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Abstract 

This paper examines the important role functional skills play in the equipping 
the individual with ability to perform effectively in school and even after 
school. The skills are for knowledge and national development. Performance 
of students in English language raises concern on a daily basis. If an 
individual is developed, the ideas on how to provide infrastructure, build roads 
will emanate. Some of the recommendations made were provision of quality 
education and good libraries then, strengthening the primary section of 
education to lay solid foundation. 
 
 
The prominent position of the English language in Nigeria has long been 

established. Jegede (2006) observed that its dominance in our lives needs no proof. He 
further noted that its role as a linkage and a library language and as a medium of 
instruction in Nigerian schools and colleges and of higher studies cannot be de-
emphasized. Ker (2002) gave an account of how English language found its way in 
Nigeria. Those European commercial interests began in Nigeria by the 15th century and 
there also began the use of English language in Nigeria, by the 19th century, according 
to author; it has become the lingua franca.  

 
English language is the major language in Nigeria that can be said to serve as a 

language for inter-tribal communication since no indigenous language is widely spoken 
by an over whelming generality of the people. It makes interaction of the various 
communities easy. Johnson (2006) summed up its importance to the extent that official 
letters, notes, adverts, newspapers, political propaganda and other means of 
communication are sent and received in English language. In spite of this prominence, 
the performance of English language in various examinations like WAEC, NECO, and 
NABTEB show consistent poor performance. Confirming the above, Udosen (2007) 
observed that the Chief Examiner report showed the failure rate averaged 64.3% yearly 
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for five years (1995 - 1999). Years later, the situation has not improved going by the 
results of 2010 - 2012 from the various lamentations of parents. Even the recently 
released NECO results of 2013 in which the Registrar Prof. Promise Okpala announced 
improvement in the results showed that 33.89% had credit pass in English language.  
Various reasons have been given for the poor performance amongst which are poor 
teaching methods, lack of competent teachers, poor foundation from primary school 
education and many others. Olarenwaju (2013) shocked Nigerians in The Daily Sun of 
Friday, Jan.18 when he reported with a caption that “NYSC DG laments corps members 
inability to speak English.” The report  went on to quote the DG, Brigadier-General 
Okorie-Affia as saying that “some youth corps members can hardly communicate in 
English language” and went on to disclose that this academic deficiency has heightened 
corps members rejection and redundancy. He stated that “there are some corps 
members who can hardly communicate in English language let alone be able to teach in 
classrooms.”(p. 8).  

 
Considering the prominent position of English language, national development 

would be possible through functional English language education. Mwanti and 
Chuwang (2011) observed that Nigeria as a developing nation has tended to lay much 
emphasis on the teaching and learning of science and technology, in the hope that she 
will come out of the economical backwardness. The authors asserted that for the 
Nigerian child to have scientific and reflective thinking and the capacity to have 
manipulative skills there must be language. Giving reasons for this, the authors cited 
Crystal (1987) who noted that “language functions as the instrument of thought” (p.66). 
English language education is therefore an important ingredient for educational 
development.  

Functional, according to the Advanced Learners’ Dictionary of Current English 
means practical and useful. This paper therefore examines the strategies for promoting 
functional skills in English language education for national development. 
 
Conceptual Perspectives   
Functional Language Education/Skills 

The term “functional education” have several meanings in different countries. 
According to Zeilberger (1999) in Zeilberger (2013), in the United States of America 
and in Germany starting around 1920, the term functional education refers to education 
that comes spontaneously from the influence of the environment. This means that it is 
an unplanned type of education. It is a kind of education that is undirected, natural 
education that is different from the deliberate goal-oriented education that is directed by 
man. In Africa, vis-à-vis Nigerian education, this could be likened to the traditional 
system of education which Oyekan (1997) defined as “the transmission of relevant 
knowledge, skills and value orientations as components of the cultural heritage to 
individuals before attending and after the school hours years through a variety of 
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informal activities”. To Oyekan, as far as the family is concerned, traditional education 
still continues.  

 
The Goals of Traditional Education Include 

Transition and preservation of cultural heritage of the family and the 
community to develop and utilize human and natural resources from one generation to 
the next; character and moral training, acquisition of  viable vocational competence and 
development of intellectual abilities through creative thinking, discussion and folklores 
and folktales. 

