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Abstract  

 Language permeates all spares of human activities thereby facilitating growth and 

National development. English as the official language in Nigeria is used in all areas of 

her National life. The economic growth of individuals and development of the nation 

therefore depend on the level of mastery of English Language in which the nation 

functions both locality and internationally. Since it is the language in which all 

economic activities of the nation are carried out locally and outside the shores of the 

country. The paper opens with a discussion of the concept of language and the 

importance of English Language in Nigeria, after which, English language and National 

development is discussed. Teaching functional English for Economic development is 

highlighted, and this is based on adopting appropriate instruction for young English 

language learners (YELLs), teaching English for specific purposes and achieving 

communicative competence. The paper ends with conclusion and recommendations. It 

is recommended that in addition to the existing methods and approaches in Language 

teaching and learning, there is need for adopting the appropriate instruction for young 

English Language Learners (YELLS) as well as teaching English for specific purposes 

(ESP). 
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Introduction 

 Language is a medium of communication that permits people to interact and 

carry out their daily activities. It is an important universal phenomenon that cannot be 

over looked by any society as it is the core of human existence. Corroborating the 

indispensability and versatility of language in man’s daily endeavours, Crystal (1987) 
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also observes that language covers all human activities and interactions without which 

survival will be difficult and existence impeded, if not impossible. If not for language;   

 Can we talk of research of any sort? 

 How do we write and disseminate scientific findings and laboratory skills? 

 With what do we impart educational instructions and scientific knowledge to 

learners? 

 With what and how fast can scientific knowledge, and technological discoveries 

be passed to poor scientific and less technologically developed nations around 

the world for people to imbibe or learn? 

In Nigeria, the language that carries all these loads is English language. English 

language, though non-indigenous to Nigeria, has occupied a central position in the 

affairs of the country. The language has continued to play vital roles within the country 

and internationally. Nwoke (2010) notes that we must acknowledge the immense 

pressure that is borne by the language in conducting the diverse ethnic and multiplicity 

of linguistic situations in Nigeria, a situation seen by Bamgbose cited in Nwoke (2010) 

as a great barrier to national unity. English language, in the views of Osakwe (2005) 

has effectively broken this barrier and made inter-ethnic cohabitation, trade, marriages 

and social interactions easy. Nwoke notes that concisely, the situation of English in 

Nigeria considered from present functional values may be summed up in terms of the 

roles it plays. These include the function as a feeder language to the  Nigerian English 

based pidgin used widely for grass root communication, inter-ethnic and tribal 

interactions. English continues to serve as the language of national legislation and 

administration as it is the official language of the nation. In addition, it is widely used 

in commerce and general business, education at all levels, scholarship, research and 

technology, arts and self expression. Bamgbose cited in Akagwu (2004) points out that 

government records, administrative minutes, legislation, court records and proceedings 

(except in the customary courts) are all in English. In business and commerce too, the 

situation is the same: business records, contracts and most advertisement are written in 

English. In this regard, a child who is denied the opportunity of studying the language 

effectively is denied an important means of playing an active role in the economic 

activities of the country.  

The nation functions in the committee of nations at the international spheres 

through the medium of English language. According to Ogundare (2004) The status of 

English as an international language provides various avenues of development which 

would have been difficult to achieve if Nigeria did not adopt English as official 

language. At the international sphere, English language is the medium of external 

communication for Nigeria. It has become possible for Nigeria to take her place and 

play her role in the committee of nations, world politics, trade and commerce through 

the use of English as the medium of communication. English language has attained the 
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status of a global language. It is described by David (2004) as a language of 

communication by commonwealth countries and many international organizations.  

According to Andy (2006), English is spoken as a first language by 

approximately 375 million people. It is the third largest language by number of native 

speakers, after Mandarin Chinese and Spanish (CIA World, fact Book). When native 

and non-native speakers are combined, it is one of the most commonly spoken language 

in the world. Proficiency and good communication skill in English provide individual 

with business and job opportunities within and outside country.   

