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Abstract 

Oral competence in English in Nigeria among learners and teachers of English has not been an easy task 

over the years irrespective of the various efforts made to achieve this. The researcher used the intermediary 

education group to investigate how best to ameliorate this problem. Three secondary schools were 

randomly chosen from Imo State based on the three bodies that run the educational system with a 

population of four hundred and sixty students. Twenty structured questions were administered on two 

hundred and thirty students 50% and above were accepted as factors that affect students’ oral competence. 

The findings revealed that unequal number of phonemes of English to the letters of the alphabet and non-

definiteness in the study of segmental and non-segmental phonemes, lack of instructional materials and 

experts in phonology militate against students’ oral performance at secondary school level. Useful 

recommendations were made at the end of the research. 

Keywords: oral competence, phonemes, speech competence, segmental non-segmental Learners       

Introduction 

In Nigeria, schools cannot be looked at in 

isolation when discussing the English language 

usage. Nigeria is a multilingual country and the 

contact between her languages and English has 

reduced the English language to its present status. 

The English language is seen as a second 

language (L2) and as official language in the 

country, therefore the natives-(Nigerians) do their 

major communication in their indigenous 

languages unless at the official, inter or intra-

tribal levels. 

The adoption of English as a medium of 

instruction  and as subject in schools did not help 

matters as expected; rather it created the Nigerian 

„flavour‟ of the language because “the 

missionaries inspired the practice of learning 

English only as a subject in the lower primary 

schools and using it as a medium in the upper 

primary schools” (Bamgbose 1995:9) This was so 

because when the missionaries first visited the 

southern part of Nigeria in 1842, the existence of 

Muslims and Portuguese in the country created 

problem of communication. Contact with other 

groups was the factor that led to the adoption of a 

new language. Worse still, the National Policy on 

Education which made English a compulsory  

subject for entry into tertiary institutions and the 

use of English in writing the nation‟s constitution 

only succeeded in producing elites who never had 

the native speaker accent. Due to the high rate of 

illiteracy in the country and the newness of the 

language, what was paramount then was ability to 

communicate and this  encouraged a high rate of 

mother tongue (L1) interference in the language. 

       People, including the teachers were only 

concerned with the child‟s ability to speak „error 

free‟ grammar and never bothered about how 

well the pronunciation was done. And of course, 

one of the reasons for this was that, the teacher 

himself was taught by a „model‟ who never cared 

to teach him (teacher) the correct pronunciation 

of the English words. As Uzozie (1996:130) 

opines, the major constraint currently faced by 

oral teaching and examining in Nigeria is that 

many teachers who have relatively adequate 

academic preparations to teach English in the 

secondary schools have not had the opportunity 

to participate in Oral English teaching, 

workshops or seminars.  

Pride was another factor that generated 

the Nigerian dialect of the English Language 

apart from the afore-mentioned one. Most 

Nigerians remained proud of their Nigerian 

languages and used them at home and 

occasionally at gatherings where they wished to 

assert their nationality and cultural heritage 

(Ubahakwe 1979:21). They wished not to 

relegate the native languages to a position of no 

importance. This notion accelerated the sharp 

http://www.jolls.com.ng/


Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 9. No. 2 September 2019                                                                ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

                                                                                                                            Uwadiegwu C.U.I  
CC BY-NC-ND  Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs   

 
 

178 

 

drop of the English language „purity‟. 

In Nigerian schools today, most of the 

teachers do not teach their students oral English 

and even when they do,it is only at the senior 

secondary three (SS3) just to enable the students 

pass the English Language in their Senior School 

Certificate Examination (S.S.C.E) and because of 

the short duration of teaching, students find it 

difficult to perform well during the examination. 

Speech means the spoken or oral form of 

the language . According to Onunji (2003: 188), 

oral English deals with the knowledge of sounds. 

Since the adoption of the English language as the 

L2, it has undergone different pronunciation 

levels. In 1917, Jones (1997: v) came up with 

what he called public school pronunciation (PSP) 

which he saw as the language of the Educated 

Southern English people. In 1926, he abandoned 

PSP for Received Pronunciation (RP). Although 

we have other accents like B.B.C, RP has gained 

a lot of grounds in the study of phonology and it 

is this RP version of English that this study will 

be based on as we investigate the causes of 

students‟ poor performance in oral English in 

Secondary schools.  

In this study our emphasis is on oral 

performance. That is how well a speaker speaks 

the language as a native speaker. Although our 

emphasis is on oral performance, this does not 

mean that erroneous sentences are acceptable no 

matter how well they are spoken because oral 

performance is not devoid of „good‟ grammar. 

Oral proficiency can only be achieved when a 

speaker must have learnt about the organs 

involved in speech production, the segmental and 

the supra-segmental of the language because 

speech may be regarded as succession of 

articulation of the speech organs and in 

continuous speech, the sequence of movement is 

broken from time to time. 

Phonetics 
Phonetics is that branch of the general 

science of linguistics which is concerned with 

pronunciation in all aspects. It is the systematic 

study of speech sounds. This study involves: 

1. The production of the sounds, 

physiologically and acoustically 

2. The transmission of the sounds by the air. 

3. The perception of the sounds which may be 

subdivided into their reception and 

interaction. 

