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ABSTRACT 
 
French language education in Nigeria has evolved from its colonial-era marginal status to 
its recognition as a strategic national asset for diplomacy, trade, and human capital 
development. This paper traces the historical trajectory of French education, beginning 
with its limited introduction in elite schools in the early 20th century, its institutional 
expansion following Nigeria’s independence, and its designation as the country’s second 
official language in 1996. Using a historical research approach, the study draws on 
archival records, policy documents, and secondary scholarship to assess the socio-
economic and human capital implications of French education. Findings reveal that French 
proficiency has facilitated Nigeria’s participation in regional diplomacy, trade, 
peacekeeping operations, and academic exchange, while also creating professional 
pathways in teaching, translation, and international organisations. However, persistent 
challenges, including shortages of qualified teachers, irregular implementation of language 
policy, and limited immersion opportunities, have constrained its wider impact. The paper 
argues that French education in Nigeria remains underutilised and calls for stronger 
alignment with regional integration initiatives and national development goals. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Language is both a communicative tool and a driver of socio-economic development, 
cultural diplomacy, and human capital formation (Bamgbose, 2011; Becker, 1993). In 
multilingual and multiethnic societies such as Nigeria, language education plays a crucial 
role in shaping national identity, regional cooperation, and global competitiveness.  



 
 

 
 

  

82 
 

Combined Proceedings of the 39th iSTEAMS Bespoke Conference – July, 2025  
& iSTEAMS Emerging Technologies onference  October, 2025  

While English has served as Nigeria’s official language since colonial rule, the importance 
of French emerged prominently in the post-independence period due to Nigeria’s 
geographical position as an Anglophone state surrounded by Francophone neighbours like 
Benin, Niger, Chad, and Cameroon (Adegbite, 2018). The formal introduction of French into 
Nigerian schools began in the 1960s, following the Organisation of African Unity’s (OAU, 
1963) resolution encouraging linguistic exchange among member states. The 1961 Ashby 
Commission also emphasised the importance of foreign languages, reinforcing the 
government’s commitment to French education (Ogunbowale, 2017). This policy interest 
culminated in 1996 when the Federal Government officially declared French Nigeria’s 
second official language (Okon, 2019). Although implementation has been inconsistent, 
these milestones highlight the recognition of French as both a cultural and economic 
resource. 
 
Initially confined to elite schools and missionary institutions, French gradually expanded 
with the establishment of French departments in universities and the creation of the 
Nigeria French Language Village (NFLV) in 1991 (Araromi, 2015). These initiatives were 
driven by Nigeria’s growing participation in ECOWAS, the African Union, and global 
diplomatic engagements, where bilingualism provided strategic advantages. French has 
since become more than an academic subject: it is a tool of socio-economic 
empowerment, providing access to regional trade, multinational employment, and 
opportunities in international development (Ojo, 2018; Adetunji, 2022). 
 
Despite these gains, systemic challenges persist. Shortages of qualified teachers, reliance 
on outdated pedagogies, limited oral proficiency among graduates, and underfunded 
immersion programmes have restricted the functional benefits of French education (Emeh, 
2021). Moreover, disparities in access, especially in rural schools, highlight the gap 
between policy and practice (Okon, 2019). This paper examines the historical development 
of French education in Nigeria and assesses its impact on socio-economic and human 
capital outcomes. It argues that while progress has been made in institutionalisation and 
policy recognition, the full potential of French to drive national development and regional 
integration remains underexploited. 
 
1.1 Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 
The study draws on three interrelated theoretical perspectives to understand the role of 
French education in Nigeria. Human Capital Theory (Becker, 1993) provided a lens to 
systematically categorise and analyze evidence related to the economic benefits of French 
proficiency, such as enhanced employability, career mobility in international organisations, 
and contributions to regional trade, as well as the 'return on investment' in language 
education. Language Planning Theory (Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997) informed the structured 
analysis of policy documents, allowing for differentiation between status planning (e.g., 
official language declarations), corpus planning (e.g., curriculum development, teaching 
material creation), and acquisition planning (e.g., teacher training, immersion 
programmes). This helped to identify both the stated intentions and the practical 
implementation gaps of French language policies. 
 
