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LITERACY IN ARABIC AND EFFECTIVE
IMPLEMENTATION OF JUNIOR SECONDARY SCHOOL

., ISLAMIC STUDIES CURRICULUM IN NIGERIA

B. Abdul-Raheem

Abstract

Literacy in Arabic language is fundamental to the study or
practice of Islam because Arabic is the language of liturgy
recognised in Islam. Furthermore Arabic is the only means of
accessing firsthand and unadulterated information for good
understanding of Islam. The rationale behind this is that the
Qur'an and Hadith which provide comprehensively unadulterated
information about Islam are documented in Arabic. Accessing
them through other means by ignoring Arabic will end up in
misinformation. So, literacy in Arabic is regarded as the first step
in the study or practice of Islam. It must be pointed out that there
is a wide gap in teaching and learning Islam studies between
ilmiyyah schools and conventional schools most especially in
Nigeria. Literacy in Arabic is de-emphasised while Romanisation
of Arabic script is encouraged at primary school level to tertiary
level. Though both Arabic and English share some linguistic
features which make Romanisation of Arabic script feasible,
nevertheless, there are areas of difference. The implication of this
is that the problem will arise where a particular Arabic linguistic
feature lacks equivalence in English. It is noteworthy that the
language is very sensitive in the sense that when a word is
mispronounced it might produce unintended or wrong meaning.
This paper examines the negative effect of encouraging
transliteration as alternative means to literacy in Arabic in the
teaching and learning of Islamic studies most especially the
Qur'anic Arabic. In view ofthis, a strong question mark is put on
the absence of a section for literacy in Arabic in the junior
secondary school Islamic studies curriculum in spite the fact that
the curriculum emphasises the role of Arabic language in
understanding of Islamic studies. The paper suggests that a
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of worship in any religion, the adherents will first acquire literacy
in the recognised language of that religiorf. This is understood in
tlu: practice of two prominent religions in Nigeria namely; Islam
and Christianity. Starting with Christianity for example, it will be
recalled that the Christian missionaries who brought Christianity
to Nigeria with sole aim of converting indigenous people of
Africa to Christianity had to educate African people, Though, the
language spoken by these missionaries was English, so their
Bible is in English language, In order to achieve their objectives,
schools were established where African people acquired literacy
in English language for the purpose of reading the Bible and
singing of hymns (Fafunwa, 1974t, Olukoju (2015) brings to
mind the efforts put in place by Christian missionaries whereby
formal educational institutions were operated to provide different
forms of education such as adult education, vocational training,
and the translation of Bible into various indigenous languages, He
opines that all these efforts were primarily driven by the desire to
advance the spread of Christianity. He thus submits that;

These literal efforts were a means to an end; to
enable converts and prospective converts to read
and understand the Bible in their own languages.
(Olukoju, 2015:142)5

In the same vein, literacy in Arabic language is a first step in the
study or practice of Islam. This fact can be traced to the first
verses of the Holy Qur'an revealed;

Read: In the name of your Lord Who creates,
creates man from a clot. Read: And your Lord is
the Most Bounteous, Who teaches by means of
the pen, teaches man that which he knew not.
Surah al-'Alaq (Q96): 1_5."

These verses of the Holy Qur'an are very instructive on the
importance of literacy as they emphasise both reading and
writing. In addition, they serve as impetus whereby the Prophet
made literacy in Arabic language his priority as the only means of
understanding Islam. Mandating the captives of battle of Badr
(624 A.D) to teach the Muslim children reading and writing of
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•the Science of Qur'anic recitation. 1t must be pointed out that
accurate application of the rules of Qur'anic recitation relics
heavily on the correct articulation of Arabic sounds which is part
tlfthe scope ofQur'anic Arabic.

