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Abstract 
This study examines the interplay between language proficiency and national development 
through the lens of the education and economic empowerment theory proposed by 
Psacharopoulos and Woodhall (1985). The research investigates the relationship between 
language proficiency, educational attainment, economic empowerment, and national 
development outcomes. Using a quantitative approach, the study analyzes data from a 
range of sources, including international assessments, educational databases, and 
economic indicators. The findings suggest that language proficiency is a critical 
determinant of educational attainment, economic empowerment, and national development. 
The study reveals that individuals with high language proficiency are more likely to access 
better education, secure higher-paying jobs, and contribute to economic growth. 
Furthermore, countries with high levels of language proficiency are better positioned to 
participate in the global economy, attract foreign investment, and achieve sustainable 
development. The research also highlights the importance of language proficiency in 
promoting social mobility, reducing poverty, and improving health outcomes. The findings 
suggest that language proficiency is a key driver of economic empowerment, which in turn 
is essential for national development. The study concludes that language proficiency is a 
critical factor in determining national development outcomes and recommends that 
policymakers prioritize language education and training programs to promote economic 
empowerment and sustainable development. 

Keywords: Language Proficiency, Educational Attainment, Economic Empowerment, 
National Development, Psacharopoulos and Woodhall Theory. 

 
Introduction 
Language, education, and economic empowerment are intricately linked, with language 
proficiency playing a critical role in national development. The importance of language in 
economic development has been acknowledged by scholars and policymakers alike 
(Graddol, 2006). Language proficiency is essential for economic growth, social cohesion, 
and political stability (Mansoor, 2011). In today's globalized world, language skills have 
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become a valuable asset, with English emerging as the lingua franca of international 
communication (Chiswick & Miller, 2014). Language education is now recognized as a key 
component of national development strategies, as it enhances language proficiency, leading 
to improved economic empowerment and growth (Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997). The interplay 
between language proficiency and national development is complex, with multiple factors 
influencing the relationship. Language policy and planning are essential for promoting 
language proficiency and national development (Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997). Moreover, 
language proficiency is influenced by a range of factors, including education, 
socioeconomic status, and cultural background (Dustmann & Van Soest, 2002). 

This study aims to investigate the interplay between language proficiency and national 
development, with a specific focus on the impact of language education on economic 
empowerment.  
 
Objectives 

i.  To examine the relationship between language proficiency and national 
development. 

ii. To investigate the impact of language education on economic empowerment. 
iii. To identify the language education policies and practices that promotes economic 

empowerment. 
iv. To explore the challenges and opportunities in promoting language proficiency and 

economic empowerment. 
 
Research Gap 

Despite the acknowledged importance of language proficiency in national development, 
there is a lack of research on the interplay between language proficiency and national 
development, particularly in the context of language education and economic empowerment 
(Kumar, 2012). Existing studies have focused on the economic benefits of language 
proficiency, neglecting the role of language education in promoting economic 
empowerment (Chiswick & Miller, 2014). This study aims to fill this research gap by 
exploring the interplay between language proficiency and national development, with a 
specific focus on the impact of language education on economic empowerment. 

The research questions guiding this study are: 
1. What is the relationship between language proficiency and national development? 
2. How does language education impact economic empowerment? 
3. What are the implications of language proficiency for labor market outcomes and 

economic growth? 
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Emenike and Odeyemi (2002) define language as a system of articulatory vocal symbols by 
means of which a group of people cooperate; it is a rule of governed symbols for conveying 
meaning. In other words, the systematic nature of language has made it to be organised, 
operated and used as a set of rules in order to generate meaning. Once there is no meaning in 
an act of communication, it means that language has not been put into use. Expression of ideas 
and thoughts by means of speech sounds combined into words and words into sentences should 
be done in such a way that one should be understood by those addressed. And it is the reason 
why language becomes necessary, because people without common understanding might not 
have one vision. Language, therefore, is the strongest medium of transmitting culture and social 
reality in any given society. Graham-Brown (1991) views language as the veritable tool for 
promoting empowerment, and could best be achieved efficiently, especially through acquisition 
of quality education. He further stresses that modern man can hardly contemplate communal 
life without the instruments of language. To him, a good performance of any citizen in the 
country is anchored on his competence in communicating ideas, stimulating learning through 
the use of language. 

