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Abstract 
English Language occupies an important position in and outside our educational 
system in Nigeria. A lot of premium is therefore, placed on English Language in this 
country. Our students and or candidates have unfortunately failed to give us the 
desired satisfaction in the subject as far as SSCE is concerned. There is thus a public 
outcry at this abysmal performance of candidates. This article attempts to give insight 
into factors responsible for this abysmal performance of candidates in SSCE English 
Language paper. These factors include the following; admission policy, lack of 
instructional materials, poor reading culture, lack of motivation of English Language 
teachers, absence of library facilities in schools, examination malpractice, excessive 
use of pidgin English and the teacher himself Tn this regard, suggestions such as 
admission of students on merit, provision of adequate instructional materials, 
development of correct reading culture, motivation of both students and teachers and 
availability of well-equipped school libraries are proffered as a way of ameliorating this 
disturbing situation. 

For some time now, the general public has been decrying the abysmal performance of candidates in 
SSCE English Language Paper. This view continues to be expressed in newspapers, on radio and television and 
in public places. 

This is also corroborated by a recent survey carried out by the West African Examinations council 
(WA12C) and published in the Punch newspaper issue of 171'1 December, 2002. The survey rated Nigeria, the 
giant of Africa, the poorest in performance of the four West African, countries -Nigeria, Ghana, Gambia and 
Sierra Leone that take the Senior School Certificate Examinations (SSCE) conducted by it. The situation 
continues to deteriorate day by day. This is very worrisome taking into consideration the obvious importance of 
the English Language in our daiiy lives. 

The abysmal performance of the candidates in this paper (English Language) has been attributed to 
some factors which are obviously human. These factors include among others admission policy, lack of 
instructional materials, poor reading culture among our youths, lack of motivation of English Language 
teachers, absence of library facilities in schools, examination malpractice, excessive use of pidgin English 
and of course, the teacher himself. 

The above factors will be examined one after the other. The Universal Primary Education (UPE) programme of the 
then Obansanjo military administration was flagged off precisely on the 6 ' September, 976. What this meant was 
that all children of school age would have access to free primary education. Preparatory to the take off of the scheme 
was the free teacher training programme meant to provide sufficient trained manpower for the scheme. This kicked 
off in 1974, barely two years to the commencement of the Universal Primary Education (UPE) scheme. The 
training of teachers became free and was open to anyone who had passed through primary school and could present 
himself or herself to be trained no matter the quality of the entrant. It was free in all sense of the word. There was 
admission boom into the existing teacher training colleges and the hastily opened new ones. 

Before the scheme came on stream, admission of students into all post primary institutions in the country, be it 
secondary, teacher training or whatever was based purely on merit. The number of students in an arm of a class was 
pegged at 36, and out of this number, some would still fall by the wayside academically before the end of the five-year 
programme. As it used to happen, there was usually a weeding test at the end of the second year ( form 11) in the 
colleges and secondary schools. This meant that the student-teacher ratio was very low and easily managed. The 
English Language teacher then could give three to four composition topics to his students in a term to write on and 
submit to him. He would carefully go through the essays and all necessary corrections were made. This gave the 
teacher an ample opportunity of identifying individual and collective problems which were attended to accordingly. 
The Universal Primary Education (UPE) scheme reversed this trend as over 80 students could be found in an arm of a 
class. This therefore, made the English Language teacher's work very cumbersome. 



Deboarding of Schools 
Closely following the introduction of the UPE scheme was the deboarding of post-primary schools in the 

early 80s. One major reason given in support of this was that more Nigerians would have access to secondary school 
education as students would be attending schools from their homes and paying only school fees. This was a 
negative development as it spelt doom for school administrators. This writer makes bold to say here that sound 
education of the child is predicated on sound discipline. The day school system which continues till date has given rise 
to student population explosion in schools as individuals and communities were given free hands by the government 
to found schools. With this license in hand , all sorts of building were hastily converted or erected as school building 
thereby giving rise to two categories of secondary schools - the existing ones which admitted students on merit, and 
the ability to pay school - fee type which admitted all manner of students, most especially the zero or unteachable 
students. The second category of school which have been more in number scarcely have qualified teachers especially 
English Language teachers. The two categories of students are subjected to the same certificate examination because 
all that the WAEC knows is that they have all been exposed to the same course of study. 

Lack of Instructional Materials 
For any child to successfully prosecute an academic "war" he must be adequately equipped with appropriate 
instructional materials. It is public knowledge that no soldier goes to the battle-field empty handed. In those good old 
days when admission into post-primary schools was controlled, all the students had all the necessary materials 
especially textbooks because schools would endeavour to stockpile all the required textbooks for all the classes before 
the commencement of a new academic session and as soon as the new session started all the students would be 
supplied as the cost was built into the school fee. But these days the reverse is the case as most parents starve their 
wards of almost all the necessary instructional materials on the ground of lack of funds or outright refusal to procure 
them for their wards. The unfortunate situation is that: should school A send home students without textbooks, school 
B (that is the ability - to - pay - school - fee type) would readily admit them if only they can pay their school fees 
since all the proprietor is interested in is maximum profit not the future of the students. But is there any successful 
farmer without all the necessary farm implements? No student can do well in English language paper without 
the required textbooks 
especially the class text. 

