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Abstract

Given the present-day perspectives of Nigeriarthegamperatives of qualitative education in theéwof youths,
quite a lot of Nigerians have strongly bemoaned @mtiemned the recurrent woeful performances afestis

in Certificate examinations. Many research workyehaherefore concerned themselves with solving the
problems of mass failure in public examinationsisTgaper, with special focus on improving Engliahduage
teaching and learning in Secondary schools andawipyg students’ performances in public examinations
reviewed the problem, and causes, of mass faituienglish language as enunciated by scholars angpped
four radical panaceas — introducing the readingrobe texts to all students; separating Englishgbage and
Literature-in-English in the JSCE curriculum; seqing the aspects of English Language for teachats
moving up the teachers as their students movearp @lass to class — of improving learners’ perfaroes in
English language in internal and Certificate exations. The paper reasoned that given a good bawekdrof
discipline, the four panaceas would reverse thg tighd of mass failure in Nigerian schools, imp@academic
performances in English language in internal andtif@@ate examinations and help foster improved
performances in other school subjects. Presentomgespublic examination results of a school where th
panaceas have been fruitfully practised, the au#ipprealed to the educational planners and adnzitossy,
ministries of education, private secondary schamhagements and teachers to adopt the solutionisfarverall
improvement of the English language teaching aathlag since a good mastery of English enhancesoweg
performances in other school subjects.

Keywords: English language, mass failure, certificate exatidms, literary texts, the teacher.

Introduction

A lot of concerned individuals and groups have cadusly decried the woeful performances of seconda
school students in certificate examinations, wiecal focus on English language. In fact, govenmsie
educational bodies and parents yearly bemoan thimdlag performances of their students in these
examinations. Poor performances in English langlmgeme extremely nauseating to stakeholders otwitige
importance of English language in the educatioraletbpment of the students. For instance, admistion
higher institutions is impossible without a pas&imglish just as a good understanding of Englidhshkearners
to grasp easily other school subjects. The probdénpoor performances in English becomes increagingl
worrisome especially when it seems to all that goneents at all levels are doing all possible toresd the
situation. What with the pride of place given toglish language as spelt out in the National Policy
Education? What with the more time allotted to teaching of English language (and Mathematics) ten t
school time-table? What with the constant use djli&h language as the major language of interacimong
the students in the school environment? Despitefédrts, the trend of poor performance in Englishguage
has continually been downslide.

Banjo (1981) expresses in worrisome tethes deteriorating level of proficiency of Englishmong
secondary school and university products. Thatdbedition of English language teaching and learriimg
schools is deplorable is also stressed by Oluik81). Year after year, results released by WAEECN and
JAMB have testified to the poor performances ofsegondary school students. Jowitt maintains that:

‘though the general position of Bslglin national life is perhaps stronger

than it has ever been, the qualitthe English spoken and written by Nigerians

is perceived by most Nigerians diedito judge to have been deteriorating over

a long period’ (1991, p. 25).
Further, Adejare cited in Jowitt (1991) regrettadlyers that:

‘the nation’s huge investment in Brgglish language appears not to be

yielding any substantial dividendike percentage and quality of passes in

the subject at the primary and sdaopnschool levels are disconcertingly

low nation-wide’ ( p. 25).
Researchers after researchers have towed the saenefllamenting the dastard performances of Nageri
students in English language. Some of these scholalude Odusina and Maduekwe (1992, 1993), Ogenle
(1999), Adegbile (2006), Oluremi (2012), Njeman2€12) to mention but a few. This worrisome trend ha
followed these students into and out of tertiarstitntions as quite a lot of graduates find it veifficult to
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express themselves in English. If indeed Englishhis language of education and of opportunitiess it
imperative that the language be effectively taugtgchools so that our students achieve necessanpetence
in it. It is in this light that this paper proposkmsir radical panaceas to reverse the ugly trerdl improve
teaching and learning of English in our secondahpsls so as to improve students’ performanceeitificate
examinations.

