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Abstract

This correlation study determined the relationship that exists between students’ gender,
grammatical (Syntactic) contexts and senior school students’ academic achievement in English
essay writing in the South-East States, Nigeria. It comprised 79,131 SS 2 students, male and female,
in Abia, Anambra, Ebonyi, Enugu and Imo States. Cluster, proportionate to size, percentage and
simple random sampling techniques were adopted.1,500 students of rural and urban public schools
from three of the five States- Abia, Anambra and Imo formed the sample size. A 50 4-point objective
test items with options A, B, C, and D titled GCCWT (Grammatical (Syntactic) Contexts and
Controlled Writing Test) in Cloze test format was used to generate data. The instrument was into
three sections: Section A- students’ demography, Section B- Grammatical (Syntactic) contexts and
Section C on Controlled English essay writing. K-R 20 statistic was used to test for its reliability
indices having Section B with r= 0.82 and Section C with r= 0.85 respectively. Two research
questions were posed and two hypotheses tested at 0.05 level of significance. Research questions
were answered using descriptive statistics of mean and standard deviation, and hypotheses tested
using 2-tailled t-test ANOVA. Findings revealed a significant relationship between students’
grammatical (syntactic) contexts and gender on English essay writing. Significant difference existed
in the mean scores of male and female students in grammatical (syntactic) contexts and in English
essay writing. Teachers should vary methods of teaching grammatical (syntactic) contexts to favour
both sexes and to enhance students’ better achievement in English essay writing.

Keywords: Grammatical/Syntactic Contexts, Students’ Gender, English Language Essay Writing.

Introduction

English, being the language of the colonial masters, came to Nigeria in the early 18"
century through trade, commerce and religion. Its status as Nigeria’s lingua-franca, national and
international language cannot be over-emphasized. The English language equally serves as the
centrifugal force that binds the multilingual Nigerians together in politics, commerce, trade,
religions and judiciary. It is the language of social and classroom teaching-learning interactions
especially from Universal Basic 4 (Primary 4) to any level of tertiary education (FRN, 2013). A
good credit pass in English language at ordinary level in West African Senior School Certificate
Examinations (WASSCE), National Examinations Council (NECO), or any other
national/international examining bodies is a criterion that qualifies one for admission for tertiary
education and degree awarding programmes in Nigeria and across the world. This stands the reason
why good mastery of its morphological and grammatical contexts is mandatory for every Nigerian
child who learns English as second or foreign language (L2/FL), especially its written form (Dada,
2015 and Misir, 2017).

Related to English grammatical contexts, the internal arrangement of morphemes both

within words and within phrases and sentences, according to Mbaeze (2013), Park (2016) and
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Jonnson (2007), is explained by a single syntactic theory, and morphology provides an account of
the way in which these morphemes are realized whether inside words or independently arranged
in phrases. It is necessary to emphasize the need for Senior Secondary School learners of English
to understand the principles behind word building, word formation and their class categories to
help them in their language use in English language essay writing.

The difficulties students encounter in making meaningful arrangements of words and
phrases in order to create well-formed sentences in their English essay writing cannot be
overemphasized. According to Nkpoli (2013), syntax is the grammatical structure of sentences. It
refers to the format, according to Challay and Jones (2019), in which words and phrases are
arranged to create coherent sentences which many students cannot explain! We now live in an era
when cohesion and coherence are no longer emphasized by English language teachers in their
teaching and no wonder; most secondary school learners find it very difficult to produce
meaningful, well structured sentences in their essay writing. This is why Oluwado (2016)
complained that the problem of syntax (proper grammatical arrangement of words, phrases and
clauses in their right constituents) has plagued the writing skills of most Nigerian users of English
and has left them intelligibly impoverished!

In other words, diction and syntax focus on different things. Diction focuses on word
choice; syntax focuses on the order and structure of those words. In English, a strong, active voice
sentence, according to Petrovska (2011) and Akbulut (2017), will always have the subject
performing the action of the sentence, which many students do not know. For example, the
sentence will follow a basic subject — verb — object format, e.g.