 
The lofty aims and goals of traditional education could probably explain the 

concern expressed by various individuals, organizations, associations that the security 
challenges being faced today in Nigeria is as a result of breakdown of moral decadence 
both in the family and in the society.  

 
In Western Europe, still according to Zilberger, the term refers to education that 

comes from the child’s needs and uses the child’s interest as a process of activating him 
towards his desirable activities. Its purpose is to develop the life of the mind that acts 
from the wholeness of organic life with the relation to practical life in the present and in 
the future. This could aptly fit in to the progressive views of the definition of curriculum 
that places the needs and interests of child as paramount, because it is the child that 
would be assessed, evaluated to ascertain the actualization of the educational aims and 
goals. This could be as seen goal-oriented education. Zeilberger advised that both views 
of functional education from the various countries are basic processes of shaping and 
directing a human life so they should be combined. Teachers are hereby encouraged to 
consider functional education as an activity that is present at all times (even without 
organized educational institutions) and secondly, its usefulness in equipping the child 
with skills that are both beneficial to members of the society and the individual for 
national development.  

 
From the above, Douglas (2001) defined functional language education as the 

type of education or instruction  that equips the beneficiary  of  such a system or 
programme  to skilfully  manipulate the use of English language in his/her day to day 
life, either as a student or a worker or in whatever situation one may find his/herself. A 
functional language programme is supposed to impact the practical language skills of 
listening, speaking, reading and writing, in order to enable the leaner use the language 
efficiently, effectively, competently and intelligently. These four major language skills 
are:  
i. Listening with understanding  
ii. Speaking and being understood 
iii. Reading with understanding  

Strategies for Promoting Functional Skills in English Language Education for National 
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iv. Writing and being understood by the reader (Baker and Westrup, 2000).  
This is the context in which this write-up is concerned with. 
 
Functional Skills – What Are They?  

Functional skills are the essential knowledge, skills and understanding that will 
enable learners to operate confidently, effectively and independently in life and at work. 
Giving the origins of functional skills, Tomilinson (2005) stated that it was possible for 
learners to achieve a good grade in English language and not have a satisfactory 
standard of literacy. Functional skills could be likened to paying attention to ensure that 
miniature rudiments of the skills are followed to ensure learners have sound foundation 
in them. Learning the basics, having sound foundation has been mentioned as one of the 
reasons students perform poorly in English language. Confirming the above, Oyetunde 
(2006) observed that “many students come to the secondary school knowing little or no 
English... because the foundation is faulty” (pg. 3 & 4). Functional skills enable learners 
to use and apply skills they have so acquired to solve problems that may arise in future. 
So the major attribute therefore of functional skills is based on a problem solving 
approach. It is important to point out that there is no body of knowledge known as 
functional English but rather helping learners to become functional in their English. 
This means that, teaching and learning functional skills need to be introduced gradually, 
carefully and thoughtfully. Assisting learners to become functional is based on existing 
practices which include:  
i. Learning through application  
ii. Learner-centred approach 
iii. Active leaning and problem-centred approach 
iv. Partnership in learning  
v. Assessment for learning 

 
Importance of Functional Skills 
1. Functional skills are important because it enables the individual to have practical 

skills to succeed in further learning, employment and life in modern society. This is 
based on the social, educational and economic ground individual needs. For 
example, (the example of the corps members earlier cited in this write-up). 

 
2. The need to give every learner good command of the English language is seen as 

the way to overcome economic, social disadvantage and make equality of 
opportunity a reality for every child. In support of the above, Kolawole (2002) 
stated that education in Nigeria has long been equated with English language. 

 
3. Without the functional skills, learners will have difficulty in higher learning. There 

have been concrete research evidence as cited by Udosen (2007) to substantiate the 
various claims of low linguistic proficiency of Nigeria university students. Those 
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include Shofewa (1975), Orji (1987). Years later, the situation has not improved. 
Functional skills are not only about knowledge but they are about the use and 
application of the English language in real life situations. 
 