Massfailurein public examinations

A great number of researchers have continuousliy Ipeebing into the causes of mass failures in ctiosls
and suggesting ways of reversing the ugly trenthe fesponsibility for the lacklustre performances been
characterised by a series of buck passing. Odasidaviaduekwe (1992, 1993) posit that a major chgélein
the area of teaching English as a second langusateeishortage of foreign textbooks, as availaligefian
books are not written within the readability leeélthe students. Hence, a lot of students reacduatrétion level.
Ogunleye (1999) argues that incessant strikes &yNtlgerian Union of Teachers (NUT) and AcademicffSta
Union of Universities (ASUU) and constant closurke schools affect performances in English language.
Adegbile (2006) argues that a reason for studewsful performances in examinations is that thehees lack
communicative competence in English. If this is tase with many teachers, particularly teacher&maflish
language, our expectation from the learners thenldhbe nothing short of poor performances in exatins.
The above stance calls to mind the instructive tmosiof the Federal Government in the National &olbn
Education (2004, p. 26) that ‘no education systesty nse above the quality of its teachers’. Falaeké Ibrahim
(2011) aver that GSM text messages and its ortipbgras gradually being adopted by Nigerian studeand
‘would invariably adulterate the standard of Englissage in Nigeria’ (p. 61). Oluremi (2012) subsesi to the
view that infrastructure plays a major role in teaching and learning of English Language and ilegative
consequences of lack of infrastructure are gravee fesearcher concludes that a basic school infcaste
should be a part of any plan to improve studen&gfggmances in English. Njemanze (2012) speaking in
similar vein as Adegbile (2006) maintains that teacquality is a strong determinant of learner genfince as
‘poor teacher performance impinges on learner padioce’ (p. 58). Other problems identified include
inconsistency on the part of government, the enmagef Nigerian English (NE), mother-tongue intezfece
(Maduekwe, 2007, pp. 42 — 45), poverty (Lacour &slngton, 2011), imbalance in learner/teacher riarner
readiness/maturity, poor teacher/learner motivatimiscipline among learners (and teachers) ad ael
examination malpractice (Njemanze, 2012, pp. 50).

There is no gainsaying that the litany mbblems identified have been impeding on students
performances in examinations since decades butigabre worrisome than the problem of poor perfomoes
itself is that despite the series of solutions femefd to the problems, there seems to be no emihim. This
paper therefore proposes four radical panaceas.

Proposed radical panaceas

As a result of the fact that numerous solutionppsed by scholars seemed not to be working oratre n
even experimented with for reasons, we have prapasene radical panaceas which, if employed in the
administration of secondary schools, would impr&velish language teaching and learning, improvdesits’
academic performances in English language and sttfesol subjects and would translate into bettsultg in
certificate examinations. We subscribe to Obanya%31) submission that the students’ ‘lack of regstof
English also tends to make the mastery of othejestdowhich are taught in English difficult’ andath'the
Nigerian child would perform better in school ifetfEnglish language barrier to his understandingtbér
subjects was removed’ (p. 21). We propose fourcedgianaceas as ways of improving students’ competi
English language and, by extension, improving perémces in other subjects. It is our hope thatpraposal
would, to a very large extent, incorporate almdisbfathe solutions earlier proposed to the proldesh English
Language teaching and learning in secondary sclasaliscussed by scholars, because it placesrcddaaiands
on the students, teachers, school administratindgavernments.

The first of such panaceas is to intredtie reading of prose texts in secondary schooddl tstudents,
such that a class reads a prose text per termrdeated state governments as well as private secgrathool
managements should make prose texts availableststtidents. Quite apart from the texts they havead for
their Literature-in-English classes, these texestarbe read by the students on their own but ¢heds must
ensure that the books are procured by all the stad8uch texts, as prescribed by the authoritllshtake into
cognizance the academic level of the studentshByi$ meant that while students in the JSS woeid prose
texts like The Drummer BagyPassport of Mallam llia, A New Life, The Beggartike, those students in the
senior classes would read prose texts Tike Victims, Joys dflotherhood, Nd_onger at Ease, The Concubine.
Since today’s secondary school students have apgenyreading habit, a bad habit that had been @rebrright
from their early school days, teachers of Engligdnmselves should be made to read the books andvisgthe
reading activities of the students. Teachers ofliEingnay also seize a period or two from their titakle to
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discuss the text with the class and/or ask verbabtipns so as to get the students interesteeinalratives as
well as whet their appetite to read the texts.