Poor Reading Culture 
At this juncture, this writer wishes to recall that in those good old days there was keen academic contests 

among students who naturally had insatiable appetite for reading. They read not just their textbooks but every 
reading material ranging from. newspapers, magazines, novels to educational journals. They had their personal 
timetables which were strictly observed by them during their preparatory classes popularly known as afternoon and 
evening preps. 

Students who defaulted in attending the prep classes were severely punished as the school regarded this act as 
a gross violation of its rules and regulations. The students in those days would come to class from time to time in the 
course of the term and boast before their fellow students of the number of novels they had so far read. This alone 
encouraged serious competition among students. Most students of the time buried their heads in novels during their 
holiday periods. What we have today in place of reading culture is watching of video films. Rather than asking one 
another of the number of novels they have read so far, they now ask for the titles of films they have watched so far. 
They unfortunately prefer watching of films to going to school. They watch all sorts of films including 
pornographic ones which give them morally corrupt backgrounds. In the days gone by, pornographic films were kept 
away from children and teenagers and watched only by adults late in the night when children had gone to sleep. 
These days parents even encourage their children to watch such films. They encourage them (children) to go and 
borrow any films of their choice to watch. Such parents see the acquisition of video sets as a mark of affluence and 
children who know how to operate them are seen as being very exposed. That to this writer, is exposure in the negative 
direction." Can a student who substitute reading of his books for watching of films do well in English Language? The 
answer is No in capital letters. Parents should talk to their children and give them a sense of direction. They should tell 
them they struggled through thick and thin in school be able to acquire all the good things they are now enjoying. 
They need to be told that they need, to be mature physically and morally before they can be exposed to certain 
aspects of life, 



Lack of Motivation of English Language Teachers 
Nigeria, we all agree, is in a dire need of technological development because the world is now in a jet age. 

With this at the back of our minds, science subjects are over-emphasized and over-encouraged to the detriment of all 
other subjects in the curriculum such that the teachers and students in science and technology areas are highly 
motivated to do well in them. Let it be stated that there is no science and technology language that can express these 
disciplines to the fullest benefits of the students in these areas. It is only the English language that plays this unique 
role to the fullest advantage of all students - arts, science and technology alike. English is one of the core subjects 
in the curriculum and should be treated as such. English language teachers dissipate more energies in the day to day 
performance of their duties than their science counterparts and should be given adequate attention. An overloaded 
and demoralized English language teacher cannot put in his best which is why he needs to be adequately motivated. 

Absence of Library Facilities 
It is sad to note that there is complete absence of library facilities in all the "third world" secondary schools. 

Consequently, all the students who are unfortunately educated there do not know what a library is throughout their 
six years in the secondary school and are turned out half baked. Any students who want to pass English language with 
ease at SSCE must be a very good friend of newspapers, magazines, journals and novels. The proprietors of this 
category of school consider setting up libraries as a waste of resources since their primary aim of establishing the 
school is to maximize profit to the detriment of the students who happen to be educated there. 

Examination Malpractice 
Examination malpractice became public knowledge with what was popularly known and called "Expo77". 

This implies that this social disease came into limelight in the year 1977, the year massive cheating at WSCE 
examinations was recorded. Since it reared its ugly head in the education system of this county, the government has 
waged a full scale war against it without much success. The unfortunate thing about this pandemic disease is that 
it is spread and nurtured by both the students and their guardians. Some of them spend more than thrice the amount of 
their examination registration fees to promote and perpetuate this unfortunate social disease. As the students do not 
know any other examination song besides malpractice, they spend fortunes on it and never read anything for their 
certificate examinations. During these examinations, they travel long distances in search of any perceived leaked 
question papers to buy at any cost and thereafter, answers are prepared for them, copied or photocopied by the 
candidates and smuggled into the examination halls and used with reckless abandon. What these candidates and their 
guardians do not know is that there is no way a candidate can cheat in English Language paper and make it in the final 
analysis because it is easiest to detect malpractice in English Language paper than in any other paper offered in the 
SSCE. This factor (malpractice) strongly accounts for the abysmally low performance of Nigerian candidates 
in-English language paper during SSCE. 

The Teacher Himself 
The teacher is about the strongest factor in students' overall success in all subjects in the school curriculum. 