Chika ‘ killed ‘ the goat

Subject verb Direct object of the verb “killed” (a noun phrase).

Each case in its constituent can however be expanded to a phrase (a group of two or more related
words that can syntactically go together) or a clause. This, however, means the subject ‘Chika’ can
be described with some adjectives, articles/determiners to change its word level to phrase level,

e.g.

The powerful Chika has killed the stubborn goat
Noun phrase Verb phrase N. phrase as object.
S \% O

In this case, according to Ogunsiji and Sunday (2005), and Nzerem (2008) the rules of
grammar come in. These, according to Ogbologo (2014) are not properly taught in schools, which
outcomes render senior secondary school students’ English essay most times quite unintelligible.
Thus, any student, according to Lydia (2010) and Al-Saeedi (2017), who is inadequately taught to
have good mastery of the aforesaid, stands the risk of repeated failures at formative and summative
(certificate awarding) examinations in English. This is why English language teachers, apart from
varying their teaching methodologies, should endeavour to emphasize the contexts in terms of
relationships that exist in the teaching of syntax (grammar) of English words, phrases, clauses and
sentence structures (Beer and Nagy, 2009).

At the level of syntax (grammar), a word has no specific constituent until it is used. This
is why West African Senior School Certificate Examinations Examiner’s Reports on English
(2020) emphasized the need for English language learners to have good mastery of
syntactic/grammatical contexts to enhance the learners the opportunity to communicate
meaningfully in written format with little or no lexical or structural ambiguities.

Writing, as Daffern, Mackenzie and Hemmings (2017) stated, is the highest level among
the four language skills of listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Writing essays correctly by
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selecting appropriate words is often guided by the writer’s notion of such words’ pronunciation
which does not come into play so easily with English words spelling. Yule (2006) and Shen (2012)
state that having the phonological knowledge of English words is not enough, a good user of
English language must have good mastery of both the sound system, word formation, word class
and its lexical (denotative) and contextual (connotative) meanings. English language, as Beers and
Nagy (2009) and Ugbor (2019) opine, is far from the ideal writing system as anyone with
difficulties in the English language grammar (syntax) cannot be a good English language essay
writer.

The ability to write well in English as a second language, according to Misir (2017), has
paved the path of progress in life careers such as mass communications, law, journalism, teaching,
and in other language-based professions. Adeyemo (2010) and Gary (2013) noted that learning to
write well can help students to produce specific writing genres such as essays, summaries and
reports. But what is observed among senior secondary school students today, as Richards (2006)
opines, gives concern to parents, teachers and other education stakeholders as most students find
it difficult to present their ideas in meaningful written formats. This, as Lawal (2013) noted, has
led to poor performance in expression, organization, and the worst, in mechanical accuracy
(Hayland, 2011; Myles, 2002 and Brown, 2010). Therefore, Ogbologo (2014) states that, since
these linguistic levels (morphology and syntax/grammar) are related, students should be
adequately taught these levels perfectly to help them learn writing skills that will enable them
express themselves appropriately and effectively in English essay writing.

On students’ gender and their ability in English essay writing, Fargerberg (2006) states that
students’ difficulties in English essay writing are undoubtedly serious for learners irrespective of
their gender (male or female). It is a fact, as Jarmubwicz and Taran (2013) stated, that essay writing
in English in a second language situation, requires sound mastery of the skills as students usually
face the difficulties in selecting the correct and appropriate dictions (words) to use at the
appropriate place in the writing process. Ifeakor (2005), Murad (2013) and Nworgu (2009)
reported that girls (female students) perform better in English essay writing than boys (male
students) as female students are often used to reading love novels through which they gain more
English vocabularies, and are always conscious of checking up their contextual meanings in their
interactions with the opposite sex. This may be the reason why boys seem to write in few words
while female students, because of their verbal power, write longer essays more coherently than
boys. This, therefore, stands the reason for this study to find out the relationship that exists between
students’ gender and grammatical (syntactic) contexts in relation to their achievement in English
essay writing in the South-Eastern States, Nigeria.