Phonology is of primary importance for any true 

understanding of the nature of language because 

speech is the sole tangible aspect of the unwritten 

language – speech is sound. 

Transcription is another important aspect 

of speech. It is generally described as a system of 

writing, which provides one symbol for every 

speech sound. Jones (1973:27) defines it as “a 

kind of alphabetic writing in which each letter 

represents one sound and never any other; „one 

sound one symbol‟.” Christophersen (1981:7) 

adds that the fundamental principle in phonetic 

transcription is that each sound should always 

stand for one particular sound and that each 

sound should be represented by the same sign. 

The study of phonetics helps language 

learners both to pronounce and to understand the 

second language (L2) better than is possible 

without it. Ordinarily, the language learner 

cannot hope to pronounce a feign language 

perfectly well unless the language has been 

subjected to phonetic analysis which the learner 

is required to learn through phonetic training. The 

learner should aim at the pronunciation of the 

educated class in England (that is RP) untainted 

by his local dialects so as to pronounce the words 

as they ought to be. Any learner who has 

undergone phonetic training can pronounce 

transcribed words correctly. 

In a nut-shell, „phonetics is the study and 

science of speech sounds – their production and 

the signs used in representing them” (Anyahuru 

1996: 182). On the other hand, Received 

Pronunciation (RP) is the type of English most 

often heard among educated people in southern 

English. It is used by the majority of Londoners 

who have had a university education, and it is 

commonly heard in oxford and Cambridge 

(Christophersen 1981: 9). 

The Segmental of English 

The segmental of English look at the 

distinct sounds in isolation or in distinct words. 

Anyanwu (1999:2) defines the segmental as 

separable or individual sounds which are capable 

of distinguishing one word from another. 
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Phoneme is a non-physical thing, which could be 

brought into physical manifestation by means of 

the articulatory mechanism. When so manifested, 

the phoneme appears as one sound in one 

phonetic context and as other sounds in other 

contexts. To this, Christophersen (l981: 6) adds 

that “phonemes are the things a language uses to 

keep utterances apart”. It is also functional units 

of language which are realized as sounds and not 

as ideas. 

The different phonemes in any language 

make up its segmental. According to Tomori 

(1977: 14) the phoneme is an abstraction meant 

to account for the smallest functional unit of the 

phonological system of a language. The two main 

criteria of recognizing the phonemes of a 

language are „distribution‟ and „similarity‟. 

Similarity refers to phonetic resemblance – 

chiefly in the manner and point of articulation of 

the sound or phoneme being considered. 

Distribution means the condition under which the 

phonemes adjudged similar occur with respect to 

each other and to other phonemes. 

The vowels and consonants are the 

phonemes which make up the segmental in 

English language. There are forty-four (44) 

phonemes in English language and these 

phonemes co-occur to produce word(s) in the 

language. 

The Vowel 

The vowel is a sound made with the aid 

of the vocal cords, but without any audible 

friction. It may (also) be defined as voiced sounds 

in the production of which there is no obstruction, 

partial or complete of the air passage 

(Christophersen 1981:25). Vowels are made by 

voiced air passing through different mouth 

shapes; the differences in the shape of the mouth 

are caused by the different positions of the tongue 

and of the lips (O‟Connor, 1989:79).  

According to Anyanwu (1997:12) vowels 

are the frictionless sounds of the mouth cavity 

while Nwachukwu (1989:10) describes them as 

sounds without obstruction of the air passage. 

The different authors have tried to define 

the vowel from their own perspectives but one 

unifying factor amongst them is that, they all 

describe it as a frictionless sound or sound 

without air obstruction. 

All the vowel sounds are voiced and they 

are twenty (20) in number. They are divided into 

two:12 pure vowels and 8 diphthongs and every 

vowel has a number that is as significant as the 

vowel itself while studying them.  

 

           Front     middle      back 

 

   

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1: The vowel chart 

The above chart normally represents the tongue 

in the production of the different pure vowels and 

the degree of openness of the mouth during 

production. Pure vowels are realized as single or 

distinct sounds. Certain factors are considered in 

describing vowels and they are: 

1. The length and quality of the vowel or 

muscular tension involved. That‟s whether 

the vowel is long or short: the long vowels 

are: /i:/,/a:/,/ᴐ:/,/u:/,/3:/; the short vowels are 

:/i/,/e/, /æ/, /ᴐ/,/u/, /Λ/ /∂/;  

2. The shape of the lips that is whether they are 

spread, closed, round or neutral. (3) The part 

of the tongue involved in the production. (4) 

The degree of openness or closeness of the 

jaw while pronouncing the vowel. 

The diphthongs are eight in number as 

stated earlier. The word diphthong means a 

double sound and it has a Greek origin. It begins 

at one vowel and ends at another. In its 

production, the tongue glides from one vowel 

position to another. Thus, it is a combination of 

two pure vowels. Diphthongs can be divided into 

two viz: Widening diphthongs and centering 

diphthongs 

   The Consonant 

Consonants are sounds with air 

obstruction at different points of articulation. In 

the production of certain consonants, the air is 
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completely obstructed for a moment before it is 

released while in some others the air obstruction 

is partial. According to Onuigbo (1990:35) a 

consonant is a sound which is produced with 

obstruction of the airstream. They are twenty- 

four (24) in number and they are described 

according to their place and manner of 

articulation. 