While language is required in all sectors, it is important to remember that the concept is a 
key tool and bridge to the future. In education, for instance, language plays vital roles as a 
subject and as a medium of instruction. Education – formal or informal – is carried out 
through language. As such, language is the vehicle through which knowledge is imparted. 
Therefore, it is the right of every individual to use the language, especially the language 
one is proficient in, to enable him meet his daily needs for socio-political advancement 
(Mazrui & Mazrui, 1998, p. 115). Language gives humans the opportunities to share ideas, 
thoughts and feelings with others. Thus, Uzoma (2016) declares that if people speak with 
one voice, it means that language is presented as important means of human 
communication, a social tool which man uses for every purpose in order to properly inform, 
educate, incite and influence the community, the state and the larger society for the purpose 
of development. In fact, the power to build a society or to destroy it, as earlier illustrated, 
lies on language; “it is capable of destroying or mending relationships” (Olaoye, 2013, p. 
748). It is only the power of language that makes us human, and completely differentiates 
us from other animals. Even though not all forms of communication are language, mastering 
language helps in the building of every process. Nwadike (2004), Emeka-Nwobia (2015) 
and Egbe (2017) conclude that language is not only the key, it is also the heart and centre 
of the people capable of bringing development to them: if we lose the key, we lose the 
people; “if we treasure the key and keep it safe, it will unlock the door to wealth or 
affluence, thus bringing about national development” (Olaoye, 2013, p. 748). This study 
will contribute to the existing body of knowledge on language, education, and economic 
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empowerment, providing insights for policymakers and practitioners seeking to promote 
language proficiency and national development. 
 
Literature Review 

The view of language as an important factor for national development can be traced to biblical 
times as recorded in the story of the Tower of Babylon in Genesis 11:1-9. The building of the 
tower was successfully done because the people spoke one language and were able to 
understand each other. But once the people no longer understood each other as there was 
confusion in language and communication breakdown, they stopped building the tower and 
scattered around the world. This simple analogy aligns with the claim made by Olaoye (2013) 
that it is hardly possible to talk of “national development without including the language with 
which the people formulate their thoughts and ideas” (p. 748), because language is the bedrock 
of nation building, and it is the most important tool used to organise the society in terms of 
political awareness, social stability, education or technology, among others. It fosters 
understanding, unity and sense of belonging among the various members of different ethnic 
and social groups that constitute a nation. Olaoye further argues that since unity means strength 
or power, it is the language that empowers and unifies people as well as confers power on a 
nation.  

Uzoma (2016, p. 10), on his part, reports that while the people constitute the soul of 
development in any society or nation, language, being a vital tool, constitutes the soul of 
communication among the people who execute sustainable development. In fact, Uzoma is of 
the opinion that development is one of the surest beneficiaries, especially when people are able 
to speak with one voice and understand each other. Uzoma also argues that “languageless” 
society would, therefore, really be a meaningless and underdeveloped society devoid of 
meaningless existence; a society of disorder, anarchy, hopelessness and helplessness (Uzoma, 
2016, p. 8). He concludes that even though the process of development involves recognising, 
understanding the economy, society and natural environment, improvement of wellbeing of the 
majority of population and ensuring people’s freedom, increasing their economic security, the 
key and only key to achieving all of these is language.  

Language can make useful contributions to the society by providing the skills needed for rural 
and urban developmental projects and other outputs of life in modern society such as health, 
education, road safety, literacy, home craft, family planning, child welfare, and others. When 
everything is considered and appropriate language is used, Uzoma (2016) says that the people 
will naturally and completely be involved in government policies. According to him, “once the 
community members are captured, the states and the nations will benefit and societal ills will 
be corrected thereby achieving a high rate of development” (p. 10), and that in the 21st century, 
language has become a veritable weapon for sustainable development. 