In fact, teachers should be enjoineds® excerpts culled from the prose texts as compsébe passages
for students’ examinations. Further, some contertstions which demand a general knowledge of theeptext
may be developed from the passage. In this waylests would read the texts since they are intedeiste
performing well in their examinations. Teachers taould now learn the task of preparing marking
guides/answers for such passages as there areadg-m@ade answers or marking guides. This implieg th
teachers themselves would assess their own penficasavith respect to such passages. Further, udtioah of
prose texts in this way would inculcate readingtwrel in both the students and their teachers oflifng
Language as students (and teachers) would haveatdadst fifteen (15) prose texts on their ownirtytheir
secondary school life-span. Having this collectidiexts may also trigger the idea of building jpei libraries
in the students.

Another important panacea towards thensal of poor academic performance in secondamydastlis the
necessity to separate the two subjects — Englisiyliage and Literature-in- English — in the JSCEiculum.
Presently, the National Policy on Education (20043 struck out Literature-in-English from the cocutum.
Literature-in-English is now subsumed under Englishguage, such that students in JSCE are not edpos
the study of Literature-in-English per se. They anéy given a faint glimpse of the subject durihg tourse of
learning English language. This tradition doesgieé enough room for the learning of English Largpuiself
as Literature-in-English now encroaches, albeitonmfortably, on the periods allocated to English duaage.
Separating the two subjects in the curriculum gitnt five periods per week to English Language tnee
periods to Literature-in-English.

In a study on effective teaching of ppétr Nigerian Junior Secondary Schools, Ogunnaiic Akinbode
(2011) reported that all the teachers respondedLiterature-in-English be separated from Engliinguage
curriculum in the JSS. Students themselves willehtne unique awareness that they are studyingattitey, a
subject that greatly promotes reading culture. @si® (2008) succinctly captures the symbiotic reteship
between language and literature when he pointshatitwhile ‘language is a tool by means of whiitbrature
establishes an existence, literature is a tool witich language propagates itself, and manifestevin various
potentialities’ (p. 28). Ogunnaike and Akinbode 120p. 102) submit that ‘poetry is a very importgetre of
literature which plays a significant role in thenibr Secondary students learning of English’. latare is the
best instance of language in use and, with Liteeaito-rEnglish students develop and acquire a seuvateness
of language use. Various important areas of Endhsiguage education such as comprehension, voegbula
development, sounds of English, structural pattemd rhetorical expressions can be enhanced wineerss
are exposed to Literature-in-English.

Another highly rewarding method of aclimgyexcellent results in English Language examameiis by
separating the various aspects of English Langdagehe teachers of English language in the schébe
different aspects of the subject — Structure/Gramracabulary Development, Comprehension, Sounds of
English, Composition/Essay Writing, Summary — neede shared by two or three teachers, such ttedcher
teaches only a particular aspect(s) of English.eiemce has shown that teachers of English Languagally
have preference for certain areas of the subjeet others. This bias for certain aspects over sthey be due
to a number of reasons ranging from poor trainimgpmpetence in certain aspects of the subjediaersack of
interest. Even those who claim to have competencalithe areas of the subject still have specit@rest in
certain areas over others. Further, the presemi frewhich a teacher is made to handle all théeouaraspects of
English gives room for laziness as certain teachmg concentrate on teaching only an aspect omtiaoh s/he
is well at home with at the detriment of the otaegas of the subject.

Cumbersome as this may initially appsaparating the aspects of the subject will ask&stéachers to
function optimally, as teachers of English in ac@dmow have the chance to teach the aspects dfubject
they can handle with competence and confidence wanich they enjoy most. Much as this strategy wikist
the teachers by taking care of their preferendesillialso force the teachers to study and workdhi@ prove
their competences in their chosen aspects. Aftethely now have the freedom to choose which aspibety
love to teach. Students too will now have the ueigdvantage of being taught English Language by rii@an
one teacher and, this will expose the studentbdovarious teaching strategies that the differeathers may
utilise, just as the different attitudes and peadities of the teachers would rub off on the studefurther,
students would easily escape being wrongly tauigicesthey only need to pose questions on grey deetse
next teacher of English.