Bourdieu’s Cultural Capital Theory (1991) was used to interpret instances where French 
competence conferred symbolic value, prestige, and access to social and professional 
networks, thus revealing how language proficiency contributes to social stratification and 
elite formation within Nigerian society.  This integrated theoretical approach allowed for a 
multi-faceted understanding of French education's impact (Kalina et al., 2021; Nowell et 
al., 2017). 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
The scholarship on French language education in Nigeria is extensive, reflecting both 
historical developments and contemporary debates about its socio-economic significance. 
Broadly, the literature can be categorised into four interrelated themes: language policy 
and planning, curriculum and pedagogy, teacher training, and socio-economic impacts. 
This review integrates existing research with a historical perspective to highlight how 
French education has enabled Nigeria’s participation in diplomacy, peacekeeping, and 
regional trade, while also emphasising its underexploited potential to align with national 
economic strategies and human capital development. 
  
Language Policy and Planning 
The introduction of French to Nigeria, an Anglophone nation surrounded by Francophone 
countries, largely dates back to the colonial era, recognizing its significance due to 
geographical proximity (Araromi, 2015). Early research emphasised the policy challenges 
surrounding French adoption. French emerged from a marginal status in colonial education 
to official recognition as the country’s second official language in 1996, when General Sani 
Abacha declared Nigeria's intention to become "thoroughly bilingual" and made French 
compulsory in schools (Igboanusi & Pütz, 2008). 
 
However, this pronouncement has largely "remained on paper" with persistent gaps in 
implementation (Ndukauba, 2020). The symbolic versus practical dimensions of policy 
indicate that while French is enshrined in official documents, resource allocation and 
enforcement remain inconsistent (Ndukauba, 2020). Broader theories of language 
planning stress the interplay of status planning, corpus planning, and acquisition planning. 
The literature indicates that Nigeria’s policy environment has been aspirational but weak in 
institutional follow-through, leaving implementation uneven across states (Owojecho, 
2020). The lack of consistent recognition and appreciation for the language's value has 
significantly hindered its widespread adoption. 
 
Curriculum and Pedagogy 
The pedagogical dimension of French education has also received attention. Ogunbowale 
(2017) and Ajiboye and Awoyemi (2020) observed the gradual transition from grammar–
translation methods to communicative and task-based approaches. Curriculum reforms 
such as the 2012 French language curriculum for junior secondary schools, have aimed for 
effective teaching and to address the inability of students to meaningfully communicate in 
French (Ezenwa, 2018). This implicitly emphasises oral proficiency and functional 
communication. Locally developed teaching resources and digital tools are also discussed 
in the context of improving French language teaching, though challenges in their utilisation 
persist (Emeh, 2021).  
 
 Nigerian universities began teaching French as a foreign language in the early 1970s, 
aiming for functional literacy to facilitate academic exchange and national development 
(Uhuegbu & Edung, 2014). Despite these reforms, scholars note that classroom realities 
often lag behind policy aspirations, with many schools continuing to rely on traditional, text-
heavy instruction. This highlights the ongoing tension between global best practices in 
foreign language pedagogy and the structural constraints of Nigeria’s educational system. 
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Teacher Training and Professional Development 
Teacher supply has consistently been identified as a bottleneck. Research by Ogunbowale 
(2017) and Adegbite (2018) documented the early dependence on expatriates and foreign-
trained Nigerians. while more recent studies highlight the expansion of teacher training in 
universities and colleges of education. More recent studies highlight poor French teaching 
conditions and a scarcity of French teachers in Nigeria (Lawal, 2020). Existing teachers are 
sometimes redirected to teach other subjects, impacting the quality of human capital 
development in this area (Lawal, 2020).  
 
Despite progress in expanding teacher training in universities and colleges of education, 
oral proficiency remains limited, and many graduates struggle to achieve fluency after 
years of study. Exchange programmes and immersion opportunities, such as those 
provided by the Nigeria French Language Village, have mitigated this gap, though 
challenges of funding and accessibility persist. The literature underscores that teacher 
quality is central to improving outcomes but requires systemic investment in training and 
professional development. 
 