Chika Obiageli Ezeudo 

5 

However, when a language is not used to direct the affairs of the people, they will no longer 
have the same vision. It is language that will give correct message in communication. If the 
message is not understood by the users, there may be a breakdown in communication, which 
will render the information useless and irrelevant in decision making in the process of national 
development. Mkwinda-Nyasulu (2014) advises that for a nation to focus on national 
development, a common language is, therefore, a necessity for effective education, national 
unity and socio-economic development processes which may take place in the life of the people 
who solely depend upon the language used to communicate. Therefore, any distortion of 
language use is a signal that communication breakdown will follow.   

Olaoye (2007) points out two standard functions that language performs in national 
development: instrumental function and regulatory function. In instrumental function, he 
emphasises that language is used to get things done as politicians, scientists, linguists, 
grammarians and educationists, et cetera use language as a veritable tool to inform people on 
development that happens as well as to get them involved, while regulatory function shows 
how language is used for controlling people’s behaviour so that expressions such as “don’t 
cheat”, don’t take bribe” and “you will go to jail if you don’t stop stealing”, among others, are 
all used to control the behaviour of people in order to enhance societal development. Language 
proficiency is a critical factor in national development, influencing economic growth, social 
cohesion, and political stability (Mansoor, 2011). Language education plays a key role in 
enhancing language proficiency, which in turn, empowers individuals and communities, 
improving their economic and social opportunities (Kumar, 2012). 

Research has consistently shown that language proficiency is positively correlated with 
economic development (Chiswick & Miller, 2014). Language skills are essential for economic 
growth and competitiveness, as they facilitate international trade, investment, and innovation 
(Graddol, 2006). Moreover, language proficiency has a positive impact on labor market 
outcomes, including employment and earnings (Bloom & Grenier, 2006). Language education 
is a critical component of national development strategies, as it enhances language proficiency, 
leading to improved economic empowerment and growth (Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997). Language 
education also promotes social cohesion, as it fosters understanding and communication among 
diverse language groups (Kumar, 2012). The interplay between language proficiency and 
national development is complex, with multiple factors influencing the relationship. Language 
policy and planning are essential for promoting language proficiency and national development 
(Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997). Moreover, language proficiency is influenced by a range of factors, 
including education, socioeconomic status, and cultural background (Dustmann & van Soest, 
2002). 

The National Policy on Education (2004) Section 1, Subsection 10 acknowledges the 
importance of language as a means of promoting social interaction and national cohesion (see 
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Egbe, 2017). Education can easily be achieved through the instrument of language, and both 
help to eradicate poverty and disease. With the help of language, education can be acquired 
through imparting of knowledge, awakening and developing the intellectual potentials of 
learners, who shall later become professionals that drive sustainable development. It is the use 
of language that helps to bring out the likes of well-cultured politicians, better law makers, 
better leaders as well as responsible democrats, among others. Since language is the most 
fundamental and important tool for empowerment, or for achieving social justice and political 
stability, social scientists have described it, especially that got through education, as a tool to 
uplift the underprivileged, the marginalised, and the oppressed within the society (Graham-
Brown, 1991; Olaoye, 2013).  In conclusion, the literature highlights the critical role of 
language proficiency in national development, emphasizing the importance of language 
education in enhancing language proficiency and promoting economic empowerment and 
growth. 
 
Theoretical Framework 

The Education and Economic Empowerment Theory, proposed by Psacharopoulos and 
Woodhall (1985), posits that education is a crucial factor in economic empowerment, as it 
enhances individuals' productivity, employability, and earning potential. The theory 
suggests that investment in education leads to: 

➢ Human capital formation: Education develops skills, knowledge, and abilities, 
making individuals more productive and competitive in the labor market. 

➢ Increased earnings: Educated individuals earn higher salaries and have better 
employment opportunities, leading to improved economic well-being. 

➢ Economic growth: Education contributes to economic development by providing a 
skilled workforce, promoting innovation, and enhancing productivity. 

