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Abstract 

The persistent cry over the fallen standard of education in Nigeria is hinged on 
a failure of correct use of the English language amongst Nigerian graduates/ 
students. This is so because many believed that to be educated was to be versed 
in the English language. This work underscores the fact that the English 
language teacher should play major roles in improving the quality of education 
in the country. It is therefore sustained by the question: what role should the 
English language teacher play in order to improve the standard of education in 
Nigeria? Using pure library research method, the work re-examined the 
learning theories vis-à-vis the teacher’s role in marrying the approaches. It 
further ex-rayed other necessary things which the English language teacher 
should do in order to enhance proficiency amongst students in the use of the 
Language. Among others, it recommended that the teacher should constantly 
remind the students of the invaluable position of the English language towards 
their overall success in their chosen career.  
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The persistent cry over the fallen standard of education in Nigeria is no longer 
news. Many Nigerians have expressed concern over the speedy decline of not only the 
standard of English used in the country but also the whole educational system. For 
instance, Arong and Ogbadu (2010:185) observed that “some graduates find it difficult 
to write standard formal letters for employment. There is no doubt that the quality of our 
education has evidently fallen generally”. While lending credence to the fallen standard 
of education in Nigeria, Okoroma (2007:67) quoted Ralua (1989) extensively, thus:  
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The primary schools have virtually decayed. The secondary schools are congested. Both 
Colleges of Education and Polytechnics exist under their own shadows. The universities 
are generally in shambles. The conditions could hardly be otherwise. Inspectors of 
education have now withdrawn to the secretariats. The teachers remain even frustrated . 
. . . In the circumstance, the quality of the Educational services at all levels has fallen.  

 
To corroborate the above views, Tanko (2013:2) noted as follows: “one fact 

remains obvious that is the fact that the educational system at all levels in Nigeria is on a 
speedy and continuous decline. For instance, it is an established fact that those that 
finished standard six during the colonial era can confidently oust a Nigerian graduate of 
the present system in an intellectual contest”. Duze (2011:803) sadly recounted an 
incidence where a Master’s degree student wrote “jargon” and “could not even spell her 
name correctly in two successive examinations!” This is in contrary to her late 
grandmother who possessed only primary six certificate but could read, write and 
explain herself better in English than many university graduates of today.  

The implication of the above is that when people talk about the fallen standard 
of education, focus is placed on the quality of English used amongst our students/ 
graduates. Indeed, to be educated was (and still is), in the eyes of many, to be versed in 
the English language (Baldeh, 1990:3). In fact, research shows that educational failure is 
primarily a linguistic failure. It thus appears that the assessment for standard is 
dependent on how effective students use   the English language. Of course proficiency in 
the use of the English language translates into effective learning of other courses 
(subjects) since both the teaching and learning of these other subjects are done with the 
English language. Even the vernacular and French languages are taught with the English 
language! This scenario is sure to challenge a dutiful teacher, especially, the English 
language teacher, who is desirous of changing the trend, whether at the primary, 
secondary or the tertiary level of education. Such a teacher is therefore charged to begin 
to reflect on the best teaching approach/ strategy to use, and other necessary things to do 
in order to ensure improved standard of education in the country. That is the main thrust 
of this paper. 

The course of selecting the best teaching approach will ultimately include a 
review of some (language) learning theories. This paper, therefore, reviews some of 
these in a bid to reminding the teacher of the options and aiding him to select the best. It 
further ex-rays other things which the English language teacher should do in order to 
improve the standard of education in the country. 
 
Review of Some (Language) Learning Theories 

Major attempts at linguistic description began in the second half of the 18th 
century. For instance, in 1755, Samuel Johnson published his Dictionary of the English 
language which among other things presented the meaning of English words and 
standardized the hitherto variable English spelling. Similarly, in 1762, Robert Lowth 
published Short Introduction to English Grammar. This prescribed what “correct” 
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grammar should be (Schmitt and Celce-Murcia, 2010:3). However, it was during the 20th 
century that so many movements influenced the field of Applied Linguistics. These 
movements led to many language learning theories, prominent among which are 
Behaviourism, Mentalism and Affectivism. Let us look at these theories, one after the 
other. 
 
Behaviourism 
 Behaviourism is a learning theory that defines human behaviour in terms of 
response to environmental stimuli. Classical Behaviourism was developed by J.B 
Watson; it rejected every mentalist account and limited analysis to physiological 
mechanisms and reflexes. In fact,  the behaviourists, according to Lyons (1981:230), 
posited that “everything that is commonly described as being the product of the human 
mind – including language – can be satisfactorily accounted for in terms of the 
reinforcement and conditioning of purely physiological reflexes: ultimately in terms of 
habits, or stimulus-response patterns….” According to this theory, for any learning to 
take place experience has to be available. Within this theory, therefore, there is no 
difference in the process of language learning and other forms of learning. 

