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Abstract 

This paper attempts to examine the nature of the English language in Nigerian institutions 

of higher learning with a view to highlighting its importance and bringing to fore the 

concern about the poor usage of the English language by students of institutions of higher 

learning in Nigeria. In this regard, this paper identifies the reason(s) behind this 

development by probing some identifiable impediments to effective teaching and learning 

of English in Nigeria tertiary institutions. The major source of data collection for this 

paper is observation. This paper finds out that students, school authorities and lecturers 

from other disciplines constitute obstacle to effective teaching and learning of English 

language in our tertiary institutions. Following observations made, this study 

recommends that students should show interest and be more serious to learn English 

language. The paper, therefore, concludes that the teaching and learning of English 

Language courses in institutions of higher learning has proved to be useful in equipping 

the students with the rudiments of learning other courses taught in English Language and 

that with the support and cooperation of all parties (students, lecturers and school 

authorities), the teaching and learning of English Language courses will be worthy 

experience. 
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Introduction 

English functions as the language of instruction in higher institutions in Nigeria. A credit 

pass in English is one of the prerequisites for any student to gain admission into any 

institution of higher learning. Although this requirement remains sacrosanct, one still 

observes that poor use of English is prominent among students of Nigerian institutions. 

At the tertiary level of education, the English is a medium of instruction, hence students 

are expected to use the language as a medium of communication, both in writing and 

speech. Teachers and lecturers on their part are charged with the responsibility of 

improving the potentials of the students to speak and write good English. This onus is 

seen as a challenge to all teachers and lecturers who use English as a medium of 

instruction in the classroom. This paper explores the terrain of teaching and learning of 

the use of English in tertiary institutions in Nigeria, with the view to highlighting its 

importance, identifying the reasons for students’ poor performances in the use of the 

language, and suggest solutions to the challenges thereof.  

The Nature of English language in Nigeria 

It will be germane to look at the nature and position of English language in Nigeria, 

especially in our institutions of higher learning, before proceeding with the crux of 

engagement. Undoubtedly, English performs different functions in the Nigerian society. 

Apart from being the official language of communication in government offices and 

businesses, English serves as the language of education in Nigeria. English has served as 

a medium of interaction, learning and communication in our various institutions of higher 

learning, even among various people from different ethnic backgrounds. English 

language overcomes the language barriers that our indigenous languages have struggled 

to overcome for a long time. In line with this believe, Okereke (1992:149) opines that; 

…despite the recognition of the major Nigeria languages in the curriculum 

of our educational institutions and in official transactions, English still 
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reigns supreme as the most widely used and understood medium of 

communication in Nigeria. Thus, for a student to achieve academic 

success in the university, he needs to have acquired a high proficiency 

level in using the English language. 

Without controversy, English language has assumed a prominent position in the academic 

activities of our institutions at various levels. It is a mark of academic excellence and 

approval when one attains certain level of proficiency in the use of the English language, 

whether in the academic environment or society. 

For a student to be considered for admission into any institution of higher learning, such 

student (irrespective of the course of study) is expected to pass English language at credit 

level. This is why Osuafor (2002:24) maintains that “the English language is seen as the 

elitist more prestigious language, the language of education…” Within the institutions’ 

environment, English is the language of communication and instruction in the classroom. 

It is used for interaction among students and between lecturers and their students. This is 

to say that the English language considering its status and functions is a sine qua non in 

our schools. English language being of paramount importance in the educational domain 

in our society, it is, therefore, incumbent upon both the teachers and learners to sit-up and 

play their respective roles efficiently, in order to give it its pride of place. 

Why poor use of English language by students? 

Going by the nature and status of English language in Nigeria, there is this believe that 

everybody can speak the language. This is especially so when an individual has attended 

any formal school where English served as the language of instruction in the classroom. 

Despite this erroneous assumption, there are continued problems associated with 

speaking and writing good English by students. Educationists, teachers, parents and the 

general public have continued to wonder why students of tertiary institutions have 

numerous problems in the use of English language. 
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Majority of people have blamed teachers of English. This blame, for example, in the 

tertiary institutions, has been directed to the English language lecturers. They are seen as 

not caring about the poor English of their students. This claim, however, can only pass as 

a mere conjecture. In response to this blame game, Anyanwu (2002:137) resolves that it 

is the responsibility of every educated person and anyone who is involved with education 

to maintain a measurable proficiency level in using English language in Nigeria. 

According to him: 

To be educated in Nigeria, one must learn the English language since it is 

the language of formal education in the country. Thus, although there is 

formal training in the language in Nigeria schools, there is also informal 

training from teachers who use it to teach their students other subjects 

including the arts, social sciences, natural sciences and technology. 

The above assertion holds that every teacher who uses English to teach his students, has 

an important role to play in order for the students to attain reasonable level of proficiency 

in the use of the language. If the student can learn the nitty-gritty of the language at the 

nursery and primary school levels, he will be better positioned to learn more in secondary 

school and pass the English language at O’level exams independently. This, however 

cannot be possible when the student does not read his books. Since good English 

language speakers are voracious readers and aggressive listeners, any student who lacks 

these qualities is bound to be poor in the use of the language.  

Instead of learning and practicing to speak good English, students prefer to speak slang, 

pidgin and broken English. For this reason, Amaku (2002:45) asks: “What English does 

one expect from students who spend their time speaking only broken English…They 

speak broken instead of English, hardly do mental calculation, incapable of memorizing 

poetic or literary text; have no sense of academic prowess…” 
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Nwadinihu (2014:78) therefore encourages that “reading enhances the human person and 

gives room for social development.” This, no doubt, is a function of English language. 