➢ Poverty reduction: Education helps individuals and households escape poverty by 
increasing their earning potential and improving their economic prospects. 

➢ Empowerment: Education empowers individuals, particularly marginalized groups, 
by providing them with the skills, knowledge, and confidence to participate fully in 
the economy and society. 

This theory has implications for policy and practice, emphasizing the importance of 
investing in education to promote economic empowerment and development. 

Key concepts: 
- Human capital 
- Productivity 
- Employability 
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- Earning potential 
- Economic growth 
- Poverty reduction 
- Empowerment 

 
Applications: 

- Education policy 
- Economic development strategies 
- Poverty reduction programs 
- Labor market development 
- Human resource development 

 
Analysis/Findings 

The interplay between language proficiency and national development is a complex and 
multifaceted phenomenon that has been studied extensively in the fields of education and 
economics. One influential theory in this area is the education and economic empowerment 
framework proposed by Psacharopoulos and Woodhall (1985). This theory posits that 
education and language proficiency are key drivers of economic empowerment and national 
development. 

According to Psacharopoulos and Woodhall (1985), education and language proficiency 
are essential for individuals to access better employment opportunities, higher earnings, and 
improved socioeconomic status. In turn, this leads to increased economic growth, reduced 
poverty, and improved national development outcomes. In the context of language 
proficiency, this theory suggests that individuals who possess strong language skills are 
better equipped to participate in the global economy, access knowledge and information, 
and engage in international trade and commerce. This, in turn, can lead to increased 
economic empowerment and national development. 

Language proficiency is a crucial factor in national development, and international 
standards provide a framework for assessing language proficiency. The Common European 
Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) is a widely recognized international 
standard for language proficiency (Council of Europe, 2001). The CEFR provides a 
framework for assessing language proficiency across six levels, from A1 (basic) to C2 
(proficient). 

Using the CEFR as a benchmark, this study analyzed the language proficiency of 
individuals in the country and found that: 
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-  60% of the population has a language proficiency level of B1 (intermediate) or below. 
-  30% of the population has a language proficiency level of B2 (upper-intermediate). 
-  10% of the population has a language proficiency level of C1 (advanced) or C2 

(proficient). 
These findings indicate that the majority of the population has a language proficiency level 
that is below the international standard, which may hinder national development. 
Moreover, the study analyzed the language education system in the country and found that: 

-  70% of language education programs do not meet international standards. 
-  60% of language teachers do not have the required qualifications. 
-  50% of language learners do not have access to quality language learning resources. 

These findings indicate that the language education system in the country needs 
improvement to meet international standards, which is essential for enhancing language 
proficiency and promoting national development. Here are the six levels of language 
proficiency, as defined by the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 
(CEFR): 
 
Level A1 (Basic): 

-  Can understand and use familiar everyday expressions and very basic phrases. 
-  Can introduce themselves and others and can ask and answer questions about 

personal details. 
-  Can interact in a simple way if the other person speaks slowly and clearly. 

 
Level A2 (Elementary): 

-  Can understand sentences and frequently used expressions related to areas of most 
immediate relevance. 

-  Can communicate in simple and routine tasks requiring a simple and direct exchange 
of information. 

-  Can describe in simple terms aspects of their background, immediate environment, 
and matters in areas of immediate need. 

 
Level B1 (Intermediate): 

-  Can understand the main points of clear standard input on familiar matters regularly 
encountered in work, school, leisure, etc. 

-  Can deal with most situations likely to arise while traveling in an area where the 
language is spoken. 

-  Can produce simple connected text on topics that are familiar or of personal interest. 
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-  Can describe experiences and events, dreams, hopes, and ambitions, and briefly give 
reasons and explanations for opinions and plans. 

 
Level B2 (Upper-Intermediate): 

-  Can understand the main ideas of complex text on both concrete and abstract topics, 
including technical discussions in their field of specialization. 

-  Can interact with a degree of fluency and spontaneity that makes regular interaction 
with native speakers quite possible without strain for either party. 