Relating the above theory to language learning, some theoretical psychologists 
have argued that language acquisition can be explained in terms of learning in general. 
According to their views, sounds acquire meaning through a process similar to classical 
conditioning and the motor responses used in the production of speech are learned 
through a process similar to operant conditioning. Classical conditioning is associated 
with the Russian psychologist, Ivan Pavlov, who established the sequence of Stimulus-
Organism-Response as being one that underlies every learning experience. 

Using dogs in his experiments, Pavlov was able to show how the association 
between the sound of a bell, for instance, with food can make a dog salivate in response 
to the desire to eat food evoked there from. Even when the food was not present, the 
sound of the bell was also seen to produce the same effect in the animal. Hunger, the 
sight of food or food in the mouth of a dog causes it to salivate (unconditioned stimulus) 
but when the presence of food is assured through a signal (say the sound of a bell, etc.) 
the stimulus is conditioned – the bell without the show of food can produce salivation in 
this circumstance. 

On the other hand, operant conditioning refers to the strengthening of a 
stimulus-response association by following the response with a reinforcing stimulus. 
Usually, the reinforcing stimulus is the kind that can satisfy a drive. Thus, the principle 
of S-O-R (Stimulus-Organism-Response) is formulated by the psychologist in the 
language learning experience. In this way a language learner experiences every sound 
sequence in association with a given meaning in a given context. This may be 
conditioned (classical) as in the case of a child acquiring language from birth, or 
unconditioned or operant when he learns as second language reinforced with the benefits 
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that may go with such language learning – open door to general education, prestige, 
improved job opportunities, etc. 

Indeed, when a word is paired with an object as when a mother repeats “doll” 
every time she hands the child his favourite doll, a conditioned response is established 
between the word and the object. When a mother slaps a baby’s hand while saying “No” 
as a child goes for a forbidden object, the baby is more likely to withdraw his hand when 
he hears “No” alone and this not followed with a slap. These seem to resemble the 
conditioned stimulus-response proposal of Skinner. 

The behaviourists encourage habit formulation in language learning. This is a 
useful strategy because language learning itself is the acquisition of a set of linguistic 
habits different from the L1 linguistic habits and this cannot be achieved in complete 
isolation of the existing L2 habits within the teaching situation. 

In fact, the influence of behaviourism on language learning and teaching is 
significant. According to Nwachukwu, Nwigwe and Azubuike (2007:132), “The 
grammar translation method cannot actually be discussed without reference to 
behaviourism”. Equally, Audio-lingualism can also be said to be an off-shoot of 
behaviourism. Both Baldeh and Schmitt and Celce-Murcia (2010:4) maintained that “the 
basis of the audio-lingual method sometimes called the fundamental skills method or 
aural-oral method, is the view of language as behaviour”. The level of success, achieved 
with the use of the above teaching/learning method cannot be over emphasised. It 
therefore proves that behaviourism as a theory has really impacted on language learning. 
Behaviourism, nevertheless, had its weaknesses. For want of space, we shall not fully 
explore these. However, let us point out a few of such: 
1. This school gave no regard to innate capacity of a human being in learning. 
2. Time should considerably be long enough for learning. (Hussein, 2006:4). 
3. Imitations are inadequate to account for many errors that are theoretically 
predicted by the differences between the L1 and L2 and other errors that have theoretical 
explanation. (Nwachukwu, Nwigwe and Azubuike, 2007:132). 
4. This school was derived from the study of animals’ behaviour (e.g. Pavlov’s 
dogs, Thorindike’s Chicken, Skinner’s Pigeons). 
5. It has problem with continuity in the process of learning. 
 
Mentalism 
 The idea of language learning through habit-formation (behaviour) began to 
wane when Noam Chomsky attacked Behaviourism in 1959. Within the rationalists’ 
theoretical framework, there is reference to innate ideas. As Schmitt and Celce-Murcia 
(2010:5) captured it, “Chomsky (1959) suggested that children form hypotheses about 
their language that they tested out in practice. Some would naturally be incorrect, but 
children do not receive enough negative feedback from other people… to be able to 
discard them”. In other words, every child has inherent innate ideas and this assumes 
that, the child is born with the knowledge of language. His mind at birth already has the 
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imprints of what language is like, termed linguistic universals. The imprints or latent 
structures of language within the mind of the child (learner) come to the surface when 
the mind is exposed to the raw linguistic data (normally from people around him). This 
latent structure of the mind is what is generally referred to as LAD (Language 
Acquisition Device) and the attitude which ascribes to the mind certain characteristics 
that facilitate (language) learning is also called Mentalism.  
Discussing the function of the Language Acquisition Device in a child’s language 
learning process, Crystal (1997:23) stated that: 
 

The child uses its LAD to make sense of the utterance heard around it, deriving from 
this ‘primary linguistic data’ hypotheses about the grammar of the language-what 
sentences are, and how they are constructed. This knowledge is then used to produced 
sentences that, after a process of trial and error; correspond to those in adult speech: 
the child has learned a set of generalizations, or rules, governing the way in which 
sentences are formed. 
 
