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Abstract 

Nigerian stakeholders are concerned with the continuous low scores of final-year senior 

secondary school students (FYSSS) in the West African Senior School Certificate 

Examination (WASSCE). Studies have shown that limited proficiency in English among 

FYSSS is the cause of low scores on the WASSCE. The purpose of this quantitative 

correlational study was to investigate the relationship between English proficiency and 

academic achievement among FYSSS as measured by the WASSCE. The theoretical 

framework for the study was Cummins’s theory of second language acquisition to 

address the distinction between conversational language and academic language. 

Archival data from 225 FYSSS were collected from 2 secondary schools in Nigeria. 

Results of linear regression analyses showed a strong positive relationship between 

FYSSS English proficiency and 4 WASSCE subjects (English, biology, government, and 

mathematics). Findings may be used to develop strategies to improve English proficiency 

of FYSSS which will allow them to succeed in all subject areas and to amend the school 

language policy in the Nigerian education sector.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

Only 9% of the global population are native English speakers, but today about one 

third of it speaks English (Crystal, 2006). The English language has become not just a 

medium for global communication, but it is used worldwide in a variety of fields (Jeraltin 

& Ramganesh, 2013). Many non-English speaking countries view English as a necessary 

working language and have adopted it as a second language. In sub-Saharan Africa, 26 

nations have adopted English as an official language Although countries like Nigeria 

have adopted English as an official language, other countries have adopted English 

alongside another African language (Plonski, Teferra, & Brady, 2013). This means that 

the English language has official status in several non-English speaking nations, making 

English the most widely spoken official language (Plonski et al., 2013). To many 

Nigerians, to be educated means to know how to write, read, and speak English fluently.  

As the need to communicate in English increases, teaching English as a second 

language and testing of English has become more important. Different forms of 

assessment are used to get reliable information on English language learners’ (ELLs) 

abilities and/or competence in using English language when they intend to study abroad 

(Brindley, 2006). Two good examples of international standardized tests are the Test of 

English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) and the International English Language Testing 

System (IELTS). In 2014, 2.5 million IELTS tests were taken in more than 140 countries 

(British Council, 2015). Each year, approximately 38,000 students enroll in intensive 

English language programs in colleges and universities in the United States. According to 

Shamim (2011), over 1 billion people learn English as a foreign language while over 750 
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million people learn English as a second language. Daller and Phelan (2013) posited that 

English language proficiency for nonnative speakers is a key factor in academic success. 

Determinants of student performance have been a focus of academic research for the last 

20 years. Haydar and Uyar (2011) stated that of all the variables that affect student 

performance, language is the most essential. This study addressed the relationship 

between English proficiency and academic achievement of final-year senior secondary 

school students (FYSSS) in the West African Senior School Certificate Examination 

(WASSCE). 

Background 

Nigeria is in West Africa and shares land borders with the Republic of Benin in 

the west, Chad and Cameroon in the east, and Niger in the north. Nigeria’s coast in the 

south lies on the Gulf of Guinea on the Atlantic Ocean. Nigeria’s population is currently 

estimated at 175 million. Over 350 local languages and dialects are spoken in Nigeria. 

Due to the multilingual environment, Nigeria adopted English language as a lingua franca 

to facilitate cultural and linguistic unity in 1960 (Shaibu, 2013). According to Orisawayi 

(2007), English will continue to perform the utilitarian function assigned to it not only by 

official adoption but also by the necessities of the linguistic situation in Nigeria. Today, 

Nigeria is one of the largest English as a second language (ESL) nations in the world 

(Jowitt, 2009). 

Since 1960, English has dominated all other languages in all sectors 

(Ogunmodimu, 2015), especially the education sector. The Nigerian education system is 

divided into primary, secondary, and tertiary education. There is also provision for 
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technical/vocational education at the secondary and tertiary level. Technical/vocational 

education is managed by the National Board for Technical Education. No matter the level 

or choice of education, the medium of communication remains English. The Ministry of 

Education at the federal, state, and local government level takes responsibility for 

implementing government policy on education. The role of English in the Nigerian 

education sector is outlined in the National Language Policy on Education (2004), which 

states that English is the only medium of instruction at all levels of education. The 

National Policy on Education gave English language the highest priority because it views 

English as the backbone of all other subjects taught in secondary schools. The English 

language curriculum at the primary and secondary level in Nigeria consists of the four 

language skills: reading, writing, listening, and oral English. At the senior school level, 

the National Curriculum for Senior Secondary Schools (2004) stated the following 

objectives: 

1. to prepare students for higher education and for the world of work after 

graduation, and 

2. to achieve a high level of English language proficiency for all students. 

Both academic and extracurricular activities are conducted in English. Many 

students make a conscious effort to speak English without a Nigerian accent. In some 

private and federal schools, it is a punishable offense to speak another language within 

the school premises during school hours. Despite all of these requirements, the West 

African Examination Council (WAEC) has not recorded at least 50% passing scores in 

over a decade in the WASSCE. Student performance in the WASSCE has ranged 
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between 20% and 48% passing every year (Olayide, 2012). Stakeholders in education 

have attributed this trend to students’ limited proficiency in English (Aina & Olanipekun, 

2013; Fakeye, 2014; Ojo, 2010). 

Problem Statement 

The WASSCE is a standardized test administered by the WAEC in all English-

speaking West African countries each year. The WASSCE assesses content skills in 

senior secondary school subjects. FYSSS are required to register and sit for eight subjects 

or a maximum of nine subjects. A minimum passing mark for each subject is 50%. A 

passing score in at least five subjects is required for admission into the university. These 

five subjects must include English language (for arts students) and English and 

mathematics for science students because they are compulsory subjects (WAEC, 2014). 

Table 1 shows the WAEC grading system. 

Table 1 

 

WAEC Grading System 

Grades 

 

Definition Interpretation 

A1 Excellent 80-100% 

B2 Very good 70-79% 

B3 Good 65-69% 

C4 Credit 60-64% 

C5 Credit 55-59% 

C6 Credit 50-54% 

 

Note. Source WAEC (2016). 

 

The unsatisfactory performance of FYSSS in WASSCE subjects has been a 

source of concern to stakeholders (Adenipekun, 2016; Aina & Olanipekun, 2013; 

Eguridu, 2014). Researchers have tied this trend to students’ limited proficiency in 
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English language (Aina & Olanipekun, 2013 and Fakeye, 2014). Analysis of WASSCE 

results between 2009 and 2016 confirmed that more than half of FYSSS fail the 

WASSCE every year (Adenipekun, 2016; Egede, 2014). The government, policymakers, 

school administrators, and parents are concerned about this lingering challenge in the 

Nigerian education sector. The Nigerian Union of Teachers and the Parent Teacher 

Association have called on the government to tackle the crisis. Table 2 presents 

WASSCE results between 2009 and 2016. 

Table 2 

WASSCE Results From 2009 to 2016 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. Source WAEC, 2016. 

In 2016, 758,849 candidates passed the WASSCE out of 1,605,248 candidates. 

This number represents 47% of all candidates who sat for the examination, but 9% of 

these candidates had their results withheld due to alleged examination malpractice 

(Adenipekun, 2016), which reduced the percentage passed to 38%. Fear of failure has 

caused some students to indulge in examination malpractice. According to Orgunsiji 

(2009), how Nigerian students would fare in their studies depends largely on their level 

 

Year 

Number of 

candidates 

 Candidates    Percentage 

   passed             passed 

2009 1,373,009 356,981 25.99% 

2010 1,351,557 337,071 24.94% 

2011 1,540,250 465,123 29.53% 

2012 1,102,608 355,266 32.22% 

2013 1,034,263 639,760 38.30% 

2014 1,552,758 529,425 31.28% 

2015 1,593,442 616,370 38.68% 

2016 1,605,248 621,554      38% 
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of proficiency in English. This is consistent with Komba and Bosco’s (2015) assertion 

that the academic performance of students is influenced by their level of proficiency in 

the language of instruction (LOI). Not being proficient in the LOI is an impediment to 

learning because the teacher and the learner may not be communicating effectively 

(Komba and Bosco, 2015). 

