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French Language Educationin Nigeria:
Significanceand Status
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ABSTRACT

French is one of the international languages most widely used in commerce,
science, technology, research, administration, education, literature among
others. This study reviews French language education in Nigeria. The
objective is to examine the significance and status of French as one of the
international languages studied in Nigeria. The work tries to find out the
reasons for learning French language in Nigeria. Literature shows that
French is a foreign language in Nigeria because it is not indigenous to any
ethnic group in Nigeria. It has an unfamiliar phonology in a multilingual
and diverse cultural society such as Nigeria. The work recommends that the
teaching of French language should be included in the primary school
curriculum since the language has gained an international status. The
teaching of the language should also be restructured in the secondary school
curriculum where every student would learn the language beyond Junior
Secondary School level.
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INTRODUCTION

Nigeriaisamultilingua and multicultura nation with numerousindigenouslanguages,
with English asthe second language, while French, German, Arabic and Europeanare
foreignlanguages (Faniran, 2016). However, thereare about 400 indigenouslanguages
(Bamgbose 1971; Babgjide (2001) spoken by about 250 ethnic groupsin Nigeria
(Achebe2012). Noneof theindigenouslanguages hasbeen conferred officid language
inNigeria Each ethnic group hasawarmhearted accessory to their indigenouslanguage,
hencewill intensely resist an effort to forcealanguage of another ethnic group onthem.
To avoid the squabblethat woul d have accompani ed the recognition of anindigenous
languageasan officid languagein Nigeria, the Federd Government evadesimplementing
oneindigenouslanguage asan official language. Nevertheless, languageisuniqueto
man; no other specie possessesatruly symbolic means of communication and no
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human society, however smpleitsmateria culture, lacksthebasic human heritageof a
well-devel oped language (Greenberg, 1971). Thedefinitions of language arewrought
withsomeideol ogica and semantic differencesbecauseitisimpossibletofind adefinition
against which we could not raise at |east one objection (Elugbe, 1991).

Intheearly 19th century, the British government conquered and seized the
territory around the River Niger area; after the conquest and seizure, a colonial
adminigtrator, Lord Frederick Lugard, was appointed by the government in London
to take charge of the new British colony, known asand called Nigeria(Faniran, 2017).
Thismarksthebeginning of theuse of Englishastheonly official languagein Nigeria.
Asthelanguage system growsin Africa, the Yaoundé Conference (1961) suggests
Frenchlanguageto belearned, taught and examined asaschool disciplineinAnglophone
Africa, including Nigeria(Faniran, 2016).

Astherewas growing concern about the attitude of Nigerianstowardsthe
study of French, thefederal government set uptheNigerian French Villagein 1991 as
aninter-University Centrefor French studies (Faniran, 2016). Despitethefact that
Nigerian Government wants French to be studied asamajor subject at Primary and
Junior Secondary schoolslevel, many public schoolsstill remain adamant on thefull
implementation of the policy (Falade, 2008 cited in Ademola2009). On December
14, 1996, the then Minister of Education under the Military Head of State, Generd
Sanni Abachadeclared at the Nigerian Institute of Internationa Affairs, that French
would beintroduced as asecond official language and studied compul sorily inthe
primary, secondary and post-secondary levelsof our educationa system. Thepalicy,
according to the Minister, would in ashort time make Nigeriato become bilingual
(Igboanus and Putz, 2008; Faniran, 2017). Thisdecision, according to Igboanus and
Putz (2008) marks the beginning of the formal recognition of French asasecond
officid languageinNigeria

Frenchlanguagehasan unfamiliar phonology inamultilingua and diverseculturd
society likeNigeria. It shareswith Englishlanguage the diss milarity of being taught as
aforeignlanguagein theeducationd systemsof mostAfrican countriesinwhich Nigeria
isnot exempted (Faniran, 2016). But Ademola(2009) concludesthat the features of
mother-tongueinterference, code-mixing and code-switching makelearning of French
languagein Nigeriaquiteinteresting because of diverselanguagesand diaects. Inthe
opinion of Ajiboye (2004), Frenchisoneof themost important foreign languagesused
by most countries. French language hasgained ascendancy among different internationd
languagesbecauseof itspertinencein al spheresof life. Frenchisoneof theinternationd
languagesmost widdy used in commerce, science, technol ogy, research, adminigration,
education, literature among others. According to Faniran (2016), Nigeria is
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geographically bounded by francophone countriessuch asNiger RepublicintheNorth,
Chadinthe East, Camerouninthe South and Benin RepublicintheWest. Therefore,
to achievemutua communi cation and interaction with our neighbours, itisnecessary
for every Nigerian to communicatefluently in French (Ademola, 2009).