The relevance of this theory can be seen in the fact that learners formulate rules, 

try them out and if the rules are discovered to be inadequate, they alter them. Language 
learning can be seen as transitional and a learner moves from one stage to another in a 
systematic process. Unlike the behaviourist view, the mentalist approach recognises 
error as a natural feature of the learning process. The errors are recognised to arise from 
faulty deductions and over-generalisations. Errors are seen as positive evidence that 
learning is taking place. Some errors are developmental and learners overcome them 
within the learning process. Thus, a dutiful English Language teacher is expected to 
know the various approaches associated with these theories in order to be alert of every 
teaching situation. Knowledge of these will help him diversify strategies so as to deliver 
effectively to his given audience (the students).  
The weaknesses of Mentalism lie, among others, in the facts that: 
1. There is no role for the external factors in language learning. In fact, there is 
great deal of these factors in language learning. 
2.  They emphasized on the innate capacity of learners only and neglected the 
other factors 
 
Affectivism 

This learning theory believes that learning will be effectively achieved when a 
learner gets deeply involved in whatever he wants to learn. Applying this principle to 
language learning, this theory hinges on immersion theory which requires that for 
language learning to be effective, the learner must replicate the method of the language 
acquisition.  This implies that for anybody to effectively learn the English language, for 
instance, he should spend some years in England where we have the native speakers. 
When a learner gets into language learning by immersion, he picks the good and bad 
aspects of the language. Thereafter what has been learnt will then be filtered for the 
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learner to speak effectively and hold on to the standard. Affectivism, in this sense, is 
thus referred to as affective filter. 

The language teaching method that appears to incorporate Affectivism is the 
Communicative Competence method, introduced by Hymes in the 1970s. Schmitt and 
Celce-Murcia (2010:5) quoted Richards, Platt and Webber (1985) as observing that this 
method emphasises that language competence involves more than just being able to 
“form grammatically correct sentences but also to  know when and where to use these 
sentences and to whom”. It further encourages free use of the language; warmth in the 
classroom – where the teacher treats the learners as human beings and gives them senses 
of belonging; etc. 

If the affective filter is over-used, a person tries to compose grammatically 
perfect sentences every time he speaks, and if it is under-used, he speaks without regard 
to the “rules” he is aware of. In fact, the optimal user of the affective filter speaks 
naturally and often and eventually incorporates more rules into his speech. In this way 
the brain is provided with more experience and input while also progressing towards 
more fluent speech. 
 
The Place of the English Language Teacher 

From the fore-going, it can be said that the three theories above hold genuine 
and significant point on their approaches to the overall language learning process. They 
appear to sometimes, overlap with one another. For instance, the mentalist posture has 
not seriously contested the place of repetition, imitation, reinforcement, etc. as L2 
learning strategies. This is so because modern L2 learning skills include the use of these 
through patterns drills and the use of formulaic structures on which other forms can be 
generated either by substitutions, extensions, or contractions etc. 

The second language teacher can for all practical purposes involve these 
different theories and the attendant teaching methods in order to assist the second 
language learner master the target language. He should be eclective enough to know 
what is suitable at any point in time.  The notion of eclecticism implies that the teacher 
should choose things that are relevant and arrange them systematically in order to 
produce good results. This he must do since his success in ensuring mastery of the target 
language translates to success in the overall educational system which in turn assuages 
people’s feelings on the much talked about fallen standard of education in Nigeria. 

Further steps to achieving success in this regard include that the teacher should 
motivate his students (the learners). We have noted earlier that language learning can be 
reinforced with the benefits that may go with it, such as open door to education, prestige, 
improved better job opportunities, etc. It is the duty of the teacher to constantly remind 
the learners of these important needs. This will ultimately stir up interest, hard work, 
determination and perseverance in them which will make them concentrate during 
classes. This factor will even encourage the learners to continue to learn (personal 
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learning) even after the exercises of the four walls of the classroom. The result of such 
exercise will surely be positive. 
It has also been stated that the theory of Affectivism leads to immersion theory which is 
about the most genuine method of second language learning. This includes that the 
learner should imbibe the culture, habits, manners and dress of the English man. It is 
noteworthy that to be educated and civilized is to affect western habits, manners and 
dress. 