Fakeye (2014) investigated students’ performance in content areas and language 

proficiency. Research findings showed a positive correlation between the two variables. 

Ojo (2010) and Tata (2014) found that the unsatisfactory performance of FYSSS is 

connected to limited comprehension and reading ability. However, Oribabor (2014) and 

Usman and Umar (2014) attributed the mass failure to inefficient English writing skills. 

In 2012, an appraisal by Bello and Oke of candidates’ achievement in WASSCE among 

member states showed unsatisfactory performance of FYSSS in Nigeria. In the United 

States, a wide achievement gap exists the between ELLs and native English speakers 

(San, 2013). With the rapid growth of the ELL population in recent years, bridging the 

achievement gap between these two groups has become an issue of national concern 

among contemporary educational leaders (San, 2013; Wright, 2010). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this quantitative study was to investigate the relationship between 

English language proficiency (as measured by the IELTS grades) and academic 

achievement among FYSSS in four WASSCE subjects: English language, biology, 

government, and mathematics. 
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Research Questions and Hypotheses 

The following research questions (RQs) and hypotheses were used to guide the 

study: 

RQ1: What is the relationship between the English language proficiency grades of 

FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their English language test scores in WASSCE? 

H01: There is no significant relationship between the English language 

proficiency grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their English language test 

scores in WASSCE. 

Ha1: There is a significant relationship between the English language proficiency 

grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their English language test scores in 

WASSCE. 

RQ2: What is the relationship between the English language proficiency grades of 

FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their biology test scores in WASSCE? 

H02: There is no significant relationship between the English language 

proficiency grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their biology test scores in 

WASSCE. 

Ha2: There is a significant relationship between the English language proficiency 

grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their biology test scores in WASSCE. 

RQ3: What is the relationship between the English language proficiency grades of 

FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their government test scores in WASSCE? 
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H03: There is no significant relationship between the English language 

proficiency grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their government test scores in 

WASSCE. 

Ha3: There is a significant relationship between the English language proficiency 

grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their government test scores in WASSCE. 

RQ4: What is the relationship between the English language proficiency grades of 

FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their mathematics test scores in WASSCE? 

H04: There is no significant relationship between the English language 

proficiency grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their mathematics test scores in 

WASSCE. 

Ha4: There is a significant relationship between the English language proficiency 

grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their mathematics test scores in WASSCE. 

Theoretical Foundation 

In the theory of second language acquisition, Cummins (1979) posited that there 

is a connection between learners’ language proficiency and academic performance. 

Cummins coined the terms basic interpersonal communicative skills (BICS) 

and cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP). BICS refers to language required 

to communicate in social situations and is cognitively undemanding because it is used in 

informal settings. Cummins (1981) showed that it takes approximately 1 to 3 years for 

learners to develop BICS when they have enough exposure to the second language. 

CALP is the ability to manipulate language with the use of abstractions in an advanced 

manner, which is needed in an academic setting because it is the ability the learner 
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possesses to think and use a language within the learning environment. Cummins’s 1981 

research indicated that K-12 students require about 5 to 7 years to acquire CALP in the 

second language on the condition that the learner has native language literacy. Learners 

without a strong native language literacy will require 7 to 10 years. Cummins’s theory 

provided the foundation for the current study, in which I assumed that a certain CALP 

ability is needed to excel in content areas that Nigerian students might not all possess. 

Nature of the Study 

A correlational design was used for this study because the purpose was to 

examine the relationship between two variables: IELTS grades and WASSCE scores. 

More specifically, the purpose was to examine the relationship between English language 

proficiency as measured by the IELTS grades and academic achievement of FYSSS in 

four WASSCE subjects: English language, biology, government, and mathematics. 

A correlational design is a nonexperimental design used to determine whether a 

relationship between variables exists. The correlational design provides empirical 

evidence suggesting there is a connection between variables (McMillian & 

Schumacher, 2006). Archival data of FYSSS were collected from two government 

secondary schools located in one of the six major cities in South East Nigeria. For ethical 

reasons, I referred to the city as Green Town. For the same reason, I renamed the two 

selected schools as South East Secondary School (SESS) and North East Secondary 

School (NESS). Data included demographic information of FYSSS, their IELTS grades, 

and their test scores in four WASSCE subjects: English language, biology, government, 
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and mathematics. A regression analysis was used to analyze the variance of scores of 

FYSSS. 

Definitions 

English language learners (ELLs): Students who speak a language other than 

English and who must acquire English proficiency to succeed in school (National Center 

for Education Statistics, 2010).  

Language proficiency: The ability of an individual to speak or perform in an 

acquired language (American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages, 2008).  

International English Language Testing System (IELTS): An 

international standardized test of English language proficiency established in 1989 for 

nonnative English language speakers; the IELTS is one of the most recognized and valid 

English proficiency tests in the world (British Council, 2015). 

West African Senior School Certificate Examination (WASSCE): A standardized 

test administered in all anglophone West African secondary schools. It is administered by 

the West African Examinations Council (WAEC). The school-leaving qualification 

obtained after the examination is called the West African Senior School Certificate 

(WASSC). A passing mark in at least five subjects out of nine qualifies candidates to 

enter the university. These subjects must include English language for arts students and 

English language and mathematics for science students. A test report certificate is issued 

to all candidates after 6 months irrespective of their performance (WAEC, 2016). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Standardised_test
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Standardized_test
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Standardized_test
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_Africa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_African_Examinations_Council
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Assumptions 

I assumed that all FYSSS who participated in the test were emotionally and 

psychologically ready to take part in the test and that the data provided by the school 

administrators were correct. 

Scope and Delimitations 

I focused on the relationship between English language proficiency and academic 

achievement of FYSSS. The research was delimited to two secondary schools in Green 

Town. The study was also limited to the collection of participants WASSCE scores, 

IELTS grades, and demographic data (gender, age, ethnicity, and name of school) from 

SESS and NESS. Collection of demographic data was for purposes of defining and 

describing the research participants. The results of the study are not generalizable to 

primary schools and junior secondary schools. 

Limitations 

One limitation was incomplete data. Out of the 285 participants who were 

supposed to participate in the research, 60 FYSSS had incomplete results. Some of them 

had missed the IELTS tests, and others had missed some of the WASSCE subjects. 

Complete data sets of 225 FYSSS were available. 

Significance 

This study addressed a problem in the Nigerian education sector. Results 

informed stakeholders and policymakers in the education sector about the root causes of 

limited proficiency in English among FYSSS in Nigeria. Findings could also provide a 

basis for strategies to improve English language proficiency of FYSSS. Possible positive 
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measures are reviewing the current school language policy and eliminating unstructured 

bilingual language practices in the classrooms. Olagbaju (2014) stated that the vague 

nature of the present language policy makes implementation difficult. Olagbaju called for 

clarity of policy as a first step toward improving English language proficiency of 

students. 