Statement of the Problem

Writing essays proficiently in English language for most senior secondary school students is a
herculean task. The difficulty glaringly manifests in students’ poor academic achievement in the
core subject (English Language) which determines the extent to which an individual learner can
go in his or her academic pursuits. English Language teachers are often portrayed as unattractive
grammar- mongers whose only pleasure in life is to point out the faults of others most especially
in the uses of English language grammar. For the most part, within the classroom, any mention of
grammar/syntax or essay writing causes the students moments of discomfort. English Language
grammar/syntax is rule-governed, and the rules must be mastered and followed very strictly before
one can be seen as having overcome its grammatical difficulties. Many teachers have tried to make
essay writing a non-threatening, imaginative and useful activity within the English curriculum
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while most parents endeavour to provide school materials within their economic reach for their
wards, yet the problem still persists. Most of what students write is a mere junk of
incomprehensible essays. One particular concern has been with persistent students’ lack of
grammatical (syntactic) contexts in relation to English essay writing.

In addition, the WAEC and NECO external examiners’ reports for the years 2020 and 2022
results, noted that many candidates showed low level of content mastery, demonstrated poor word
choice, wrong grammar, poor sentence construction, wrong use of coordinates, spelling errors, and
lack of logical argument, coherence and balance. Most students were marked down under content,
expression, organization, and for being mechanically inaccurate. Candidates make frequent
construction errors, use of wrong words (dictions) hence making their essays minimally
intelligible, meaningless and incoherent.

Essay writing skills are life-long skills that transcend the academic environment. Poor
essay writing skills noticeable among students will affect their chances in life and their chosen
professions. Could it be that students perform poorly in essay writing because of their inability to
have sufficient mastery of the grammatical (syntactic) contexts? Or, is the problem of student’s
inability to achieve better in English essay writing be linked to students’ gender? These stand the
reasons for this study.

Research Questions

1. What is the relationship between the mean achievement scores of public senior secondary
school 2 students in grammatical (syntactic) contexts and in English essay writing in South-East
States, Nigeria?

2. What is the relationship between the mean achievement scores of male and female public
senior secondary school 2 students in grammatical (syntactic) contexts and English essay writing
in South-East States, Nigeria?

Hypotheses

HO1: There is no significant positive correlation between public senior secondary school 2 students
in grammatical (syntactic) contexts and achievement in English essay writing in South-East States,
Nigeria.

HO2: There is no significant positive correlation between the mean achievement scores of male
and female public senior secondary school 2 students in grammatical (syntactic) contexts and
English essay writing in South-East States, Nigeria.

Methodology

This survey correlation study focused on students’ gender and grammatical (syntactic) contexts as
correlates of senior secondary school 2 students’ achievement in English essay writing in South-
East States, Nigeria comprising Abia, Anambra, Ebonyi, Enugu and Imo States. The population of
the study was 79,131while 1,500 (male and female senior secondary school 2 students from Abia,
Anambra and Imo States formed the sample size for the study. Cluster, proportionate to size,
percentage and simple random sampling techniques were adopted A 50 4-point objective test items
with options A, B, C, and D titled GCCWT (Grammatical (Syntactic) Contexts and Controlled
Writing Test) in Cloze test format was used to generate data for this study. The instrument was
into three sections: Section A was on students’ demography, Section B was a researchers-made
15-item on (Grammatical (Syntactic) Contexts contexts and Section C was a 20-item test on
Controlled English essay writing adopted from WASSCE, 2022, May/June. The instrument was
validated by four validates while Kuder and Richardson (K-R 20) statistic was used to test for its
reliability indices. Section A was on students’ demography, Section B on Grammatical (Syntactic)
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Contexts context with r= 0.82; Section C on Controlled English essay writing had r= 0.85
respectively. Two research questions were posed and two hypotheses to guide the study were
tested at 0.05 level of significance. Research questions were answered using descriptive statistics
of mean, standard deviation while hypotheses were tested using 2-tailled t-test ANOVA.