Since the majority of the Nigerian learners cannot afford to be in England or 
other native homes of English language in order to get a firsthand knowledge of the 
language, it is the duty of the English language teacher to work on their attitude towards 
the language. They have to become English in order to learn and speak the language 
well.  Baldeh (1990:23) confirms that “to learn English effectively the learner has to 
give off a certain amount of his personality, his culture and self-pride”. This borders on 
attitude which the language teacher has to inculcate into the learners. The teacher has to 
pose as he would want the learners to be. He should adopt a healthier attitude to the 
language in order to influence the learners who see him as a role model. 

Above all, the teacher must know a great deal of the subjects, since he cannot 
teach what he does not know. The knowledge of the theories/methods, for instance, will 
enable him to make the proper selection as appropriate. Baldeh (1990:37) further 
advised that the L2 teacher includes grammar as what must be taught: 

 
We would be doing a great disservice to the educational system if we abandoned 
the teaching of grammar…. We would be shirking our responsibility towards the 
eager Nigerian youth who desperately need effective communicative skills if 
they are to forge ahead in the liberal arts, social sciences and science and 
technology, and play responsible roles in their country. 
 
This researcher completely agrees with Baldeh in this regard since sound 

knowledge of grammar enhances correctness in the use of the language. Poor and wrong 
use of the language is what people mostly see as a mark of the fallen standard of 
education. 

The English language teacher should constantly review himself and realise that 
the responsibility of improving the quality of education in Nigeria is first saddled on him 
before any other factor(s). Naturally, he has to have/employ a method that is peculiar to 
him, but he must realise that no one method is inherently better than the other(s), hence, 
the need to be flexible and eclectic in approach. Indeed, the teacher is the “method” 
because a good method can be useless in the hands of a teacher who does not know how 
to use it. 

Apart from possessing the knowledge and method, the personality of the English 
language teacher matters a lot. He must possess untiring vigour and energy, love his 
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subject and profession, be patient, and have deep human understanding. Put in another 
way, a good/effective teacher must have the following requirements: 
(a) Sound knowledge of his subject; 
(b) self-respect and respect for the students; 
(c) discipline; 
(d) civility/ manners; 
(e) patience. 
Such a teacher is better equipped to accelerate the pace of learning than a rigid, hostile 
and authoritarian one. 
Cultivating and imbibing the above qualities calls for possession of certain professional 
ethics by the English language teacher. By ethics, we refer to the standard of behaviour 
by which conduct is judged. Such conducts, as identified by Obiudo and Chinyeaka 
(2013:143-4), task the teacher on regular attendance to classes – where, of course he 
ensures coverage of the syllabus; provision/recommendation of standard textbooks – not 
just “books” because they are written by him or his friends; abhorring exchange of 
grades for money; non victimization of students – he has to balance his actions and 
never to transfer private affairs to academics/professionalism; amongst others. Barring 
other factors from the learners themselves, a language teacher who keeps faith with good 
ethical standards is sure to deliver to his students. This will in turn improve the standard 
of education in the country. 
 
Conclusion 

The course of our discussion has shown that improving the standard of 
education in Nigeria cannot be isolated from a sound knowledge and use of the English 
language. Thus, the English language teacher (being the hub to this improvement) is 
saddled with ample responsibilities which he must be alive to if the trend must change. 
He therefore has to wake up to these challenges (already pointed out) in order to 
reposition the nation’s overall educational system. Consequently, we make 
recommendations in the following section. 
 
Recommendations 

1. Given the fact that no one gives what he does not have, we recommend that the 
authorities concerned should, foremost, examine the qualities of those who 
apply to be teachers whether at the primary, secondary or tertiary level to 
ascertain their intellectual capabilities before ever they are employed. 

2. Government and the operators of the system should ensure that language 
teachers, especially at the secondary and the tertiary levels, are periodically 
trained and re-trained with an aim of re-awakening their senses to the 
constant/current demands of their field. This will enhance competence in them. 
So important is this factor that Baldeh (1990:70) warned: “Any educational 
system that does not give top priority to the training of its teachers is doomed to 
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failure”. The view of Adaralegbe (1974) quoted in Okoroma (2007:71) is 
equally instructive here: “. . . As is the teacher, so is the school”.  

3. A committee should urgently be set up (where none exists) to form and 
harmonize ethical standards at both the secondary and the tertiary institutions in 
the country. This should be followed up by a monitoring committee which 
should ensure compliance to the rules by the teachers. 

4. English language teachers should be meaningfully motivated by the government 
and the overseers of the various institutions to encourage them put in their best. 
This will also make them over-look certain temptations that could mislead them 
from keeping to the prescribed ethical standards. 

5.  In keeping alive with their responsibilities, English language teachers should at 
every given opportunity, especially during the General studies (GS) classes 
continue to remind the students of their invaluable needs of the English 
language if they must make good professionals in their various (chosen) career. 
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