Summary 

Many nations have adopted English as an official language. Having just a BICS is 

not enough to comprehend and perform well in academic content areas. Several empirical 

studies have shown that being proficient in English is a necessity for students to 

understand other school subjects (Abedi & Herman, 2010; Mcleman, Fernandes, & 

NcNulty, 2012; Starcher & Proffitt, 2011). In Nigeria, scholars have identified weak 

comprehension, reading, and writing skills as the major cause of limited proficiency in 

content areas (Ojo, 2010; Olagbaju, 2014; Usman & Umar, 2014). I investigated the 

relationship between FYSSS English language proficiency and their academic 

achievement as measured by scores in WASSCE and IELTS grades. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The Nigerian education sector has faced several challenges that have affected 

students’ performance. One of these challenges has been the continual weak performance 

of FYSSS in WASSCE. Unsatisfactory WASSCE results have been a source of great 

concern to stakeholders in the education sector for over a decade (Olayide, 2012). For 

this study, I investigated the relationship between FYSSS proficiency in English language 

and academic achievement in the WASSCE. The review of literature includes discussion 

of research studies on English language proficiency; the role of first language in 

acquiring second language; oral, reading, and writing skills; and empirical evidence on 

the connection between language proficiency and academic achievement. The literature 

review is organized under the following headings: theoretical foundation; importance of 

understanding the language of instruction for ELLs; reading, writing, oral skills, and 

academic achievement; the effect of first language on learning second language; and 

empirical evidence on the relationship between English language proficiency and 

academic achievement. 

Literature Search Strategy 

I reviewed the literature available in books, published doctoral dissertations, peer 

reviewed/academic journals, archival information from relevant authorities, and 

conference proceedings published from 2000 until the time of the study. The Walden 

University library, and other online digital libraries such as Education Resources 

Information were used for the review. Key words included English language proficiency, 

academic achievement, relationship, and senior secondary school students. 
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Theoretical Foundation 

Cummins’s (1979) theory of second language acquisition highlights the different 

lengths of time for people to acquire conversational fluency compared to academic 

proficiency. BICS can be acquired within 1 to 3 years of initial exposure to the second 

language, whereas CALP can be acquired between 5 and 7 years if the learner has a 

strong native language literacy. Learners without strong native language literacy may 

require up to 10 years. According to Cummins (1981), proficiencies for cognitively 

demanding tasks such as content learning, problem-solving, abstract thinking, and 

literacy are present in every language. With the developmental interdependence 

hypothesis, Cummins (1979) posited that competence in a second language is a function 

of the type of competence an individual developed in the first language regardless of 

whether the languages are distant or similar typologically and orthographically. Cummins 

explained that distant language pairs such as Japanese and English or Vietnamese and 

English have also shown high interlanguage correlations. Cummins (2000) argued that 

about 150 empirical studies in the past 30 years have shown the positive effects of 

linguistic, cognitive, or academic growth of ELLs when they acquire initial literacy in 

their home language, citing Skutnabb-Kangas, Tove, and Toukomaa’s (1976) research to 

strengthen this theory. Skutnabb-Kangas et al.’s study on Finnish immigrant children in 

Sweden indicated that Finnish immigrant children often appeared to be fluent in both 

Finnish and Swedish but showed levels of verbal academic performance in both 

languages considerably below grade or age expectations. Cummins (2000) referred to this 

as the common underlying proficiency (CUP). Figure 1 shows elements of CUP. 
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Figure 1. Common underlying proficiency. From Cummins (1980), the Construct of 

Language Proficiency in Bilingual Education. Reprinted with permission. 

 

Cummins (2000) referred to Biber’s (1986) and Corson’s (1995) research to 

further strengthen the BIC and CALP theories. Corson made a distinction between lexical 

differences in typical conversational interactions in English compared to academic or 

literacy-related uses of English. Collier’s (1989) research also gave credence to 

Cummins’s (1979, 1981) BICS and CALP theories. Collier opined that a learner may 

appear to be fully proficient and fluent in a second language, but in the academic setting 

the learner may still be struggling with a significant language gap. 

         Vincent’s (1996) ethnographic study on Salvadorean students supported Cummins’s 

theory. Vincent’s study revealed that learners’ language attainments were largely 
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deceptive. Learners were less proficient than they appeared because they had no 

difficulties “to converse on a few every day, frequently discussed subjects,” (p. 69) but 

they lacked the required proficiency in academic language. Riches and Genesee (2006), 

and Robelle and Ronald (2016) also supported Cummins’s (1979) theory. Reese, Garnier, 

Gallimore and Goldenberg (2000), discovered that a combination of native language 

literacy and oral English ability when the student entered schools predicted better English 

literacy 6 to 8 years later. Although the terms BICS and CALP are still widely 

used, Cummins (2000) coined the terms conversational language and academic 

language to represent BICS and CALP respectively. 

In Nigeria, students learn English as a second language. This means that the level 

of students’ literacy in the first language will influence their BICS and CALP abilities. 

Students who are literate in the first language are likely to have a higher proficiency in 

English and perform better in other content areas. Failure to recognize the BICS/CALP 

(conversational/academic) distinction may result in wrong assessments of ELLs. 

According to Baker (2011), “the more developed the first language, the easier it will be to 

develop the second language” (p. 169). The research questions for the current study were 

based on Cummins’s theory and guided the investigation of the relationship between the 

two variables. 

Importance of Understanding the Language of Instruction for ELLs 

Banga (2016), Oribabor (2014), and Wilkinson and Silliman (2008) argued that 

students’ success in school depends largely on their proficiency in the language of 

instruction (LOI). If students’ language proficiency is low, they are likely not to perform 
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well in other school subjects (Orgunsiji, 2009). Avary and Carola (2008) asserted that 

low levels of academic English language proficiency can be an obstacle to academic 

success and full participation in academic content. Schouten (2009) maintained that ELLs 

require a certain level of proficiency in the LOI along with cognitive skills to perform 

well in academics. This was consistent with Maleki and Zangani’s (2007) argument that 

the major challenge ELLs have is grasping the contents and concepts of other subjects 

taught in the LOI. Research findings have shown that ELLs have performed below their 

English-proficient peers in all content areas, especially in the subjects that are high in 

English language demand (Aberdi, 2010). In 2010, the Ghana Education Service stated 

that the English proficiency of primary and secondary school students in Ghana was very 

low and that this explained their continuous unsatisfactory performance in national 

examinations. Similarly, Theresa and Irvine (2015) stated that weak literacy achievement 

among ELLs has contributed to their high dropout rates, poor job prospects, and high 

poverty rates. 

In the United States, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2001) required states 

to conduct annual statewide English language proficiency assessments for ELLs in 

Grades K through 12 in the language domains of listening, speaking, reading, and writing 

to determine their level of proficiency. However, the continual unsatisfactory 

performance of K-12 students in the National Assessment of Educational Progress test 

and the American College Test led to some states to take extra measures (Dylan, 2010). 

In a bid to improve the academic achievement of students at state and national levels, the 

Mississippi Board of Education adopted the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) in 
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2010. In that same year, the Working Group (2010) on ELL policy recommended that 

students’ English language proficiency be taken into account when holding schools 

accountable for students’ academic achievement. The National Center for Educational 

Statistics (2011) stated that mathematics assessments in the United States required 

English proficiency because learners with weak English skills performed below students 

who were proficient in English. The National Center for Educational Statistics (2014) 

confirmed that about 51% of ELLs who spoke English with difficulty failed to complete 

high school compared to 31% of students who came from language-minority homes but 

had no difficulty speaking English, and only 10% of monolingual English-speaking 

students. Inadequately developed English language skills is the reason for lower GPAs, 

repeating grades, and low graduation rates (Suárez-Orozco, Suárez-Orozco, & Todorova, 

2008). According to Abedi and Herman (2010), students with weak English language 

proficiency cannot perform well in assessments administered in English. This is in line 

with August and Shanahan’s (2006) assertion that less developed academic English 

proficiency is related to lower performance on standardized tests of academic content 

area knowledge.  

        Fredua-Kwarteng and Ahia (2015) revealed that language plays a central role in 

mathematics teaching and learning in Ghana. This was consistent with Parker, Louie, and 

O’Dwyer’s (2009) assertion that proficiency in English is essential for mathematics. 

Improving English language proficiency of nonnative English-speaking students 

improves their mathematics performance when English is their language of instruction 

and assessment (Essien & Setati, 2007). Solórzano (2008) observed that limited 
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vocabulary, reading, and grammar skills contributed to weak performance in 

mathematics. In the same vein, Prescott and Hellstén (2005) noted that language-related 

difficulties impose time pressures in the sense that study and assignment preparation 

takes longer for ELLs. Mcleman et al. (2012) stated that learning school mathematics 

cannot be separated from language. This confirmed Barwell’s (2010) assertion that 

sorting out the mathematics involves sorting out the language of the question for ELLs. 