 All consonants on the left side of the 

margin are voiceless while those on the right side 

are voiced. This is clarified with the chart below. 

 

Place of articulation  

 Bilabial Labio-Dental Dental Alveolar Palate Alvedor Platatal Veler Glottal 

Manner of 

Articulation 

        

Plosives p          b   t          d   k     g  

Affricates     ʦ                   

ʤ 

   

Nasal m   n           

Ŋ 

 

Fricative  f                  v θ    ð     s       z ʃ                 ʓ   H 

Lateral          l      

Glides w         r           j   

Fig. II: The consonant chart 

In describing the consonants, three things 

are considered 

(i) The state of the vocal cords.  

(ii) The place of articulation.  

(iii) The manner of articulation. 

In the production of certain consonant sounds, the 

vocal cords vibrate while they do not in others. 

Such sounds produced with the vibration of the 

vocal cords are voiced e.g. /b/, /g/, /z/ as 

explained earlier while those without vibration 

e.g. /p/, /f/, /s/ are said to be voiceless.  

Also various organs are involved in the sound 

production such as the lips, the teeth, the palate 

and the glottis. The organ where the articulation 

of a consonant takes place is its place of 

articulation. For example /p/ and /b/ are bilabial 

sounds.  

The manner of articulation of a sound 

describes the type of closure at the point of 

articulation for example /p/ is plosive, /f/ is 

fricative, /m/ is nasal. A consonant must have 

these three descriptions before it is produced. 

Therefore /p/ and /v/ sounds can be described 

thus: 

/p/   -  voiceless bilabial plosive 

/v/   -   voiced labio-dental fricative. 

  

The Supra-segmental or Non-segmental  

        Under the segmental, we looked at the 

phonemes in isolation that is the vowels and 

consonants. The supra-segmental mainly refer to 

stress, intonation, assimilation and elision, When 

we talk, we do not talk in single words but in 

groups of words and we only pause after a group 

of words has been said except in cases where we 

have short expressions like Yes, No, of course, or 

not at all. During speech production, the supra-

segmental act on the segmental causing some of 

the vowels, consonants, syllable and words to 

adjust their forms.  

 

Stress   

Stress in linguistics refers to the degree 

of force or energy with which a syllabic or word 

is pronounced. Strang (1970:61) defines it as 

intensity of utterance derived from the relative 

force of the chest-pulse. Abercrombie (1964:56) 

supports this view by adding that; “each muscular 

contraction and consequent rise in air pressure is 

a chest-pulse and each chest-pulse constitutes a 

syllable” which reinforces the system of stress 

pulses. A unit of sound said with one breath or 

effort is called a syllable. A stressed syllable is 

longer and louder and the pitch of voice rises as it 

http://www.jolls.com.ng/


Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 9. No. 2 September 2019                                                                ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

                                                                                                                            Uwadiegwu C.U.I  
CC BY-NC-ND  Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs   

 
 

181 

 

is said with more energy. In support of this Jones 

(1973: 134-135) adds that stress is a subjective 

activity of the speaker where he consciously 

utters a stressed syllable with greater effort than 

other neighboring syllables in the word or 

sentence. In a word that has more than one 

syllable, a particular syllable is uttered with more 

energy and higher pitch of the voice and it sounds 

louder than others. Such a syllable is said to have 

the primary stress. It is marked with vertical line 

slightly above the syllable to show where the 

force falls. 

Examples: 
⁄
teacher, 

⁄
nepotism, 

⁄
insect, 

⁄
famer, 

⁄
favour, 

⁄
much  

In the words above, the stress is on the 

first syllable and it is only the primary stress that 

has been denoted. Where a word has more than 

one stress it is said to have a primary and a 

secondary stress. There are some words that are 

disyllabic or polysyllabic. In that case it is better 

to stress the primary and secondary stress leaving 

the rest.  

Example: 
⁄
linger,  

⁄
activity 

⁄
flatter,   

⁄
verify 

⁄
kingdom,  

⁄
sensation. 

While the primary stress is on top, the secondary 

stress is below-the syllable it falls on. The 

primary; stress may appear before or after a 

secondary stress. Stress gives emphatic or 

contrastive effect to words and utterances e.g.  

 

Did you eat rice or beans this morning? 

I ate RICE not beans this morning. 

This means that I did not eat beans or any other 

thing except rice. 

    

Intonation 

Naturally, when a person speaks, the 

voice rises and falls at different points. This gives 

meaning and averts monotony of voice in an 

utterance. This rise and fall in the pitch of an 

utterance is referred to as intonation. According 

to Strang (l970:89) intonation is patterning of the 

pitch-variable in speech, a variable depending on 

the relative tension of the vibrating vocal cords in 

voiced speech. Word tone is called pitch and 

sentence tone is referred to as intonation. It works 

hand in hand with stress. Intonation helps the 

listener to know the kind of sentence the speaker 

has made (i.e. its function grammatically) e.g. 

command, question or statement. It also helps to 

convey certainty or uncertainty, willingness or 

unwillingness, enthusiasm or sarcasm in the 

speaker.  

Intonation is stress in connected speech. 

A rising tone often depicts uncertainty or fear 

while a falling tone assures confidence and firm 

feelings. 