Socio-Economic and Human Capital Impacts 
A growing body of scholarship situates French within Nigeria’s socio-economic and human 
capital agenda. French is viewed as a tool of globalisation and regional integration, 
particularly in relation to ECOWAS and Nigeria’s role as West Africa’s largest economy. The 
linguistic dividends of multilingualism in diplomacy and peacekeeping show how French 
skills strengthen Nigeria’s regional influence. Multilingualism, particularly in international 
languages like French, is seen as beneficial for national development, industry, trade, and 
diplomacy (Ndukauba, 2020). French proficiency can enhance the employability of 
Nigerians, opening doors to opportunities within Francophone Africa and international 
organisations. Proficiency in foreign languages like French is a vital determinant in 
international trade and can positively influence trade flows (Carrère & Masood, 2016; 
Balogun, 2024; Seglah et al., 2024). However, scholars note that French graduates are 
still largely concentrated in teaching, with limited penetration into high-value sectors such 
as international trade or arbitration. Collectively, these studies highlight both the potential 
and the underutilisation of French as a catalyst for economic transformation and human 
capital development. 
 
Identified Gaps in the Literature 
While existing research provides a strong historical and pedagogical foundation, gaps 
remain. Few studies explicitly connect French education to Nigeria’s long-term 
development frameworks such as Vision 2050 or to continental economic projects like the 
African Continental Free Trade Area. The literature also tends to underemphasise 
quantitative data, such as enrollment trends and labor market outcomes, which are crucial 
for evaluating the scale of impact. Furthermore, most works treat French primarily as a 
cultural or diplomatic resource, with limited attention to its strategic role in human capital 
competitiveness and regional economic integration. The language barrier, in general, has 
been identified as a major impediment to achieving the goals of the AfCFTA (Chrysostome 
et al., 2025). 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 

  

85 
 

Combined Proceedings of the 39th iSTEAMS Bespoke Conference – July, 2025  
& iSTEAMS Emerging Technologies onference  October, 2025  

Contribution of This Study 
This paper addresses these gaps by adopting a historical perspective that situates French 
education within Nigeria’s broader socio-economic trajectory. It highlights how French has 
enabled Nigeria’s participation in diplomacy, peacekeeping, and regional trade, while also 
emphasising its underexploited potential to align with national economic strategies and 
human capital development. In doing so, the paper advances the debate by repositioning 
French not only as a subject of study but also as a strategic instrument for Nigeria’s 
integration into regional and global systems. 
 
3. METHODOLOGY 
 
This study adopts a historical research design to reconstruct the development of French 
education in Nigeria and evaluate its socio-economic and human capital implications. 
Primary sources include colonial records, Federal Ministry of Education policy documents, 
and curricula developed by the West African Examinations Council (WAEC). Secondary 
sources consist of scholarly literature on language policy, educational reforms, and 
regional integration. 
 
The analysis employs both comparative and thematic approaches. Comparative analysis 
highlights the relationship between French education and outcomes in diplomacy, 
employment, and trade, while thematic analysis, guided by Human Capital Theory, 
Language Planning Theory, and Cultural Capital Theory, identifies patterns such as policy 
shifts, enrolment trends, and labour market outcomes. Where available, quantitative 
evidence, such as enrolment statistics and graduate tracer studies, supplements the 
qualitative narrative. Limitations include the scarcity of comprehensive datasets and the 
reliance on secondary sources, but these were mitigated by triangulating multiple materials 
to ensure reliability. 
 
4. HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF FRENCH LANGUAGE EDUCATION IN NIGERIA 
 
Modern language instruction (including French) was present in Nigerian secondary schools 
by the late 19th and early 20th centuries, reflecting colonial educational patterns and the 
presence of European nationals in cities that have seaports. Early surveys of language 
teaching affirm the presence of French and German as optional subjects in secondary 
institutions from the late 1800s and early 1900s (Saleh, 2019). 
 
French language education in Nigeria dates back to the late 19th century, first introduced 
in informal school settings before becoming more prominent during the post-independence 
years (Ezeodili, 2017). British colonial education policy gave an advantage to English, with 
little space was given for French in formal schooling. However, Nigeria’s borders with 
French colonies created practical contact zones where bilingualism emerged informally 
(Ariole, 2011). Missionary schools and elite families occasionally accessed French as a 
cultural resource, but systemic provision was absent (Adigwe, 2024). 
 