National Development 
National development is the ability of a country or countries to improve the 

social welfare of the people. Citing the NYSC publication of 1986, Airnatorudieke 
(2002) stated that it is the provision and creation of the conditions under which the 
citizens of a nation attain the fulfilment of their basic human needs. For a developed 
nation like Nigeria, the author stated that national development is termed – maintenance 
or achieved standards coupled with the necessary incremental addition. 

 
An ideal national development according to Amadi (2002) is seen “as the 

profound improvement in the material, spiritual and cultural condition in which the 
people of a given nation reproduce themselves” (p.140). It is the development of 
infrastructure such as education and health, roads, hospitals, airports, improving the 
social welfare of the people. For example, by providing social amenities like quality 
education, portable water, transportation, medicare and so on. Provision of quality 
education such as functional skills for national development will meet the UNESCO’s 
(1980a) idea that education can perform the important role of creating general 
awareness about the following, according to Odiba (2002): 
1. The problems of development 
2. The causes of stagnation of the economy 
3. The need for self-reliance among the people 
4. The revitalization of local institutions 
5. The effective ways of utilizing locally available raw materials and rural 

technology; and  
6. The improvement of the quality of life by guaranteeing a minimum standard for all 

through increase of income and employment potential (p.74). 
 

National development starts with the development of the individual. It means progress 
in that a nation strives to improve state or quality of human welfare by providing 
qualitative education. 
 
Strategies for Promoting Functional Skills in English language Education 
There are four major language skills in English language: 
1. Listening 
2. Speaking 
3. Reading 
4. Writing 
 

Strategies for Promoting Functional Skills in English Language Education for National 
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There are other sub-skills under them and they are not simple. Lindsay (2000) 
noted that students need to be taught these skills with specific training and different 
kinds of texts that require different kinds of practice. It should be pointed out that 
language skills are not normally used separately. For example, all the skills can be 
integrated and taught together but the focus may be on one of them. For instance, 
students need practice in listening to the sounds and utterances in English, but in the 
real world of communication, listening and speaking are interdependent and should be 
developed together. 
 
Promoting Functional Listening Skills 

Listening means paying attention to and understanding what you hear. It is a 
very important skill for communication. Lindsay (2000) noted that the importance of 
listening is often undermined because the obvious goal of a language is to learn how to 
speak the language. But being able to converse effectively, one has to understand what 
you hear. Therefore, listening is somehow more difficult than speaking because one can 
control what you say, but you cannot control what you hear. You choose to listen if you 
want to. Listening has purposes. Students only listen when there is a purpose or reason 
to listen. The following advice may help in developing listening skills according to 
Lindsay. 

 
1. Be ready to help, not testing in order to reduce fear by: 
(i) Introducing listening material with a simple global understanding. Question like 

“Is the dialogue about a football game or a table tennis match?” should be used. 
(ii) Use of tapes. Assure learners that the tape will be used more than once in order to 

make them relax. 
(iii) Place learners in pairs or small groups. 
(iv) Check and confirm students’ answers and ideas. 
 
2. Be aware of different listening strategies. Listening is not done the same way by different 

people. Example: listening to radio news is not done the same way as listening to airport 
announcements. 

3. Select appropriate materials. There are many listening materials available for 
teaching, listening, is important to understand the difference between authentic 
listening materials and materials that are specifically prepared for language 
learning. 

4. The aim of listening should be to prepare students for interaction in the real 
world, not only in the classroom, students learn to communicate and participate in 
the real world by developing skills and strategies needed to cope with life outside 
school environment. So they must be presented in the class room. For example, 
students may be told by their teachers to listen to a popular television programme 
or radio broadcast before coming to school. 

Academic Discourse: An International Journal  
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5. Have a listening purpose. There must be a reason for listening. Generally, there 
are four purposes for listening. 

i. Listening for gist (or global understanding) 
ii. Listening for specific information (for example, listening to an announcement at 

an airport). 
iii. Listening to establish a content (where is this happening? What is happening? 

Who is speaking to whom?) 
iv. Listening to provide information for later discussion, role-play or information 

exchange. 
 
Speaking Skills 

To most students, the main aim of learning English is to speak the language. 
Being able to communicate easily in speech is equated to knowing the language is 
erroneous. Achievement on speaking skills depends largely on being able to listen and 
understand what is said to us. 
Speaking skill can be done through three stages: eliciting, restricted oral practice or 
developing and fluency. 
 
