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Introduction  

Primary schools in Nigeria have 
gone through different phases. One of 
them is the Universal Basic Education 
(UBE). The UBE logo is Education for all 
is the responsibility for all. Most 
community in Nigeria are more concerned 
with how they are going to eat the next 
meal than to remember that it is part of 
their responsibility to do something for the 
school their child attend. The funds the 
government is providing is not enough 
because they always underestimate the 
number of pupils they have.  

English language came to Nigeria 
through contact with Europeans, (Ahmad 
and Odiwo, 2004:10). This contact was 
established as a result of trading between 
the Europeans and Nigerians. With the 
Berlin conference of 1884/85, the 
European powers divided up the African  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
states and Nigeria was made a colony of 
Britain. When the British colonised 
Nigeria, they also colonised our mother 
tongue. The British introduced English 
language as an official language of 
administration in Nigeria. It is also the 
language used in all the schools in Nigeria 
to teach all subjects and it is also offered as 
a subject. 

Nigeria is a country with a 
population of 140,354,000 million people. 
Kano state was ranked second to Lagos 
state which has the largest population of all 
the states in Nigeria. When Nigeria got her 
independence in 1960 everyone taught it 
was the end of using English as the official 
language. Almost half a century since her 
independence, Nigeria still have people 
that do not speak English language and 
they are not worried. This is because of the 
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The falling standards of teaching English language in our primary 
schools is now becoming a national phenomenon. Teaching of 
English language is not given the attention it deserve. This paper 
intends to talk about what teaching of English in primary school 
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make learning the language as natural as possible for the child. The 
reasons why the standards of teaching English in our primary schools 
is nothing to be proud of will also be discussed. These problems will 
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multi-lingual nature of Nigeria and the fact 
that we have major indigenous languages 
which are used according to geographical 
location.   

Kano state is located at the 
Northern part of Nigeria and the official 
language apart from English language is 
Hausa language. It has 44 local 
governments which Nassarawa is one of 
them. Nassarawa local government is 
cosmopolitan in nature. There are several 
primary schools in Nassarawa local 
government and some of them will be used 
as subjects for this paper. The ones that 
will be used in this paper are Gwagwarwa 
Special Primary School, Gawuna Special 
Primary School and Dangana Special 
Primary School.  
 
Teaching English Language in Primary 
Schools  

The aims of teaching English 
language in Nigeria, according to Ahmad 
and Odiwo (2004:17) are; 

1. To equip learners with variety of 
language skills. This include the 
ability to listen and understand 
grammatically correct English. 

2. To enable learners of English 
language to understand the sounds 
system of the language and 
connect them to make meaningful 
utterances. 

3. To be able to read English 
language effectively. 

4. The learners should be able to 
write correct sentences. 

Halliwell (1992:3-8) believes that 
young children do not come to the 
classroom empty-handed. They bring with 

them an already well-established set of 
instincts, skills and characteristics which 
will help them to learn another language. 
These characteristics are, children: 

 are very good at interpreting 
meaning without necessarily 
understanding the individual 
words, 

 already have great skill in using 
limited language creatively, 

 frequently learn indirectly rather 
than directly, 

 take great pleasure in finding and 
creating fun in what they do, 

 have a ready imagination, 
 above all take great delight in 

talking. 
The above mentioned 

characteristics can help both the child and 
the teacher in a foreign language 
classroom. 
 
Children’s Ability to Interpret Meaning 

Young children are able to 
understand what is being said before they 
understand the individual words. Young 
babies are able to understand a new 
language through intonation, gesture, facial 
expressions, actions and circumstances 
which help them to know what the 
unknown words and phrases probably 
means. Understanding these concepts help 
them to understand a new language. It is 
thus use in later life with our knowledge of 
the language itself. 
Children go to primary school with this 
interpreting ability already highly 
developed. So when they encounter a new 
language at school, they call on their 
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interpreting skill to help them interpret the 
new words. 
 