The current trend of traditional English language teaching and learning in the 

country is unsatisfactory and cannot produce the efficient work force that the nation 

requires for economic development. Nigeria needs to key into the practice in develop 

nations where English language is no longer taught just for the sake of learning the 

language but teaching functional language skill in order to make products of various 

institutions more useful and contribute to the economic growth of the nation. This 

requires teaching English for specific purposes. The purposes for which learners need 

to learn English language are identified and teaching and learning are designed around 

those purposes. The purposes include for academic and occupation purposes among 

others. Teaching such functional English language could start at the secondary school 

level through the tertiary institutions in the country. 

 

English Language and National Development  

Development entails becoming more advanced and stronger. Bodoma in 

Oyakhire and Igiemeh (2012) indicates that development is the sustainable socio-

economic, political, and technological transformation of society to suite its present 

needs. Development implies that there is an improvement or a transformation of the 

well-being of the people. Development can be seen from two major dimensions, that is, 

from human (skills and comfort) and physical (environmental growth). For human, 

development should be seen in raising the levels of their living in terms of good income 

(economic growth, creating conditions conducive for the growth of citizens, self-esteem 

and increasing citizens’ freedom of choice).    

Similarly, Orisaway, (2004) sees development as a steady and systematic 

advance towards the following directions: 

- Intellectual and mental expression of the individual in the society 

- A stable polity with strong sense of communication to nationalism and 

nationhood. 

- Economic development, progress, equitable distribution of national wealth. 

- Socio-political integration of the constituent units of the nation. 

- Scientific and technological progress and improvement in the quality of life of 

the citizenry.        

- Efficient and functional educational output at all levels. 

- Credible and acceptable democratic structure and systems  
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- Highly enlightened citizenry with 80% - 90% literacy among the people who 

are aware of their individual and collective fundamental human rights and 

having freedom of speech and association. 

- Employment and youth empowerment.  

The above points are the directions in which a nation aspiring for development should 

advance. For growth and development to be sustained, all must be maintained without 

dwindling or retrogressing. Development is at times referred to and seen as economic 

growth. According to Etchie and Ukavebe in Lawal (2012), economic growth is an 

increase in a country’s production in income per capital. This is usually identifiable by 

rising levels of national income over a period of time. Seers in Lawal (2012), asks some 

questions in trying to give the true meaning of development. They are basic questions 

about a country’s development which include: 

- Has poverty reduced significantly?  

- Has the level of unemployment remained low? 

- And  has  inequality been brought down? 

According to Seers, if all three have declined from high levels, then has been a period 

of development for the state in question. However, If these core problems do not 

improve, it cannot be said  that development is taking place even when there is increase 

in per capital income.  Stressing further, Etchie and Ukavebe note that it is an 

incontestable truism that development must transcend mere growth in terms of income 

per capital. It must as a matter of fact, reflect equitable distribution of wealth, full 

utilization of manpower, better utilization of natural resources and protection of the 

human social development which is the well being of the citizenry measured by the 

level of welfare and the standard of living of the people as well as the participation of 

the citizenry in the development efforts of the country.  

 English language has hitherto contributed to national development as it has 

enabled the diverse people of Nigeria to communicate and carry out business 

transactions locally. It has facilitated contract agreements and transactions in industries, 

trade and commerce on which the economy of the nation depends at the local and 

international levels, corroborating this, Nwokeneme (2014) notes that in Nigeria today, 

English is used in all sectors of the economy and human endeavours. Thus, it is the 

language of administration, commerce and industry, judiciary, mass media, music and 

entertainment. English is in the centre of national development. Nwokeneme further 

asserts that English language occupies a very important place in the nation’s efforts for 

advancement in science and technology. This assertion is made on the understanding 

that language provides solutions to the numerous problems in science and technology 

which are key to national development.   

From the foregoing, it is evident that English language plays major roles of 

development in Nigeria. The indices of development can be brought about by the 

instrument of language. According to Adekola (2006) no national development is 
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possible in a country without the availability of efficient and well trained work force. 

The bane of the Nigerian labour market has been the lack of efficient work force over 

the years, for which there has been out cries by employers of labour in both private and 

public sectors. Omole (2008) points out that it is now a well known fact that most 

employers in Nigeria are very critical and circumspect about the quality of Nigerian 

graduates. They therefore embark on rigorous in-house training for the few lucky ones 

who secure employments. However, with particular reference to the English language 

skills of graduates, employers’ comments have been quite negative, to say the least. 