In a Junior Secondary school with stuseénbm JSS 1 to JSS 3, for instance, where thezetlaee
teachers of English language, each teacher is dfgited to teach an arm, handling all the variagfgects of the
subject. But what we propose is that the threeheacshare the various aspects of the subjectcim &an. The
diagram below, we hope, sheds more light on tlaegy.
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Figure 3.1. The aspects of English Language as shared hy teachers in JS5 classes.

Teacher Aspects Class Arms

A\———:Stmcture ........................................................ 551 2

Composthion | Jes 2 2
............................................................... I35z 2
——— - ocabulary Dev.f ............................................................... I2E1 2
\Oral English | I8 2 2
.............................................................. I35z 2

.

O —————Comprelension ... Tes 1 2
................................................................ I35 3 2
................................................................. I35 2

According to the table above, teacher A is to tdamth Structure and Composition aspects of Enddinuage
to JSS 1, JSS 2 and JSS 3 classes. Teacher Bgdhehaspects of Vocabulary Development and Orglign
to JSS 1, JSS 2 and JSS 3 students while teachandles the Comprehension aspect. From the tmlalehers
A and B have more periods to take with a maximuralafut 12 periods per week, given that each clasgvo
arms.

Our educational system has failed midgrabcause it has not made the teachers fully respke for the
academic successes or woes of the students parlicirl the secondary schools. Teachers shoulafiwer be
made to take full academic responsibilities of ttetudents. By this is meant that teachers shoeldnhde to
move up the classes as their students move updrartlass to another, say from SSS 1 to SSS 20a88% 3.
In this way, a teacher becomes fully worthy of geaor blame at the end of the Certificate exanvnatbe it
JSCE or SSCE. Imagine the teacher as a footbathcwho has three years to prepare his team formgetition
and given all the necessary support and facilibggroduce good results. Failure on the part ofctheech would
definitely not be applauded. A secondary schoattien who moves up with his/her students in his,was
three years to prepare his/her students for eitleedSC or SSC Examinations. S/he should do dflirwhis/her
capacity to ensure the success of the studentieastudents’ success is the teacher’s pride. @ba df a
teacher handling only the JSS 1 or JSS 2 studeré#s dot give room for proper measure of the tedcher
competence. Rather, it helps to shift responsigslifrom one teacher to another. If at the end tfraee-year
programme the students’ results are good or pbavopuld be really impossible to determine who amdimg
teachers prepared the students well or not.

In this approach, the teachers haveax grooming their students, right from the begmgnof the three-
year programme, preparing them for the seriestefial exams but with the ultimate aim of presenptirem for
the Certificate examination. Along the line, thadkers have to work continuously on the studestess them
and communicate the results of such periodic ass®¥s to the school administration. This feedbaitkkeep
the school authority abreast of changes in behawsit will also enable it to assist the teachdnren necessary.
Assistance from the school may be in the form afinselling programmes and career talks for students,
disciplinary actions for uncooperative studentseR&s-Teachers (PTA) meetings (to notify the parafttheir
wards’ performances), etc. The teachers also neeskeé¢k assistance from the school to get the ragess
learning materials and facilities that would aid #uccess of their task because a teacher is sfidoasly when
his/her students have performed excellently inrtbgaminations.

If this approach is adhered to by thecleas, by the end of the second year they woulddmepetent
enough to predict individual student’s performaasewell as general expected performances of aktimdents
in certificates examinations. This prediction mostcommunicated to the school management so dgsther
with the school authority, the teachers would mapfreesh plans of action to further prepare seeipibglow-
average candidates and, begin the final groundiadj the students for the final examination.
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We must warn strongly that the four pa&ecdiscussed in this paper are very effectiveiimging about
improved academic performances in English langudgeever, they would not be productive in the aloseof
discipline. Discipline is therefore a necessity tbe panaceas to be effective. Adesina (1980) \mdighat
discipline is to teach the students to respecstheol authorities, to observe the school lawsragdlations and
to maintain an established standard of behavioaseR (1997) perceives discipline as a branch ofvetdge
and training that brings about self-control, chtagorderliness or efficiency, strict control tof@ce obedience
and treatment that controls or punishes as a sysfamies. Agbenyega (2006) is of the view thatcitine is
one of the major features of effective schools arashy failing schools have been blamed on lack sidiine.
We share the view that discipline in schools nealgsinvolves such self-control, orderliness argkdience
that necessarily shape staff-students interactidfes.also subscribe to the view that a focused tegchind
learning task for the attainment of school goalsmipossible if the teachers and students are rsaipdined.
Aguba (2009) is of the view that discipline is neédo produce a breed of well cultivated youths wiilb
develop not only respect for themselves but also dthers in the school and societlence school
administrators should see it as a task to imposapdine on the staff and students while teachleosilsl impose
discipline on the students.