Results
Research Question One: What is the relationship between the mean achievement scores of public
senior secondary school 2 students in grammatical (syntactic) contexts and in English essay writing
in South-East States, Nigeria?
The Answer to Research Question Two is Summarized and Presented in Table 4.2 below.
Table 1: Relationship between Grammatical Contexts and Students’ Mean Achievement
Scores in English Essay Writing

Variables N Mean SD R P Sig

Students’ Grammatical Contexts 1500 7.24 1.890 .501** .000 Sign

Achievement in English Essay Writing 1500 9.47 1.983

Source: Field Survey, 2023

Table 1 shows the relationship between grammatical contexts and students’ achievement in
English essay writing in the South-East States, Nigeria. The correlation indicates that the
coefficient of the students’ grammatical contexts and academic achievement in English Essay
Writing among secondary school students is significant at p <.05. There was a significant positive
correlation between students’ grammatical contexts (¥ = 7.24, SD=1.890) and their academic

achievement in English easy writing (¥=9.47, SD = 1.983), r (1500) = .501; p<0.05). A general

overview shows that students’ grammatical contexts have a significant influence on students’
achievement in Essay writing. Also, an increase in students’ grammatical contexts will
significantly enhance their performance in essay writing. It can be inferred from this table that
there is a positive and significant relationship between grammatical contexts and students’
achievement in English essay writing in the South-East States, Nigeria.

Research Question Two: What is the relationship between the mean achievement scores of male
and female public senior secondary school 2 students in grammatical (syntactic) contexts and
English essay writing in South-East States, Nigeria?

The Answer to Research Question Four is Summarized and Presented in Table 4.4 and
Figure 1 below.

Table 2: The Mean achievement Scores of Male and Female Students in Grammatical
Contexts and English Essay Writing

Variables Male (n= 728) Female (n=772)
Mean Std.D Mean Std.D

Grammar Contexts 7.25 1.754 7.23 2.011

English Essay Writing 9.54 1.895 9.41 2.062

Source: Field Survey, 2023

Table 2 reveals the mean scores of male and female students in grammatical (Syntactic) contexts
in English essay writing in the South-East States. It could be observed from the result that grammar
contexts with mean of 7.25 and, a standard deviation of 1.754 for male and 7.23 and 2.011 for
female. With regards to achievement in essay writing, male tend to be more acquitted in essay
writing as reflected in the mean score of 9.54 against female counterparts with a mean of 9.41 and

standard deviation of 1.895 and 2.062 respectively. The general observation from the findings
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showed that male students mean scores is higher than female their counterpart in both grammar
contexts and achievement in English essay writing in South-East States, Nigeria. This shows that
there is difference in mean scores of male and female students’ in grammatical syntactic and
Academic achievement in English essay writing in South-East State. However, the difference is
not statically significant.

Vs
H En iting , ® En iting ,
1
n ext ] ext
3
mmmms Grammar Contexts I English Essay Writing  ceceeeeee Linear (English Essay Writing )
\_

Figure 1: Mean Scores of male and female students in Grammatical (syntactic) contexts and
English Essay Writing

Hypotheses

HOa1: There is no significant positive correlation between public senior secondary school 2
students in grammatical (syntactic) contexts and achievement in English essay writing in South-
East States, Nigeria.

The Answer to Hypothesis One is Summarized and Presented in Table 4.3 below.