Similarly, Hadith, the second primnry Source of Islam preserves
the traditions of the Prophet, his biography, supplicatory prayers,
exhortations, theological statements, and counseling endeavours.
1t provides details regarding the events mentioned briefly in the
Qur'an without which information contained in the Qur'an will
remain obscure. Like the Qur'an, extant literature on Hadith
studies remains in an Arabic prose that Muslims cherish.
(Speight, 1995).13

In view of these glaring linguistic needs and challenges, Arabic is
generally considered as an integral part of Islamic studies.
Oladosu (l985) has rightly posited that the interwoven
relationship between Arabic and Islamic Studies has accorded
Arabic the status of official language of Islam and for this reason
he s~bmits that "Ar~bic for religious purposes is theoretically
acquired by some If not most Nigerian Muslim as second
language

I4
." Similarly, Oloyede (2012) avers that

Islamic Studies cannot be successfully studied
and learnt without Arabic. This qualifies Arabic
to be paired with Islamic Studies in the quest for
sound Islamic Studies. H is therefore necessary
that Arabic Studies must be intensified in order to
have good grasp of Islamic Studies. This
additional requirement creates enormous obstacle
for entrants into the eld of Islamic Studies.
Oloyede (2012:22-3)15

Hanga (2007) depicts the relationship between Arabic and
Islamic studies as akin to inseparability of soul from the body
be~a~seIJhere i~ .a strong relation~h.ip between the language and
reh.glOn . Trad~t~onally, every religion has language of liturgy in
WhICh the tradItIons or cultures of the religion is preserved.
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second reason is not tenable considering the inseparability 01
Arabic language from Islam.

Adoption of transliteration as alternative means for Arabic
language had been criticized by different researchers on the basis
of its inadequacy in teaching the Qur' anic Arabic. Musa (1998)
avers that relying on transliteration to teach the Arabic texts of
the Qur'an will only result in "grave consequences for the
semantic content and textual integrity of the Qur'an,,20. This
observation is true considering the fact that all languages are
phonemic. Obviously, languages share certain sounds in common
and at the same time they differ in others. Maduekwe (2007)
opines that "each language contains two systems rather than one,
a system of distinct sounds and a system of distinct meanings"
(Maduekwe, 2007)21. This implies that a wrong realisation of
sound can produce wrong meaning.

Admittedly, Arabic and English have certain sounds in common
while they differ in others. Al-Gazzi (2014) discovers that the
following Arabic letters have no close equivalent 'm English ( ,~
J ,t, ,r ,.l::. ,.1. ,~) 22. The indication therefore is that when
transliteration is used definitely wrong pronunciation of these
letters becomes inevitable and this paves way for realisation of
wrong meaning.

On this note, Badmos (2007) opines that transliteration does more
harm than good because there is no unified transliteration format;
therefore, most teachers and students write transliteration in
different wa~s and this does not convey the correct
pronunciation 3. According to Badmos, one of the problems that
both teacher and student encounter with the use of transliteration
is the lack of uniform format. This is an undeniable fact because
there are various existing bodies that specialise in the
Romanisation schemes among which are Deutsche
Morgenlandische Gesellschaft established in 1936, The
Encyclopedia of Islam, new edition established in 1960, and
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II11I lids In titute established in 1968 among others.
1111(. m rani ational bodies has its own technique of

11111111'I, A cursory look at some of these techniques '''ill
I I 11 I11. w rd ~\..b can be realised in the following ways;

1/1111 III dhaalim. Another example is the word )..'ill which
Ildlllwin two realisations; al-Naar or an-Ndr. Either
I uul .nt who has no knowledge of Arabic will find the

I1 "I hall literation confusing. This buttresses the fact that
11 1I1llllHniation of Arabic script depends heavily on the

I, IIIArabic.

t IIIH of Junior Secon ary School Islamic Studies
ulum

11 tI I'. umination of current junior secondary school Islamic
( 1111iculum reveals that using of transliteration as

I( I ( III an for Arabic is encouraged at expense of literacy
I 11 11. I he curriculum is partitioned into six sections which

I1 I Ill, ur'an, Hadith, Tawhid (Islamic Theology), Fiqh,
I III 1111isprudence), Sirah (Biography), and Tahdhib (Islamic

I III tru tion) without a section for literacy in Arabic
despite the fact that each aforementioned section

/1111 lit 'racy in Arabic language. This is nothing but an
•••••• 1." ,1.,111111\that studying Islamic studies without recourse to

I I1 lnnguage is feasible.

