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Abstract

Human beings learn and use language for communication in any form, and
we do not learn it for its own sake but for some specific functional purposes
in our daily life such as imparting knowledge, skills and giving instruction
or directives to someone or some group of people. Therefore, the importance
of language towards the development of education of any nation can not be
overemphasized. As a result, in the Nigerian context, English language is
serving a wide range of functions among which is our language of
education. To this end, when talking about the re-engineering education in
Nigeria English is occupying a higher position. So, all the necessary
measures which are more promising in attaining proficiency in the use of
English need to be taken and this is what this paper is all about.

Since the creation of man, education has become one of the most important preoccupations of
humanity. It is a process that helps to develop the whole human being; physically, mentally, morally,
politically, socially and technologically Ogwuazor and Nwaham, (2008). Therefore, the growth of
civilization and the predominance of man over his environment as well as the sustenance of human
civilization have mainly rested on man’s ability education principles and techniques. Fafunwa, (1991)
added that education is the aggregate of all process by which a child or young adult develops abilities,
attitudes and other forms of behaviour which are of positive values to the society in which he lives.

The need to preserve human values and achievements for the present and future use by
succeeding generations of humanity has compelled government everywhere to institutionalized and
formalized education. Thus, education has become one of the greatest preoccupations of not only the
governments but the entire humanity. Man’s desire for survival and predominance seems to narrow
down such educational endeavours to the application of science and technology. As such, education is
now generally regarded as a major instrument for socio-economic as well as political development in
Nigeria.

The Language of Instruction in Nigerian Formal Schools

The importance of English language can not be overemphasized. This is because, English is
used as a medium of instruction and at the same time it is use as a subject in the curriculum. In other
words, English language is the language of education, thus, making possible teaching other subjects
such as humanities, sciences and arts.

In Nigerian schools, from primary level to the tertiary, English is the language of instruction.
Teachers use English language as medium of instruction, textbooks, workbooks, manuals, printed
media etc for most school subjects are written in English language. Most printing machines,
computers and typewriters are designed and produced with English characters and alphabets. Idialu,
(2004)

Even though, the National Policy on Education (NPE) recommended the use of mother
tongue or the language of the immediate environment to be used as medium of instruction in pre-
primary and from primary one to three, most mother tongues in Nigeria are yet to be developed to
enable their use as languages of instruction and the few that are developed lack adequate human and
material resources to make them function well as languages of instruction. Idialu, (2004)
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Consequently, these problems necessitated the English language taking over the language use in
teaching most of the school subjects right from the grass root up to the tertiary level of our
educational institutions. Beyond the formal school system, most apprentices at different vocational
centres such as mechanic, workshops, tailoring and sewing institutions are instructing the learners in
English language.

Building Competency in English Language

English as language of education in Nigeria, it is very much essential for the learners to
develop competency in manipulating it both in written and its spoken aspect will surely enable the
country to record success in its educational sector which is the bedrock of all other sectors. Therefore,
if that is the case, the relationship between the discipline of language and literature at the school or
academic level is so close to the extent where their separation or even separate consideration is not
advisable. In respect of this, Leech (1984) says “literature can not be examined in any meaningful
depth apart from language any more than the language can be studied apart from literature”.

However, Abdu, (2006) has the opinion that literature is a rigorous and propounds
demonstration of the total resources of the target language. Not only all the words, but also the best of
all that words, phrases and sentences of a language are expected to be encountered in memorable use
in literature. Moreover, the impracticability and undesirability of sending learners of English to
England for linguistic immersion sessions has necessitated a search for alternatives, which search
leads to the realization of the immense potential of literature in enhancing language mastery.
Meanwhile, Krashen (2007) views that:

Language acquisition does not require extensive use ofconscious
grammatical rules, and does not require tediousdrill. It requires meaningful
interaction in the target language — natural communication in which
speakers are concerned not with the form of their utterances but withthe
messages they are conveying and understanding.

This is exactly what literature is aimed at when using a language. As a result, Krashen pointed
out that there are two independent system of second language performance: the “acquired system” and
“the learned system”. The acquired system or acquisition is the product of a subconscious process
very similar to the process children undergo when they acquire their first language. It requires
meaningful interaction in the target language — natural communication in which speakers concentrated
not in the form of their utterances, but in the communication act. The learned system or learning is the
product of formal instruction and it comprises a conscious process which results in conscious
knowledge of grammar rules, while learning is less important than acquisition.

Furthermore, Hismanoglu, (2005) stated that apart from the reasons mentioned above, one of
the main functions of literature as far as language competency is concerned, is its sociolinguistic
richness. The use of language changes from one social group to another. Likewise, it changes from
one geopolitical location to another. A person speaks differently in different social contexts like
school, hospital, police station and theatre. However, the language use changes from one profession to
another such as doctors, engineers, lawyers, economists to mention but a few. Now, since literature
provides students with a wide range of language varieties like sociolects, regional dialects, jargon,
idiolects etc it develops their sociolinguistic competence in the target language.