The current trend of poor mastery of English language skills by the work force of the 

nation does not meet the required standard for growth and national development.  

 

Teaching Functional English language for Economic Development   

Functional English is English language that helps the learners to function 

effectivel in all aspect of life. In the views of Yahaya, Ewa and Mohammed (2010), by 

functional English, it is meant the English that performs the role of creation, 

transformation, communication, transmission of knowledge and so on. However, it is 

obvious that the state of English language usage in Nigeria needs urgent step to be 

taken to curb the negative trend. Regarding this, Onoyovw (2010), asserts that the 

clearest indicator of the lamentable fall of the standard of education in Nigeria is the 

preponderance of incorrect/uneducated English from the lips of the elite. Since English 

language is the medium of instruction at all levels of education in Nigeria, one’s 

proficiency in the language is unarguably synonymous with his level of education. It is 

therefore a misnormal, a minus for one who has claims to higher academic level, to 

perform poorly in the language in which he received that education. This must be 

reversed if only for the purposes of international acceptability and intelligibility. 

Bamgbose, Banjo and Thomas (2005) note that the agreed goal of learning English is 

the internalization of the linguistic competence underlying the performance of British 

standard English.  

English language is crucial to Nigeria’s economic growth since it is the 

language in which the country’s manpower is trained. The abundant resources alone 

cannot help the country achieve development like other advance nations of the world. 

According to Bedan cited in Igbudu (2005), a nation’s natural resources need to be 

harnessed by her human resources to bring about national growth. The much needed 

quality human resources depends on the caliber of people produced from the various 

training institutions. To achieve efficient well trained work force, a sound education in 

English language is inevitable. Oke cited in Chagu (2008) notes that the purpose of 

training people in the use of English is in three folds: 

a) To enable them to understand the content of their education  

b) To provide them an important means of satisfying their desire to participate in 

the government and development of their country. 

c) To provide them with a means of addressing or understanding a wider world. 
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This simply translates into teaching functional English language which must take into 

cognizance the following approaches: Adopting appropriate instruction for Young 

English Language Learners (YELLs), Teaching English for Specific Purposes (ESP) 

and Achieving Communicative Competence.  

 

Adopting appropriate instruction for Young English Language Learners (YELLs)    

This requires the designing development inclined curriculum. The type that 

would equip learners with skills required to function effectively in all spheres of 

national life. This therefore entails that teachers of YELLs should engage in teaching 

those skills that allow for proficiency and good communication in English Language. 

There is also the need to take into account the cognitive and social needs of learners. 

This Greenberg cited in Akpocherhe and Orife (2009) regards as the cognitive and 

developmental approach. It is generally considered to be effective. Instruction for 

YELLs involves different types of learning such as social, play, emotional, intellectual 

and academic learning. Nissani (1990) summarizes this approached as  one in which 

young learners are encouraged to become involved in purposeful and creative activities 

with other learners; to make major choices among hands-on learning activities; to 

initiate and accomplish self motivated tasks in a rich environment; and to construct 

knowledge at their own  pace by discovering and engaging in open-ended activities that 

reflect all areas of development. This kind of approach tends to be highly learner 

centred and keeps learners’ developmental needs in mind. This requires a great deal of 

creativity on the part of the teacher, who continually develops ways for young learners 

in carrying out tasks and activities in which they may construct their own meaning 

through interaction. This approach builds the learners’ communicative skills which is a 

good foundation for fitting into future economic opportunities for individual and 

societal growth.  

 

Teaching English for Specific Purposes (ESP)  

The focus here is on needs of learners for learning language. Strevens cited in 

Jidanke, Fasuba and Fajin (2014) views ESP as the notion that teaching a language can, 

with advantage be deliberately matched to the needs and purposes of the learners. This 

definition of ESP by Strevens was modified into two characteristics. 

 The first is termed ‘absolute characteristics’. Under this, ESP is seen as 

consisting of English language teaching that is designed to meet specific needs of the 

learner. It should also be related in content such that themes and topics reflect the 

particular discipline, occupation or activities. 

 The second is the ‘variable characteristics’ which considers ESP as but not 

restricted to language skills to be learnt, like only reading, writing and so on. A broad 

definition of ESP, theorized by Hutchinson and waters cited in Jidanke, Fasuba and 

Fajin (2014) Indicate that ESP is an approach to language teaching in which all 
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decisions regarding  content and method are based on the learner’s reasons for learning. 

