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Abstract: The strategic place of English language in national development and mutual co-existence of Nigeria is not debatable. 

English has become a foreign national language to which the destiny of Nigeria is inextricably tied. The teaching of English at all levels 
of education in Nigeria is bedeviled with certain debilitating challenges. This paper examines some of the challenges of teaching and 
learning English in secondary schools in Nigeria. It identifies such problems as poor quality of pupils admitted to secondary school, 
incompetent teachers of English, poor methodology and lack of motivation among others. The paper concludes that effective teaching 
of English language is a sine qua non for meaningful development in Nigeria and emphasizes the need for collective efforts in this 
direction. It recommends better training and retraining of teachers through continuing professional development practices and better 
commitment on the part of the government to the course of English studies in schools in Nigeria. 
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INTRODUCTION 
English language occupies a pride of place not only in the existence of Nigeria as a nation comprising of varied ethnic and 

linguistic groups but also in all her developmental efforts. It is the language of her creation, unification and sustenance. By its origin, 
English is a foreign language and language of imperialism whose introduction was a complement of the selfishness of the colonizers. 
The reality of the amalgamation and formation of Nigeria as a nation and the centrality of English language in the process, however, 
remain a paradox. Today, Nigeria is a nation of nations and English a foreign and single most acceptable national language. It is a 
second language of unique repute. 

 
The linguistic situation and more so the fissiparous tendency of Nigerians suggests very strongly indeed that English 

language will continue to enjoy its current no-rival status for quite a long time if not till eternity. The logical corollary expectation, 
therefore, is that the system of education in Nigeria makes communication in English expressly possible for the citizens so that they 
can be functional and useful to the society. But the reality is that most secondary school leavers today cannot communicate 
meaningfully in English, some cannot perform simple operation like withdrawing money from Automated Teller Machine or help 
illiterate neighbors to fill in national identity card request form. This situation is further compounded by the fact that there are far more 
illiterate Nigerians than the literate ones. There is the need then to first examine the place of English in secondary education in the 
country before discussing the challenges facing it’s teaching-learning. 
 
English Language and Secondary Education in Nigeria 

Secondary education in Nigeria is offered at junior and senior secondary school levels. Each level lasts for a period of three 
years at the end of which an external examination is conducted and certificate is issued. Thus, a complete secondary education takes 
a period of six years. The broad goals of secondary education are to prepare the learner for useful leaving in society and to train him 
or her for higher education [1]. Public secondary schools are by the prescription of the education policy tuition free. If these schools 
are effective, the factor of free tuition fee is portent enough to attract most if not all parents. But only parents who cannot afford the 
tuition fees charged by private schools enroll their children in public secondary schools in Nigeria today for lack of efficacy of the 
schools.  
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English language is the language of instruction at both levels of secondary school. Other school subjects besides languages 

are taught and learned through the medium of English. Besides, English is the first of the core subjects throughout the secondary 
education curricular and it is required to feature daily on the lesson timetable from junior secondary school through senior secondary 
school. Tsiga [2] provides justification for the unique status of English in the secondary school curricular: 
 

Every child must study English in order to be able to follow 
the teaching in the classroom, write his examinations 
and communicate with his fellow students. He must learn 
English well to have a successful job when he leaves school, 
hold public office or aspire for any meaningful career. 

 
Tsiga’s validation is an interpretation of the broad goal of education in Nigeria and it serves to consolidate the links between 

English language and education in Nigeria. Two basic assumptions have been identified as responsible for the position of NPE [1] 
concerning secondary education and the primacy of English. Afolayan [3] argues that ‘the first is that the primary instrument for 
Nigerian development is English’ while the second is ‘that education is the agent for enabling the English language to develop Nigeria 
and Nigerians’. Proficiency in English is a measure of good secondary education and the syllabus is usually designed to ensure high 
level of proficiency in English so as to prepare school leavers for tertiary education or for the world of work. But important documents 
such as the curriculum and syllabus and are not the end on their own, they are simply requisite preliminaries. 
 