1111'11ISI ing literacy in Arabic at junior secondary school
I 1 rh .rration considering the position of junior secondary

III d hetween primary and tertiary levels. According to the
111111"Policy on Education, fourth edition (2004)25, secondary

lilt 11111111provides opportunity of higher education for primary
11till I lcnver. Islamic studies curriculum at primary level has a

1111" I( r literacy in Arabic while at tertiary level, two units
1III t III Arabic is mandatory for Islamic studies students. This

tld h p r ession or per semester depending on the programme
I \l It university. This is an indication that a vacuum has been
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created for the continuation of literacy in Arabic between print I

and tertiary levels.

The experts in curriculum had advocated three criteria 11

effective organisation of curriculum experiences. Tyler (JI) 11

cited in Onwuka (1996) identified continuity, sequence, III
integration as sine qua non for effective organisation I

curriculum experiences. Continuity is reinforcement III
reiteration of certain major curriculum elements. Therefore, I1
task of continuity is to ensure that the learner is provided 1I
opportunity to practise, reinforce and improve upon the type 1,1

knowledge, skills, and attitudes the learner is expected to acqun
(Onwuka, 1996). He further emphasises that the CUll 11

experience undergone by the learner must be built on the preVIIIII
ones because each experience affects the succecdiu
experiences'",

Discontinuation of literacy in Arabic at junior secondary Chilli

level is an indication that the learner has been denied lit
opportunity of practising, reinforcing, and improving upon ,11
literacy in Arabic acquired at primary level.

Sequence as second criterion is not also considered in jU1I11I
secondary school Islamic studies curriculum. Sequence invol
building on what had gone on before, so that one id '11 ,
preparatory for the next (Onwuka, 1996). He added lit I
"sequence and cumulative learning are major factors in veil I I

organisation't'". Deducing from Onwuka's opinion it is a cl 11
indication that junior secondary school Islamic studies curriculuu
was not effectively organised especially in relation to litera' 11
Arabic. Assuming literacy in Arabic continues at jU1I11I
secondary school level it would have been built on what III
students had acquired at primary school level. Ideally, eff '11
organisation of curriculum experience demands veil! I
relationship between learning experiences. Integration as thllt
criterion "refers to the utilization of curriculum element from 1111
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I 1 III IIlh r ubject areas of the curriculum so that they
III iuuf h r" (Onwuka, 1996)28. Integration helps the

Ippl I iarning experiences already acquired in one
I uuilute another subject. Every section of junior
hllo\ Islamic studies curriculum requires knowledge

11 lud mt is literate in Arabic this will facilitate the
I1 \ 11I III all other sections. (

, I "I It i very clear that de-emphaSi~g litera~
I 1"11101" secondary school level is a clear ~cation of

It or zanisation of Islamic studies curriculum.
1..•.,·.•·'••"1 lit \ • this has resulted to abysmal performance of

1111"s teachers and students which indicates that
1IltlllllllVI'H III implementation of Islamic studies curriculum are

1llIlIpletelyachieved.

pelf rmance of some Islamic studies teacher
11111 th se found wanting in literacy in Arabic and

~, ••••• - •• ,I It I c been a great concern to some researchers. Musa
"tphll (2011) have discovered that teachers of Islamic

~lIlIlImj I lid the Qur'an and Hadith more difficult to teach than
1111 isprudence (Fiqh) and Islamic History (Ta'rikh)

, ••••',lmtlO III the linguistic demands of the former'". Emphasising
I1 III th Qur'an using the Arabic script is premised on the

11 III ill' the words of God. Yusuf(1989) identifies teaching
I t. f the Qur'an as one of the major challenges faced

III I lurnic studies teachers3o•

I1 uru nt question at this juncture is: What is the
I I '1liOll for the non-inclusion of literacy in Arabic in the
11 I ondary school Islamic Studies curriculum? Musa