Children’s Creative Use of Limited 
Language Resources 

At the early age of language 
development children excel at making a 
little language go a long way. They are 
creative with grammatical forms and 
concepts. A child can decide to add a 
negative prefix to a word in order to ask an 
adult not to do something negative, for 
example, a child asking a caller not to 
unring the telephone so that he can go and 
get his mummy. Children also use 
concepts they believe is right to express 
themselves, for example a child saying 
switch of the dark. I don’t like the dark 
shinning. Every child has a way of making 
his vocabulary understood. 
  
Children’s Capacity For Indirect 
Learning 

Children always find a way of 
deviating from what is going on at the 
moment even when the teachers are 
controlling an activity fairly closely. They 
tend to engage themselves in something 
other than what is going on in the 
classroom and they remember it more. 
This is always very frustrating for the 
teacher but can be turned positively to suit 
the situation. It can be used to teach them 
indirectly. 

Language activities such as 
guessing what phrase or word someone has 
thought of are very good examples of 
indirect learning by pupils. To the child, he 
is not learning words or phrases but he is 
guessing the right answer to what has been 

asked of him. The truth of the matter is by 
the time they finished guessing they would 
have learned new structures and phrases 
they only half knew at the beginning of the 
lesson. 
  
Children’s Instinct For Play and Fun 

Halliwell (1992:6) says children 
have an enormous capacity for finding and 
making fun. She also said they choose the 
most inconvenient moments to indulge in 
it. Pupils have a way of bringing their own 
version of things contrary to what the 
teacher intended to teach and it will be 
accepted by the teacher.  
 
Children’s Role of Imagination 

Children delight in imagination 
and fantasy says Halliwell (1992:7). 
Children in their natural disposition loves 
role-playing. They always want to play the 
role of mummy and daddy when playing. 
They engage in long and continuous 
interaction when playing this roles. 
Sometimes it can last a whole day but with 
intervals as the situation warrants. They 
can break it when interrupted by an adult 
or another more exciting event because of 
their attention span of limited focusing on 
one particular activity but they always 
come back and continue. This act of 
fantasising or imagining is a great tool to 
be exploited by the English language 
teacher. 
  
Children’s Instinct For Interaction and 
Talk 

Children in their nature are 
talkative. The teacher should encourage the 
pupils to talk on important issues rather 
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than always punish or scold them for 
talking in the class. Pairwork activities that 
will give them ample practice of the 
language should be given to them to 
discuss. Topics that will entertain good and 
constructive sentences should be given to 
them in the classroom or to go and ask 
their parents before the next day.  
 
Helping the Pupils to Understand the 
Language  

Teaching English language in 
primary schools is a fundamental tool to 
the development of the pupils as useful 
individuals and valuable assets to the 
society. Thompson (2001:2-11) posits that 
a teacher’s understanding of his pupil will 
help the child to adjust easily. Thompson 
said the following should be put into 
consideration when trying to teach the 
pupils. They include; 
1. The challenge of learning English.  
2.  Starting to learn English. 
3. Understanding the children’s language 

development. 
4. Assisting pupil’s development in 

English. 
5. Encouraging pupils in reading and 

write. 
Pupils learning English language 

are faced with challenges that work against 
them. These challenges are listed by 
Thompson (2001:2) as   
 They have to deal with a new language 

in a new situation. They are learning a 
new language, which is probably 
confusing to them, and they are 
learning it in a new environment. They 
are gradually getting used to being in a 

classroom rather than being at home 
with their family. 

 They have to make sense of the new 
language and try to produce it well. 
Doing this involves many complicated 
processes in their minds as they 
struggle to choose the correct way to 
say things. 

 They have to master the skills of 
reading and writing in English. 

These challenges can be 
overcomed when the teacher has a set of 
objectives he wants his pupils to achieve at 
the end of their stay in the primary school. 
These objectives can include a list like 
they should be able to understand everyday 
English when they hear it. They should be 
able to have simple conversations with 
other speakers of English. They should be 
able to read several paragraphs with ease 
and, write several accurate and well-
organised paragraphs in English. 

