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Abstract

Every child comes to school with his potentials, and the function of the
school is to enable him develop these potentials. Certain factors within the
school however tend to negate the achievement of this goal. The purpose of
this paper therefore was to look at some of those factors and draw attention
to certain things, which are needed to be done for the student to attain his
learning potentials. These factors were discussed as they relate to the
learner, the teacher, how the teacher teaches and the learning environment.

The goal of education is to bring about learning in students. Whether this goal is achieved,
depends on a number of things that happen in school. Teachers, who are at the centre of this
enterprise, are expected occasionally to reflect over their past activities, with a view to correcting their
ways, where necessary. They are expected to ask themselves a number of questions regarding how
they had been carrying out their teaching functions. To help them in this reflection, it therefore
becomes necessary to draw their attention and those of other people in the education enterprise, to
certain things they already know, but which need emphasis, or some which they may not be very
conscious of. The essence is to ensure that the school achieves its objective of maximizing the
learning potentials of the learners. The purpose of this paper therefore is to draw attention to certain
factors, which, if taken into consideration, would ensure the maximization of learning potentials of
students.

In discussing this topic, it is necessary to look at the key term - learning potential. According
to Hornby (2000), potential refers to qualities that exist and can be developed. When therefore we talk
of learning potentials of a student we are by implication assuming that the student has some innate
ability to learn. That innate ability is such that if properly harnessed, the student is capable of
acquiring the body of knowledge exposed to him otherwise; he is described as one who has not been
able to learn. A number of factors determine whether or not these potentials will be harnessed. It is the
intention of this paper to look at some of those factors and draw attention to certain things which are
needed if the student should attain his learning potential. To address this, four main aspects are to be
considered - the learner, the teacher, the way the teacher teaches and the learning environment.

The Learner

For effective teaching and learning to take place, it is very important to recognize the
recipient - the learner. There is need to understand him and know who he is. It is when one knows the
child he is teaching that one is in the best position to make him learn. According to Blair, Jones and
Simpson (1962), the teacher who knows a great deal about learning, but little about the learner, is only
half prepared. It is the understanding of the child that will determine what method should be adopted
in teaching him. One issue that is important in understanding the child is the realization of the fact that
there are individual differences among students in terms of their needs, interests, rate of understanding
etc. There are slow and fast learners. When the pace of the teacher is determined by the fast learners, a
lot of the students in the class are likely to be left behind.
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When we talk of individual difference, our minds are drawn to the issues of readiness and
maturation. According to Krech, Crutchfield and Livson (1974), the maturation- learning principle
suggests that certain training should not be undertaken until the child is specifically ready for it. This
readiness is partly determined by maturation, which is the natural unfolding of innate capabilities.
Some psychologists such as Jean Piaget hold the view that intellectual development proceeds in
stages.

Stressing on the interdependence between learning and maturation, Blair, Jones and Simpon
(1962) stated that a child who has not reached a sufficient stage of mental and physical development,
cannot perform school tasks which require a higher level of development. A child who is given a task
for a higher age-level is most likely to have difficulty in performing it. This therefore demands that in
deciding on what material a student is to be presented with, the teacher needs to take cognizance of
his readiness for learning that task. When a child is given a task for which he is matured, he performs
it with greater confidence than if otherwise. Some parents are at times in a hurry to get their children
complete schooling. They may therefore compel them to enter a level of education prematurely or
graduate from that level before their age mates. When a child fails a class, he is expected to repeat that
class to ensure that he has adequately mastered that level before moving to the next class. On some
occasions, parents beg for their children, who failed a particular class, to be allowed to move to the
next class. In some other situations, education authorities may have a policy that at the end of each
session, every student moves to the next class. This practice of allowing a student to move to the next
class, when he is not ready for that, tends to breed failure. In schools, we do have cases of double
promotion given to pupils or students. One admits that occasionally, there may be exceptional
students who are very far above their age mates academically. For such students, double promotion
may be necessary, but the granting of double promotion needs to be done with caution. A student or
pupil should be allowed to go through the various levels. When a child prematurely enters for a
programme or is made to skip a class, he may experience some difficulties grappling with tasks above
his level and even if he manages to succeed, his performance cannot be the same as what it would
have been if he was to face those tasks a year later. He may gain in terms of years in school, but loses
in terms of potential maximum performance. A child who is eager to complete the secondary school
education very early may end up taking the Senior School Certificate Examinations two or three times
while his age mate, who decides to start school at the correct age and go through all classes, may pass
the Senior School Certificate Examination at first attempt.