1\1 opines that the assumption of the designers of the
I 11111111 i that, since there is a separate Arabic curriculum at

I1 \11 choollevel which is taught concurrently with Islamic
I t i assumed that Islamic studies students will offer
I I , an independent subject'". But one ~bvious mistake in
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this assumption is the lack of consideration to the peremuul
problem of dearth and paucity of Arabic teachers at the secondtu
school level. Oladosu (1986) declares that the scarcity of Arulu
teachers has paved way for recruiting untrained personnel iI,
teach Arabic in our secondary schools':'. This is exacerbated h
the low turnout of trained Arabic teachers by higher institution
of learning.

Furthermore, Arabic unlike French, according to the Nation iI
Policy on Education, fourth edition (2004), is grouped amou
non-prevocational electives at JSS level along with Religion
Knowledge and Physical and Health educatiorr'". Ironicallv
students can only offer one subjects out of the three. '1'11
implication of this is that the students cannot offer Islamic studi
and Arabic simultaneously. However, in the sixth edition 01
National Policy on Education, Arabic is now optional (NIlI'
2014)35.

He further opines that the designers of the curriculum presum d
that the scope of the method of teaching Arabic which pupil
have been exposed to at primary school level has adequat I
prepared them for Islamic studies at junior secondary school
level. This assumption can also be faulted on the premise that till
paucity of either Islamic studies or Arabic teachers is worse th III
that of secondary schools because, at primary school level ther I

no room for subject teacher.

It must be emphasised that this anomaly has created enorrnou
problems for students of Islamic Studies as regards tit
acquisition of requisite competence in Arabic language that will
bring about effective teaching and learning of Islamic Studies.
Moreover, the ripple effect of this is that students would h

deterred from choosing Islamic Studies as career at tertiary level
based on the fact that Islamic Studies cannot be properly studi d
without the knowledge of Arabic. Consequently, this could lend
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11\1 I I "111111('1to tench Islamic Studies at ;111 levels 01'
\ tI 1"\11ill ~igcria on the long run.

~ ...

'11111 that the omission of literacy in Arabic from
'11\111.11se.hool Islamic studies is not accidental. Since

11\11111Id the curriculum into Nigerian educational system,
I tll I III that the curricuhuu has been reviewed in 2010
Ill' 111'1' was no any attempt- ~ude a section on

III Iuhic. Therefore, it is suggested that the junior
I I11 -hool I lamic studies curriculum is due for total

1111111111'0 that literacy in Arabic can be incorporated.

III till
I 1111I (hut the Qur'anic Arabic is a big challenge for some

I III Illtli s teachers and students even some Islamic studies
1111I' III hi rhcr institutions of learning are not exempted.
I nlllllllt'l , teaching or learning of Islamic studies with

I II1 Arabic is like Siamese twins. Although, it has been
11'd fltllt proficiency in spoken and written Arabic is not
1111tI hut every Islamic studies teacher as well as learner
tld \Iv able to read the Qur'anic Arabic fluently because the

'I' 1\I 1111"of reading the Qur'an and Hadith in teaching and
111I11' Islamic studies cannot be ignored.

\'1, the Islamic studies curriculum at primary school level
I \ tion for Qur 'anic Arabic assessment which reveals that
11111adequate to enable the pupils acquire the skill in reading
1I11'I\I1i Arabic fluently. Ideally, this effort should continue
I oudury school level but Islamic studies curriculum at this

I It we a gap which has been impacting negatively on the
I , IIIIIP and learning Islamic studies to the extent that an attempt
I I Ill, l this gap at tertiary level has become a futile exercise.
lit }up has been on over three decades without any attempt
I1 'Ill uny quarter to close it. It is noteworthy that the study is a

h um \ idea because it has been long overdue and it is hoped
lit ,I il it receives a deserved attention from the curriculum
I I '1\ r nd the government, the teaching and learning of Islamic
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stu~ies will be revolutionised for better efficiency and thereb
••achieve one of its objectives.
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