than a single dialect. 

 

Language policy which passed through many stages is a pressing contemporary issue in 

the multi-ethnic and multi-lingual Nigeria of over 450 indigenous languages spoken 

within its territory (Blench R., 2002). Before the National Policy on Education encouraged 

the use of indigenous languages in instruction at basic level of education, English language 

was already serving as a medium of teaching. 

 

Historical Background of the Language Policy in Education 

The Nigerian language policy in education has undergone a lot of changes since the 

National Curriculum Conference which was attended by a cross-section of Nigerians in 

1969. The conference was a culmination of expressions of general dissatisfaction with the 

existing education system which had become irrelevant to national needs, aspirations and 

goals.  

 

After the National Curriculum Conference, a seminar of experts drawn from wide range 

of interest groups within Nigeria was convened in 1973. This included voluntary agencies 

and external bodies which discussed what a National Policy on Education should be for 

an independent and sovereign Nigeria.  
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The end result of the seminar was a draft document which; after due comments were 

received from the states and other interest groups, led to the final document, the National 

Policy on Education, first published in 1977. Since then, the 2nd, 3rd and 4th editions were 

published in 1981, 1998 and 2004 respectively in consonance with the dynamics of social 

change and the demands on education, (National Policy on Education 2004). 

 

Background Information on the Schools 

The two primary schools we sampled are situated at Nkoro, in Opobo/Nkoro Local 

Government Area and Orwu, in Etche Local Government Area all in Rivers State. One 

school has an enrolment of about 430 learners and 14 teachers while the other one has 

approximately 515 learners and 17 teachers. They both have Basic 1 up to Basic 6 learners. 

Most of the learners from these schools speak Nkoro and Etche. From Basic 1 to 2 the 

language of instruction is Nkoro and Etche respectively and English for Basic 3 to Basic 6. 

Both schools are under resourced as there is a shortage of libraries, text books, 

photocopiers, and other teaching resources. Most of the learners who attend these schools 

come from financially lowered backgrounds. 

 

The Role of Teachers in Implementing the Language Policy 

The role of implementers is of utmost necessity and importance in the implementation 

stage of language policy since they influence the success or failure of a policy. According 

to Lipsky (1980, p. 3) teachers are street level bureaucrats together with social workers, 

judges and police officers. He says these kinds of workers interact directly with citizens in 

the course of their jobs and they have a substantial discretion in the execution of their 

work. Teachers spend about 40 hours a week with learners during the delivery of the 

government’s service, in this context education. 

 

It is quite true that teachers exercise substantial discretion in their jobs because they deal 

with a number of learners who have a variety of capabilities and limitations. Teachers 

teach classes of 40 or more learners in our focus schools. These learners are not proficient 

in English because they have limited exposure to the language. Most teachers are Nkoro 

and Echie native speakers and in most learners’ families, Nkoro and Echie are the only 

spoken languages. Most times, in these schools for example, the morning assembly as well 

as announcements is usually conducted in Nkoro and Echie. It should therefore be 

expected that learners are bound to have problems of understanding lessons conducted in 

English considering the aforementioned situation. The non-Nkoro and non-Echie 

speaking teachers therefore said that they find themselves compelled to learn and explain 

few aspects of the lesson in Nkoro and Echie in order to get the learners to understand the 

content. Two Basic 1 teachers confessed that they do not frequently explain in Nkoro and 
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Etche as it depends on the kind of lesson. This means that a teacher decides whether to 

explain the lesson in Nkoro and Echie or not. Explaining in Nkoro and Echie has its merits 

and demerits. A learner may understand the concept and therefore get motivated towards 

learning while many others may feel neglected and lost, thus getting demotivated. This is 

why Lipsky (1980, p. 9) argues that “in delivering policy, street-level bureaucrats make 

decisions about people that affect their life chances”. 

 

The Problems of Implementation in School 

Policies may be stated simply and also supported by the majority of the public, but that 

does not necessarily mean that those policies automatically become a success when they 

are implemented. This is because many factors combined to determine the failure or 

success of implementation. Anderson (1997, p. 214) sums this up well when he says 

“implementation is neither a routine nor a highly predictable process.” 