There are teachers and there are teachers. As we are all well aware, there are quacks in every profession, teaching 
not being an exception. The introduction of the UPE brought a high level of corruption into the admission policy of the 
Nigerian Education System. This means that since then, admission of students at all levels of education in the country 
had been devoid of merit. This has in no small measure, affected the quality of the products of our educational 
institutions virtually at all levels. In all our teacher training institutions, academically half-baked candidates are 
admitted and trained. In the course of the programme, they always remain at the periphery of the success ladder with 
marginal passes. At the end of the day, they graduate without concrete grasp of course contents as they go into the field 
to practise. In most cases, they impart wrong concepts to the students they teach. If you sow a diseased seedling, what 
do you expect in return? The problem, therefore, becomes a recurring decimal. The teacher, therefore, contributes in 
some measure to the students' poor performance in SSCE English Language paper. 
Use of Pidgin English 

The pidgin English is an adulterated or corrupt form of English which is used and patronized by semi-literate 
and the market people. Before the introduction of the Universal Primary Education scheme in 1976, the use of this 
form of the language was limited to the urban centres in Nigeria. As has been noted earlier on in this piece, the 
scheme brought together various shades of characters from all walks of life in one academic community for the 
singular purpose of acquisition of knowledge. Since the pidgin English is easier to understand and use, most of the 
students admitted into the programme were half-baked academically and know this adulterated form of the 



language better. They soon popularized it and easily captured the few academically qualified ones in their midst. The 
phenomenon unfortunately led to the nurturing and growth of pidgin English in schools at the expense of the 
universal form of the language which is used in writing by all the examining bodies in and outside the country. It is no 
surprise therefore, that pidgin English overshadowed the formal form of the English Language and has continued to 
adversely affect the students' written English. The irony of it all is that even though pidgin English is unacceptable 
and unpopular in formal situations, it has continued to gain currency in our education system. This is quite alarming 
and so needs to be urgently addressed. 

Followed closely by the over-use of the bastardized form of the English language is the students1 outright 
inability to speak or write formal or conventional form of the language which is universally accepted. They simply 
lack the grasp and understanding of the ingredients of this form as most of what they write in examinations fall short 
of expectation. They have little or no knowledge of tense forms, punctuation marks, comprehension and 
grammatical functions with which to write grammatically correct and universally acceptable English. The resultant 
effect of this is that their expressions are horrible, naive and absurd. 

Suggestions and Recommendations  
Having x-rayed the obvious causes of students' poor performance in SSCE English Language paper, this 

writer wishes to at this juncture proffer suggestions aimed at ameliorating the disturbing situation. 
A house built on a solid foundation hardly falls. On this note, admission of students into all post primary 

institutions should be on merit as this is one of the surest ways to success at the end of day. Mount Saint Gabriel's 
Secondary School, Makurdi, a school in Benue State is a case in point. For over three decades now, the school has 
been consistently producing excellent SSCE result. It is kudos to the Irish Reverend Father who has been the 
principal of the school since 1972 because for him admission into the school must be strictly on merit. I enjoin all 
schools to emulate the Reverend gentleman in the admission of candidates since we all like good result in SSCE 
especially in the English Language. 

A student who goes to school without adequate instructional materials is not prepared to perform well in 
his studies. In this regard, all parents and guardians must necessarily provide their children and wards with all the 
required learning materials to facilitate their studies and ensure a very good performance in their certificate 
examinations. This is so because no soldier successfully prosecutes any battle without arms and ammunitions. 

There is the need to develop a correct reading culture right from the onset. To do this, there should be a combined 
effort of both the parents and the teachers. Parents and guardians must equip their children and wards with all 
necessary reading materials both at school and at home. They should constantly monitor the correct use of these 
facilities by ensuring the judicious use of their time such that watching of films does not take the period of studies. 
As students, films should be watched sparingly to ward off boredom . 

Parents must realize that there is time for everything. The teachers, on their part should ensure (hat the 
students have all the necessary reading materials both in quality and quantity and supervise them closely for their 
proper use. They should endeavour to cultivate the reading culture in their students by sensitizing them to it. A student 
who has correct reading culture enjoys his studies maximally and performs excellently well at the end of day because 
he adequately budgets his time. 

It is worthy of note that motivation of students spurs them to greater heights in their studies. In the same 
vein, teachers who are properly motivated perform excellently and marvelously well in their studies. In this 
direction, prizes should be instituted for best performing students and teacher in English language. This will go a long 
way in promoting healthy competition among students and English language teachers to the admiration of all. Thus, 
this writer hastens to add that there should be special allowances for all English language teachers to promote further 
reading and teaching of the subject. 

Examination malpractice is an ill wind that blows no one any good as it destroys the integrity of both the 
candidates and the society at large. The evils of examination malpractice should be drummed into the ears of the 
candidates and their guardians continually so as to curtail this shameful social i l l  that has plagued this country for 
some time now. 

The West African Examinations Council (WAEC) and National Examinations Council (NECO) should 
cease registering schools that lack well-equipped libraries for their certificate examinations. This is because 
availability of adequate library facilities is one sure way of passing English language at credit level in SSCE. 
Availability of well-equipped libraries is to students what farm implements are to fanners. 

School authorities should ban the use of pidgin English in schools. They should not just stop at banning it 



but must ensure that the ban is enforced to the letter. It is only by this means that learning and using of 
conventional English in school can be made meaningful for the overall benefits of our students. 

The English language should be taught and made functional in schools. This can be done through 
dialogues, quiz and debate sessions as well as regular composition exercises. They should also be sensitized to the 
importance of speaking and writing grammatically correct English at all times. 

If the above suggestions arc properly adhered to, they will in no small measure ameliorate our students' 
poor performance in SSCE English language paper. 
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