Eliciting: This is designed to help the skill of not talking too much but giving learners 
guided practice and encouraging them to speak. Learner’s confidence in responding to 
specific question is very important. 
 
Restricted Oral Practice: Focus on accuracy through restricted oral practice. This is 
drill. Control practice is essential here. 
 
Developing Oral Fluency: Introduce topics that are stimulating, controversial and 
relevant to learners’ lives and aims. 
 
Eliciting 

Eliciting means draw out. A teacher should be able to draw out or elicit 
appropriate verbal language from students rather than tell them what to say, to get them 
more actively involved, increase their motivation, and enhance their learning 
satisfaction. When eliciting functional language, it is important that learners sound 
right. For instance, when apologising, students should sound as if they are really sorry 
and not just saying the word without meaning it in order to sound right, students need to 
learn to use appropriate word stress and intonation. It is important to teach and elicit 
suitable responses. 

 
“I’m sorry” 
“Oh! That’s alright” 
“Never mind” or “No problem” 

Strategies for Promoting Functional Skills in English Language Education for National 
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1. Eliciting can be done in the following ways: 

Ask questions, use wh-questions (what, who, where, why, when and how) rather 
than yes/no questions. For example, “where does he come from?” elicits 
information and checks understanding than “is he from Kenya?” this elicits only 
“yes or no” answers. 

2. Give instructions that require verbal interactions. Example, “Describe what you 
can see in this picture” or “tell the person next to you where you live”. 

3. Use real objects (realia). Example show students a cheque book and ATM card 
and ask “what are these called?” “What is the difference between them?” 

4. Use visual aids (drawings, flashcards, videos, etc) 
5. Give definitions. Example, “What do we call a man who has never married?” 

(Trying to elicit the word bachelor). 
6. Use synonyms and antonyms: Ask questions using synonyms and antonyms of a 

lexical item. Which word is similar in meaning to “slim”? Which word is opposite 
in meaning to “dead”? 

7. Use gestures and mime: Many words (sad, happy, angry) can be easily elicited 
using gestures and facial expression. 

8. Use prompts, cues and questions in social situations. Give a topic and invite 
students to talk on it. 

9. Fill gaps in tables, scales or diagrams. From examples, put up a diagram 
representing an object and ask students to elicit words to describe the diagram. 

10. Review key vocabulary: Use flash cards to make a list of words and ask students 
to relate words that will elicit use of the key vocabulary, grammatical forms. 

 
Restricted Oral Practice 

Learning functional skill in language education requires intensive practice. 
Restricted oral practice is better used than drilling because according to Lindsay (2000), 
drilling tends to become mechanical and meaningless. 
The following are types of restricted oral practice: 
 
1. Repetition: This is simple repetition. 

Teacher, He lives in Canada. 
Student: He lives in Canada. 
 

2. Echo Questions: These are statements that have to be changed in intonation. It is 
for classification or confirmation. 
Student A: He went home three days ago. 
B: Three days ago? 
C: Yes, three days ago. 
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3. Questions and Answers: This can be used to follow up repetition practice. 
Teacher: Where does he live? 
Student: In Canada. 
 

4. Simple Substitution: This requires more careful listening by the students. 
Students can also make their own response based on a pattern already taught. 
Example: 
Teacher: Your hair is getting very long. 
Cue:  Cut 
Student:  Yes, I’m going to cut it tomorrow. 
Teacher: Your clothes are very dirty 
Cue:  Clean 
Student:  Yes, I’m going to get them cleaned tomorrow. 