The pedagogical role of English in secondary education requires that the learners are proficient enough to understand the 
contents of other school subjects taught in English. Accordingly, Banjo [4] among others has argued that failure in other school 
subjects are occasioned by failure in the language of instruction, English. This is quite logical since learning takes place through 
comprehension and comprehension is hardly possibly when the language of discourse is not understood. Afolayan [3] notes that 
English language education has been characterized by ineffective presentation and this has affected performance of the students. 
Muhammad [5] similarly notes that ‘students’ proficiency in English as measured by WAEC examination, seems to be declining rapidly 
particularly since the introduction of SSCE in 1998.’ This paper, against the foregoing, examines the enervating challenges facing the 
teaching and learning of English in secondary schools in Nigeria. 
 
Challenges of Effective Teaching and Learning of English in Nigeria 

There are quite a number of challenges hindering effective teaching and learning of English in Nigeria. This is quite 
unfortunate in a context where English is the national language and language of peace and unity. Some of these debilitating 
challenges are discussed in this section of the paper. 

 
The major desire of Nigerian pupils leaving primary school which is also the aspiration of their parents is to acquire 

secondary education. The National Policy on Education (NPE) [1] anticipates that sixty percent of the pupils would desire secondary 
education. In some parts of the country, the percentage is far higher. However, majority of these primary school leavers admitted to 
acquire secondary education are not as literate or proficient in English as required. Muhammed [5] in this connection note that ‘many 
students come to secondary school knowing little or no English thereby necessitating the continued use of mother tongue as a 
medium for teaching other subjects in some instances.’ The task of the English language teacher becomes herculean if not 
impossible. After all, English language teaching in formal schools is guided by certain curriculum; syllabus and scheme of work 
designed to suit the purpose of the learner and meant to be used within stated period of time. During the teaching learning process, 
the misfit is either frustrated or ignorantly complacent while the teacher is equally dissuaded. This situation contravenes the major 
objectives of primary education which according to Olugbodi [6] are to inculcate permanent literacy and numeracy and ability to 
communicate effectively. 
 

Besides the poor products that the teachers of English at the secondary school levels in Nigeria have to grapple with, the 
teachers in most cases are themselves deficient. Olusoji [7] provides a clue to this deficiency as he argues that ’majority of the 
teachers who teach the language are incompetent’ because the teachers are equally ‘victim of incompetent teaching.’ This 
presupposes that the problem is rather generational and requires drastic measure. Olaofe’s [8] argument that ‘the evil of poor teaching 
of English at a particular educational level has a disastrous effect on the other levels’ is quite apt in this regards. 

 
Lack of competence makes effective teaching a serious challenge to the teachers. Some are grossly inept in both the 

knowledge of contents and pedagogy. Others are simply too rigid to be effective. Many practicing teachers are ’glued to the o ld 
method of teaching English transmitted across levels [8]. Thus majority are slaves to the student’s reader or teacher’s guide and are 
bereft of requisite resourcefulness. They lack the required ability to synthesize available materials and provide the students with the 
needed skills. Teachers of English still compartmentalize language skills in the era of integration and as such find it difficult to help the 
students achieve the desired communicative competence. The paucity of qualified and experience teachers of English is thus one of 
the most critical problems facing Nigerian secondary schools today [5]. 
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English is taught and learnt in Nigeria as a second language and the environment is not supportive enough. Most learners in 
the public secondary schools are from parents who do not speak English making interaction with their parent in the language 
impossible. Some educated immigrants in different parts of Nigeria also believe that their children must speak their mother tongues at 
home which is the only opportunity such children have to acquire the languages of their parents. Consequently, they do not speak 
English in their homes. The children from such homes whether in public or private schools have learnt to characterize English as the 
school language. More encompassing is the negative attitude of parents especially in the Northern part of the country to English 
language. Adegbija [9] states succinctly concerning the North that ‘in homes, schools, mosques and even in public offices and 
functions, the English language is often openly resented.’ With poor classroom interaction in English emanating from the teachers’ 
limited versatility and stilted pedagogical approach and hostility from outside the classroom, it is perhaps usual for the achievements in 
English teaching and learning to remain poor. This is supported by the argument of Afolayan [3] that learners of English as second 
language just as the native learners require exposure to English in its rich data varieties in both holistic and repetitive manner. 
Nigerian learners of English in most cases lack opportunity to practice, repeat, access and produce ample texts in the language. The 
situation in Nigeria is obviously adverse and in such a context as Olaofe [8] notes: 
 