Table 3: Relationship between Grammatical (Syntactic) Contexts and Students’ Mean
Achievement Scores in English Essay Writing

Grammar English Essay Writing

International Journal of ResearfieBaygiomumsirelation 1 5017
Grammatical Contexts Sig. (2-tailed) .000
N 1500 1500
Pearson Correlation 501" 1
English Essay Writing Sig. (2-tailed) .000
N 1500 1500

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Source: Field Survey, 2023

Table 3 shows the relationship that exists between grammatical (syntactic) contexts and students’
achievement in English essay writing in South-East, Nigeria. The correlation indicates that the
coefficient of the students’ grammatical context and academic achievement in English Essay
Writing among secondary schools is significant at p < .05. There is positive relationship exit
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between the variables (r = 0.501) and the relationship observed was also significant. A general
overview shows that students’ grammatical contexts has the strong relationship with students’
achievement in English essay writing. Consequently, the hypothesis which states that there is no
significant relationship between students’ grammatical contexts and academic achievement in
English Essay Writing among secondary school students was rejected. Hence, there is significant
relationship between grammatical contexts and academic achievement in English Essay Writing
among senior secondary school students in South-East states, Nigeria. This implies that students’
grammatical contexts enhance their achievement in English essay writing in senior secondary
schools in South-East, Nigeria.

HOz2: There is no significant positive correlation between the mean achievement scores of male
and female public senior secondary school 2 students in grammatical (syntactic) contexts and
English essay writing in South-East States, Nigeria.

The Answer to Hypothesis Four is Summarized and Presented in Table 4.12 below.

Table 4: Relationship between male and female students’ mean achievement scores in
grammatical contexts and English essay writing

Gender of the respondent Grammatical Contexts English Essay Writing
Pearson Correlation 1 356"
Grammatical ContextsSig. (2-tailed) .000
Male N _ 728 N 728
Pearson Correlation .356 1
English Essay Writing Sig. (2-tailed) .000
N 728 728
Pearson Correlation 1 612"
Gender antb GraRIAHGaAIGSPiRE ST ol 8D orrelates of Students’ Achievemd@@n English
ay.YYriting in the South-East Stdtes, Nigeria - J.0. Oyékanmi, Ph.D 772
e Pearson Correlation .612™ 1
English Essay Writing Sig. (2-tailed) .000
N 772 772

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Table 2 reveals the relationship between male and female students’ achievement in grammatical
contexts and English essay writing in secondary schools in South-East, Nigeria. There was
relationship between male students’ achievement in grammatical contexts and English essay
writing (r =.356**, P< 0.05). Also, positive and significant relationship between female students’
grammatical contexts and achievement in English essay writing (r=.612**, P< 0.05). Hence, the
stated hypothesis was rejected. This means that the relationship between students’ achievement in
grammatical contexts and achievement in English essays is gender-based.

Summary of Findings

The analysis of the data revealed the following findings:

1. Findings indicate that the coefficient of the students’ grammatical contexts and academic
achievement in English essay writing among secondary school students is significant (r (1500) =
.501; p<0.05). It can be inferred that there is positive and significant relationship between
grammatical contexts and students’ achievement in English essay writing in South-East States,
Nigeria.
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2. Also, findings show that grammatical contexts with a mean of 7.25, a standard deviation
of 1.754 for male and 7.23 and 2.011 for female. Based on the descriptive statistics presented in
the table, there appears to be a minimal difference in mean scores between male and female
students in both grammatical (syntactic) contexts and English essay writing. There is no significant
difference in mean scores of students in both grammatical (syntactic) contexts and English essay
writing in the South-East States of Nigeria.

Discussion of Findings

Relationship between Grammatical Contexts and Students’ Achievement in English essay
writing in South-East State of Nigeria

The findings revealed that there a significant and positive relationship between grammatical
contexts and students' achievement in English essay writing, decisively rejecting the null
hypothesis. The rejection of the null hypothesis further underscores the importance of grammatical
competence as a contributing factor to success in English essay writing. These results agree with
Misir (2017), Park (2016) and Jonnson (2007) who offer valuable insights for educators and
curriculum developers, emphasizing the pivotal role that grammatical contexts play in fostering
effective communication through written expression.