For example: 

(1) Get out  (falling tone) 

(2) Stand up (falling tone) 

The above sentences have falling tones and 

show command. 

 

Is she coming home today?       (rising tone)  

(3) It seems it‟s going to rain        (rising tone) 

The above sentences have rising tones and depict 

uncertainty. 

A rising tone is also used in listing items 

that show incompleteness. Examples 

 A B C D 

 

One,   two,   three,    four,    five 

 

  Assimilation 

Assimilation is a phonological process 

that involves the modification of a sound in order 

to make it more similar to another sound in its 

neighbourhood. It results in a smoother and a 

more effortless or economical transition from one 

sound to another. When assimilation occurs, a 

more dominant sound around takes the place of 

the original one. Assimilation disrupts word 

boundaries resulting in the removal of the 

phoneme of a word to another word, which now 

accepts it as part of it. Examples include: 

newspaper 

/nju:z     peip∂/    -     /nju:  speip∂/ 

From the above example, we see /z/ in /nju:z/ 

change to /s/ because of the voiceless /p/ sound 

following it. For easier pronunciation /z/ changes 

to /s/ in order to be like /p/, thus assimilation has 

taken place. 

ii.    Thank you /θæŋk ju:/ -/ θæŋ kju:/ 

In the above sentence, /k/ in /θæŋk/ 

changes position to join /ju:/ thereby giving /kju:/ 
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because /ŋ/ is a voiced sound while /j/ is a 

voiceless sound. The presence of /k/ now gives 

prominence to /j/. Words do not strictly observe 

their boundaries in speech as they do in writing as 

seen in the above examples.  

Elision 
Elision on the other hand removes a 

phoneme entirely from the word. It is a deliberate 

attempt to leave out the sound of a letter or a part 

of a word. If a sound is left unpronounced, that 

sound has been elided. Elision helps us to say 

words fluently and smoothly without gaps or 

hesitations in the middle. In English, one word is 

not separated from another by pausing or 

hesitating; the end of one word flows straight on 

to the beginning of the next word in connected 

speech unless it is deliberately done by the 

speaker. 

Elision or disappearance can take place in: 

1. Compound words  

2. In single words 

3. When there is a combination of /n/ and 

two other consonant sounds. 

4. In words that end in /mb/ 

5. When /s/ or /f/ precedes /t/ and the 

following word begins with a stop, nasal 

or fricative sound. 

6. When /d/ is preceded by /n/ or /m/ often 

times elision may occur if the following 

word begins with a nasal or weak stop 

consonant. 
 

Interference of first language on second 

language 

First language (L1) is the language of a 

child‟s immediate environment. This can be the 

language of either parents. The language of a 

child‟s parents is regarded as his mother Tongue 

(MT). Under this unit, we shall take the learner‟s 

L1 or MT as Igbo and his L2 as English. The‟ 

English language has twenty (20) vowel sounds 

and twenty-four consonant sounds giving a total 

of forty- four (44) sounds, while the Igbo 

language has eight (8) vowel sounds and twenty-

eight (28) consonant sounds making thirty- six 

(36) phonemes. This difference in number alone 

generates a lot of L1 transfer on the English 

language from the lgbo L1 learner of the 

language. 

Language acquisition is environmentally 

controlled. A child (0-6 years) can acquire more 

than one language and there is no conscious 

teaching or learning of language at this stage. A 

language acquired is one‟s L1. It is now well 

established that once a person has acquired any 

language as first language, the sounds which he 

has acquired, the grammatical pattern of the 

language and the process of thought in the culture 

interfer with his learning of another language 

(Obemeata 1985:44-45). Fromklin and Rodman 

(1978:9) assert that a knowledge of a language 

demands that the speaker learns the sounds used 

in the language. One unconsciously replaces any 

sound in the L2 which is lacking in one‟s L1 with 

the closest sound in L1. For instance, the Igbo 

language has no /θ/ and /ʓ/ consonant sounds. 

Therefore,an L2 learner quickly replaces these 

sounds with /t/ and /ʃ/ which are closest to them 

in his L1. Eka (1996:66) supports this by adding 

that “ if sounds in the L2 are non-existent in the 

L1, there is a tendency for the learner of the 

sounds of that L2 to transfer to it the nearest 

equivalents of such sounds from his MT”. 

Example: 

L2    

 L1 transfer 

Thank [θæŋk]   

 tank [taeŋk] 

Measure [meʓ∂]  

 measure [meʃ∂] 

Again the Igbo language has a CVCV, 

CV or VCV sequence which gives prominence to 

every sound. Due to the VCV syllable formation, 

he tries sometimes to add extra sounds to his 

pronunciation .L1 transfer is not only at consonant 

level; it is even more prominent in vowels. The 

Igbo language has only eight vowel sounds while 

English has twenty. Therefore, the learner tries to 

approximate these sounds to his eight L1 vowels. 