Gran (2007) lamented the limited English language proficiency of secondary school 

students in Tanzania. Gran observed that about one third of secondary school students in 

Tanzania were still at the picture book level because only 10% of students could read 

nonsimplified text with ease. Trice (2007) also reported that weak English language skills 

were perceived as one of the reasons why international students were isolated from local 

students and faculty members. The reports of scholars and stakeholders in the educational 

sectors suggested that ELLs in Nigeria are faced with similar challenges. Results of the 

current study indicated a connection between the English language proficiency of FYSSS 

and their academic achievement. 

Writing, Reading, Oral Skills, and Academic Achievement 

Oral and writing proficiency in English is very important to literacy development. 

The performance gap between ELL and non-ELL students is lower in mathematics than 

in reading. This is because language proficiency plays a significant role in this gap. 

Minor changes in the wording of content-based assessments will raise ELLs’ 

performance (Abedi, 2008). Starcher and Proffitt (2011) added that reading and 

processing texts read is a struggle for many ELLs. During oral and reading 
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comprehension, fluency and decoding skills interact in different ways. Being able to 

decode words easily is necessary for fluency and comprehension. This explains why 

English learners are not achieving parity with their English-speaking peers in reading 

comprehension proficiency (Becker & Kim, 2014). Orisawayi (2009) and Bodunde & 

Akeredolu-Ale (2010) stated that although the mastery of all components of language is 

very essential, vocabulary is most important for ELLs because it is multifaceted. ELLs 

encounter problems in their learning because they generally see unknown words as the 

first problem to overcome (Saengpakdeejit, 2014). Arsad, Bauniyamin, and Manan 

(2014) opined that ELLs who have limited English language proficiency will have 

difficulty understanding the lessons or doing assignments in English. Language factors 

have a significant impact on ELLs’ assessment outcomes (Solano-Flores and Li, 2008). 

Chou (2011) study which focused on the effects of vocabulary knowledge and 

background knowledge in an English as a second language (ESL) reading comprehension 

test revealed that ELLs who received a list of vocabulary to study performed better in the 

reading comprehension test than those who relied on background knowledge. Abedi 

(2010) analyzed the performance of ELLs and non-ELLs in several content areas. Results 

indicated that the higher the level of language demand of the test items, the higher the 

performance gap between the two groups. O’Connor’s (2010) study on the connection 

between reading fluently and reading comprehension, revealed that very often struggling 

readers disengage from reading, which compounds the existing problem of weak reading 

ability. Cain and Oakhill (2011) supported this view when they stated that reading 

influences vocabulary development and this is marred by ELLs failure to read regularly. 
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Good, Simmons, and Kame’enui’s (2001) study indicated a strong positive correlation 

between reading comprehension on standardized tests and oral reading fluency. They 

explained that failure to understand the context of a text among ELLs could compromise 

their fluency even if their decoding skills are automatic. Francis and Rivera (2006) gave 

credence to Good et al. (2001) assertion, as they argued that English learners may show 

proficiency in reading rate but may still lack the lexical, syntactic, and semantic 

knowledge for comprehending texts. Naroth’s (2010) study revealed that mathematics 

teachers in South Africa limited their discussion during lessons because of language 

proficiency level of their students. Students had difficulty understanding mathematics 

lessons with high language demand.  

In 2013, the U.S. Department of Education published a report from the National 

Association of Adult Literacy (NAAL) which stated that over 30 million adults from age 

16 and above needed help to complete a job application. The report continued to explain 

that weak literacy skills can impact peoples’ perception of job opportunities. According 

to NAAL, 57% of ELLs adults with disabilities believe that job opportunities are limited 

due to their lack in reading ability. Furthermore, a 2010 report from the U.S. Department 

of Education stated that without strong literacy skills, post-secondary college and 

employment options will be limited. The report added that lack of reading skills has been 

an obstacle for ELLs with and without disabilities as 43% live in poverty, 50% have 

higher hospitalization rates due to an inability to understand health information, and 1 in 

5 is unable to access or use the Internet. This strongly underscores the role of English 

language proficiency in ELLs academic achievement. 
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These empirical evidences on the role of writing, reading, oral skills and its link to 

academic achievement has given credence to results of this research study. Results show 

that weak comprehension, writing and oral skills of FYSSS in Nigeria affects their 

academic achievement. 

Effect of First Language on Learning English as a Second Language 

The developmental interdependence hypothesis of Cummins (1979) posited that 

competence in a second language is a function of the type of competence already 

developed in the first language. Cummins (2000) maintained that first language should 

not be neglected for second language learners to reach sufficient levels of proficiency. 

Dawn (2007) supported this assertion when he stated that mastering of complex and 

abstract concepts in an inadequately known second language is a serious problem but 

once mastered in the first language, they transfer readily and are available for use in 

intellectually demanding contexts. The first language is positively correlated to the 

development of literacy in the second language. Several research studies have continued 

to demonstrate the importance of building on children’s first language as a resource for 

developing English proficiency (August & Shanahan, 2006; Collier & Thomas, 2004). 

This is because for ELLs, skills obtained in the first language are a bridge to learning the 

English language (Orisawayi, 2009). The National Early Literacy Panel Report (2008) 

stated that tapping into first-language literacy is a good foundation for ELLs as first-

language oral proficiency influences developmental patterns in second language speech 

discrimination and production. 
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There is strong evidence that first-language literacy is connected to reading 

strategies, comprehension, spelling, and writing (Riches & Genesee, 2006). August and 

Shanahan (2006) agreed with Riches and Genesee’s assertion that students who develop 

literacy skills in their first language, transfer those skills to the English language. A 

combination of native language literacy and oral English ability when the student entered 

school predicted better English literacy 6-8 years later (Dixon, Zhao, Shin, Wu, Su, 

Burgess-Brigham, Gezer, and Snow, 2012). 

Jiang (2011) maintained that even though differences exist in first and second 

language reading, an ELL who has good educational background in first language can 

apply reading skills and strategies developed in first language to the second language. 

Contributing to this, Nemati and Taghizade (2013) added that ELLs have access to their 

first language and often use it as a reading strategy. ELLs use their first language 

strategies in writing in second language because of the similarities. If an ELLs knowledge 

in English language is not enough to express a given idea, the ELL will rely on the first 

language (Karim and Nassaji 2013). 

Time invested in developing first language literacy, works to the advantage of 

second language literacy achievement (Klein, 2003; Makalela, 2005; Prinsloo, 2007). The 

fact that Nigeria is both multi-ethnic and multi-lingual makes literacy in first language a 

challenge. Most Nigerians speak Pidgin English (a mixture of English and Creole 

language) outside the school and office environments. Pidgin English dominates because 

it is the easiest way to communicate with people from other ethnic groups, irrespective of 

their academic background. Ladi (2015) concluded that the emergence and interference 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/2331186X.2016.1210997
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/2331186X.2016.1210997
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of Pidgin English on other languages will have adverse effects on the educational sector. 

Very little research has been done on the link between English language proficiency and 

academic achievement of ELL in Nigeria. This explains why this present research 

became imperative. 