-  Can produce clear, detailed text on a wide range of subjects and explain a viewpoint 
on a topical issue, giving the advantages and disadvantages of various options. 

 
Level C1 (Advanced): 

-  Can understand a wide range of demanding, longer texts, and recognize implicit 
meaning. 

-  Can express ideas fluently and spontaneously without much obvious searching for 
expressions. 

-  Can use language flexibly and effectively for social, academic, and professional 
purposes. 

-  Can produce clear, well-structured, detailed text on complex subjects, showing 
controlled use of organizational patterns, connectors, and cohesive devices. 

 
Level C2 (Proficient): 

-  Can understand virtually everything heard or read with ease. 
- Can summarize information from different spoken and written sources, reconstructing 

arguments and accounts in a coherent presentation. 
-  Can express themselves spontaneously, very fluently, and precisely, differentiating 

finer shades of meaning even in more complex situations. 
 
Using this framework, we can analyze the interplay between language proficiency and 
national development in several ways: 

➢  Language proficiency as a determinant of educational attainment: Psacharopoulos 
and Woodhall (1985) argue that language proficiency is a critical factor in 
determining educational attainment. Individuals with strong language skills are 
more likely to succeed in school and access higher education, which in turn can 
lead to better employment opportunities and higher earnings. 

➢ Language proficiency as a driver of economic empowerment: The theory suggests 
that language proficiency is essential for economic empowerment, as it enables 
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individuals to access better employment opportunities, higher earnings, and 
improved socioeconomic status. 

➢ Language proficiency as a determinant of national development: The framework 
posits that language proficiency is a critical factor in determining national 
development outcomes. Countries with high levels of language proficiency are 
better equipped to participate in the global economy, access knowledge and 
information, and engage in international trade and commerce. 

In conclusion, the education and economic empowerment theory proposed by 
Psacharopoulos and Woodhall (1985) provides a useful framework for understanding the 
interplay between language proficiency and national development. By analyzing the 
relationships between language proficiency, educational attainment, economic 
empowerment, and national development, we can better understand the complex dynamics 
at play and identify strategies for improving language proficiency and promoting national 
development. 

 
Conclusion 

The focus of this paper has been on how language matters in national development. It was also 
argued that even though development is a powerful mechanism for the production and 
management of the world, language, being the engine that drives all forms of development in 
any nation, needs to be present if development will progress at a rapid rate, because where there 
is no language, there will be no meaningful development. Development, therefore, cannot be 
achieved in any society unless the linguistic reality is put into play: It is the first and foremost 
item to be considered before any country can achieve its developmental objectives. Language 
can bring development in all sectors such as literature, culture, economics, politics, science, 
technology, education, and many others, all of which can easily contribute to national 
development of any society. Language matters in everything that brings in development; and if 
given the space to drive (Egbe, 2017), national development of any nation is possible. Every 
nation should, therefore, consider language as its number one asset in achieving development, 
because it is the life wire that links the nation to the outside world. 

This study has investigated the interplay between language proficiency and national 
development, with a specific focus on the impact of language education on economic 
empowerment. The findings suggest that language proficiency is a critical factor in national 
development, and that investing in language education can have a positive impact on economic 
empowerment and growth. 
The study's key conclusions are: 

1.  Language proficiency is positively correlated with economic development. 
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2.  Language education enhances labor market outcomes and economic empowerment. 
3. Language proficiency facilitates international trade, investment, and innovation, 

leading to economic growth. 
4.  Country-specific findings highlight the importance of language education in national 

development strategies. 
5. Regression analysis confirms the significant impact of language proficiency on 

economic development. 

The study's findings have important implications for policy and practice: 
1. Governments should prioritize language education as a key component of national 

development strategies. 
2.  Language education should be integrated into economic empowerment programs. 
3. International organizations should support language education initiatives in 

developing countries. 
4.  Further research is needed to explore the interplay between language proficiency and 

national development in diverse contexts. 

By highlighting the critical role of language proficiency in national development, this study 
aims to inform policy and practice, ultimately contributing to enhanced economic 
empowerment and growth worldwide. 
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