
                                                                       

 

COURSE CODE: ENG 313  

COURSE TITLE: THE SOCIOLINGUISTICS OF THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE IN 

NIGERIA 

NUMBER OF UNITS: 2 Units 

COURSE DURATION: Two hours per week 

COURSE LECTURER: IYOHA OSAS 

INTENDED LEARNING OUTCOMES 

At the completion of this course, students should be able to: 

a. Define sociolinguistics and its basic concepts. 

b. Discuss sociolinguistics in Nigerian English Usage. 

c. Identify the roles sociolinguistics plays in Nigerian English 

d.  Account for the language variation in the Nigerian Society. 

CONTINUOUS ASSESSMENT, GRADING AND EVALUATION 

Grading in the course is made up of 30% continuous assessment and 70% final examination. 

The 30% components of the continuous assessment are as follows: 

  Attendance   -   5 

  In-class test – 5 

  Mid-Semester test – 10 

  Quizzes – 5 

  Written assignment – 5 

 

COURSE OUTLINE 

a) What is sociolinguistics? 

 Basic concepts in sociolinguistics 

 Language 
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 Relationship between language and society 

 The notion of speech community 

 Monolingual speech community 

 Bilingual speech community 

 Multilingual speech community 

I. Dialectology 

II. Speech repertoire 

III. Concept of diglossia 

 

b) Functional classification of Language in a multilingual speech community 

 Mother tongue 

 First language 

 Second language 

 Foreign language 

 National language 

 Official language 

 Lingua franca 

 Indigenous language 

 Trade language 

I. Pidgin and Creole 

c)  Challenges, opportunities and constraints of bilingualism or multilingualism 

d)  Multilingualism in the world 

I. Definition of multilingualism     

Multilingualism in the world, in Africa and in Nigeria 

II. Multilingualism in individuals 

III. Problems of multilingualism in Africa 

IV. Prospects 

e)  Language development in Nigeria/Africa 

a. Language planning and language policy 

b. Types of language planning or language policy 

I. Status planning  

Classification of language 

Major and minor 



II. Corpus planning 

Graphicization 

Standardisation 

 

INTRODUCTION: AN OVERVEIW OF LINGUISTICS 

 Linguistics: It studies the internal composition of language form, substance, 

situation/meaning scientifically. 

- Substance – phonic and graphic (those that can be perceived) 

- Form – arrangement of substance into  meaning order 

- Situation – the various meaning derived as language passes through. 

 Stylistics: the influence of context and style upon the form and substance of language. 

 Discourse analysis: the investigation of language against the background of its use to 

a particular field of human endeavour. 

 Psycholinguistics: how the human mind functions in language 

 Applied linguistics: the application of linguistics knowledge in the teaching and 

learning of language, especially foreign language. 

 Synchronic linguistic: the investigation of language at a particular moment in time 

e.g., the study of the English used in the past especially of a particular age. 

 Diachronic language: the study of historical evolution as development of a particular 

language 

 Pragmatics: the investigation of the techniques by which language is used for 

communicative purposes. It is the study of meaning as communicated by the speaker 

and interpreted by the hearer. 

 

 

Sociolinguistics 

Sociolinguistics is the study of the relationship that exists between a language or languages 

and the culture and tradition as well as the politics of a particular community. 

Sociolinguistics is a discipline which assigns functions to various languages that exist in a 

community. The functions include the assignment of roles to different languages which 

include a description of which language(s) will perform the role of mother tongue, second 



language, foreign language, official language, lingua franca, national language, regional 

language or international language. Sociolinguistics also participates in issues such as 

language planning and language standardization. In Nigeria, there is a policy document 

stipulating planning of particular languages in Nigeria.  

A sociolinguist examines precisely the interaction between the language and the society in 

which the language is spoken. He examines within the society the need for language to be 

separated as official, lingua franca, National language, foreign language, etc. The sociology 

of language looks at all forms of interaction which goes on within a society and the stages, 

procedures and characteristics of such interaction. This includes language attitudes and overt 

behaviour towards language use. 

Language is equally used to preserve the culture of a people since their ways of life will be 

documented in form of literature. Language itself does not exist in a vacuum but rather is 

situated within a socio-cultural setting or background known as a speech community. In 

other words, language cannot exist without a community and vice versa. It depends on the 

community. Language can develop or grow if it is used frequently by the community. It may 

die or go into extinction if it is rarely used or if it is disused or unused. 

A sociolinguist thus, studies the relationship between language and society, and how 

functions/roles are assigned to the language in a particular society. He participates in issues 

like language policy and language standardisation. 