Empirical Evidence of the Relationship Between English Proficiency and Students’ 

Academic Achievement 

Several research studies have revealed that English language proficiency is a 

strong predictor for academic success (Arsad et al. 2014; Adbirahman, 2013). Fakeye and 

Ogunsiji’s (2009) research on English language proficiency as a predictor of academic 

achievement among the ELL students, examined the extent to which senior secondary 

school students’ English language proficiency affects their overall academic achievement 

in Oyo and Osun states of Nigeria. The results of their study showed a significant positive 

relationship between students’ academic performance and their English language 

proficiency. Aina and Ogundele (2013) study examined the relationship between 

students’ English language proficiency and their academic performance in science and 

technical education in Nigeria. Results of research showed that the higher the proficiency 

of students in English language, the higher their scores in other content areas. In their 

study on learning mathematics in English at Basic Schools in Ghana, Fredua-Kwarteng 

and Ahia (2015) research results indicated that learners with limited English background 

did not perform well in mathematics. Banga (2016) study of Tanzanian students on their 

mastery of LOI and its influence on their academic achievement also revealed that 

limited proficiency of Tanzanian students in English language is connected to their 
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extreme weak performance in other content areas. Similarly, Garrouste (2011) research 

study, which focused on the role of language proficiency on mathematics achievement 

among Namibian sixth grade language learners, concluded that ELLs performed better in 

mathematics when taught in their native language than when taught in English. This 

confirmed Solórzano (2008) study, which suggested that low language skills affect 

mathematics scores. Anthony and Setati (2007) earlier study, which focused on the 

relationship between mathematics and English language, revealed that English language 

proficiency is a vehicle to learn mathematics. Kinyanduka and Kiwara (2013) survey 

observed that 69.5% of Tanzanian secondary school students do not follow lessons taught 

in English and that 71.4% of students believed it was better for teachers to use both 

Swahili and English during lessons. Kinyanduka. and Kiwara (2013) research results 

gave credence to Brock-Utne (2005) comparative study on the languages of instruction 

(English and Swahili) in two secondary schools in Tanzania. 

Modada and Masha’s (2015) study which investigated the impact of English 

language proficiency on learners’ academic achievement in mathematics, economic and 

management science and natural science in South Africa, showed a weak but positive 

relationship. This confirmed result of research conducted by Wilson and Komba (2012) 

on the link between English language proficiency and academic performance of 

Morogoro Urban District students in Tanzania, where the results indicated a positive but 

weak relationship. 

Robelle and Roland’s (2015) study on the relationship between the English 

language proficiency and academic performance in science, mathematics and English 
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language among Grade 8 students of Philippine Science High School showed a 

significant positive relationship between the two variables. Findings of Arsad et al. 

(2014) study, which investigated students’ English language proficiency and its impact 

on the over-all performance of a bachelor level engineering programme at a university in 

Malaysia, also concluded that there was a significant positive relationship between the 

two variables. A study in Iran by Sadeghi, Kashanian, and Maleki’s (2013) on English 

language proficiency as a predictor of academic achievement among medical students in 

their national comprehensive basic science examination, indicated that English language 

proficiency significantly influenced academic achievement of medical students.  

O’Connor and Lussier (2011) study suggested that ELLs performed lower than 

their peers because their limited English proficiency was a barrier to understanding 

mathematics word problems. Adding to this, Kempert (2011) explained that ELLs ability 

to solve mathematics word problems provided an accurate predictor for measuring 

individual learners’ achievement progress in mathematics. Analyses of 2011 study by 

Han showed that weak language proficiency among ELLs was the major challenge to 

their success in their high school subject-area courses and in the Ontario Secondary 

School Literacy Test. A study by Kong and Williams (2012) indicated that English 

language proficiency scores are significantly predictive of academic reading test scores 

for K–12 ELL students. According to Oakeley and Urrabazo (2001), ELLs’ level of 

English proficiency on the Woodcock-Muñoz language survey in Texas significantly 

correlated with their scores on statewide assessments on writing, reading, and 

mathematics. A 2006 Colorado study also reported similar results (Mahon, 2006). The 
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study covered 200 ELLs in 4th and 5th grade in 4 elementary schools. In 2008, Aberdi 

analyzed post NCLB data and results of analyses showed a similar trend present in the 

pre-NCLB data. The results proved that ELLs performed lower in other content areas 

than non-ELLs.  

The relationship between English language proficiency and mathematics 

achievement of ELLs has been thoroughly researched in the United States (Adams, Beal 

& Cohen, 2010; Brown, Cady, & Lubinski, 2011). Baltes, Henry and Nistor (2014) study 

examined the relationship between mathematics score and English language proficiency 

among ELLs at a south Florida elementary school. The results from the study indicated 

that there is a positive relationship between the investigated variables. This strengthens 

results of earlier research in this area. 

There are lots of evidences from empirical studies that English proficiency plays a 

crucial role in academic achievement (Berry, 2011; Chen & Li, 2010). Empirical 

evidences from Ghana, Nigeria, South Africa, Tanzania, Namibia, Iran, Philippines, 

Canada among others have revealed that ELLs academic performance depended largely 

on their level of proficiency in English language. This research study has contributed to 

the growing body of research on the relationship between English language proficiency 

and academic achievement of ELLs. 

Summary and Conclusions 

In this chapter, I explained Cummins (1979, 1981) theory on second language 

acquisition and its link to FYSSS English language proficiency and academic 

achievement. This clarified my decision to use Cummins theory as the theoretical 
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foundation for this study. Studies on the importance of understanding LOI for ELLs; the 

effect of first language on learning English as a second language; and the effect of weak 

writing, reading, and oral skills on academic achievement were part of the literature 

review. Empirical evidences on the relationship between English language proficiency 

and academic achievement of ELLs from different countries in Africa, Asia and North 

and South America were also discussed. This present research study has addressed the 

gap in literature, as this topic has not been extensively researched in Nigeria. The next 

chapter discussed the research design, rationale for design and the research methodology. 
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Chapter 3: Research Method 

The purpose of this quantitative study was to investigate the relationship between 

English language proficiency as measured by the IELTS grades and academic 

achievement of FYSSS in four WASSCE subjects: English language, biology, 

government, and mathematics. In this chapter, I describe the research design and 

rationale, the methodology, threats to validity, and ethical procedures. 

Research Design and Rationale 

According to Creswell (2009), a variable is an attribute of an individual that can 

be measured and varies among people being studied. In this study, FYSSS grades in 

IELTS was the independent variable while their test scores in WASSCE subjects (English 

language, biology, government, and mathematics) were the dependent variables. 

A correlational (nonexperimental) design was used to examine the relationship between 

variables. The correlational design provides empirical evidence suggesting how strongly 

two or more variables are related (McMillian, 2006). 

Methodology 

In this section, I discuss the population, the selection of the sample, the procedure 

for recruitment, participation, and data collection. Information on archival data, 

instrumentation, and operationalization of constructs is presented. A quantitative research 

study requires distinctive, numerical data to enable the researcher to analyze occurrences 

and numerical associations (Boeije, Wesel, & Slagt, 2014). The setting of this research 

was South East Nigeria. I chose two secondary schools in one of the six major cities in 

South East Nigeria. For ethical reasons, I referred to the city as Green Town. There are 
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eight government secondary schools in Green Town, but only the two most populated 

schools were chosen because of the need to have a sample that was representative of the 

entire population. I renamed the two schools SESS and NESS. 

Population Selection 

The population of the two selected schools in Green Town was 1,850 students. 

SESS and NESS have a population of 900 and 950 respectively. Girls make up 52% of 

the total population. The age of the students ranged between 11 and 19 years. Ten ethnic 

groups were represented in this population from the six geopolitical zones of Nigeria: 

South-East, South-South, South-West, North-Central, North-East, and North-West. The 

entire South-East Zone is made up of only one ethnic group known as the Igbos. Students 

from the Igbo group made up 80% of the population, 10% of the population were from 

South-South Nigeria with diverse ethnic groups (Ijaws, Efiks, Ibibios, Orobos, and 

Bokis), and the remaining 10% were students from other parts of Nigeria. Ethnic groups 

represented were Yoruba, Hausa, Fulani, and Benin. 