 
Developing Oral Fluency 

Students must know what activities and practice can really help them to achieve 
their aims of speaking functional English. Teachers, therefore need to be clear about the 
goals and techniques that promote fluency in speaking practice and oral activities. 
Decide the purpose of the speaking activities. Is it for fluency or accuracy? Learners’ 
fluency cannot be developed if you are monitoring things like accurate grammatical use, 
precise and appropriate vocabulary choices, or correct pronunciation. To encourage 
learners to communicate, adopt an attitude that encourages fluency development and 
saves accuracy for another lesson. 
Have the following in mind when preparing free-speaking activities to develop fluency: 
6. Re-teach: Introduce and explain essential vocabulary items, structures and 

functions. 
7. Stimulate interest using the following: 
(i) Use visuals (pictures, short video-tape clips, carton drawing). 
(ii) Display newspaper headlines and ask students to write details to fit the headlines. 
8. Personalise the topic, relating it to students, experiences and for their background. 
9. Set the scene for discussion. Arrange students’ chairs for face to face interaction. 
10. Give students time to think and prepare. 
11. Make a participation plan to ensure all students in the class participate. 
12. Organize the time. 
13. Make a recording 

 
Promoting Functional Reading Skills 

Reading is an important means of communication. Readers and writers interact 
through the reading of a text. Reading also offers additional exposure to the language, in 
that it can be stimulating, interesting and up-to-date in terms of vocabulary (especially 
in newspapers, even though newspapers are full of errors these days). 

Strategies for Promoting Functional Skills in English Language Education for National 
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Reading Strategies 
There are three main strategies: 
(i) Reading for detail: Reading all of a particular text to find out specific information. 
(ii) Scanning: Reading quickly in order to find a specific point or item (to 

successfully scan, the reader does and should not read every word or line. 
(iii) Skimming: Reading quickly to get general idea of what the text is about. 

 
Types of Reading 
(i) Intensive reading: Reading intensively is concerned about detail. A text might 

contain some needed information that is useful to us. We may need to know how 
events and actions take place. This knowledge will help to explore the reader’s 
thought and feelings. This is intensive reading. Other reasons for intensive 
reading include: 

a. To examine the use of specific grammatical features like verb, tenses or forms 
(reading a text designed to highlight uses of the past perfect). 

b. To infer meaning of new words in context. 
c. To learn about discourse markers (how phrases are used to introduce other 

phrases, discourse markers focus the reader’s attention on what the writer 
considers important; examples include such, as, important to note, most of all, 
especially, a major...) 
 

Steps in Intensive Reading 
i. Create interest; personalize the subject by relating it to their own experience for 

example, the dangers of facebook. 
ii. Pre-teach key vocabulary. 
iii. Give a reading task. 
iv. Give follow-up activities such as: 
a. true/false statements. 
b. yes/no questions 
c. either/or questions 
d. word search 
e. asking question 
f. guided writing 
g. close-activities (fill in the gap) 

 
Extensive Reading 

Reading fluently to get the main idea or general understanding is called 
extensive reading. It is done individually for the purpose of enjoyment, with little 
involvement of the teacher. This type of reading should be encouraged at the tertiary 
level of education because it widens the learner’s exposure to the language. Extensive 
reading aims at acquisition rather than conscious learning, fluency rather than accuracy. 
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Added to this, the Tomilinson report on Teaching and Learning Functional Language 
(2007) noted that to be functional in reading, learners need to be able to read the wide 
range of materials they encounter in: 
1. Life – for example, newspapers, advertisements, information from their local 

council and various letters. 
2. Work – for example, manuals, health and safety instructions, e-mails, memos, 

reports, minutes of meetings. 
3. Learning – for example, course or programme documents, textbooks, resource 

materials, test or examination papers (p.65) 
 
Functional Readers Can 
1. Read fluently with few pauses and at constant speed. 
2. Understand text on a literal level, picking out relevant points and detail  
3. Read between the lines to infer and deduce hidden and implied meanings and 

recognise the writer’s intentions 
4. Recognise the use of language, including emotive or persuasive language 
5. Use the format, structure and other organizational features to aid understanding 

(p.66). 
 

Promoting Functional Writing Skills 
Writing is the visual representation of a language and it is valuable for helping 

students communicate and understand how the parts of language go together (Baker and 
Westrup (2002). Many students learn and remember more through written word. People 
find writing difficult because of the following reasons: 
1. Writing seems artificial 
2. When writing, you are usually isolated from the feedback of another person 
3. A good writer must be sure of sentence construction, spelling and punctuation as 

well as style and appropriate registers. Misusing vocabulary or grammar could 
easily obscure the meaning you are trying to express. 