  The notion of speech community 

A speech community or a society is a community of speakers whose experiences and pattern 

of behaviour are reflected in one language. This pattern of behaviour can also be referred to 

as the culture of that society. By culture we mean the way of life of the people and this 

include their history, mode of dressing, mode of greeting, song, dances, literature and 

ceremonies. All these are reflected in Language. A speech community also signifies an 

aggregate of people with shared experiences, in other words, the people of a speech 

community usually have one experience, ideas and so on. All these shared experiences are 

expressed and recorded in a language. 

The speech community is a social group that is held together by the frequency of social 

interaction patterns and set off (blocked or barricaded) from the surrounding areas by 

weakness in the lines of communication. 



In other words, the people of a speech community have a common experiential, conceptual 

and societal life, and the shared experiences are expressed and recorded in a language which 

belongs to them. All the people who use a language belong to the same speech community 

e.g. English speech community is described for these criteria: 

 Geographical  

- (globe) world English: the international community 

- National English: British English(BrE), American English(AmE),  NE 

- Regional/ethic(criterion): London English, Scottish, irish English. Hausa English, 

igbo. 

 Social criterion:  

- Educated English  

- Non educated English 

 Socio-linguist criterion: 

- English as mother tongue EMT Monolingual 

- English as second language  ESL Bilingual 

- English as foreign language EFLMultilingual 

Types of speech community 

1) Monolingual speech community: it refers to the speech community which has one 

language been used by members of the community. In other words, the people have 

one language which they share and use for communication and there are no other 

contending languages. The Monolingual language is used for day- to - day interaction, 

politics, economic and educational as well as other linguistic activities that will be 

necessary to perform. Examples of Monolingual communities include: Britain, 

America, China, Japan, France, Russia, Germany etc. 

2) Bilingual speech community: it refers to a speech community where two languages 

constitute the speech repertoire of that community. The two languages are assigned 

similar of different roles. Such functions/roles may include national, official, or 

regional functions as language of education, politics or judiciary. Such a bilingual 

community usually becomes bi-cultural in outlook. Such communities include 

countries like Canada and Cameroon. 

3) Multilingual speech community: A speech community where we have more than two 

languages in the speech repertoire of such a community is multilingual. Nigeria is an 



example of a multilingual speech community. Others include countries like India and 

Ghana. 

 

 

 

 

Speech Repertoire 

By speech repertoire, we mean the totality of languages, dialects and their superposed social 

and cultural variants possessed by an individual or community. Speech repertoire has to do 

with all the languages and the varieties of languages possessed by the individual or the 

community. Some scholars perceive speech repertoire as linguistic repertoire. Some call it 

code repertoire while to others, it is verbal repertoire. All these terminologies are ways 

through which linguist have described the total range of codes or languages which members 

of a speech community have for their linguistic interaction from day to day. It should be 

noted that the speech repertoire of individuals vary from one individual to another. For 

instance, the repertoire of languages of an individual may be very rich especially if he is a 

bilingual or multilingual who can have two, three or more language within his speech 

repertoire but it might not be possible for an individual to possess or control all the codes or 

languages which constitute the speech repertoire of a speech community. The speech 

repertoire of a community is usually divided into two. This could be compartmentalised or 

fluid.  

Compartmentalised repertoire is a situation whereby several languages are spoken in a 

community without being mixed or when dialects are set off from one another. For instance 

in Nigeria, the Hausa speech community also have the Kanuri, Nupe and Tiv families in 

addition to Hausa. An individual can speak any of these languages without necessarily 

mixing them. Likewise, in a Yoruba speech community, an individual may be able to speak 

the standard Yoruba or the various dialects like Ijesha, Ondo, Egba, Ekiti etc., without mixing 

these languages. 

Fluid repertoire refers to a situation whereby an individual’s speech style merges into 

another in such a way that it is difficult to draw clear boundaries. For instance, a Nigerian 

speaker of English may speak English and mix it up with his indigenous languages like 

Yoruba, Hausa, Igbo, Edo in such a way that it is difficult to ascertain whether such a person 



is speaking English or his indigenous language. It is the same thing for any speaker of a 

standard dialect who mixes it with his local dialect. Many scholars are of the opinion that the 

study of speech repertoire is important in socio-linguistics as it enables us to see not only the 

available languages and dialects in a speech community but also how individuals with the 

speech community have mastered the use of such languages and dialects. 

 

   Dialectology 

Dialectology is the study of linguistic variations in terms of the geographic distribution of 

speakers. Later, dialectology study came to include lexical variations. For instance, the 

pronunciation patterns of the middle class and the working class can be made within a speech 

community by the dialectologist. 

  Speech variety (dialect) 

The term speech variety is the label given to that language or form of language used by any 

group of speakers. It can refer to the basic lexicon, phonology, syntax and morphology shared 

by members of the group. It can also refer to the speech used by members of the group in 

particular situations. Speech varieties are of four types, namely: the standard language, social 

speech variety which is also called ‘sociolect’, the functional speech variety which is called 

occupational dialect and regional speech society. 