Sampling and Sampling Procedures 

According to Patton (2002), determining the sample size requires reflection on the 

purpose of the study and the time and resources available to the researcher. The sample 

was limited to only FYSSS. This group of students were between the ages of 17 and 19 

years. The minimum number of participants required was determined by an a priori 

power analysis (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2009). The standard inputs (Cohen, 

2013) of a 0.30 effect size, 0.05 alpha, and 0.80 power were selected. Because there was 

reason to assume a positive correlation, the level of significance was designated as two-
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tailed rather than one-tailed. Based on these inputs, G*Power indicated an a 

priori minimum sample size of 84 participants for a linear regression based on 

correlation. The sample size for this study was 225. 

Archival Data 

One of the data sets used for this study was the 2017 WASSCE results. WAEC 

administers the test, and the results are released to schools after several weeks. WASSCE 

is a confidential document, and one can gain access to it only through written approval 

from the school principal. De-identified archival IELTS grades as well as WASSCE 

results in the four subjects (English, biology, government, and mathematics) were 

retrieved for the 105 (SESS) and 120 (NESS) FYSSS. Both data sets were matched with 

participants’ numbers. 

Instrumentation and Operationalization of Constructs 

IELTS was administered internally by SESS and NESS. IELTS was taken by 

FYSSS after their WASSCE examination in June 2017.Although WASSCE is a 

standardized national examination taken in Nigeria (and in all anglophone West Africa), 

IELTS is an international standardized test of English language proficiency established in 

1989 for nonnative English speakers.  

IELTS is one of the internationally most recognized and valid English proficiency 

tests (British Council, 2015). It was created to test the reading, listening, writing, and 

speaking ability of ELLs. It is made up of various question types, which include short 

answer, multiple choice diagram labeling, matching, and classification. The grades range 

from 1 (lowest) to 9 (highest) and are reported in whole and half bands for each of the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Standardised_test
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_language
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tests and then the overall grade (see Table 3). The validity and reliability of IELTS has 

been established over time since its inception in 1989 through rigorous research, 

development, and periodic reevaluation (Uysal, 2010). Since 1995, IELTS has been 

involved in an extensive revision project, which has produced some valuable research 

insights into its predictive validity (IELTS: Information for candidates, 2011). 

Table 3 

 

IELTS Abilities Based on Band Scores 

Type 

 

Score 

Expert 9 

Very good user 8 

Good user 7 

Competent user 6 

Modest user 5 

Limited user 4 

Extremely limited 

user 

3 

Intermittent user 2 

Nonuser 1 

 

Note. Source IELTS, 2015 

 

New materials are pretested on representative groups of test takers from around 

the world who are preparing to take an IELTS test. The validation and data services team 

at Cambridge English Language Assessment collates and analyzes data to determine how 

difficult the items are and how well they distinguish between stronger and weaker test 

takers. The team can then make informed decisions on whether materials can be accepted 

for use in IELTS tests (IELTS Guide, 2015). IELTS is a task-based test that reflects 

current thinking and theory about communicative language ability and English for 

specific purposes (IELTS Guide, 2012). Over 3,000 educational institutions accept the 
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IELTS in the United States. In 2014, over 2.5 million IELTS tests were taken in more 

than 140 countries. Internationally, IELTS is administered by the Cambridge Local 

Examinations Syndicate. The IELTS is used to test English language proficiency all over 

the world. Educational institutions, immigration authorities, employers, and professional 

bodies are part of the 7,000 institutions that make use of the IELTS. Before now, the 

IELTS was only accepted by universities in Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the 

United Kingdom. In the current study, the proficiency level of FYSSS was measured 

using the IELTS grades to compare their performance in four WASSCE subjects: English 

language, biology, government, and mathematics. 

Data Analysis Plan 

Hatch (2008) described data analysis as a “systematic search for meaning through 

organizing and interrogating data in ways that allow researchers to see patterns, identify 

themes, discover relationships, develop explanations, make interpretations, mount 

critiques, or generate theories” (p. 148). I used the Statistical Package for the Social 

Sciences (SPSS) Version 24 to analyze my data. The research questions and hypotheses 

that were tested were the following: 

RQ1: What is the relationship between the English language proficiency grades of 

FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their English language test scores in WASSCE? 

H01: There is no significant relationship between the English language 

proficiency grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their English language test 

scores in WASSCE. 
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Ha1: There is a significant relationship between the English language proficiency 

grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their English language test scores in 

WASSCE. 

RQ2: What is the relationship between the English language proficiency grades of 

FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their biology test scores in WASSCE? 

H02: There is no significant relationship between the English language 

proficiency grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their biology test scores in 

WASSCE. 

Ha2: There is a significant relationship between the English language proficiency 

grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their biology test scores in WASSCE. 

RQ3: What is the relationship between the English language proficiency grades of 

FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their government test scores in WASSCE? 

H03: There is no significant relationship between the English language 

proficiency grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their government test scores in 

WASSCE. 

Ha3: There is a significant relationship between the English language proficiency 

grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their government test scores in WASSCE. 

RQ4: What is the relationship between the English language proficiency grades of 

FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their mathematics test scores in WASSCE? 

H04: There is no significant relationship between the English language 

proficiency grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their mathematics test scores in 

WASSCE. 
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Ha4: There is a significant relationship between the English language proficiency 

grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their mathematics test scores in WASSCE. 

A regression analysis was conducted to determine the variance in academic 

achievement of FYSSS. A regression analysis is a statistical tool used for the 

investigation of relationships between variables. 

Threats to Validity 

Mills (2002) explained that validity “ensures that the data collected accurately 

gauges with what the researcher is trying to measure” (p. 175). Internal validity is the 

extent to which variables being studied influenced the result without interference of other 

variables not being studied. Internal validity is essential because the conclusions should 

accurately reflect what the researcher studied. External validity refers to the degree to 

which the results of an empirical investigation can be generalized to and across 

individuals, settings, and times. Generalizing across populations occurs when a research 

finding works across lots of people, even those not represented in the sample (Fraenkel & 

Wallen, 2006). 

Standardizing conditions under which the research study will be carried out is 

intended to control threats to validity. The fact that IELTS is a standardized instrument 

mitigated threats to instrumentation. In addition, the test was administered in participants’ 

schools (a very familiar environment) by their teachers. The location where the test was 

administered also eliminated threats. IELTS was taken in two days, which minimized 

boredom and tiredness. All FYSSS in the two schools were allowed to participate in the 

test, and their data were retrieved. 
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Ethical Procedures 

For a research study to be valid, the researcher must observe ethical standards 

while conducting the research (Elliot, 2005). A researcher conducting a study that 

involves human subjects has an inherent responsibility to protect and inform participants 

(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). I took the following steps to ensure that participants rights 

are protected throughout the research period. 

1. I adhered to the moral and ethical guidelines outlined by U.S. Federal 

regulations and the Institutional Review Board (IRB). I completed all 

necessary paperwork from the Institutional Review Board. 

2. I submitted a letter of purpose/permission to the school principals of SESS 

and NESS in person and obtained a written approval from them. 

3. I held a meeting with the vice principal (academic), vice principal 

(administration) and the dean of studies of NESS and SESS within their 

separate school premises. The essence was to ensure that they understood my 

intentions clearly.  

4. A researcher’s methodology and procedures to gather data can inflict risk or 

harm on the participants (Thomson, 2013). Participants for this study are 

young and should be protected. To protect participants, I did not collect data 

from them directly. IELTS test was given to FYSSS as part of their regular 

schooling and I received the test scores as de-identified archival data from the 

vice principals. 
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5. Data was treated with utmost confidentiality. Even though participants were 

de-identified, I ensured that data collected was not be passed unto another 

person.  

6. Data collected was not used for any other purpose except for reason for which 

it was collected.  

7. All materials have been kept safe and will be destroyed after 5 years from date 

of collection. 