There are certain stages a pupil 
starting to learn English must go through. 
Among them are the pupils first contact 
with English. In Nigeria it depends on 
either of the following factors. They are 
the pupils locality, home, social status or a 
child’s father economic disposition. The 
locality of a child can dictate the childs 
first contact with English. A child’s 
background and even neighbours can 
determine the child’s contact with the 
language. If they came from different 
locality they may not speak the same 
language and may use English to 
communicate. If they are able to 
communicate with English language 
outside the classroom, they will be able to 
learn the language freely in the classroom.  
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Problems of Teaching and Learning 
English Language in our Primary 
Schools 

Teaching English language in our 
primary schools is characterised by many 
problems. Among the numerous problems 
are ; 
 Lack of RP model teachers and mother 

tongue interference. 
 Lack of conducive atmosphere for 

learning. 
 Congested classrooms. 
 Lack of teaching and learning 

materials. 
 Too much workload for teachers. 
 Lack of qualified teachers. 

 
Lack of RP Model and Mother Tongue 
Interference 

Traditionally English Language 
was taught in schools by the British whose 
language was being used. Nowadays 
English language is taught by those that 
were taught from a tree that is not at all 
close to the original tree. Though they try 
their best, mother tongue interference is 
one great problem most of them encounter 
in pronouncing English words. Some of 
them transfer this wrong pronunciation to 
writing the words. As much as possible 
pupils should be taught to pronounce 
words correctly.  
 
Lack of Conducive Atmosphere For 
Learning 

Most schools have no good 
classroom buildings. The available ones 
are either dilapidated or not enough for the 
pupils in the school. Though in Kano state, 

the State Primary Education Board (SPEB) 
through the Community Re-orientation 
Committee (CRC) constructed a total of 
352 UBE classroom blocks with the money 
meant for 132 classroom blocks, they are 
not  enough because of the population. 
There are no chairs and table for students 
to sit in the classroom. Blackboard is in a 
bad shape, that is, anything written on it 
cannot be seen. 
 
Congested Classrooms 

The stipulated number of pupils 
per class according to the National Policy 
on Education (NPE) is 35. This is evident 
in the NPE (2004:16) were it was stated 
clearly that for effective teaching and 
learning, the teacher-pupil ratio shall be 
1:35. Our classes are now almost 5 times 
the stipulated number. In Dagana Special 
Primary School, the least number of pupils 
per class is above 80. In Gawuna Special 
Primary School, the number of pupils in a 
class is above 100 while in Gwagwarwa 
they have about 100 and above in a class. 
No English teacher can perform a miracle 
in a set up like the above mentioned. It will 
be a miracle for learning to take place but 
unfortunately that is what we have in most 
schools in Kano state. 
  
Lack of Teaching and Learning 
Materials 

Apart from the outrageous number 
of pupils per class, most of them do not 
have the prescribed English textbook. 
English language is an activity oriented 
subject which needs constant practice of 
structures and re-enforced writing. 
Children need a lot of picture and 
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dramatisation for them to embrace the 
language and the subject. Since most 
children according to Thompson (2001:4) 
learn quickly but forget easily. Thompson 
said they can be helped by allowing 
constant revision of words and language 
they are learning. The teacher should use 
new structures taught regularly in lesson or 
in informal talk so they are familiar. New 
words must always be displayed in the 
classroom for practice. This is why it is 
important that textbooks and teaching 
resources both audio and visuals be 
provided. Most schools lack them and 
where they are provided for they are not 
adequate. 
 