 

We observed that in the teaching-learning process, English as a medium of instruction is 

favoured by parents, teachers and learners in our focus schools. Nonetheless, this in itself 

does not make implementation simple since there are problems of incapacity of teachers, 

limited resources, lack of incentives, ambiguous goals, lack of coordination and control, 

insufficient support of stakeholders, amongst others. A combination of two or more of the 

above stated problems influences the degree of success in the use of English as a medium 

of instruction in these schools. 

 

Lack of Capacity 

Most teachers in our focus schools are victims of rote learning. During their school days 

they were taught by teachers who encouraged rote learning and used mother tongue quite 

a lot to explain the subject matter to them. In those years, the language of instruction was 

English which made it difficult for them to understand. Teachers themselves therefore are 

not proficient in English. Such people cannot be expected to be excellent teachers when it 

comes to teaching in English. In other words, teachers have their limitations because 

English is a second language to them and therefore they use more Nkoro and Echie in 

their daily communication as well as in the classrooms. Teachers themselves 

acknowledged that they are not confident about their English proficiency and sometimes 

they feel as if they haven’t explained the subject matter clearly enough if they have not 

said it in their first languages. They also said that they are partly to blame for not 

encouraging their students to use English in order to improve their skills. 

 

It can be pointed out that despite the learners’ problems in understanding English teachers 

too, have limitations in teaching in this language. This has a negative impact to the learners 
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because teachers are supposed to be their role models as far as good language skills are 

concerned. Deviating from the policy is thus not done deliberately, but it is something that 

happens under certain circumstances and naturally among most teachers. 

 

Lack of Resources 

Insufficient allocation of resources is another area that impedes implementation. This is 

because resources can be regarded as tools for putting policy into action. The implication 

here is that the shortage of resources negatively impacts on the success of policies. In our 

research, we discovered that teaching and learning resources are not enough for the 

teachers and learners to effectively carry out their activities. In this area, there is a problem 

of inadequately prescribed books, libraries, photocopier, electricity, funds, and many 

other things. 

 

There is a conviction that reading a lot of books develops one’s language skills. The fact 

that our focus schools have poor or no libraries is indicative that learners lack reading 

culture which is necessarily important in promoting the understanding of English. One of 

these primary schools has a quasi-library but it is very poor and lacks relevant books. 

Again, in one of the schools, a teacher who is supposed to run the library is a full time 

educator hence he does not have enough time to perform his library duties. The school’s 

timetable reflects periods for library education however, this time is used to catch up in 

other subjects of importance. This explains that the development of reading skills is 

lacking in our sample schools because of the absence of well-resourced libraries. 

 

Also, the prescribed books for the learners are not sufficient in the schools. It is therefore 

incumbent on the learners to share the books with others, and that is a problem since it 

deprives others the opportunity of reading and studying individually at home. More so, 

it leads to the learners avoiding their homework and giving excuses that the book was 

with somebody else. The lack of textbooks minimizes the learners’ exposure to English 

and therefore aggravates problems of understanding English during lessons. Manifestly, 

this does not, in any way, improve the learner’s reading and comprehension skills. 

 

More so, the problem of nonavailability of photocopier exists in both schools. It was 

touching to find some teachers make copies of useful materials for their own classes, out 

of their own pockets; all to close gap created by the shortage of books and photocopiers 

which impacts negatively in the education of learners because a total of teaching time is 

lost when teachers write comprehension passages, exercises and homework on the 

chalkboard. Time is also lost when learners copy these exercises from the board as most 

of them are very slow in writing. Speaking and reading the language are important ways 
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of learning it. Insufficient resources leaves little time for learners to read and speak English 

during the lessons because much time is spent in writing and copying notes, exercises and 

tests. Apart from books and photocopiers, the schools also fall short of a variety of 

teaching aids like charts, television and video machines that could help in making 

teaching in English simple. 
 

Lack of Incentives 

Anderson (1997, p. 246) and Lindblom (1980) described the lack of incentives as one factor 

that leads to nonconformity to certain policies. At present, there are no incentives put in 

place for teachers who conform to the policy of mother-tongue or English instruction in 

our focus schools. Those teachers who do not conform to the policy are also not punished. 

Such a situation is not appropriate because it encourages a laissez faire attitude in teachers, 

as they have nothing to gain or lose by either or not conforming to the policy. Teachers 

who sacrifice their time and other resources in order to develop mother-tongue or English 

skills to learners therefore, despair because their efforts are not recognised or 

acknowledged.  
 