After independence, Nigeria sought to establish diplomatic and economic relations with 
Francophone neighbours. French language instruction in Nigerian schools dates back to 
the 1960s, following the resolution of the Organisation of African Unity, which encouraged 
member states to promote the learning of one another’s languages as a means of 
fostering regional cooperation and good neighbourliness (OAU, 1963). French was 
introduced as a subject in secondary schools, while the federal government promoted 
teacher training programmes.  
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The 1961 Ashby Commission underscored the importance of foreign languages, including 
French, for national development (Ashby, 1961/1960; Araromi, 2015). The 1980s 
witnessed increased emphasis on French as Nigeria joined ECOWAS. Federal Colleges of 
Education and universities expanded their French programmes, producing graduates who 
entered public service, academia, and international organisations. However, shortages of 
qualified teachers and textbooks persisted (Balogun, 2022). 
 
Since its introduction, French education in Nigeria has passed through phases of both 
remarkable progress and significant challenges. The 2004 and 2013 curricula reforms, 
and more recently the 2022 framework, reinforced French as a core subject in junior 
secondary education. ICT tools and cultural exchanges with Francophone countries have 
expanded opportunities (Ndukauba, 2020).  Major institutional developments in the post-
colonial era include curricular codification by national education authorities and the 
establishment of dedicated immersion and inter-university centres, most notably the 
Nigeria French Language Village (an inter-university immersion centre established in 
1991), which provided an in-country alternative for the formerly required year-abroad 
component of university French programmes. These institutions have played an important 
role in sustaining tertiary-level French training. Yet implementation of National language 
policies remains uneven across states, with many schools lacking specialist teachers 
(Ugwu, 2020; Owojecho, 2020). 
 
5. IMPACT ON SOCIO-ECONOMIC AND HUMAN CAPITAL DEVELOPMENT 
 
The impact of French language education on Nigeria’s socio-economic and human capital 
development must be understood within a historical trajectory that spans from the early 
post-independence years to the present. Each stage of Nigeria’s nation-building project has 
been marked by a redefinition of the role of French, shaped by political aspirations, 
regional diplomacy, and global economic realities. This long view reveals not only the 
successes of French language education in supporting Nigeria’s integration into West and 
Central Africa but also the recurrent underutilisation of its potential to transform the 
economy and human resource base. 
 
Socio-Economic Impacts 
One of the most significant socio-economic justifications for French language education in 
Nigeria lies in the country’s geographical and geopolitical realities. Nigeria is bordered 
almost entirely by Francophone states like Benin Republic, Niger, Chad, and Cameroon, 
and is situated in a subregion where French remains the dominant lingua franca for 
administration, trade, and diplomacy. This proximity, coupled with Nigeria’s role as the 
largest economy in Africa, offers immense potential for cross-border commerce and 
regional integration. The francophone world of West and Central Africa represents a market 
of over 300 million people, underscoring the strategic economic value of bilingualism in 
English and French (Afolayan, 2019). 
 
Although informal cross-border trade already thrives along Nigeria’s frontiers, much of it is 
conducted in indigenous languages such as Yoruba, Hausa, and Ewe, or through Nigerian 
Pidgin English. Formal French usage in these transactions is minimal, limiting the scope of 
economic advantage that could accrue from widespread French proficiency. Larger 
Nigerian corporations expanding into Francophone markets often resort to employing a 
narrow cadre of bilingual staff, usually trained specialists or expatriates, instead of 
fostering a broad-based bilingual workforce. This practice reduces transaction costs in the 
short term but restricts long-term structural integration with Francophone economies. 
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Thus, while French language education has created pockets of trade facilitation, its 
transformative potential for Nigeria’s macroeconomic growth remains underexploited.  
The turn of the millennium ushered in an era of accelerated globalisation and deepened 
regional integration under ECOWAS. The adoption of French as Nigeria’s second official 
language in 1996 (Federal Government of Nigeria, 1996) further reinforced its political and 
economic relevance. French became indispensable for Nigeria’s participation in ECOWAS 
deliberations, AU summits, and UN peacekeeping missions in Mali, Liberia, Sierra Leone, 
and Côte d’Ivoire.  
 
The socio-economic returns of French education were more pronounced during this period: 
Nigerian companies such as Dangote and Globacom expanded into Francophone markets, 
requiring French-speaking staff for effective operations. Meanwhile, bilateral and 
multilateral cooperation with France and Francophone Africa facilitated access to 
scholarships, training programmes, and research networks, strengthening Nigeria’s human 
capital in science, technology, and management fields (Ojo, 2018).  
 