Discussions and debates often characterized the low level of communicative skills of Nigerian
students across levels of our educational system. Many scholars, linguists and curriculum planners
have identified a lot of factor responsible for these persistent problems despite the huge investment in
education on education by individuals, parents, government and groups or societies. To overcome
these problems therefore, language (English) as a vehicle for academic achievement can be enriched
through various materials available in literature such as novels, newspapers, magazines and any other
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relevant printed materials. This is because, such materials mentioned above are always containing
information covering local, national and international affairs, up-to-date information on political,
health, music, sports, arts, entertainment, fashion, law, economics, medicine, science and technology,
Amuseghan, (2007).

In fact, teaching materials draw their contents from any academic disciplines and utilize
teaching strategies which reflect philosophies of various schools of thought on the nature of language
learning. As a result, students develop language and academic skills within a real and relevant
content.

The Implication of Competency in the Use of English Language towards the Academic
Performance of the Students

The manifestation of students’ cognitive/intellectual development and their effective
communication in tertiary institutions is the progressive/cumulative academic achievements of the
students during the course work and the end result attained. The success of students in academics
depends heavily on their respective ability to listen to lectures very well and to read reference texts for
information. Adviriku, (2000)

Thus, Nunan (1992) pointed out some skills needed for student to acquire for his academic
excellence, which includes the ability to:

. Identify purpose and scope of lecture

. Identify topic to lecture and topic development

. Identify relationships among unit within discourse e.g. major ideas, supporting details and
examples.

. Recognize key lexical items regarding to subject and topic.

. Deduct meaning of words from the context.

And infer relationships for example, course, effect and conclusion among others.

Nevertheless, at tertiary institutions, the curriculum or the programme for communicative
skills (General English) is designed to help students to achieve communicative competence both in
oral expression and more importantly for their much needed writing skills. In other words, they do not
only involve verbal expression of the knowledge they have so much acquired, but also, a good
competence at stating or transferring such knowledge in written form, which is the yardstick for
evaluation, Adaviriku (2000).

Consequently, whether a student is in the humanities, social sciences and or pure sciences
he/she needs to have a good ability for manipulating the language of instruction items like the
structural elements and mechanical accuracy to effectively communicate to and be understood by the
reader of his scripts. In addition, students need to have a good language study habits to enable them
comprehend the information they interact within texts.

English Language as an Instrument for Academic Performance

In the Nigerian context we talk about English language as being the official or second
language which is used as a medium of instruction right from primary up to tertiary levels of
education. It is the language of law, commerce, international community, politics and any other thing
else. We actually fail to really understand and to take into consideration the role which it should play
in the world of globalization: economic, technological and scientific change. Language this time
around should be geared towards professional areas of students in this present world of technological
development, Bwalthibi (2000).

In fact, all languages world wide are undergoing immense changes due to the development in
science and technology. Though, global advances in the direction of technology, sciences and
medicine are turning the world into the same cultural language unit. In today’s rapid change towards
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technological and scientific development, globalization has almost succeeded in squeezing the world
into a global language for easy communication; after all, one of the reasons advanced is that many of
our languages are not developed to be able to express the great stride and advances in technology,
sciences and medicine.

Therefore, our contemporary world is currently going with creativity. This creativity goes
along with language, which bring about change. Language is a tool for change, culturally, socially,
economically and academically. Today we are faced with scientific and technological cultures and
therefore language teaching must be geared towards that direction in order to ensure efficient
productivity. The language usage no matter what form it takes should be identified with the present
change in line with the present globalization in scientific advancement, because without the proper
language there would be no progress, no civilization and no culture at all.

As mentioned earlier, English language in Nigeria is taught as a second language, it is used in
all nooks and corners of the nation in linguistically and culturally diverse communities where it serves
a wider range of functions. It has been the instrument of our nationhood, and of our administrative,
scientific and technological development. The position of English language as an instrument of our
nationhood, scientific and technological achievement has to be greatly improved in line with
globalization and in line with the concept of English teaching for specific purpose.

Conclusion

As a language of instruction in the Nigerian formal schools, students need to acquire both
communicative and linguistic competence in the English language. This will immensely contribute in
boosting the academic performance of the individual students in our educational institutions in
particular and in general it will lift the educational standard of the country to the greater height.

In view of the above, all possible measures need to be taken to ensure that our students master
this language with a greater efficiency. Of course, this will help a lot towards the realization of the
Nigeria’s educational goals. As a result, education is an instrument for national development; to this
end the formulation of ideas, their integration from national development, and the interaction of
persons and ideas are all aspects of education and consequently, all they were rested on man’s ability
to manipulate language.

Recommendations
In order to drive fully the importance attached to the language of instruction towards the

academic performance of students at all levels of learning, 1 am hereby recommending that:

i. Instead of using the mother tongue or language of the immediate environment as language of
instruction at the lower primary school level, English language should be used uniformly right
from primary one up ward in order to master the language with greater efficiency for better
academic performance.

ii. Teaching and learning of literature should be emphasized in our educational institutions since
it is regarded as a rigorous and propound demonstration of the total resources of the target
language.

iii. More literature reference texts should be made available in all our educational institutions;
this will help in boosting the students’ reading culture.

iv. Teachers need to motivate their students to be reading extensively so as to enrich their
vocabulary and this will help to a greater extent in both written and spoken aspect of
communication in English Language.

\2 The curriculum planners as well as teachers need to relate the language teaching and learning
to vocational training so as to yield a better result in terms of maintaining productivity and
self reliance in our educational goals.
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