Control and Coordination 

Hood in Lane (1995, p. 101), Pressman and Wildavsky in Parsons (1995, p. 465) argue that 

capacity to coordinate and control are processes that lead to effective implementation. It 

should, however, be pointed out that these factors on their own, do not necessarily bring 

about the success of policies because as Lipsky (1980, p. 159) notes, control is not an easy 

task because of the autonomy of street-level bureaucrats as well as the lack of performance 

measures. Lipsky goes on to say that these workers may change their practices when they 

are under observation (p. 169). 

 

The management teams of schools are supposed to control the work of teachers regularly. 

Such control is generally done by class visits where the teacher’s and learners’ books are 

scrutinised. The teacher’s performance in presenting lessons is also observed by the 

headmaster. Among the techniques of control such as inspection, licensing and contracts, 

as discussed by Anderson (1997, Pp. 248 - 249), one could say that inspection is the main 

technique that is used to control implementation of the language policy. We observed that 

teachers are not controlled or monitored as often as they should be because of insufficient 

time. The headmasters are involved in teaching and administrative work. This leaves no 

time for doing regular class visits to observe whether English instruction is adhered to 

Teachers deviate more from the language of instruction if they are not controlled. 

Nonetheless, irregular control of teachers has no value because teachers revert to their 

usual and unofficial mother tongue instruction as soon as the controllers are out of their 

classrooms. 
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Although the management staff is supposed to control the teachers’ work, it has no power 

to dictate how teachers should conduct their lessons. A head of department cannot compel 

a teacher to stick to English instruction for the whole part of the lesson if the teacher feels 

that most of his learners are left behind others in understanding the lesson. This means the 

technique of control does not work well to ensure successful implementation in schools 

where teachers have a right to exercise their power in the proceedings of the lessons. 

 

Coordinating the activities of implementors impacts positively in implementation because 

fragmentation defeats the success of policies. We observed that there is a lack of 

coordination in our focus schools. The schools do not spell out the things that teachers 

have to observe in coping with the problems of English teaching. This means the exercise 

of discretion is not limited in any way. There is an assumption that teachers know that 

English should be used minimally in the lessons. 

 

To show that the schools lack coordination in English teaching, the teachers from Basic 4 

upwards expect learners to be able to read, write and speak English by the time they reach 

this grade. Most often learners lack these skills and then teachers from these grades blame 

this on teachers in the foundation classes (Basic 1-3). This kind of situation shows that 

teachers in Basic 4 and above do not know what is actually happening in the lower levels. 

They assume that learners are taught in English from Basic 1 whereas English is learnt 

only as a subject in these levels. As a matter of fact, English is taught in Nkoro and Echie 

in Basic 1 to 3 because learners lack background knowledge in English. Therefore, the 

teachers teach them individual words which are often translated to Nkoro and Echie. 

 

One could assume that in Basic 4, learners get confused and overwhelmed by having to 

learn English as a language while they are also expected to understand the subjects that 

are presented in this unfamiliar language. One Basic 4 teacher said that this situation 

compels them to teach subjects like Mathematics and History in Nkoro, which is familiar 

to them. Another problem of coordination was revealed by one Basic 4 teacher who said 

that he tries his best to develop English proficiency in his class. When learners proceed to 

the next level teachers there do not care about conforming to English instruction. This 

leads to the reversal of learners’ English skills.  

 

Language teachers are also blamed for not doing enough in their teaching of English. This 

means that language teachers are of great importance in the implementation of English 

instruction as Professor Bhengu (South African former Minister of Education) noted that 

“language teaching practitioners are the most appropriately placed to make the policy 

work” (Natal Witness, 08.07.97). Considering the limited time for English teaching on the 
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timetable, it is unfair to expect language teachers to do much in terms of developing the 

learners’ proficiency in English substantially. 

 

Goals in Implementation 

Sabatier and Mazmanian in Lane (1993, p. 102) regard the unambiguity of goals as a factor 

which promotes successful implementation. Lipsky (1980, p. 40) also says that “street-level 

bureaucrats characteristically work in jobs with conflicting and ambiguous goals.” The 

question is: What is the main objective of teaching learners in English? Is it proficiency in 

the language or meaningful learning? In our focus schools most of the teachers regard 

English as a very important language that learners need to know, in order to be successful 

in tertiary education institutions as well as in finding jobs. However, it is questionable 

whether translating to Nkoro and Echie, code mixing and repetition of exercises, help 

learners to develop their English skills. Teachers use such mechanisms to get learners to 

understand lessons, hence the achievement of the lesson’s objectives. One can assume that 

there is a confusion of goals that teachers have to deal with in their teaching in the medium 

of English. In this position, teachers exercise their discretion in deciding what actually 

matters for a particular subject, proficiency in English, the achievement of goals or both. 