Also, French corporations operating in Nigeria, such as Total Energies and Lafarge, have 
facilitated not only investment but also the transfer of technology and technical expertise, 
particularly in the energy and construction industries. Employees proficient in French often 
enjoy privileged access to training, international conferences, and managerial mobility 
within these companies, thereby enhancing Nigeria’s human capital base. Moreover, 
border regions with stronger French language programmes in schools tend to demonstrate 
higher levels of cross-border trade efficiency, as bilingual traders and professionals can 
more effectively navigate customs regulations, business negotiations, and informal credit 
systems (Okon & Ajiboye, 2020). 
 
A further dimension of socio-economic impact lies in diplomacy and security. At the 
diplomatic and political-economic levels, French has expanded Nigeria’s participation in 
international forums and organisations. Nigeria’s ability to function effectively within the 
Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), the African Union (AU), and the 
United Nations (UN) has been enhanced by the availability of diplomats, translators, and 
interpreters trained in French. In contexts where French is a working language, linguistic 
competence is not merely a symbolic asset but a prerequisite for meaningful engagement. 
The deployment of Nigerian troops in peacekeeping operations in Francophone territories 
such as Mali, Côte d’Ivoire, and the Central African Republic illustrates the security 
dividends of French language skills, which have strengthened intelligence gathering, 
negotiation capacity, and inter-military coordination (Adetunji, 2022). In this sense, the 
investment in French language education has arguably yielded more consistent returns in 
diplomacy and security than in trade, positioning Nigeria as a credible actor in regional 
stability and governance. 
 
The socio-cultural dimension of French education is less pronounced but nonetheless 
significant. Bilingual individuals often serve as cultural intermediaries, enabling artistic, 
academic, and civil society exchanges between Nigeria and Francophone countries. 
However, this impact is still confined to a relatively narrow elite such as university 
graduates, diplomats, and cultural workers, rather than diffusing widely across society. The 
lack of mass bilingualism continues to limit the depth of people-to-people interactions and 
the broader cultural dividends that could stem from multilingual citizenship. 
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Human Capital and National Development  
Beyond socio-economic outcomes, French language education is integral to Nigeria’s 
human capital development. From the standpoint of human capital development, French 
language education has had a direct effect on employability, career mobility, and access to 
transnational opportunities. Proficiency in French has opened pathways for Nigerians into a 
range of professions, particularly in education, public administration, immigration, 
customs, diplomacy, and international development.  
 
Graduates of French programmes in universities and alumni of the Nigerian French 
Language Village, established in 1991, constitute a professional pool that supports 
Nigeria’s engagement with regional and global institutions. Many of these individuals have 
leveraged their linguistic competence to secure positions within ECOWAS, AU, and UN 
agencies, where bilingualism is often a prerequisite for recruitment and career 
advancement. 
 
French education also provides access to scholarships and professional training offered by 
Francophone countries, particularly France, Canada, and Morocco. Nigerian students and 
professionals have benefited from postgraduate programmes, technical training, and 
cultural exchanges that enhance expertise in diverse fields such as science, technology, 
international law, and public administration. These experiences contribute to the 
enrichment of Nigeria’s human capital base by embedding globally relevant skills, research 
practices, and professional networks.  
 
For instance, returnees from Francophone institutions often import pedagogical 
innovations and technical expertise that strengthen local capacities (Ogunbowale, 2021). 
Nevertheless, the scale of this human-capital effect is constrained by systemic problems 
within the education pipeline: uneven teacher quality, limited oral-proficiency outcomes in 
many pre-service programmes, and inadequate funding for sustained immersion. These 
constraints circumscribe the extent to which France-oriented scholarship and training 
translate into broad-based labour-market transformation.  
 
Beyond individual mobility, French education fosters a multilingual workforce capable of 
responding to the demands of globalisation. In an era where linguistic diversity constitutes 
a form of soft power and economic competitiveness, Nigeria’s bilingual graduates possess 
an edge in accessing regional labour markets and multinational corporations. This aligns 
with the broader developmental agenda of building a skilled, adaptable, and globally 
competitive workforce. However, the scale remains limited. French-educated professionals 
still represent a small fraction of Nigeria’s labour force, creating a mismatch between 
national aspirations for regional leadership and the actual capacity to deploy a linguistically 
versatile workforce. 
 
