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Abstract 
Language is the tool used to carry out different activities including teaching 
and learning in schools. In Nigeria, English, though a foreign language, is 
the language of instruction in schools. It has been observed that the failure 
rate in the school system as well as in the English language itself is high, 
despite the fact that education is the key to development. If we are to 
achieve growth and productivity which is the target of most developing 
economics, this has to be curbed. This paper, therefore, sets to highlight the 
relevance of English to the world of today, assess its status in our schools 
and suggest how best to promote its study. 

Introduction 
Every human activity is carried out through language. It is the means through which teachers 

impart knowledge on their students and the students learn what they are taught, and exhibit the 
knowledge. In Nigerian schools, English is the language of instruction from the upper primary school to 
the tertiary level. The National policy on Education (1981: introduction) has it that 'government will 
see to it that the language of instruction in the primary school is initially the mother tongue or the 
language of immediate community and, at a. later stage, English'. Since this is so, effort should be 
made to promote the language in which instructions in schools are given. Inadequate knowledge of 
this language naturally culminates in failure not only in the course (English) as a school subject, but also 
in the entire school system. It is worthy to point out here that this cry over the fallen standard of 
education in Nigeria is partly blamed on the failure in the English language usage. For Nigeria to 
grow, there is a need to asses and promote the use of English in Nigeria as a whole and in our school 
system in particular. 

The Status of English 
Currently, English is a world language. It is spoken as a native, second and foreign language-in 

many countries of the world. The growth of the language from a dialect little known beyond the 
Southern countries of England to its present status attests to its importance. It is one of-the major 
languages of deliberations in the United Nations and its numerous agencies. It is the language in 
which the majority of the literatures of science and technology is written. In the field of commerce, it is 
the language of international trade. English is the language of sports commentating in world sports 
events. World media giants make the majority of their broadcasts in the English language. It is also 
the language of the international music industry and air traffic control. In fact, English is an 
invaluable passport to the international community. 

Its roles in Nigeria are innumerable. Nigeria is known for her multilingual and multicultural 
character. Her languages are not normally understood beyond ethnic boarders. If the country is to 
move forward as one entity, she needs a language that would bring her numerous peoples together. 
Such a language must be a 'cultural, political and linguistic bridge between the cultural North and the 
cultural South of the country (Sofunke in Emenanjo Ed.(1990:32). This role fell on the English 
language. So English is the language of unity in Nigeria. Commenting on this, Osakwe (2000:144) 
maintained that: 

The English language in Nigeria serves a common medium of 
communication. This is an essential service because different languages in 
Nigeria would have created communication barriers, thus making it 
impossible for the country to unite economically, socially and politically, 

It is the language of governance from the local government to the federal level. It is the language 
of legislation and the judiciary English is the key to lucrative employments. It is the language of sports, 
commerce, and the major language of the media. Above all, it is the language used to pursue education, 
especially higher education. 

 



Education, Growth and Productivity 
In the world today, every responsible government works towards achieving growth and 

productivity. This it does by searching for and implementing policies that would allow its economy to 
grow. In the words of Colander (2004:54) Growth 'is an increase in the amount of goods and services an 
economy produces'. He also defined productivity as 'the output per unit of input'. Growth is a process 
that takes quite some time to yield fruits. It calls for mass participation to be effective. So to achieve 
growth, 'all hands must be on deck'. Once there is growth in the economy the income of the people 
increases, thus they have enough to improve their lives. Fulfilling basic needs and having surplus goods 
available for a lot of people become the order of the day. This is the situation in developed economies, 
unlike in the third world countries where the majority of the people are living in abject poverty, since 
unemployment, hunger and starvation, diseases, and lack of basic amenities constitute part of life. 
Colander (2004:546) identifies five sources of growth as 'available resources, growth compatible 
institutions, technological development, capital accumulation and entrepreneurship'. Of all these, 
shortage of human resources skills is critical. This is because every other one revolves around it. No 
wonder it has been referred to as 'the wealth of nation'. 

It is obvious that Nigeria needs skilled hands in different areas of human endeavours. The job of 
training these skilled hands lies on our higher institutions, since higher education is the key factor in 
capacity building for every nation. Consequently, higher education must respond to the current needs of 
society by producing high calibre man power in different fields. Kearney and Ronning (1996:5) observe 
that 

More than ever before, higher education must strive to Produce: 
well-educated citizens and professionals ,sufficient number of skilled personnel 
training which is relevant to diverse contexts and needs, expertise which is 
internationally recognized but directly applicable to local problem solving (and 
hence to the reduction of the brain drain). 

If higher education in Nigeria is to maintain quality and relevance in these changing times, the 
curriculum must be redesigned to address current global issues. 

A look at the unemployment rate in Nigeria shows that it affects both the educated and the 
uneducated. The question that should be asked now is why is the educated also affected despite the fact 
that education is an agent of development? The federal government of Nigeria adopted it as 'an instrument 
par excellence for effecting national development' (NPE 1981: Introduction), yet, thousands of 
graduates roam Nigerian streets in search of jobs. It is quite clear that these people have not read courses 
that would make them independent, at least to a large extent. The courses they had gone in to study make 
them unproductive on their own, while Nigeria and many other nations desire the kind of education that 
would make their work force self reliant. Okpara in Nwosu (1985:309) observed that 'their education has 
not trained them to rely on their capabilities and potentialities; they have not leant to be self confident; to 
take risks and to ask questions.' 