One other factor that hinders the achievement of one’s learning potential is his experience in
the early years of a level of education. If for example, a student in his first year in school is taught by
a bad teacher, he may develop fear and hatred for school or the particular subject. Once the fear or
hatred is injected into the child at this early stage, it continues to affect him academically as he
progresses, thereby making it difficult for him to achieve his potential. For this reason, it is always
advisable to have good and experienced teachers in the foundation years. The practice, at times, is to
assign non-specialists to teach the first years, on the assumption that teaching at this level is not
tasking.

The Teacher

The teacher, according to Bos and Vaughn (2006) brings to the learning situation teaching
knowledge and skills; beliefs and attitudes about teaching, learning and the world. How he behaves
therefore, to a great extent, determines how much a child will learn. Teaching is supposed to be a
calling and so should not be a profession for just any body. There are some personality characteristics
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that are expected to be possessed by a teacher. He should, for example, be humane, humble, caring
and considerate. He should be humorous, lively and be able to speak fluently and audibly. He should
be understanding and willing to listen.

The attitudes of some teachers towards students leave much to be desired. Some of them find
it difficult to listen to students’ problems. They attack students verbally for daring to ask questions in
the class. Some reign abuses on students that come to the staff room to remind them that they have
lessons. They would prefer to stay in the staff room to eat groundnuts or engage in unnecessary
conversations. When the attitude of a teacher to his students is unfavourble, it tends to negatively
affect their performances. According to ldowu (2002), it could also make students to start fearing
school. There is therefore need for proper screening of individuals before employing them to teach.
This of course, is difficult in Nigeria because, the filling of vacant teaching positions is often
influenced by political considerations or other connections. It is these people who have connections
that flout orders and behave as they like. When, following reports and complaints, they are transferred
out of the school, they are brought back the next day. Having such individuals in schools looks like
putting square pegs in round holes. This lackadaisical attitude, one is sorry to say, appears to be more
common among female than male teachers; and that is why people get worried that the entire
education system is being taken over by women. There is therefore the need for a policy to inject
more male teachers into the various levels of the education system.

Another aspect of the teacher that determines how much a child’s learning potential shall be
achieved is his knowledge. In the days when the missionaries controlled schools, the best brains were
recruited to teach. Any person who excelled in academics was picked by the missionaries and trained
to teach, and this is what it should be. Today, the situation has changed. Most of the people found in
teaching are those who could not be admitted to do other courses. During the admission exercise in
the university, for example, many of the students admitted to do Education courses are those who
could not be admitted in other faculties. People who had third class honours degrees in various areas
come to the Faculty of Education to register for Postgraduate Diploma in Education with a view to
furthering in Education. All these tend to create the impression that it is those who are academically
weak that register to study Education. The quality of entrants into Education programme is of course
reflected in the quality of teachers found in our classrooms at all levels of the education system. In the
school system, one comes across teachers who are intellectually shallow. No one of course can give
what he does not have. Such a teacher may spend a whole term teaching only one topic, or turns
knowledge upside-down or merely gives students notes to copy - notes developed for him or her by
some other persons. There is therefore no way students under this teacher can achieve their learning
potentials. It would make an interesting study if teachers are examined using the question papers of
students they teach. Worried over the quality of individuals who go in for teaching, Ukeje (1982:10)
had this to say:

And a good system of education cannot be possible without good teachers.
For since teachers are the hub of any educational system, if by accident or
by design our best brains design our bridges, attend to our sick, draft and
interpret laws, while our poorest brains teach the youth, then our bridges
will never be well designed and efficiently constructed, our doctors might
kill more than they cure, our industries will always remain defective - pipes
will always be dry, telephones will always be out of order, and there will be
NEPA without power.
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How the Teacher Teaches

According to Woolfolk (2007), expert teachers not only know the content of the subjects they
teach, they also know how to relate this content to the world outside the classroom and how to keep
students involved in learning. It is therefore one thing to have knowledge of the content area and
another to be able to transmit this knowledge to the students. What makes a subject difficult is not
often the nature of its content but the method used in teaching it. In recognition of the importance of
the method of teaching adopted by teachers, Oraegbunam (2005:202) cited Denga, who said that “an
efficient teacher is better than the best buildings, the finest equipment, the soundest curriculum and
the best textbooks’. If all the above are put in place and there is no teacher that will effectively make
use of them to ensure that the desired learning is acquired by students, all the efforts will be in vain.