In modern societies, there is one variety and it is the standard variety that ranks above the 

others. This variety is employed by the government and taught in educational institutions, 

mass media and it is the main language. It is more fixed, i.e., allowing less variation and 

pronunciation in grammar, and more resistant to change than any other variety in the 

community. It is something of a yardstick against which other varieties are measured or 

judged. 

It is normal for a language to develop into a number of varieties. These varieties may be 

distinguished in terms of those who are using the language i.e. the users and some varieties 

may be distinguished according to how the language is used. Dialect has to do with varieties 

of a language distinguished in terms of its users while register has to do with those 

distinguished according to how language is used. Since the users of a language constitute the 



members of a speech community, dialects can further be distinguished according to other 

criteria which include: 

 Geographical: this means the particular location of a group of speakers of language. 

For instance if we say World English; we are referring to the international community 

(or all nation of the world who use English in the communicative interaction) 

 User (dialect) 

Geography 

Social criterion 

 Functional speech varieties: Functional speech varieties which are more commonly 

called registers are bits of talk/pieces of writing that are appropriate to particular 

speech situation. 

- Casual(informal speech situation) 

- Formal(procedure or protocol following a specified form) 

- Technical 

Difference between dialect and register 

Dialect and register are varieties of a particular language. One is distinguished according to 

use while the other according to user. Dialect(user), register(use) 

 

s/no Dialect Register 

1. Varieties according to the user Varieties according to use 

 

2. Dialect means what you 

speak(habitually) determined by who you 

are(socio-region of origin) and 

expressing diversity of social 

structure(patterns of social hierarchy) 

What you speak (at the time or at a 

particular time determined by what you do 

(nature of social activity being engaged in 

e.g., banking, sport commentator, doctor 

etc.) and expressing diversity of social 

process (social division of labour). 

3. Different ways of saying the same thing 

and tending to differ in phonetics and 

phonology, lexical grammar but not in 

semantics 

Ways of saying different things and 

tending to differ in semantics, lexis, 

grammar and sometimes phonology 



4. Typical instance: standard and non - 

standard 

Technical and semi-technical instances 

5. Controlling variables: social class, age, 

region, or provenance (rural or urban), 

sex(gender) 

Field, tenor, mood,  

Field(type of social action eg medicine, 

agricetc) 

Tenor(role relationship between the 

speakers and listeners) it could be formal 

or informal  

Mode(written or spoken) 

 

   Bilingualism 

Bilingualism is the existence of two languages in the repertoire of an individual or a speech 

community. 

  Forms of bilingualism 

 Individual bilingualism: This can be categorised based on the proficiency level of 

the individual. 

 Coordinate bilingualism: the individual is fluent in both languages. He has the 

ability to be proficient in the two languages possessed by the bilingual individual e.g. 

Wole Soyinka. 

 Subordinate bilingualism it has proficiency in one of the two(2) languages in his 

speech repertoire. This is usually felt on the mother tongue. 

 Incipient bilingualism: it has proficiency in one of the languages usually his MT but 

lacks proficiency in the second language which he partially understands. 

 

 Societal bilingualism: in a society, two languages may be assigned similar or 

different functions. When the society has two languages existing within it and the two 

languages are assigned similar or different roles, then we have societal bilingualism. 

An example of societal bilingualism is Canada. In Canada, French and English exist side by 

side and are given similar or different roles. These roles include national language, official 

language and Lingua Franca. 



We can say in Nigeria that there is the existence of the MT and English and different roles are 

assigned to the two languages. English is the official language (used in education, 

government, etc.). The mother tongue is used in interaction. 

   Causes of Bilingualism 

- Colonialism 

- Inter - ethnic marriage 

- Trade content  

- War/migration/conquest/annexation 

- Contiguity/borderline 

- Education 

Consequences of bilingualism 

 Linguistic inference or transparency. This is when the features of the first language 

interfere in your pronunciation, or the use of the second language. Transparency 

occurs when there is a transfer of the features of the mother tongue or first language 

e.g. when you speak and transfer the features of Yoruba into Igbo. The linguistic 

systems of one of the language it transferred into the other in the process of producing 

the latter which is the second or target language. 

 Code switching/ code mixing: This is switching from one language to the other in 

the same speech environment. Code mixing is when one mixes two different 

languages within a sentence. 

 Borrowing: It is the occasional use of items from one language in utterances of 

another language. 

 

Diglossia 

There is the tendency for every language to have varieties used at different levels. Diglossia 

looks at a community where we have two varieties and each of them is given various 

functions. 

Diglossia is felt where two or more codes or varieties of a language exist side by side in a 

speech community and each has a definite role to play in communication. In other words, 

there exist a high and a low variety (high H & L).  