Summary 

Creswell (2012) defined research as a process of steps used to collect and analyze 

information to increase our understanding of a topic or issue. In this correlational study, I 

collected two separate archival data sets from NESS and SESS for 225 FYSSS. IELT 

grades, WASSCE scores in four subjects and background information of FYSSS made up 

the data. In chapter four, I will report the results for each WASSCE subject. According to 

Creswell (2012), research suggests improvements for practice. Armed with research 

results, teachers and other educators can become more effective professionals. This 

effectiveness translates into better learning for the students. 
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Chapter 4: Results  

The purpose of this quantitative study was to investigate the relationship between 

English language proficiency as measured by the IELTS grades and academic 

achievement of FYSSS in four WASSCE subjects: English language, biology, 

government, and mathematics. In this chapter, I discuss the data collection process, data 

analysis, and results. The results of regression analyses are presented in four separate 

sections. Each section represents one of the four research questions. 

RQ1: What is the relationship between the English language proficiency grades of 

FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their English language test scores in WASSCE? 

H01: There is no significant relationship between the English language 

proficiency grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their English language test 

scores in WASSCE. 

Ha1: There is a significant relationship between the English language proficiency 

grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their English language test scores in 

WASSCE. 

RQ2: What is the relationship between the English language proficiency grades of 

FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their biology test scores in WASSCE? 

H02: There is no significant relationship between the English language 

proficiency grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their biology test scores in 

WASSCE. 

Ha2: There is a significant relationship between the English language proficiency 

grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their biology test scores in WASSCE. 
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RQ3: What is the relationship between the English language proficiency grades of 

FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their government test scores in WASSCE? 

H03: There is no significant relationship between the English language 

proficiency grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their government test scores in 

WASSCE. 

Ha3: There is a significant relationship between the English language proficiency 

grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their government test scores in WASSCE. 

RQ4: What is the relationship between the English language proficiency grades of 

FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their mathematics test scores in WASSCE? 

H04: There is no significant relationship between the English language 

proficiency grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their mathematics test scores in 

WASSCE. 

Ha4: There is a significant relationship between the English language proficiency 

grades of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their mathematics test scores in WASSCE. 

Data Collection 

I received institutional review board (IRB) approval from Walden University on 

October 18, 2017 (IRB approval number 10-18-17-0354752). I also obtained written 

approval from principals of SESS and NESS to use their schools in my study. By October 

27, 2018, I had received test scores from both schools. To protect the confidentiality of 

the participants, I had no personal contact with them. I signed an agreement with both 

schools that data collected would be used only for research purposes as stated in my 

application letter.  
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The initial plan was to collect IELTS scores and WASSCE scores of 285 FYSSS. 

SESS was to provide data for 150 FYSSS, while NESS was to provide data for 135 

FYSSS. At the time of data collection, only 120 FYSSS from NESS had complete results. 

Reports from the school authority indicated that 10 FYSSS had missed the IELTS test, 

which was administered after the WASSCE examination. Another 20 FYSSS had missed 

one of the following WASSCE subjects: English language, biology, government, and 

mathematics. At the SESS, only 105 data sets from 135 FYSS were complete because 12 

FYSSS missed the IELTS test and another 18 FYSSS missed at least one of the 

WASSCE subjects. The final sample from both schools was 225, which was more than 

the minimum required sample size of 84 for the regression analysis with four independent 

variables (see Cohen, 2013). The data I received were de-identified. Each student’s score 

in IELTS, WASSCE, and demographic information was matched with numbers. There 

are eight government secondary schools in Green Town, and the total population of all 

FYSSS was 1008. The sample used for the present study was representative because it 

was 2 times larger than the recommended sample size for a regression analysis. 

Results 

Using SPSS Version 24, I conducted analysis of the demographic information 

received from NESS and SESS. In both schools, girls outnumbered boys (see Table 4). 

Students from both schools were within the same age range (see Table 5). South East 

made up 80% of the FYSSS population, 10% of the population were from South-South, 

and the remaining 10% of FYSS were from South-West, North-West, and North-Central. 
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Table 4 

 

Population and Gender of Participants 

Gender 

 

Frequency Percent Valid percent 

Female 127 56.4 56.4 

Male 98 43.6 43.6 

Total 225 100 100 

 

Table 5 

 

Age of Participants 

Age 

 

Frequency Percent Valid percent 

17 104 46.2 46.2 

18 102 45.3 45.3 

19 19 8.4 8.4 

Total 225 100 100 

 

I also analyzed the following assumptions in linear regression using SPSS: linear 

relationship, multivariate normality, multicollinearity, no auto-correlation, and 

homoscedasticity. 

Linear Relationship 

Linear relationship is a relationship of direct proportionality. Any given change in 

the independent variable also results in a corresponding change in the dependent variable. 

According to Salkind and Green (2011), if X and Y are normally distributed, then the 

relationship is linear. Linearity assumes the relationship of two variables in a linear 

fashion. If plotted in a scatterplot graph, the data fall in a straight line or in a cluster that 

is reasonably straight. A scatterplot graph allows visualization of the relationship between 

the predictor variables and the criterion variable. Figure 2 shows a scatterplot of the 

standardized residual. 
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Figure 2. Scatterplot of the standardized residual and predictive value showing linearity. 

 

Multivariate Normality 

To determine whether data are multivariate normally distributed is usually done 

by examining graphs. Morgan (2004) stated that the errors of prediction have an 

approximately normal distribution. According to Green and Salkind (2011), this 

assumption test validates both linearity and normal distribution of the variables. Plotting 

standardized residuals against the unstandardized predicted value validated both linearity 

and normal distribution, as shown in Figures 3 and 4. 
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Figure 3. Scatterplot of standardized residual and predictive value showing normality. 
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Figure 4. Histogram showing normality. 

Multicollinearity 

Multicollinearity occurs when two or more predictor variables are highly 

correlated with each other. Multicollinearity increases the standard errors of the 

coefficients. Increased standard errors suggest that the coefficients for some predictor 

variables may show significance greater than zero, thereby distorting interpretation of 

results for rejecting the null hypothesis (Morgan, 2004; Muijs, 2004). Examining 

correlation coefficients allowed validation of the assumption of multicollinearity. 

Multicollinearity does not reduce the predictive power or reliability of the model as a 
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whole, at least within the sample data set; it only affects calculations regarding individual 

predictors. I conducted a regression analysis to validate the assumption of 

multicollinearity. Table 6 shows no two predictor variables having correlation values 

greater than 1. 

Table 6 

Correlations 

 English Mathematics Government Biology IELTS 

English Pearson Correlation 1 .801** .831** .853** .888** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 225 225 225 225 225 

Mathematics Pearson Correlation .801** 1 .745** .831** .829** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .000 .000 .000 

N 225 225 225 225 225 

Government Pearson Correlation .831** .745** 1 .845** .822** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000  .000 .000 

N 225 225 225 225 225 

Biology Pearson Correlation .853** .831** .845** 1 .866** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000  .000 

N 225 225 225 225 225 

IELTS Pearson Correlation .888** .829** .822** .866** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000  

N 225 225 225 225 225 

Note. Correlation was significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

Auto-Correlation 

Linear regression analysis requires that there is little or no autocorrelation in the 

data. Autocorrelation occurs when the residuals are not independent from each other. In 

other words when the value of y(x+1) is not independent from the value of y(x), as shown 

in Figure 5. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dependent_and_independent_variables#Use_in_statistics
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dependent_and_independent_variables#Use_in_statistics
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Figure 5. Scatterplot of standardized residual and predictive value showing correlations. 

Homoscedasticity 

The assumption of homoscedasticity (same variance) is important in linear 

regression models. It describes a situation in which the error term is the same across all 

values of the independent variable. Homoscedasticity simplifies mathematical and 

computational treatment. The scatter plot is good way to check whether homoscedasticity 

occurred (Green and Salkind 2011). See Figure 6. 

http://www.statisticssolutions.com/data-analysis-plan-linear-regression/
http://www.statisticssolutions.com/data-analysis-plan-linear-regression/
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Figure 6. Scatterplot of standardized residual and predictive value showing 

homoscedasticity. 