Sequencing of Materials. One factor that is important in determining effectiveness of the teacher is
ability to sequence his materials very well. In every lesson, the teacher should be able to determine
what must be presented first, what comes next and so on, until he gets to that which has to come last.
When the lesson contents are properly sequenced, it becomes easier for the student to store the in-
coming information in such a way that he can retrieve it when needed. The fact that materials to be
taught need to be organized sequentially calls for a need for each teacher to enter the class with lesson
plan or note, no matter how knowledgeable he is in the subject. Some people take pride in saying that
they teach without any lesson notes. This is not proper because it, at times, results in presenting
materials in non-sequential order.

Massed Vs Spaced Learning. Another factor which needs to be considered in maximizing a child’s
learning potential is the need to have spaced rather than massed learning. This demands that there
should be occasional break intervals during learning. The length of time which a child can stay
listening to a lesson varies with age. The older he is, the longer he is capable of staying. The younger
ones therefore need shorter lesson periods or periods of stay in school. Looking at what goes on in
schools today, it is observed that the younger ones are, at times, kept in school even longer than the
older ones. Lessons are said to be organized for them after normal school period and they may be kept
in school up till 4.00p.m. What worries one is not that they are kept in school, but teachers continue
with teaching during this period. By doing this they are merely over-flogging the children, which in
the mind of this writer amounts to child abuse. If for any reason a child is to remain in school after
normal school hours, the activities during the period should be more of play than serious teaching and
learning session. Government should therefore have a look at the practice of having post-school-
lesson at the pre-primary or junior primary education level, with a view to banning it or ensuring that
if children are kept behind after school, probably because their parents are not disposed to be
collecting them immediately after school hours, the content of such lesson should be more of play
than serious academic activities. In actual fact, parents should be advised to take back their children
after normal school period so that they have time to eat and rest.

Use of Questioning Technique. There are a number of skills that differentiate good from bad
teachers. Any teacher that is able to apply them when teaching will be more effective. They include
set induction, stimulus variation, non - verbal communication, use of examples, extra-verbal
communication, planned repetition, questioning and closure. Of these skills, this paper intends to only
address the questioning technique. This technique, according to Iwu (2001) and Freiberg and Driscoll
(2005), is by far the most dominant strategy applied by teachers.
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Woolfolk (2007:493) listed several roles of questions during lessons. According to him,
They can help students rehearse information for effective recall. They can work to
identify gaps in one’s knowledge base, and provoke curiosity and long-term interest.
They can initiate cognitive conflict and promote the disequilibrium that results in a
changed knowledge structure. They can serve as cues, tips or reminders as an expert
guides a novice in a learning experience.

In using questioning while teaching, a number of questions arise such as:

What type of question is used by the teacher - Is it a divergent or convergent question? What type of
gap normally exists between the time the teacher asks the question and the time he asks a student to
answer it? How does he distribute his questions to students? How does the teacher respond to
students’ answers? As regards the last question, Sadker and Sadker, (2006) had observed that the
most common response by teachers is usually “OK” or "Uh-huh”. The teacher should be able to vary
his response depending on whether the student got the answer right without hesitation or hesitated
before getting it right or got it partly right. This is where the application of non-verbal and extra-
verbal communications may be relevant.