Practical implications of these findings agree with Challay and Jones (2019), and Obi
(2019) who opined that it may include the development of targeted instructional strategies focusing
on enhancing grammatical skills to improve overall achievement in English essay writing.
Additionally, this study partly agrees with Adityas, Oktavianti and Pravogi (2021) who stated that
syntactic teaching contributes to the broader understanding of linguistic elements and their
influence on writing proficiency, thereby informing future research endeavors and educational
interventions in the field of language education.

Furthermore, this current study agrees with Misir (2017) who asserted that grammatical
(syntactic) knowledge has a significant effect on ESL learners’ writing quality. This equally agrees
with the findings of Petrovska, (2011); Akbulut, (2017) and Al-Saeedi, (2017).Beers and Nagy
(2009) who studied the relationship between syntax and writing ability of English-speaking
students and the findings supported the view suggested by the current correlation data that
syntactic awareness may help with the fluent expression of a more complex relationship among
ideas, leading the ideas to be supported clearly. Grammatical competence is likely to play a
significant role in composition writing tasks as this agrees with Daffern et al (2017b). Good
knowledge of the grammatical contexts of English language should help students in the mastery
of the fundamentals of English as second language. This study also supports the findings of Shen
(2012) and Ugbor (2019) who both opined that employing appropriate mechanical and
conventional rules of English grammar will help students to produce clearer written texts and more
effective message delivery through writing.

Relationship between Students’ Gender, Morphological Contexts and Achievement in
English Essay Writing in South-East States of Nigeria

With respect to providing valuable insights on students’ gender on Grammatical (Syntactic)
Contexts as the predictors of students' achievement in English essay writing in the South-East
States of Nigeria, notably, both Grammatical Contexts emerge as significant predictors with
positive coefficients indicating a positive relationship. This partly agrees with the findings of Gary
(2013), Lawal (2013) and Adityas, Oktavianti and Pravagi (2021) who stated that higher
proficiency in grammatical aspects is associated with higher achievement in English essay writing
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among students. The findings also agree with the studies of Jarmubwicz and Taran (2013) and
Ifeakor (2005) who both observed good mastery of grammatical contexts of English has practical
implications for educational interventions, highlighting the importance of emphasizing
grammatical competencies to enhance overall proficiency in English essay writing in the South-
East States of Nigeria.

Conclusion

Writing essays proficiently in English language, for most senior school students, is a
herculean task. The difficulty glaringly manifests in students’ poor academic achievement in the
core subject (English Language) which determines the extent to which an individual learner can
go in his or her academic pursuits. The findings reveal significant insights into the interplay of
linguistic elements and academic performance, making valuable contributions to the field of
education. The positive relationships identified between grammatical (syntactic) contexts and
English essay writing highlight the importance of these linguistic component in shaping students'
proficiency in written expression.

Furthermore, the detailed examination of gender-based disparities in linguistic
achievements provides a comprehensive understanding of the multifaceted factors that influence
academic outcomes. The findings not only demonstrate the significance of grammatical (syntactic)
contexts but also challenged preconceived notions regarding potential variations in achievement
based on gender..

As South-East Nigeria continues to develop its educational landscape, these findings can
guide curriculum development and teaching strategies. Tailoring interventions to address specific
linguistic needs, taking into consideration that gender has the potential to enhance overall
achievement in English language essay writing. The implications extend beyond the immediate
context of this study, urging educators and policy makers to adopt a holistic approach to language
education, recognizing the intricate relationship between linguistic elements and students'
academic success.

Recommendations

Based on the findings of the study, the following recommendations are suggested:

1. Government and other stakeholders should implement interventions aimed at strengthening
grammatical competencies in English essay writing. This may involve tailored instructional
approaches, workshops, or resources that emphasize grammatical structures to enhance overall
writing proficiency for both male and female students.

2. English language teachers should develop targeted instructional strategies that focus on
improving students' mastery of English language grammatical contexts. This could include
incorporating specific exercises, activities, or curriculum adjustments to enhance emphasis on
teaching grammatical (syntactic) contexts.
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