6. FRENCH LANGUAGE TEACHING IN NIGERIA: PAST AND PRESENT 
 
Policy and Institutional Framework 
French was introduced into Nigerian schools in the early 1960s, initially restricted to elite 
institutions and supported by expatriates and cultural centres such as Alliance Française 
(Adegbite, 2018; Ogunbowale, 2017). At that time, teacher supply was externally 
dependent and limited in scope. The present era, however, reflects stronger institutional 
commitment. French was declared Nigeria’s second official language in 1996 and is now 
embedded in the national curriculum at both basic and secondary levels (Okon, 2019).  
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The establishment of the Nigeria French Language Village (NFLV) in Badagry in 1991 
further institutionalised French instruction, providing immersion and acculturation 
programmes for tertiary students nationwide (French Village, 2025). Its creation under the 
Federal Government with inter-university status was consolidated in 2021, when the 
Nigerian Senate passed the NFLV (Establishment) Bill, formally recognizing it in law as an 
inter-university centre for French studies. Despite these advances, implementation 
remains inconsistent, particularly in underfunded rural schools (Emeh, 2021). 
 
Curriculum and Pedagogy 
Early French instruction in Nigeria depended on the grammar-translation method, with 
imported textbooks and limited opportunities for communicative practice (Ogunbowale, 
2017; Adegbite, 2018). Curriculum reforms in the 2000s shifted emphasis towards 
communicative competence and functional use of the language, supported by locally 
adapted textbooks and digital teaching resources (Ajiboye & Awoyemi, 2020). This reform 
aligns with global best practices in language pedagogy while also advancing Nigeria’s 
regional integration goals. 
 
Teacher Training and Supply 
Nigeria long suffered from a shortage of qualified French teachers, most of whom were 
either trained abroad or recruited as expatriates (Adegbite, 2018; Ogunbowale, 2017). 
Today, many universities and colleges of education offer specialised French programmes 
that produce a steady pipeline of teachers (Okon, 2019). However, oral proficiency and 
practical exposure remain problematic, as many graduates still lack fluency despite years 
of study (Emeh, 2021). 
 
Exchange and Immersion Programmes 
In the early decades, immersion opportunities were limited and largely reserved for elite 
students benefiting from government scholarships or bilateral exchange agreements with 
Francophone countries (Ogunbowale, 2017; Adegbite, 2018). Presently, immersion is 
better structured through the Nigeria French Language Village, which organises residential 
and acculturation programmes for undergraduates and college students, including 
compulsory 200 and 300-level immersion components (French Village, 2025). In addition, 
many universities mandate a year abroad in neighbouring Francophone countries such as 
Benin Republic, Togo, or Côte d’Ivoire, while Alliance Française provides supplementary 
cultural exposure. Nonetheless, financial constraints, visa restrictions, and inconsistent 
implementation continue to limit student access (Ajiboye & Awoyemi, 2020; Emeh, 2021). 
 
Access and Enrolment 
Enrolment in French was initially very low; only 111 candidates sat for French in the West 
African School Certificate examination in 1962 (Ogunbowale, 2017). By contrast, 
thousands of students now register for WAEC and NECO French examinations each year 
(Okon, 2019). However, rural schools and underfunded public institutions still struggle to 
provide French education, deepening inequalities in access (Emeh, 2021). 
 
Perceived Relevance and Outcomes 
French was once considered an elite subject, valued mainly for prestige and a narrow 
range of diplomatic functions (Adegbite, 2018). In contemporary Nigeria, its relevance has 
expanded to include regional diplomacy, cross-border trade, translation, and education 
(Ajiboye & Awoyemi, 2020). Nevertheless, graduate tracer studies reveal that the majority 
of French graduates still enter teaching, with comparatively few moving into international 
trade, diplomacy, or translation sectors (Emeh, 2021). 
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Table 1: Comparison of French Language Teaching in Nigeria – Past and Present 
Category Past (1960s–1980s) Present (1990s–2020s) 

Policy & 

Institutional 

Framework 

Introduced after OAU 1961 

resolution; taught mainly in 

elite schools and federal 

colleges; dependent on 

expatriates and cultural 

centres. 

Recognized as Nigeria’s “second official 

language” (1996); integrated into UBE 

and WAEC/NECO curricula; more local 

training institutions, but implementation 

uneven. 

Curriculum & 

Pedagogy 

Grammar-translation 

method; rote memorisation 

and translation; imported 

textbooks with little Nigerian 

adaptation. 

Communicative and functional approach; 

oral proficiency emphasised; locally 

developed textbooks and some ICT tools 

in use. 