Freiberg and Driscoll (2005:225) had identified a number of errors committed by teachers in
the use of questions during teaching. Such errors need to be avoided. Some of them are as follows:
Habitually repeating question or student’s responses
Asking too many questions at once
Directing questions to only the brightest and most likeable students
Asking the same types of questions
Asking questions in a threatening way
Not giving students the time to think
Not correcting wrong answer
Ignoring answers
Failing to see the implications of answers. A teacher may have in his mind what he considers
to be the answer to a question. Once the student’s answer does not correspond with what he
has in mind, he rejects it without pausing to see if the answer could be considered to be
correct, when the question is viewed from another perspective
10. Failing to build on students’ answers — i.e. lack of following-up to important students’

answers

©CoNoO~WNE

Some teachers do have problems getting the cooperation of students. Some try to achieve it
through punishment or threatening the students. The best way to get the cooperation of students is to
ensure that they are engaged in activities. One of such activities could be response to questions.
When these questions are properly distributed and every student is at each time expecting to be asked
a question, he is likely to be attentive.

Teachers Who Have Style Without Substance. While stressing that a teacher should be humorous,
enthusiastic, dynamic and fluent, there are teachers who spend most of the class period telling
beautiful stories, making a lot of good body movements, speaking beautiful grammar, and introducing
a lot of humour in their teaching but end up offering little or nothing in terms of the knowledge
content the students are expected to acquire. They are merely entertainers. Freiberg and Driscoll
(2005) referred to them as teachers who have the style without substance. Some students, particularly
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those that are not very bright, regard such a teacher as being good. However some intelligent ones
will, at the end of the lesson, remark that the teacher has offered nothing.

Use of Students to Evaluate Teachers: The issue of whether or not to use students in evaluating
teachers has existed for decades. Cole (1940) had for example, argued strongly in favour of using
students to evaluate their teachers. One thing that is certain is the fact that the person who makes the
greatest contact with the teacher during his teaching function, is the student. The student may be
viewed as being immature, but even a primary school pupil can tell you a teacher who knows what he
is teaching and the one who does not know. He is at the receiving end, and therefore knows what the
teacher has given to him and how it was given. A lot of students at various levels of our education
system are dying in silence and have no means of letting people know their experiences. How does a
principal identify a teacher that hardly goes for his/her lessons, or a teacher who often goes for lessons
but ends up teaching only one topic in a term or transmitting wrong knowledge? How does a Vice-
Chancellor identify lecturers who have nothing to offer? It must be recognized that because of the
corrupt society in which we live, some individuals manage to read up to the level of education they
do not deserve, and on graduation, instead of looking for something else to do, go into teaching. Such
people end up cheating instead of teaching.

It is therefore recommended that student evaluation of teachers should be one of the factors to
be considered in the employment and promotion of teachers. A newly employed teacher should be on
probation for two years, during which students are used to assess him. The confirmation of his
appointment should, among other things, heavily be dependent on the favourability of students’ rating
of him and his teaching.

The Learning Environment
Idowu (2002) observed that a number of environmental factors influence the child such as

home, school and social environments, and that of all these, a substantial portion of a student’s day is
spent in school and so school experiences exert dynamic effects on the children’s learning behaviour.
The type of school one attends influences his behaviours cognitively and affectively. Idowu (2002)
descried most Nigerian schools as having inadequate classroom accommodation, poorly-equipped
libraries and laboratories, and little or no sporting facilities. Akanwa and Okonkwo (2004) listed a
number of authors who painted a similar picture of the Nigerian schools. According to Ejide
(2002:33).

Meaningful work output cannot be achieved in a disorganized environment

just as meaningful learning cannot occur in such an environment. An

academic physical environment must be serene, peaceful, and rich in

instructional materials that provide direct experiences for the learners, and

this is not limited to children; it extents to students in secondary and

tertiary institutions.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this paper is of the view that for students to achieve their maximum learning
potentials, there is need to provide them with conditions that encourage learning. To that effect, there
is need to provide necessary physical facilities and learning materials. More importantly, we need the
right type of teachers in our classrooms. The teacher we want is one who knows his subject matter,
one who understands his pupils and treats them as human beings and one who knows how to transmit
the knowledge he has to his students. To ascertain if the teachers we have are the right type of
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teachers, it is strongly recommended that students should be used to evaluate teachers for the purpose
of deciding whose appointments are to be confirmed and who should be qualified for promotion. This
practice will enable educational administrators to identify those teachers who are intellectually barren
and therefore not qualified to be found in the classroom; those who lack the personality dispositions
needed by a teacher; those who find it difficult to transmit what they know to the students or those
who are in the school just to waste students’ time. It will enable us to separate those who teach from
those who cheat.
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