4. Writing demands successful organization of ideas and information. 
5. A writer has to choose an appropriate style for the subject and the reader (p.180) 

Tomilison added that writing gives a powerful first impression, people form an 
overall judgement of an individual just on the basis of what they have written. 
What makes writing functional is if it is fit for the intended purpose and audience. 

Developing writing skills could be done in stages/levels. Lindsay (2000) listed them as 
follows: 

1. Beginning and High-beginning Level 
(i) Copying - Ask students to copy short passages. 
(ii) Filling in forms – Students to complete forms or applications with correct details 

(names, addresses, telephone numbers and other personal information). 
(iii) Dictation – Short sentences are dictated to students. 

Strategies for Promoting Functional Skills in English Language Education for National 
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(iv) Short descriptions – Ask students to write short descriptions of subjects they can 
easily relate to. Example, “describe your family in 50 words”. 

(v) Writing messages - Provide the beginning of the message then ask students to 
complete it. Example “I don’t have my homework because...” 

(vi) Combining sentences – Combining sentences teaches students to use specific 
linking words, not, just and but, although, even though. 

(vii) Substitution table – This provides materials for students to use in writing 
connected sentences. 
 

2. Intermediate Level 
(i) Letter writing: Students can be given newspapers already proofread by their 

teacher to respond to an advertisement on job. 
(ii) Instructions: Give students instruction to write on any topic at home using 

household wares. 
(iii) Writing a review: Ask students to write reviews of any movie or TV talk show 

they have watched. 
(iv) Picture writing:  Give students two picture photographs to note the differences 

and similarities. 
(v) Note-taking: Ask students to listen carefully to an important announcement and 

make notes of the most important facts. 
 

3. Advanced Level 
 At this stage, process writing should be encouraged because even though, on 

advanced level, help is still needed. Students need to improve on their letter 
writing, note-taking, group writing, projects. Barker and Westrup (2000) listed the 
techniques for process writing as follows: 

i. Find ideas or information for a composition. 
ii. Put these ideas or information in logical paragraphs 

iii. Make sure the meaning is clear within these paragraphs. 
iv. Make sure the paragraphs are linked together. 
v. Make sure language is accurate. 

vi. Make sure the language is appropriate to the purpose of writing. 
vii. Find and correct errors in their work. 

viii. Improve each writing attempt (drafts) so that the final draft is the best it can be 
(p.111) 

 
Conclusion 

In concluding this paper, the writer is of the opinion that since national 
development is a process that is geared towards changes in a state’s economy, 
technology and the overall culture of a nation, functional skills in language education 
should be encouraged in order to facilitate national development. Functional skills are 
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needed in school and jobs, skills unlock individual’s potential of greatness thereby 
leading to higher productivity, creation of health and social justice. Emphasis should be 
laid on improving these skills. 
 
Recommendations 

Functionality means quality, ability to perform a given task adequately, efficiently 
and effectively. Functional skills in language education cannot be started at the top, but 
effort could skill be made. The major issue is starting it at the foundational level which 
is the primary education. Based on the above, the following recommendations were 
made: 
1. Quality education has been mentioned as one of the indices of national 

development, government should provide accessible quality education at all levels 
of education. 

2. Priority should be given to primary level of education. It has been mentioned in 
this write-up that functional skills are supported by existing practices of learning 
through application. Even the aim of primary education encourages learning 
through application; learner-centred approach and active learning. Government 
should equip the primary education to make it functional. Functional skills are 
foundational basic skills that should be started in primary school because every 
child needs good command of English language to succeed. 

3. The issue of large class size should be tackled by the government. The various 
functional skills so enumerated in this work cannot be handled with the number of 
students we have in one classroom. 

4. English language is the language of instruction and a subject which happens to be 
compulsory, teachers of English should be given constant training and retraining 
workshops in the teaching of the various language skills. 

5. Materials and language laboratories should be built in schools. 
6. The government should exhibit the political will in order to accord education its 

position according to UNESCO standards. 
7. Government should embark on provision of functional libraries in all schools 

starting from the primary level. 
8. National development starts with individual development and this means progress, 

when an individual is developed by ideas on how good roads should be built, 
infrastructures provided, portable water, hospitals, schools which are indices of 
national development would be enhanced. 
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