Also Igbo has no mid-vowels. This greatly affects 

the voice pitch of the learner since he is 

acquainted with either high or low vowels. In 

pronouncing phonemes like /e/, /⊃/, /3:/ and /∂/ 

he realizes them as /e/,  /a/,  /ọ/ and /o/ which are 

low vowels in his language. He changes sounds 

like /æ/,  /Λ/,  /3:/ and /∂/ to /a/ or /⊃/ to suit his 

production for example: 
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Word    L2   

 L1 

Snatch   /snætʃ/  

 /snatʃ/ 

Son    /sʌn/  

  /s⊃n/ 

Work    /w3:k/  

  /w⊃:k/ 

Under    /ʌnd∂/   

 /⊃nda/ 

He may add extra vowel sounds to the words 

above because of CVCV word sequence. In that 

case he will pronounce  

/ snatʃi/ for /snætʃ/ 

/s⊃nu/ for /sʌn/ 

/w⊃:ku/ for /w3:k/ 

This invariably affects his speech production in 

connected speech and always leads to vulgarism. 

1.2 Statement of Problem  

The problems of English as L2 in 

Nigerian schools are numerous and these include: 

(a)  L1 interference 

(b)  Use of borrowed words from other 

languages 

(c)  Poor teaching 

In the 1920‟s the swing towards 

cultivating the vernacular began because it was 

felt that the child should not, through education, 

become divorced from his background and 

culture. “As a result, African languages were 

used as the medium of instruction in the first few 

years of education and then a switch was made to 

English “(Tiffen 1973:9). This move did not 

make for a smooth „landing‟ for the English 

language as L2. The learner is bound to transfer 

his L1 on L2 which hinders his level of 

proficiency in the language.  

The English Language borrowed most of 

its words from Latin, French, Greek etc and this 

will obviously pose some pronunciation problems 

for the learner. For instance, „Fiance‟ and 

„Fianćee‟ (which are French words) will be 

pronounced by an lgbo L1 learner as  

[fia:nsi] against [fiansei] 

The chances of the Igbo L1. Learner to pronounce 

properly some of such borrowed words are slim. 

In addition, some of the language teachers in our 

schools are poorly equipped. This is more often 

seen in private schools where auxiliary teachers 

are engaged in the service. They may not use the 

RP in teaching the learners because they do not 

have the mastery. The learners on the other hand 

may be ignorant of it (RP) because they have not 

heard their teachers use it. So this is a problem 

that calls for immediate attention. To this effect 

Nta (1994:120) and Nwigwe (1994:129) assert 

that the teacher holds an interplay between theory 

and practice and that the quality of the teacher is 

an important factor in language teaching.  

English is Nigeria‟s official language and 

is a qualifying subject for admission into the 

higher institution but unfortunately there has been 

a sharp fall in the number of passes made in this 

subject every year in the Senior School 

Certificate Exam (SSCE). More so the few that 

sail through yearly always embarrass their 

listeners with either wrong pronunciation or 

vulgarism. Onuigbo (1990:1) posits that speech 

involves language sounds, which are associated 

with meaning. Chukwuma (1997:245) says that; 

your spoken English (pronunciation) is an 

eloquent testimony of your level of education and 

literacy. Elugbe (2000:1) adds that it is quite 

possible for us to speak a language poorly even 

when we write it very well.  

However, Egbe (1979:86) describes the 

Nigerian English as „bookish‟. Adetugbo 

(1979:137) and Elugbe (2000:1) support this 

view by adding that the second language user 

may be grammatically competent and yet lacks 

communicative competence.  Nta (1994:120) 

sums up that our SSCE results show that in spite 

of concerted effort at providing textbooks, 

readers and even language teachers, students‟ 

language performance continue to take a 

downward plunge. It is this persistent decline in 

oral proficiency among S.S.S.3 students who sit 

for SSCE yearly that promoted this study. 

1.3 Purpose of the Study 

English Language assumes a „leadership‟ 

role among all subjects at secondary school level 

and is a prerequisite for higher learning School 

leavers often times miss their admissions because 

of yearly poor performance in the subject. There 

is also communication gap when discussions are 

held in English with school leavers.  
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In view of this, the researcher wants to 

investigate the performance in oral aspect of the 

language which contributes immensely to the 

mass failure in the subject and also offer 

solutions to the problem based on empirical 

findings. This laudable attempt will add to the 

existing knowledge in the academic world. 

1.4 Significance of the Study 

Long ago, School Certificate Exam 

(SCE) was rated high because of the calibre of 

students produced then unlike what is prevalent 

now. Although English language has never been 

an easy subject right from the outset but the 

alarming rate of oral communication breakdown 

among secondary school students especially those 

in final year class calls for attention. 

This study assumes that inadequate preparations 

and non-challant attitude of students towards oral 

competence cause the yearly poor performance. 

The research findings will: 

1. Create the awareness for oral competence 

among secondary school students. (2) 

Facilitate the efforts of the final year 

students to master the segmental and 

supra-segmental before their final year 

exam. (3) Enlighten English Language 

teachers on areas of emphasis during 

preparation of their final year students. 

(4) Enlighten the government on whom 

to deploy in teaching of English 

language. 

 

1.5 Research Questions 

This research is designed to find answers 

to the following questions: 

1. How do the numerous English sounds 

and their indefinite study pattern affect 

learning?  

2. Do secondary schools in the state lack 

both instructional materials and experts 

in the subject?  