Teacher 

Training & 

Supply 

Few trained teachers; 

reliance on expatriates and 

Nigerians trained abroad. 

Many universities and colleges of 

education train French teachers; oral 

fluency gaps persist; immersion schemes 

inconsistently implemented. 

Exchange & 

Immersion 

Programmes 

Rare and elitist; 

scholarships to France, 

Senegal, Côte d’Ivoire for a 

few students; most had no 

immersion. 

Structured programmes such as the 

French Village (Badagry) and university 

year-abroad schemes in Benin, Togo, Côte 

d’Ivoire; Alliance Française cultural 

exposure; limited by funding/visa issues. 

Access & 

Enrolment 

Very limited enrolment; e.g., 

only 111 candidates took 

French in WASC (1962); 

mostly urban/federal 

schools. 

Thousands sit for WAEC/NECO French 

exams annually; more widespread 

teaching but rural/public schools still 

underserved. 

Perceived 

Relevance & 

Outcomes 

Seen as an elite subject, 

useful mainly for prestige 

and limited diplomatic roles. 

Greater economic/diplomatic relevance; 

useful in ECOWAS trade, diplomacy, 

translation, and education; most 

graduates employed in teaching, fewer in 

international roles. 
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The above comparison demonstrates that French language education in Nigeria has made 
significant progress in policy recognition, curriculum reform, teacher training, and 
immersion opportunities. Yet, persistent challenges, particularly uneven implementation, 
inadequate oral proficiency, and structural barriers to immersion, continue to constrain 
outcomes. While enrolment has grown, access remains unequal, especially in rural and 
underfunded schools. Moreover, the dominance of teaching as the primary employment 
pathway for graduates underscores the need to expand professional opportunities in 
translation, diplomacy, and international trade. Sustained investment in teacher quality, 
digital pedagogy, and structured immersion, combined with policies that align French 
education with Nigeria’s socio-economic and regional integration goals, remains essential 
for maximising the language’s transformative potential. 
 
A critical dimension linking socio-economic returns to human capital is the alignment (or 
misalignment) between language education and labour-market demand. The persistent 
concentration of French graduates in teaching and academia, rather than across a 
diversified portfolio of sectors such as international arbitration, cross-border logistics, high-
value translation, or diplomacy, indicates a structural mismatch between training outputs 
and high-value employment opportunities.  
 
The root of this mismatch often lies with employers: they choose the shortcut of hiring a 
few bilingual specialists over the long-term strategy of building a bilingual workforce. Part 
also derives from the curriculum and pedagogy of French programmes themselves; 
overemphasis on literary and grammatical competence at the expense of oral and task-
based communicative skills reduces graduates’ readiness for contexts in which the 
immediate ability to negotiate, interpret, or manage multilingual teams is required. 
Addressing this mismatch requires integrative policies that link language curricula to 
sectoral skills needs, incentivise employer investment in staff language training, and 
expand the portfolio of practicum-based experiences (internships, joint industry–university 
projects, and extended immersion) that concretely prepare graduates for non-teaching 
vocations. 
 
Finally, the strategic relevance of French in Nigeria should be considered against the 
backdrop of continental integration initiatives and national long-term development 
frameworks. The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) and national visions such as 
Nigeria’s long-term ‘Vision 2050’ articulate a future in which intra-African trade, mobility, 
and value-chain integration are central to growth. In such scenarios, language capability 
(including French) is an enabling condition for reaping the benefits of reduced trade 
barriers and integrated markets: it facilitates negotiation, standards harmonisation, and 
the human interactions that underpin regional supply chains.  
 
To realise the multiplier effects of these regional and national projects, language education 
policy must be strategically aligned with trade diplomacy, skills development programmes, 
and industrial policies so that bilingual graduates become active agents in shaping and 
operationalising Nigeria’s AfCFTA engagement and Vision 2050 objectives. In other words, 
French instruction must be repositioned from a peripheral cultural offering to an 
instrument of national economic strategy. 
 
7. FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 
 
The historical investigation of French education in Nigeria reveals a gradual shift from 
elitist beginnings to broader institutionalization. In the 1960s, French was taught mainly in 
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select federal schools by expatriate teachers, with only 111 candidates taking French in 
the 1962 West African School Certificate examination (Ogunbowale, 2017). By contrast, 
thousands now register annually for WAEC and NECO French examinations (Okon, 2019), 
reflecting significant growth in access. 
 