Some practical discussion

If our discussion of the four practical panaceasreversing the ugly trends of mass failure in
certificate English language examinations appdwsretical and impracticable, that is, if introdwgiprose texts
to be read by all students every term; separatinglih Language from Literature in the JSS; sepagahe
aspects of English Language for teachers, and méakim students a full responsibility of the teashfer each
three year of secondary education appear ratherulsre, we shall present and discuss some resilts
students’ performances in Mayflower school, lkermeschool whose academic success in internal ahlicpu
examinations has been built and sustained chiedlyral these four strategies.

Table 4.1: English Language Results of Mayflowen&d, Ikenne in WASSCE from (2001 to 2009)

Year No of| No Released | A1 to C6 No| Al to E8 No| F9 No
Candidates % % %
2001 458 452 314 69.5 443 98 9 20
2002 373 365 186 51 345 94.5 20 5.5
2003 461 456 391 855 456 100 o
2004 381 379 261 68.9 376  99.7 3 0.8
2005 437 437 181 41.4 402 89.9 35 8.0
2006 374 360 297 825 357 99.7 3 038
2007 358 224 203 90.6 224 104 o
2008 561 558 403 72.2 551  98.7 7 13
2009 477 477 423  88.7 477 104 o

According to the table, the total pass rate in 2@@®7 and 2009 is 100% as there is no failurdl adespite the
fact that very large numbers of 456, 224 and 4 fidicktes’ results were released respectivetiényears. In
2004 and 2006, only three students (0.8%) eachdfdnglish language out of 379 and 360 respectivaly
2001, only 9 (2%) out of 452 students failed Ergliand 20 (5.5%) out of 365 failed in 2002 while (850%)
students failed English in 2005. In 2008, only 3%4) candidates out of 558 candidates failed Endgieuage.
The above implies that quite a very large numbethefstudents in each year, going by the Englisguage
results, are eligible for admission into institmsoof higher learning as even a pass in Englishtgradmission
to colleges of education. All the other subjects &we replete with this same pattern of excellemfggmance
witnessed in English language. We must state quibklwever that the panaceas discussed in this gaper
been in operation for decades and they work astabke above has shown, even in the face of numerous
challenges some of which are shortage of bookslemaate facilities and equipment, inadequacy ofhieg
staff, ever-changing government policies, overpafoih (with class size of between 55 and 100 stig)eén
mention a few.

Conclusion

This paper discussed the ugly trend of mass faimé its causes in public examinations among
secondary school students in Nigeria with particidttention to English Language. It then proposed a
discussed four radical panaceas which have beemdfpuactically useful in curbing the ugly trend fss
failure and improving learners’ performances in kstgLanguage in internal and Certificate examioradi The
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panaceas — introducing the reading of prose tex#d students; separating English Language aretdtiire-in-
English in the JSCE curriculum; separating the etspef English Language for teachers and, movinghep
teachers as their students move up from one aamsdther — are an all-encompassing solution tieatdwplace
some demands on the students, the teachers, stloalgements, Education Ministries and parents.paiper
also presented WASSCE results of candidates imhaosevhere the panaceas have been in yieldingtsedtrie
appeal to the educational planners and adminissratministries of education, private secondary stho
managements and teachers to collectively adoptirmuwtporate the trends in their curriculum for theerall
improvement of students’ performances in Englisindisage and other subjects in secondary schoolg sinc
good mastery of English enhances improved perfocesin other subjects.
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