1.6 Delimitations to the Study 

The study will be restricted to three (3) 

secondary schools (Federal Government Girls‟ 

College, Owerri, Archdeacon Dennis Seminary, 

Mbieri and Community Secondary School 

Amatta in Imo State drawn from the three bodies 

that run schools in the state. The study is 

restricted to oral competence. Twenty objective 

questions on oral competence will be used. The 

emphasis is on causes of students‟ poor 

performance in oral English.   

 

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 

Many scholars have written a lot on the 

causes of students‟ poor performance in Oral 

English over the years yet not much positive 

change has been achieved.  

2.1 Conceptual Works 

Elugbe (2000:1-183) deals extensively on 

what makes up oral English. The text points out 

that English is Nigeria‟s L2 and one should not 

expect the learner to speak it as native speakers 

but goes further to encourage the learner to speak 

in spite of his errors. The source suggests that: 

“we should speak English which meets 

international standards of intelligibility… 

because English is an international 

language...“(Elugbe 2000:2).  

The author is of the opinion that teachers 

should teach the learners with the aid of phonetic 

texts for every test format and also teach the 

learners the organs of speech and respiration. 

Elugbe (2000) also observes that learners have 

problems in the pronunciation of irregular plural 

noun forms of words. Elugbe (2000:127) further 

elaborates this view by adding that: “irregular 

forms of nouns follow no particular rule and 

therefore must be learnt in their own right”.  

The text goes ahead to say that 

knowledge of stress is as important as knowledge 

of consonants and vowels. According to the 

source, stress is more difficult to master than the 

consonants and vowels although learners often 

equate stress with high tone and lack of stress 

with low tone. To support this, the author notes 

that: “...the wrong tone on any syllable can result 

in a loss of meaning or in totally different 

meaning from the one intended” (Elugbe 

2000:136).  

Elugbe (2000:165) posits that nouns, 

verbs, adjectives, adverbs and negative makers 

are stressed while pronouns, articles and helping 

verbs are not stressed. The source suggests that 

learners should also use intonation in addition to 

stress. While incomplete statements; polite 

http://www.jolls.com.ng/


Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 9. No. 2 September 2019                                                                ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

                                                                                                                            Uwadiegwu C.U.I  
CC BY-NC-ND  Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs   

 
 

185 

 

requests, yes or No questions have rising tone, 

commands, statements and WH questions have 

falling tone.   

2.2 Empirical studies 

Obemeata (1985:43-52) observes with 

dismay that Nigerian children are victims of lack 

of proficiency in the English. In his findings 

Obemeata (1985) discovers that, the Nigerian 

school child is reared in a bilingual community – 

MT and TL. The author posits that the first 

language of a child interferes with the learning of 

the second language. The source explains that 

often times the learner translates his MT into TL 

which generates errors at all shades of the 

language. Obemeata (1985) observes at the end 

of his study, there were lots of translations from 

MT to TL from both the experimental and control 

groups. Eka (1992) also observes that the variety 

of English spoken by undergraduates is as same 

as other Nigerians (in more accented syllables) 

including highly educated ones. 

The source supports this observation by adding 

that: It is now generally known that it is neither 

possible nor necessary for any Nigerian learning 

English as an L2 to speak the language like the L1 

speaker-the British or the American, (Eka 

1992:15). “The text categorizes this variety as 

having irrelevant pausing, inelastic timing and 

wrong intonation. From the author‟s observation, 

time allotted to spoken English in the universities 

is small and the emphasis is on written English. 

Eka (1992) used a higher class for the same 

research and submits that the lapses in spoken 

English is among other factors caused by 

insufficient training, inadequate motivation, L1 

influence and the quality of the role of model”.  

Mohammed (l995:134-150) posits that 

from the 1960s to date, the motivation for 

learning English has changed as the need for it 

has become more localized, that is using it as a 

common language of communication and “using 

it as a tool for the acquisition of modern 

knowledge and technology” (Mohammed 

1995:134).  

The text adds that, the teaching and 

examination syllabus for SSCE should not be 

normed against the communicative competence 

of the mythical native speaker but against that of 

the educated Nigerian. Mohammed (1995) 

observes that the SSCE syllabus and its 

evaluative system are too cumbersome for the 

learner in an unfavourable learning situation like 

in Nigeria at the moment, and this leads to 

confusion and greater anxiety on the part of the 

learner. The author submits that the high failure 

rate in the SSCE suggests that the students‟ 

overall communicative competence in English is 

declining, instead of improving.  

Mohammed (1995) disagrees with the 

blame (by the Exam body) on the poor quality of 

teachers and teaching materials. Mohammed 

(1995) feels that with the present structure and 

organization of the SSCE, the result will remain 

the same even if all the administrative and 

logistical problems are solved. The author says 

that the SSCE is unreliable since 70-75% of 

candidates who sat for the English Language 

examination in three consecutive years (1988-

‟90) failed with the worst grades. 

 We cannot dispute Elugbe (2000), Obemeata 

(1985), Eka (1992) and Mohammed‟s (1995) 

contributions to this research work, their 

suggestions are needful but based on variance in 

opinion we shall administer questionnaire on the 

concerned population in order to draw a 

conclusion on the study. 

3.0 Methodology 

3.1 Technique for Data Collection 

The researcher adopted the use of questionnaire 

in the collection of data. Since the investigation 

was on oral performance the researcher 

considered some natural phenomena that might 

affect the subjects such as: rural and urban life, 

peer group and sex. The subjects were 

encouraged to freely answer the structured 

questions since some were shy to do so. The 

demand of the study was to get accurate 

responses from the entire population for objective 

analysis of result. 