Institutional developments such as the Nigeria French Language Village, expanded 
teacher-training programmes, and immersion opportunities have strengthened provision. 
However, gaps persist. Teacher shortages remain acute, oral proficiency is often 
inadequate for international engagement, and funding constraints limit the sustainability of 
exchange programmes (Emeh, 2021). These challenges reveal a persistent mismatch 
between policy ambition and actual outcomes, especially regarding employability and 
labour-market relevance. 
 
While French graduates often find employment in teaching, fewer transition into high-value 
roles in translation, diplomacy, or international business. This indicates a structural 
misalignment between training and demand. To unlock the full potential of French 
education, policies must link language instruction with economic strategies such as the 
African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) and Nigeria’s Vision 2050, ensuring that 
bilingualism contributes to trade, diplomacy, and industrial growth. 
 
8. CONCLUSION 
 
This paper has traced the historical trajectory of French language education in Nigeria and 
evaluated its socio-economic and human capital impacts. From its introduction in the 
1960s as a diplomatic tool to its recognition as the second official language in 1996, 
French has become embedded in Nigeria’s educational and policy frameworks. It has 
facilitated Nigeria’s participation in regional diplomacy, peacekeeping, and trade, while 
also providing individual opportunities in education, international organisations, and cross-
border employment. 
 
Nevertheless, progress has been irregular. Teacher shortages, limited oral proficiency, 
inadequate immersion opportunities, and weak policy implementation have constrained 
outcomes. As a result, French education has not fully realised its potential as a driver of 
economic growth and human capital development. The study concludes that French must 
be repositioned from a peripheral academic subject to a strategic instrument of national 
development. Aligning language education with economic policy, investing in teacher 
training and immersion, and linking curricula to labour-market needs are essential steps. 
With such measures, French education can function not only as a tool of cultural exchange 
but also as a catalyst for Nigeria’s integration into regional and global systems. 
 
9. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Based on the historical and contemporary analysis of French language education in 
Nigeria, several key recommendations are proposed to enhance its role in socio-economic 
development and human capital formation: 

i. Strengthen Policy and Institutional Support 
French education requires sustained policy attention beyond symbolic recognition. 
The government should increase funding for rural schools, incentivise teacher 
recruitment and retention, and ensure full implementation of the 1996 policy that 
declared French Nigeria’s second official language. Institutions such as the Nigeria 
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French Language Village should receive consistent support to expand immersion 
and cross-cultural programmes. 

ii. Improve Teacher Training and Professional Development 
Persistent shortages of qualified French teachers weaken implementation. Pre-
service and in-service training programmes should prioritise oral proficiency, 
communicative competence, and the use of digital tools. Structured partnerships 
with Francophone universities could provide exposure to authentic language 
environments, improving graduates’ readiness for teaching and international 
engagement. 

iii. Promote Early Multilingual Exposure 
Introducing French at the primary school level, especially in border states, would 
foster foundational linguistic skills, cognitive development, and intercultural 
awareness. Early exposure would also prepare students to leverage French for 
future trade, mobility, and regional cooperation. 

iv. Innovate Curriculum and Pedagogy 
Curriculum reform should prioritise communicative and task-based approaches 
that emphasise real-world applications in trade, diplomacy, and regional relations. 
Locally relevant teaching materials should be regularly updated, while digital 
technologies and interactive tools should be integrated to make learning more 
accessible and engaging. 

v. Expand Immersion and Exchange Opportunities 
Immersion remains the most effective means of achieving fluency. The government 
should subsidise year-abroad programmes in Francophone countries, expand 
access to the Nigeria French Language Village, and strengthen partnerships with 
Alliance Française and other cultural institutions. Scholarships and logistical 
support would ensure equitable participation for students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. 

vi. Institutionalise Monitoring and Evaluation 
Robust monitoring mechanisms are essential to assess progress. Periodic 
graduate tracer studies, enrolment analyses, and evaluations of immersion 
programmes should be conducted to inform evidence-based policy refinements. 
Linking outcomes to employability, trade, and diplomatic engagement would 
ensure that French education contributes concretely to national development 
goals. 

 
By implementing these measures, Nigeria can reposition French language education as a 
strategic driver of economic integration, human capital development, and cultural 
diplomacy. French would thus move from being a classroom subject to functioning as a 
catalyst for Nigeria’s participation in regional and global systems. 
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