Frenchlanguageisoneof thecolonia languagesimported toAfrica. TheFrench
language has evolved in the continent since pre-independence dayswithitspolicy of
assmilation and association. Itistaught asan official and second languagein Nigeria,
West Africaand in some countries of theworld as Omolewa (1978) opinesthat the
teaching of French language started in Nigeriafrom 1859-1959. Theteaching and
learning of French language have brought inter-culturd affinity between Nigeriaand
the French community. A good number of Nigeriansare not sufficiently informed about
theusefulnessof Frenchinour educationa system or itsimportance asaninternational
language (Faniran, 2016). They fed that peoplewho study French language especialy
inthetertiary ingtitutionsare s ow learners, or acoursefor dumping studentswho did
not passtheir intended course of study (Faniran, 2016). Hence, the objective of this
study isto review thesignificanceand status of French language educationin Nigeria
with aview to tapping its prospects.

French Language Educationin Nigeria

Language education istheteaching and learning of any language, either asaforeign or
second languageinaschool; itisalsotheformal acquisition of communicative skillsby
anindividual (Omolewa, 1978). Ademola(2009) views education as a process of
teaching, learning and training, most especially in schoolsand collegesin order to
improveone'sknowledge aswel | asgiving room for development of skills. However,
French language education draws specid attention in Nigeriabecause of thecountry's
historical background, geographical location aswell asits heterogeneous nature
(Ademola, 2009). Theteaching and learning of French languagein Nigeriadated back
tothe 19th century. It wasin 1878, that Wed ey High School included theteaching and
learning of German and French languagesinitscurriculum (Ademola2009). However,
French language education was not officially introduced into the secondary school
curriculumin Nigeriauntil King's College, Lagosand Government College, Ibadan
pioneered theteaching and learning of French asaforeign languagein 1956 (Timothy-
Asobele, 1999). Theteaching and learning of Frenchlanguageat thetertiary education
level was seen to beindispensable asNigerianswho studied French language at the
secondary schoolswould haveto further the study of the courseto the higher level.
TheUnivergty of Ibadan, University of Nigeria Nsukka, University of Lagos, Universty
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of Ife (now Obafemi Awolowo University) and Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria
introduced theteaching and learning of French languageintheir curriculum (Arowolo,
2004; Falade, 2008). Thiswasimmediately after Nigeria'sindependence. Still at the
higher educationlevel in Nigeria, someingtitutionsknown then asAdvanced Teachers
College, whichincludeAdeyemi College of Education, Ondo, Alvan Ikoku College of
Education and University of Lagos College of Education aso introduced French
languageintotheir curriculum (Ademola2009).

Satusof French Languagein Africaand Nigeria

One of the happeningsthat made French language aknown languagein Nigeriaisthe
custom of signing the Governor'sbook contained in agate house at the entrance to
Government Housein Lagos (Faniran, 2016). The declaration of French as second
official language of Nigeriaduring late General Sani Abacha'sregimein 1996 paved
moreway for the recognition of French language education by some of our policy
makers(Ademola, 2009). TheMinister of Education under theMilitary Head of State,
General Sanni Abachadeclared at the Nigerian Institute of International Affairs, on
December 14, 1996 that French would beintroduced as asecond official language
and studied compulsorily in the primary, secondary and post-secondary levelsof our
educational system. Federal Republic of Nigeria(FGN) (2004) officially statesthe
statusof French languageintheNational Policy on Education asfollows:

For smooth interaction with our neighbours, it is desirable for

every Nigerian to speak French. Accordingly, French shall bethe

second official languagein Nigeriaand it shall be compulsoryin

Primary and Junior Secondary Schools, but non vocational

elective at the Senior Secondary School.

At present, Frenchistreated asaforeign language becauseitisnot indigenous
to any ethnic group in Nigeria. In other words, it isalanguage which majority of
educated Nigerians do not speak or need at all, and which almost all uneducated
Nigeriansknow nothing about (Faniran 2017). Butitisapity that after many years, the
visonabout making a least 70% of Nigeriansinternationdly bilingua inFrenchlanguage
hasnot fully materialized (Ademola, 2009). The Minister of Statefor Education, under
President M ohammadu Buhari government, Professor Anthony Anwukah, on Sunday,
31st January, 2016, announced that the Federal Government will soon reintroduce
French asthe Nation’s second officia language (Dokunola, 2016).