3.2 Area/Population of Study 

The researcher localized the study to one 

state – Imo. The state is located at south-east 

region of Nigeria. The population chosen was 

made up of the students in senior secondary three 

(SS3) from three different schools one female 

school, one male school and one heterogeneous 
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institution based on the different bodies that run 

the schools in the country, viz:  

 The Federal government.  

 The state government.  

 The sole proprietorship/mission 

From the schools, a total of two hundred 

and thirty (230) students were chosen. Out of the 

230 students, one hundred and sixty three (163) 

were girls while sixty-seven (67) were boys.  

Out of the two-hundred and thirty (230) 

students chosen, the researcher had students from  

(14) states of the federation viz:  

 

Imo 169 Student(s)     Akwa Ibom 1 student(s) 

Abia 14      Bayelsa 1  

Anambra 21      Oyo 2  

Enugu 2     Lagos 1  

Ebonyi 4     Kogi 3  

Edo 5       Ogun 1  

Rivers 1       Bornu 1  

The population has fairly represented the three major group languages in the country, which the 

researcher had originally intended to research on. 

3.3  Testing Instrument 

The testing instrument used for the purpose of data collection was the questionnaire. Twenty (20) 

questions were administered on the subjects and responses were also provided. The respondents were 

required to tick  (     ) against the response they had chosen. 

3.4 Method of Presentation and Analysis 

The researcher distributed the questionnaire to subjects in the three different schools and collected 

them back on the spot by herself after the subjects‟ responses for accurate result. The researcher made use 

of percentage scores to establish the subjects‟ responses by arranging the questions in tabular forms 

showing the frequency of responses over the total number of the respondents multiplied by one hundred: 

That is    x  x  100 

 n      1 

From the result, 50% response and above is accepted as a cause of students‟ poor performance in 

Oral English.. 

 

4.0 Findings  

From the results gathered from the 230 students, it was observed that the numerous English sounds 

and their non-definite study pattern affect learning of orals in secondary school. 

Question 1  

How do the numerous English sounds and their non-definite study pattern affect learning? 

 

Responses Table 1 

S/N Item Statement Rating scale Freq Percentage 
1 The English sounds have no definite study pattern.  A 

D 

156 

74 

67 

31 

2 The English sounds are difficult to learn. A 

D 

139 

91 

60 

39 

3 The speech sounds of English are different from the 

letters of the alphabet and therefore cannot be easily 

mastered. 

A 

D 

166 

64 

72 

27 

4 The stress in English has no distinct pattern and so, 

creates problems in learning. 

A 

D 

164 

66 

70 

28 

  
  

 0 
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5 Consonant clusters pose problems in your speech 

production. 

 

A 

D 

172 

58 

74 

24 

 

6 You find it difficult to pronounce diphthongs.  A 

D 

163 

67 

72 

28 

7 Borrowed words pose problems in pronunciation. A 

D 

163 

67 

70 

28 

8 The learners L1 interferes with the TL. A 

D 

120 

110 

52 

47 

9 You can transcribe some English words. A 

D 

33 

190 

13 

85 

From the table above, out of 230 students, 67% agreed that English sounds have no definite study 

pattern, 60% agreed that the English sounds are difficult to learn. Also 72% and 70% respectively agreed 

that the speech sounds of English are different from the letters of the alphabet and therefore cannot be easily 

mastered and that the stress in English has no district pattern and so creates problem in learning.  

74% and 72% agreed that: “consonant dusters pose problems in your speech production” and “you 

find it difficult to pronounce diphthongs” respectively, while 85 % disagree with the statement “you can 

transcribe some English words. Again, 70% and 52% agreed that borrowed words pose problems in 

pronunciation and that the learner‟s L1 interferes with the TL respectively. 

 

Table II 

Research Question 2 

Do secondary schools in the state lack both instructional materials and experts in the subject? 

10 There are no audio tapes provided in the school to aid efficient 

teaching of oral English. 

A 

D 

216 

14 

93 

5 

11 Our secondary schools lack competent teachers in the field. A 

D 

138 

92 

59 

38 

12 Language laboratories are not provided in schools to aid difficult 

teaching and learning. 

A 

D 

200 

30 

86 

11 

13 Lack of adequate facilities for learning hamper studies in orals  A 

D 

204 

26 

89 

10 

14  Schools do not have well equipped libraries. A 

D 

217 

13 

93 

4 

15 WAEC is still ill-equipped to carry out tests on oral English. A 

D 

31 

199 

13 

86 

16 There are no available films to guide the learner on the correctness 

of sounds. 

A 

D 

177 

53 

76 

20 

17 Long and short vowels are difficult to differentiate while reading. A 

D 

193 

37 

83 

14 

18 There are good textbooks in orals in you school library A 

D 

17 

213 

6 

91 

19 You use English pronouncing dictionary in class or at home for 

your drills. 

A 

D 

20 

210 

8 

91 

20 The number of English language teachers in your school is enough 

for the study of orals. 