In most cases, what matters most to the teachers is the achievement of the goals through 

meaningful learning.  

 

Lipsky (1980, p. 40) says that “the ambiguity of goals and the unavailability of appropriate 

performance measures in street-level bureaucrats is of fundamental importance not only 

to workers’ job experience, but also to managers’ ability to exercise control over policy.”  

 

Insufficient Support of Stakeholders 

Without sufficient support of all stakeholders in education, the success of the language 

policy is bound to be limited in school. In the course of our study, we found that the 

schools do not get adequate support from parents and the Department of Education. 

Learners, too, were cited as not doing enough as a way of empowering themselves. 

 

Most parents of our focus schools do not develop much interest in the education of their 

children. Some parents do not attend meetings initiated by the schools to discuss matters 

pertaining to the functioning, growth and development of the schools. This kind of 

situation could be explained to have resulted from the fact that most of the learners came 

from broken or single parent families. Literacy rate in these families is also adjudged to be 

very low. Learners are raised by grandparents while their parents are employed from their 

families. Unemployment is also rife in their families which results in most learners living 

in poverty. Teachers always have a problem of getting parents to buy learning resources 
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such as pencils, pens, extra exercise books, dictionaries, calculators, etc., for their children. 

The lack of parental support impacts negatively on the performance of learners at school. 

Learners learn very little English at school because by the time they reach home, they have 

forgotten most of the lessons’ contents. Parents and other members of the families need to 

reinforce what has been done at school and also help with whatever learning difficulties 

learners are experiencing. Learners, who come from the kind of families exposed above, 

lack the needed support and encouragement that can motivate them to perform well at 

school. Teachers get discouraged that their efforts are not supported by the parents. In one 

of the schools, we interviewed Basic 4 and 5 teachers who said, they introduced a 

homework book but it foiled because of the lack of cooperation on the part of most parents. 

This shows that without the support of parents the teachers’ jobs become difficult. Parents 

can play an important role in increasing the learners’ exposure to English through 

encouraged reading, writing and speaking skills. Obviously, this is too hard to achieve in 

our focus schools since most parents or guardians are not educated enough to the level of 

attaining proficiency in English. 

 

Learners on their part are not working hard in our focus schools and they seem not to 

know the reason they are going to school. This means learners lack a vision of what they 

want to become in future. This attitude can be attributed to the lack of role models in their 

families and environment. Late coming, absence from school and foiling tests and 

examinations are some of the things that learners do to prove that school is not that 

important to them. 

 

Conclusion 

Having discussed the subject matter above, this paper asserts that there are many factors 

which include but not limited to incapacity of teachers, lack of resources, lack of 

incentives, ambiguous goals, lack of control and coordination, and insufficient support of 

stakeholders that foil the implementation of language policy in school. 

 

The study has attempted at length to reveal that policy implementation which is quite 

different from stating it, is not a simple matter. A good policy may remain a statement if 

there are no strategies in place to make the achievement of a policy’s objectives possible. 

There could also be a difference in the actual policy and the one that gets implemented 

because of the role and power of policy implementors. In implementing policies street-

level bureaucrats, teachers in this context, ‘make’ policy in the process of trying to cope 

with the problems of implementation. 
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It has become clear that the implementation of the language policy in instruction is not 

successful considering the teachers’ capacity, insufficient resources, ambiguity of goals 

and lack of support on the side of all stakeholders. The policy of parallel instruction in 

school is also not likely to be implemented in the near future because of the 

nondevelopment of indigenous languages to be the media of instruction. 

 

Recommendations 

Following the above, we recommend among other things, that: 

1. Provision should be made for teachers’ in-service training to better equip them for 

quality delivery. 

2. Adequate teaching and learning resources should be provided for effective teaching 

and learning to take place in school. 

3. Motivational or demotivational measures should be initiated for both conforming and 

nonconforming teachers to the principles of language policy. 

4. Effective control and coordination mechanism should be maintained in the teaching-

learning process. 
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