Teaching and learning is in order for learners to fit into and be productive in different 

segments of the society’s economic, social and other areas or need. English language 

mastery prepares them for such tasks and ESP plays a great role. For this reason, Cater 

(1983) identifies three types of ESP thus:  

i. English as a restricted language 

ii. English for academic and occupational purposes, and  

iii. English with specific topics. 

Though ESP could be taught at other levels of learning, it is designed for intermediate 

or advanced level of education and occupation. The teaching of English for specific 

purpose, need to be adopted by the tertiary institutions of learning in the country to turn 

around the quality of graduates sent into the labour market for the required economic 

growth of both individuals and the nation. 

 

Achieving Communicative Competence 

 This is a term in linguistics which that refers to language users’ knowledge of 

grammar, syntax, morphology, phonology and the likes. It also refers to social 

knowledge about how and when to use utterances appropriately. The ideals and notion 

of communicative competence underlie the communicative approach to foreign 

language teaching. Canale and swain (1980) define communicative competence in 

terms of four components: linguistic, sociolinguistic, discourse and strategic 

competence.  

  Linguistic competence deals with mastering the grammar of a language, that is, 

the rules and patterns of language. 

 Socio linguistic competence refers to the learners ability to use language to suite 

the categories of people being addressed and the type of content involved, for instance, 

people of high rank, one’s social equal, different kind of contexts such as the church, 

mosque, house of assembly, banks, markets and so on.  

 Discourse competence is the ability of a learner to use strategies which help him 

to keep the conversation going even though he has forgotten the right word or 

expression he would like to use. The learner must be taught to quickly paraphrase his 

thought if he forgets the name of the item, process or event he is referring to. He can, 

for instance, refer to the market as the place we go to buy things if he does not 

remember the word ‘market’. 

 The communicative competence approach marks an important development in 

the field of language teaching in recent years. It stresses two points; the need for a 

language teacher to borrow from any method that he considers capable of achieving the 

particular objectives he is pursuing at a point in time, as well as the need to give 

communication the full attention it deserves. 

 From the foregoing it is clear that there is a need to adopt these approaches to 

teaching functional English language in order to turn around the standard of education 
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and the quality of graduates of the various learning institutions in the country for 

economic empowerment and national development. Maduakor (2004) corroborates this 

and asserts that English has been the language of power since the 17
th

 century. It is the 

language of world culture, civilization, diplomacy and business. Anyone wishing to 

transact an international business, be it in the political, economic, educational, cultural, 

scientific sphere, must reckon with English. A person that is fluent in English can share 

in the power that is in English. A professional that is knowledgeable in English has the 

whole world as his constituency in the labour market. 

 

Conclusion 

 This paper has examined the role of language in the life of man, and English 

language in the life of Nigeria as a nation. It harnessed several views of scholars which 

established the fact that English language is an indispensable tool that facilitate 

economic growth and development in Nigeria. It has pointed out how teaching 

functional English language such as adopting appropriate instruction for young English 

learners, teaching English for specific purposes and achieving communicative 

competences should be the way to go to achieve national development. The paper 

therefore, has shown that teaching functional English is imperative for the desired 

economic growth and national development.  

 

 

Recommendations 

(1) In order to further the economic growth and development of Nigeria, there is the 

need to adopt appropriate instruction for young English Language Learners 

(YELLs). This will help in producing qualified and competent work force in the 

various sectors of the nation for advancement. In addition to teaching English 

language the traditional way, teachers need to adopt the various new methods of 

teaching such as social learning, emotional learning, intellectual learning and so 

on, to impart knowledge effectively to learners. 

(2) It is also important to focus on the teaching of communicative competence, 

therefore the need to adopt the communicative approach in teaching in teaching 

English language. This requires teaching the four components of  this method 

which are necessary at all tiers of learning in the country for adequate English 

language skills acquisition by learners  

(3) The curriculum of the learning institutions need to incorporate the teaching of 

English for Specific Purposes ESP to prepare graduates adequately in their 

disciplines for integration into the labour market. This will go a long way in 

improving the economy for national development.  
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