A 

D 

75 

205 

10 

87 

From table II above it was observed that 93%and 59% respectively agreed that there are no audio 

tapes provided in the school to aid efficient teaching of oral English and that secondary schools lack 
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competent teachers in the field. Items 12, 13 and 14 show that language laboratories are not provided in 

school to aid deficient teaching and learning and that lack of adequate facilities  for learning hamper studies 

in orals and schools do not have well equipped libraries with 86%, 89% and 93% respectively in agreement. 

13% disagreed with item 15 that WAEC is still ill-equipped to carry out tests on oral English. 

Furthermore, 76% and 83% agreed that, there are no available films to guide the learner on the 

correctness of sounds and that, long and short vowels are difficult to differentiate while reading. On the 

contrary 6%, 8% and 10% respectively disagreed with the statements that: “there are good textbooks in 

orals in your school library”, “you use English Pronouncing Dictionary in class and at home for your 

drills”, and “The number of English language teachers in your school is enough for the study of oral”.  

 

5.0 SUMMARY OF FINDINDS, 

CONCLUSION AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

5.1 Summary and conclusion 

The study of orals in English has not 

been an easy task for learners and teachers in 

secondary school. In spite of the numerous efforts 

made over the years Secondary school students 

still find it difficult to pass oral English or to 

communicate intelligibly. From the findings, it 

was observed that the indefinite study pattern of 

English phonemes and their numerous numbers 

in addition to lack of instructional materials and 

experts in the subject are strong causes of 

students‟ poor performance in oral English at 

secondary school.            

5.2 Recommendations 

Based on the findings of this study, we 

make the following recommendations: 

1. Oral English should be introduced into 

the school curriculum from primary 

school level.  

2. WAEC and NECO should give oral tests 

and not written oral tests alone at SSC 

examination.  

3. Instructional materials should be 

provided to schools by the66 government 

and teachers should endeavour to use 

them in teaching the students.  

4. The government should give enough 

financial aids to schools for oral English. 

5.3 Suggestions for Further Research 

Further research could be carried out in 

the following areas: 

1. L1 interference on TL/L2 by Igbo students. 

2. Environmental influence on L2 learners of 

English language      

 

 

 

 

REFERENCES 

Adetugbo, A (1979) Nigerian English and communicative competence in Ubahakwe, E. (Ed.) Varieties and 

functions of English in Nigeria. (137) Ibadan; African University Press. 

Anyanwu P.A. (1999) The English speech sound in Anyanwu, P.A (Ed.) Correctness and style in the 

English language skills (12) . Owerri: Springfield Publishers. 

Anyanwu, P. A. (1997) Intensive phonetic monologues. Okigwe: Fasmen Communication.  

Christophersen, P. (1981) An English Phonetic course England Longman.  

Chukwuma, H., Otagburuagu E. (1997) English for academic purposes. Onitsha: Africana. Fep.     

Publishers. 

Eka D (1992) Spoken communication and the Nigerian undergraduate, in Orisawayi, D. (Ed). Developing 

communicative skills in English language (15). Enugu: New Generation books.  

Elugbe, B. (2000) Oral English for schools and colleges. Ibadan: Heinemann 

Fromklin, V. and Rodman, R (1978) An introduction to language. London: Rinchart and Wiston. 

Jones, D. (1973) The pronunciation of English. Cambridge: University Printing House. 

Mohammed A. (1995) Communicative competence acquisition in infelicitous learning environment in 

Bamgbose, A., Banjo, A., Thomas, A. New Englishes. Ibadan: Mosuro Publishers. 

 

http://www.jolls.com.ng/


Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 9. No. 2 September 2019                                                                ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

                                                                                                                            Uwadiegwu C.U.I  
CC BY-NC-ND  Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs   

 
 

189 

 

Nta, E. (1994) Experiential learning: Theoretical and practical implications to the language teacher in 

Emenyonu, E and Nnolim, C. (Ed). Current trends in literature and language studies in West 

Africa .(120)  Ibadan: Kraft Books Ltd. 

Nwachukwu, U. (1998) Fundamentals of oral English. Owerri: Colon Concepts. 

Nwigwe, N. (1994) A critical evaluation of the use of English programme in colleges of Education in 

Nigeria: in Emenyonu, E. and Nnolim .C. Ed. Current trends in literature and language 

studies in West Africa .(120)  Ibadan: Kraft Books Ltd. 

Obemeata, J.O. (1985) The factor of the Mother Tongue in the Teaching and Learning of English Language 

Nigerian Journal of Curriculum Studies Vol. III. No. 1. Ibadan: Codat Audio-visual services. 

Onuigbo, S. (1990) Oral English for schools and colleges. Nigeria: Africana Fep. Ltd. 

Strang, B.M.H. (1970) Modern English structure.; London: Edward Arnold. Ltd. 

Tiffen, B. (1973) Second language teaching in Tiffen B. and Williams D. (Ed.) A Language in Common. 

London: Longman. 

Tomori, S.H.O. (1977) The morphology and syntax of present- day English. Macmillan. 

Ubahakwe, E. (1979) Role of English in Nigerian education in Ubahakwe, .E.( Ed). Varieties and functions 

of English in Nigeria. Ibadan: African University Press. 

Uzozie, R.U. (1992) Phonetics and phonology of English. Onitsha: Hybrid Publisher Ltd. 

 

http://www.jolls.com.ng/