Frenchisasubject inthecurriculum but few pupilshaveinterestinstudyingit,
probably owing to thefact that French teachersare usually not available (Faniran,
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2017). Bethat asit may, the status of French languagein Nigerian schoolsisunstable
asmany Nigeriansaredtill intheir state of confusion over whether French should be
treated asasecond officia language or asaforeignlanguage (Ademola, 2009). French
isnot ameans of communication among Nigeriansasno social gathering such as
wedding, birthday party, church or mosgue service use French as the medium of
communication (Faniran, 2017). Itisonly learnt in the classroom and spoken mostly
by French teachers and studentsin French classes. However, there has been mutual
cooperation and agreement signed by both France and Nigeria (The Guardian
Newspaper, March 13, 1994 cited in Faniran, 2016). Therefore for Nigeriansto
interact effectively with francophone countries, they should not only speak thelanguage
fluently but a so read, write and understand (Faniran, 2016).

Significanceof L ear ning French Language

Connectionsare becoming i nevitableamong peopl e, nations and organizations of the
world whichwarrantsahuge need for knowing morethan oneforeign or international
language (Ademola, 2009). Hence, French language education will positively impact
on Nigerianyouthsif additiona knowledgeof aninternationa languagelike Frenchis
acquired. French language functions as communicative, informative, economic,
interactive, socio-cultural, diplomatic and educativetools. Developing more passion
for French language education by Nigerian military will help them communicate better
during their various military operations abroad, especially those on peace-keeping
mission in somefrancophone countries (Ademola, 2009).

Aslanguageof international society that isonly rivaled by English, Frenchwill
surely serveasalinguistic visain disciplineslike Banking, Pharmacy, Secretary ship,
Medicine, Commerce, scientificandtechnologica research among others(Bariki, 2004).
Frenchisthesecond most widdly learned foreign language after English, and the sixth
most widdly spoken languagein theworld. Frenchisa sotheonly language, ongside
English, that istaught in every country in the world. France operates the biggest
internationa network of culturd inditutes, whichrun French-language coursesfor close
toamillionlearners. Communication of idess, either inord or inwriting, can never be
ignored among human beings. Therefore, theuseof common languageremainsasirong
key intheareas such astrade, tourism, international relations, technol ogy, scienceand
media(Ademola, 2009). Thetrend of globdizationisareason Nigeriansshould strive
to embracetheteaching and learning of French asthe officially recognized nation's
second official language (Ademola, 2009). In addition, the French Cultural Network
inNigeria(Nd) highlights 17 good reasonsto learn French. They areasfollows:
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L earning onelanguageisnot enough

Frenchis, alongwith English, theonly language spoken on all five continents
A career asset

Anintroductionto anincomparablecultural universe
Anadvantagefor studyingin France

Vigiting Parisand therest of France

Thelanguageof international relations

A languagethat opensup theworld

A language of reasoning and debate

0.  Thelanguageof enlightenment

11.  Alanguagethatisfuntolearn

12.  Alanguageforlearning other languages

13. A highstandard of teaching

14. A creativelanguage

15. Many exchange opportunities

16.  Auniquesystemof Frenchinternational schools

17. Promotinglinguidticdiversty.

ROONOO~WNE

CONCLUSIONAND RECOMMENDATIONS

Thiswork has added voiceto the call for theteaching and learning of French asan
international language in addition to other international languages like English,
Portuguese, Spanish, Arabic, Hebrew, Swahili, Hausaamong others. Theteaching
and learning of thislanguagewould create morejob opportunitiesfor youngAfricans
sncethelanguageisaninternationa language. Thetraining and retraining of theteachers
of thelanguage would enhancefluency and articul ation of the studentsin thelanguage.

For French languageto attainitsfull statusof asecond official languagein

Nigeria, it should beused d ongs de Englishin the preparation and publication of various

official documents (Ademola2009). Furthermore, itiscompulsory for every Nigerian

delegatewho wantsto be morerelevant and comfortable at any meeting, conference,
seminar and workshop outside the shores of this country. In view of the above
discourse, thisstudy makesthefollowing recommendations:

1. Theteaching andlearning of Frenchlanguage should beincludedintheprimary
school curriculum to improve fluency and articulation, competence and
performance.

2. The curriculum of teaching and learning of French language should be
restructured to accommodate every student in Junior Secondary School level.
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3. Moreteachersof French language should betrained and employed to teach
thelanguage.

4, Seminars/workshops should be organized annually to sharpen the skills,
techniques and methods of teaching thelanguage.

6. The French government should al so consider scholarship awards
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