This calls for a total reorganization of our educational system so that our youths would receive 
the kind of education that would make them productive and self -reliant. The instrument through which 
this kind of knowledge would be imparted to them is the English language. In essence, this language 
should be re positioned to face this job properly since failure of the language of instruction to achieve 
its aim, is failure in the entire learning process. English Language in Nigerian school 

The standard of English language usage in Nigerian schools today has fallen below average. 
There is an urgent need to arrest this situation if the country is to experience growth. It is now very 
common to hear expressions that are unbecoming from the products of our higher institutions. Some of 
them are: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Wrong Usage                                    
Mens 
Childrens 
Datas 
Her hairs is very long 
That my friend is greedy 
One of my friend was there. 
Three bag of beans... 
Five cup of rice... 

The staffs of the company.. 

The information's are... 

 The news were interesting. 

All the furniture's have been supplied 

 

 

These errors are even more conspicuous in their written communication. One could not but wonder if 
these graduates mat commit such 'dangerous' errors ever entered English language classes at all before 
they entered institutions of higher learning. 

The simple truth is that these students enter our higher institutions with a very weak 
foundation in the language. Such a weak foundation is not enough for them to embark on the works ahead 
of them. Commenting on this, Boadi, Grieve and Nwankwo (1968) noted that 'it was generally agreed that 
the fresh men entered the university too poorly equipped to use and understand English for purposes of 
university work'. Also Banjo (1970:2) observes that 'the communicative competence and performance 
with which the fresh men arrive at the university is in most cases inadequate for the purposes of 
university education'. So the problem of failure in the use of the English language starts from the very 
foundation of our students. To correct this anomaly, teaching of English language should be done well 
from the very beginning of the academic journey of the students so that the culture of incorrectness 
would not be entrenched in them. Quoting the Regulations for the Primary Schools of 1931, Balden 
(1990:14) wrote as follows: 

Where English is taught or employed as the medium of instruction it is most 
important that both teachers and pupils should use it correctly. Its incorrect use 
leads to formation of habits of inaccuracy in thought and speech which make it 
difficult for the pupil to acquire a more perfect knowledge of the language in 
later years and retard his progress in other subjects. 

Considering the fact that English is the language of instruction in schools, hence a tool for 
pursuing and achieving the much desired national growth and productivity, it has become imperative that 
the study of the language should be promoted. 

How to Promote the Learning of English in Nigerian Schools 
Proper learning of English can be promoted in Nigeria through the following: 

(a)Attitude: A change in the attitude of Nigerians towards English language will go a long way to 
promote the teaching and learning of the language. It is true that English is a colonial heritage, there is not 
yet any alternative to it. To learn the language or any other second language effectively, the learner 
should be prepared to 'give off a certain amount of his personality, his culture and self pride' (Baldeh 
1990: 23).   If these things are not kept low, he would never bring himself to learn the language. 
The attitude of the learner goes a long way to promote or hinder his motivation in language learning. So, 
developing positive attitude towards the English language will do a lot of magic towards promoting the 
learning of the language. (b)Motivation: Motivation is a very important factor in second language learning 

Correct Usage  
men 
children 
data 
Her hair is very long 
That friend of mine is greedy 
One of my friends was there. 
Three bags of beans... 
Five cups of rice... 
The members of staff of the company... 
The information is...(or) the 
pieces of information are... The news was 
interesting (or) 
the bits of news were 
interesting. 
All the furniture has been supplied.(or)  
All the items of 
Furniture have been supplied 

 



situations. Learners need to be motivated no matter their age. They need to know what they stand to gain if 
they put effort to master the language. Teachers of English should also be motivated by giving them 
adequate welfare packages. Both teachers and students should be given prizes occasionally to appreciate 
their efforts and sacrifices. 

(c) Proper choice of Textbooks: Texts are very essential in every teaching activity. Texts should be 
properly assessed before being accepted for use in schools based on the adequacy and originality of their 
content, and not on the amount of money the author or publisher has given out as bribe to those at the 
helm of affairs in our school system, or the personality of the author or whoever is sponsoring the move to 
have the text accepted for use. English texts carefully written and made to reflect the environment of the 
Nigerian child are always better for teaching them than those with foreign ideas and foreign background. 
In other words, if the child is taught with those things or beliefs he is familiar with, he will learn better and 
faster. 

(d)Expert Advice on Curriculum: It is quite clear that the present curriculum has fallen short of its 
goals. There is a need to re design it so that it can meet the present needs of the global community. 
Improvement in the school curriculum should be extended to the English language because 
proficiency in the language goes a long way to facilitate teaching and learning in Nigerian schools. Since 
English is the language of instruction in our schools, sTudents must be better equipped to use it efficiently 
in both spoken and written communication if the desired goal of producing professionals would be 
recorded in our educational system. 

(e) Constant and Effective Inspection: Teachers of English should be those that know the language 
very well, and know how best to impart the knowledge. With adequate in-service training and 
motivation, constant and effective supervision of both the teachers and the teaching and learning 
process will yield a good result. But the simple truth is that many of the teachers of English in our 
schools today know next to nothing in the language, yet the majority of our students depend on them 
for the knowledge of the language. 

(f) Finance: Nigerian government should be ready to sponsor the growth of English in our schools. 
This has become imperative since it is clear that failure in the use of the language is affecting the 
entire school system. The colonial covering which Nigerians put on the language should not be 
allowed to mar our educational system. We do not yet have any language that can replace it as the 
language of instruction. Government should equip schools in the urban and rural areas with enough 
English texts, teaching aids, ultra modern language laboratories, well equipped libraries, etc. to help in 
students' spoken English. 

Summary 
The key to the growth of every nation lies in her educational system, especially higher 

education. Higher education produces the skilled manpower needed to achieve growth and 
productivity. Our discussions so far indicate that language is an essential factor in education. In fact, 
teaching and learning cannot take place without a communication system. Since it is quite obvious that 
the standard of English Language in Nigeria has fallen, serious efforts should be made by the 
government, teachers, students, and every well meaning Nigerian to promote the effective teaching and 
learning of the language. 
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