Too Much Workload For Teachers 

In most schools English teachers 
are hard to get. The available teachers are 
overloaded with almost 30 periods per 
week. English language is a subject to be 
taught on a daily basis. An English teacher 
is supposed to take at least two classes 
depending on the population. In Gawuna, 
Dangana and Gwagwarwa primary schools 
an English teacher teaches almost ten 
classes with a population of more than 100 
each. The teacher is only able to attend to a 
class at least three times in a week. 
Sometimes twice or worst case once in a 
week. The teacher suffers with work 
overload and the pupils suffers from 
negligence and lack of teaching of English. 
The pupils end up not acquiring the basic 
foundation of English language they were 
to get at the primary school.   
 
 
 

Lack of Qualified Teachers 
Most of the time you will find a 

teacher who read social studies/History 
teaching English language in a school. The 
argument of the headteacher will be that he 
was taught in English, so he can handle 
primary English. The realistic thing is he is 
not qualified to teach it. The subjects he 
studied are characterised by field trips, 
outdoor activities and explanation of 
concepts. If he brings this attitude into the 
language classroom, it will be a one-sided 
tutoring which will not give the pupil the 
opportunity to practice structures and 
drills. Scrivener (2005:25) posits that there 
are three kinds of teachers; the explainer, 
the involver and the enabler. The explainer 
teacher believes in explaining or lecturing 
the pupils all the time. The knowledge is 
there but the teacher lacks variety of ways 
to impact it. The involver teacher has the 
methodology and techniques but the 
teacher explains to the pupils in the class 
too. The enabler on the other hand allows 
the pupils to participate fully in the lesson, 
atimes pretending not to know what the 
topic is about. This kind of teachers are 
more confident than the explainer and the 
involver who do not want to relinquish 
power over the pupils.  
 
Recommendations 

It is clear that the problems of 
teaching English language in our primary 
schools is not just a matter for an 
individual or some few groups of people. It 
is a responsibility for all as the UBE logo 
has declared. The following should be 
done by the various authorities involved in 
a child education: 
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1. The government should be sincere 
enough to release the adequate 
funds that is allocated to 
education. This will help to 
implement policies that the 
government has designed and there 
will be uniformity. 

2. Teachers should be compensated 
fairly, so that they do not look 
haggard and grumble all the time. 

3. Textbooks and writing materials 
should be provided where 
government has promised. The 
government should also make sure 
they provide enough. 

4. Qualified teachers with appropriate 
requirements should be hired to 
teach English. Teachers that 
studied other subjects should not 
be asked to teach it because they 
can speak English as a language. 

5. The government should provide 
enough classrooms and furniture 
for the pupil to study with. The 
learning environment should be 
such that will make the pupils 
want to come to school daily. 
There should be pictures and 
learning clues every where in the 
class and along the corridors. 

6. The number of pupils assigned to a 
teacher should be within what a 
teacher can conveniently handle. 
Any class with a pupil population 
of more than 50 is a burden to any 
teacher that is asked to teach it. 
English language teaching is 
characterised by teachers giving 
classwork and homework that 

must be marked and corrected so 
that pupils can get their feedback. 

7. Teachers should teach any class 
assigned to them by making 
learning of the subject easy and 
fun for the pupils. The teacher 
should encourage the pupils to 
speak the language at all times, 
both inside and outside the 
classroom. 

8. Parents should provide learning 
materials for their children where 
the government has failed. They 
should also try to provide some 
equipment for the school. 

9. The parents and school should 
work together to make the children 
get the best out of their stay in 
primary school. They should 
discuss issues like lack of adequate 
and qualified teachers to teach 
English and seek for parents 
assistance on how to tackle the 
problem. 

 
Conclusion 

The problems of teaching English 
language in our primary schools is so bad 
that it will take alot of efforts by parents, 
teachers, school administrators and the 
government to find solutions. This paper 
has discussed how this learners can be 
helped to adjust to learning the language. It 
also talked about what teachers working 
with young learners need to do to help 
them learn with ease. Problems that make 
teaching and learning of English in some 
schools under Nassarawa local government 
of Kano state were also discussed. 
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Recommendations were given for all those 
involved to implement.    
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