The students on their own part, have failed to imbibe the habit of reading in order to 

enhance their level of proficiency in speaking and writing the English language. 

In furtherance of this discourse, it will be germane to state that, although, the lecturers 

who are formally and informally involved in teaching the students have great roles to 

play. Students also contribute a great deal in helping the lecturers to achieve their goals of 

teaching them. Both parties have functions to perform as observed by Anyanwu 

(2002:141): 

The learner makes a conscious effort to grapple with the theories and 

habits of the content or lesson just as the teacher makes a conscious effort 

to transmit the knowledge of the content to the learner. Both parties are 

therefore, involved in a cognitive (mental) exercise with each party aware 

of his role …. In other words, the learner knows what he wants and goes 

for it at the hands of the teacher who had been for same training to impart 

such knowledge to learner’s. Both learner and teacher follow a well-

defined language learning programme or syllabus drawn by appropriate 

education agencies and adapted by the teacher to suit the learner. 

As a result, there is bound to be a crack in the learning and teaching walls if either the 

teacher or the student fails to religiously play his role. For the lecturer to impact 

knowledge, the student must be ready and prepared to receive from the lecturer. Any 

lapses from one party will collapse the essence of classroom instruction vis-à-vis the 

teaching and learning of English language. 
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Encumbrances to Effective Teaching and Learning of English language in 

Institutions of Higher Learning 

A thorough analysis of the problems associated with the teaching and learning of the Use 

of English in our polytechnics will be quite revealing. 

 The first of these problems is associated with the students who are admitted into the 

schools. These students seem to have very poor academic background in English 

language despite passing the language at credit level in their O’level exams. A close 

interaction with new entrants would reveal a wide range of deficiencies in their use of 

English Language. This understandably constitutes obvious obstacle in the path of 

effective teaching and learning of English Language. While the lecturer is busy trying to 

teach the students following the Use of English course syllable or scheme of work as 

designed by the authorities (which is more sophisticated), the students writings and 

speeches are ridden with grammatical blunders. 

 Again, the attitude of students towards the Use of English as a course of study. Some 

first year students believe that they have nothing serious to learn again in English since 

they were able to pass it at O’level. For the students, since it is a service course to most 

departments and also has credit load of 2 units, they believe the course must not be taken 

as seriously as their core departmental courses with more credit units. Related to this 

development, some lecturers from other departments do not help matters. They do not 

correct their students when they speak wrong English, pretending not to realize the 

importance attached to the use of English. Some even try to block their departments from 

taking the course at certain level(s) of their study years. This is a problem of attitude 

shown by students, and some lecturers who are not use of English lecturers. These 

dispositions must be handled with care and grave attention, as we know that lack of 

motivation impedes effective learning on the part of the students. 
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Furthermore, the number of lecturers teaching these students has also been identified as 

another problem.  The numerical strength of students that a lecturer takes goes a long way 

to determine not only how effective teaching can take place, but also how he can assess 

their respective performances. In our tertiary institutions today, it is obvious that the 

number of use of English lecturers is not encouraging. How does a lecturer handle about 

five hundred students assigned to him in a semester? Remember, he is expected to teach 

them, assess them and produce their results. Incredible and tasking! Even when these 

lecturers try to overwork themselves in order to make impact, they do not seem to be 

effecting changes in the students English. This ratio of students to lecturers is an issue 

that should be addressed if different incapacitations associated with the use of English 

language that crop up from time to time must be corrected and the use of English 

language by students standardized. 

Furthermore, there is hardly Language Laboratories in our schools today. Class rooms are 

not only poorly equipped but sometimes cannot accommodate the number of students 

offering the course. In this vein also, there are no spacious office accommodation for Use 

of English lecturers to enable them consult with students with the view to helping them 

with their English Language related academic problems. Teaching aids like updated text 

books, tape recorders, etc are also unavailable. These lacks in teaching facilities and aids 

have constituted great impediments to effective teaching and learning of Use of English 

in our tertiary institutions. 

There is no gainsaying the fact that all the factors impeding teaching and learning of Use 

of English and other related English courses in our institutions cannot be thoroughly and 

sufficiently dealt with in this space. Nonetheless, from what we have done so far, we 

have been able to point to ways to curb these problems associated with the teaching and 

learning of Use of English in our tertiary institutions. 
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Recommendations 

1) There should be a part-time (Remedial) programme organized for students of 

different levels. This will be the place for the lecturers to look at the deficiencies 

they incurred in English from the primary and secondary schools. 

2) The students should show interest and be more serious to learn English Language. 

Their nonchalant attitude towards the course should be discarded, while the 

lecturers in other disciplines accept the responsibility of helping their students in 

this regard. 

3)  The credit load of Use of English and other related English courses be increased 

to 3 units. This, no doubt, will make the students become more interested in 

learning the language. 

4) More special and vibrant hands should be recruited to teach use of English and 

other English Language related courses in our tertiary institutions. 

5) Periodic review of scheme of work for the concerned courses should be 

encouraged. This will help in the accommodation of the challenges that students 

face. 

6) The availability and provision of teaching aids should be of paramount 

importance and also worthy accommodation should be provided for the lecturers. 

Conclusion 

 Every challenge in any academic environment is surmountable. Therefore, the problems 

associated with the effective teaching and learning of English language courses in tertiary 

institutions can be solved if all that are involved show relentless commitment. 

However, one must admit that the teaching of English Language courses in institutions of 

higher learning has proved to be useful in equipping the students with the rudiments of 

learning other courses taught in English Language. 
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It must also be said that with the support and cooperation of all parties (students, lecturers 

and school authorities), the teaching of English Language courses will be experience 

worthy of revisiting. 
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