Learners of English are exposed to limited comprehensible 
language input thus leading to gross inadequate output. 
The kind of English learners hear, imitate, repeat and 
ultimately produce is largely faulty, erroneous and 
substandard, especially when the quality of English 
coming from teachers, newspapers , radio and 
television broadcast are full of substandard patterns. 

 
In these kinds of infelicitous immediate and wider teaching-learning situations, the production of quality and proficient 

learners is a mirage. 
 
In most of the public secondary schools in Nigeria, teachers of English do not have a department of their own. Thus, there is 

no such position as Head of Department of English. This perhaps points to the fact that often the teachers of English are few in 
number even in schools with very large population of students. This practice underrates the enormity of the task of effective English 
language teaching. The teachers work individually hoping to achieve a collective goal. The practice does not stress the place of 
experience, the need for mentorship and the primacy of collectivism in modern endeavors. The teachers also hardly engage in 
continuing professional development and majority are technophobic in the era of speedy evolution. There is hardly any functional 
professional association for the teachers of English in secondary schools in Nigeria and as such teachers at this level miss a range of 
activities for their professional development and this greatly affects their performance. The effective teacher after all is the developing 
teacher and it is never possibly for the teacher of English to effectively stand still [10]. 

 
Perhaps another major challenge to the teaching-learning of English in Nigeria is lack of motivation. Most of the teachers 

nowadays lack the enabling passion and interest in language teaching and English language teaching is hardly seen as a calling. The 
teachers’ salary in most cases is dissuading and more so in the contest of the demands of modern life and the poor value of Naira. 
Consequently, the teachers of English are neither intrinsically nor extrinsically motivated. Besides, the learners’ attitude to learning 
does not motivate the willing teachers. They are hardly cooperative or willing to spend extra time on learning. They prefer spending 
their time on social network uploading their pictures and downloading music and films. ‘Their interest or pleasure in English language 
activities is generally not existent [8].’  

 
The availability of miracle centers where students are illegally assisted to write and pass their terminal external examination 

conducted by the West African Examination Council (WAEC) and National Examination Council (NECO) nationwide is a major threat 
to students’ commitment to academic generally and English language learning specifically. Desperate parents including highly 
educated ones register their children in such centers to ensure undeserved success. This practice drains the respect and authority of 
the English language teachers, dampen the morale of the few conscientious ones and discourage industry among students. 
 

CONCLUSION 
English Language is a second language that needs to be effectively taught and leant in secondary schools in Nigeria for its 

unique role in national unity and both personal and national development. The current challenges to the teaching-learning of English 
and the consequent poor level of proficiency of most secondary school leavers who are admitted to read varied courses in the 
universities is currently affecting the success of university education in Nigeria. This is especially so as failure or poor level of 
communicative performance in English is a measure of failure of education and consequently national development. Thus, this trend 
must be reversed in order to achieve not only the broad goals of secondary education in Nigeria but also to pave way for qualitative 
university education.   
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
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 In view of the various challenges discussed in this paper, it is recommended that: 

  the primary school  education generally and English language teaching and learning be revitalized by the government of Nigeria; 

 the departments of English in colleges of education and faculties of education in the universities ensure production of competent 
teachers through dynamic and good quality teaching in both aspects of contents and pedagogy as well demonstrated emphasis 
on resourcefulness; 

 teaching of English should not be left for the teachers of English alone, both educated parents and teachers of other subjects 
should be concerned; 

 the practicing teacher should be motivated through better salary and good conditions of service;  

  activities of  miracle centers should be checked and people behind them punished; and 

 Teachers of English should be exposed to varied forms of continuing development activities such as workshop, mentoring, peer 
observation, self-observation etc.   
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