 

Results for Research Question 1 

A simple linear regression was calculated with FYSSS’ level of proficiency in 

English language using IELTS grades as independent variable and their performance in 

WASSCE English language as dependent variable. A significant regression equation was 

observed; R2 = .79, F(1, 223) = 832.55, p < .001. English language scores were predicted 

by IELTS Grades, β = .888, t (223) = 3.97, p < .001. About 79% of the total changes in 

FYSSS academic performance in English language is determined by the level of their 
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proficiency in English language. IELTS grades ranged between 1-9. In the data collected 

for his study, no FYSSS had grades 1-3 and grade 9 as seen in Figure 7. 

 

Results for Research Question 2 

A simple linear regression was calculated with FYSSS level of proficiency in 

English language using IELTS grades as independent variable and their performance in 

WASSCE biology as dependent variable A significant regression equation was observed; 

R2 = .75, F(1,223) = 667.51, p < .001. Biology scores were predicted by IELTS Grades,  
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β = .866, t (223) = 6.39, p < .001. About 75% of the total changes in FYSSS 

academic performance in biology is determined by the level of their proficiency in 

English language as seen in Figure 8. 

 

Results for Research Question 3 

A simple linear regression was calculated with FYSSS level of proficiency in 

English language using IELTS grades as independent variable and their performance in 

WASSCE Government as dependent variable. A significant regression equation was 
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observed; R2 = .67, F(1,223) = 465.72, p < .001). Government scores were predicted by 

IELTS Grades β = .822, t (223) = 13.96, p < .001. About 67% of the total changes in 

FYSSS academic performance in Government is determined by the level of their 

proficiency in English language. See Figure 9. 

 

Results for Research Question 4 

A simple linear regression was calculated with FYSSS level of proficiency in 

English language using IELTS grades as independent variable and their performance in 
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WASSCE Mathematics as dependent variable. A significant regression equation was 

observed; R2 = .69, F(1,223) = 489.04, p < .001. Mathematics scores were predicted by 

IELTS Grades, β = .829, t (223) = 1.78, p < .001. About 69% of the total changes in 

FYSSS academic performance in Mathematics is determined by the level of their 

proficiency in English language. See Figure 10. 
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Summary 

Conducting regression analyses evaluated how well IELTS predicted FYSSS 

WASCCE scores in English language, biology, government, and mathematics. The result 

of research question 1 showed a strong positive relationship between FYSSS academic 

performance in English language (WASSCE) and their proficiency in English language. 

79% of the total changes in FYSSS academic performance in English language is 

determined by the level of their proficiency in English language. Results of research 

question 2, 3, and 4 also indicated that there is a strong positive relationship between 

FYSSS academic performance in biology, government, and mathematics. The higher the 

students’ scores in IELTS, the higher their scores in biology, government and 

mathematics. Students grades in IELTS ranged from 4 – 8, while students’ scores in 

WASSCE subjects ranged between 30 – 85. In the next chapter, I will discuss results in 

the context of the theoretical framework used for this study. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

The purpose of this quantitative study was to investigate the relationship between 

English language proficiency as measured by the IELTS grades and academic 

achievement of FYSSS in four WASSCE subjects: English language, biology, 

government, and mathematics. A simple regression analysis was used to examine the 

relationship between the dependent variables and the independent variable in this 

correlational study. Results of the analysis showed a significant linear relationship 

between English language proficiency and academic achievement of FYSSS in English 

language, biology, government, and mathematics. 

Interpretation of Findings 

Robson (2011) posited that the process and products of analysis provide the bases 

for interpretation. In this study, I have explored the relationship between English 

language proficiency and academic achievement of FYSSS. This was made possible by 

examining four research questions and corresponding hypotheses. The findings of the 

analyses and hypotheses testing are presented in the following sections. 

Research Question 1 

Data analysis for this research question showed a strong positive relationship 

between English language proficiency and academic performance of FYSSS in English. 

Data results confirmed that 79% of the total changes in academic performance of FYSSS 

in English were determined by the level of their proficiency in English. FYSSS who got 

high grades in the IELTS test also got high scores on the WASSCE. Results also 

confirmed that those who got low IELTS grades did not perform well on the WASSCE. 
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FYSSS who scored between 30 and 50 on WASSCE English earned Grade 4 (Limited 

User) on the IELTS test. Those who scored between 51 and 60 earned a Grade 5 (Modest 

User). This was a strong indication that mastery of the language is vital to academic 

performance of students in English. The null hypothesis was rejected because the result 

showed a significant positive relationship between the two variables. The results 

confirmed that English language proficiency is a significant predictor of FYSSS’ English 

language performance on the WASSCE (see Li, Chen, & Duanmu, 2010). Francis and 

Rivera (2007) examined the correlation between language proficiency and performance 

on content assessments among K-12 learners. Findings indicated that English proficiency 

scores were significantly predictive of academic reading test scores for K-12 ELLs. 

Student outcomes reflected not only achievement on standardized tests, but also 

meaningful learning in the classroom. 

Olanipekun and Zaku (2013) opined that English competence is crucial in the 

Nigerian educational system. English is not only the medium of instruction but also the 

language of textbooks. Aina and Olanipekun (2013) explained that there is a strong 

connection between English language proficiency of Nigerian students and their 

academic performance. Aina and Olanipekun stressed that low proficiency of students 

has been the major reason for low performance in academics. According to Bailey 

(2012), students confront academic language in textbooks in the classroom, they must 

write to demonstrate knowledge, and they must speak and listen to participate in the 

classroom discourse. 
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Mastery and control of academic language is necessary for content area learning. 

It is the most important determinant of academic success for students. (Cummins, 1981). 

Cummins (2000) recommended increased effort in the development of CALP in the 

classroom. The teaching of CALP involves not only grammar but syntax, vocabulary, and 

style. CALP requires deep understanding of the language demands of teachers. Teachers 

must focus on incorporating the principles of joint productive activity to facilitate ELL 

proficiency in English. Cummins (1984) advised that teachers should develop language-

building activities to make it easier for students to acquire CALP. 

Research Questions 2, 3, and 4 

Analysis of data for Research Questions 2, 3, and 4 indicated a strong positive 

relationship between IELTS grades of FYSSS and their scores in biology, government, 

and mathematics, respectively. IELTS scores are a significant predictor of academic 

performance. The proportion of variances of FYSSS scores indicated in the regression 

models for Research Questions 2, 3, and 4 were 75%, 67%, and 69% for biology, 

government and mathematics, respectively. This implies that the total changes in 

academic performance of students in these three subjects were determined by the level of 

FYSSS proficiency in English language. 

The results provided evidence to reject the null hypotheses for Research 

Questions 2, 3, and 4 as they indicated significant positive linear relationship between 

English language proficiency scores of FYSSS as measured by IELTS and their test 

scores (biology, government, and mathematics) on the WASSCE. These findings were 

consistent with findings from other studies (Fakeye, 2014; Maleki & Zangani, 2007; 
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Sadeghi et al., 2013). Furthermore, Orgunsiji’s (2009) findings on the relationship 

between English proficiency and academic performance of Nigerian students showed 

significant impact of English language proficiency on students’ overall academic 

achievement. In addition, Ojo (2010) asserted that low reading ability of students is a 

major catalyst of the general low performance of students in schools. Ojo argued that the 

policy of paying more attention to science subjects than English language by 

policymakers in the Nigerian educational system is to the detriment of the education 

sector. Ojo explained that as long as English remained the medium of communication, 

English must be given special attention before other school subjects. According to Ojo, 

students cannot perform well in science subjects when their proficiency in the language 

of instruction is low. English is the language of science. Communicating in English is not 

the same as having high cognitive ability in English, especially within the classroom 

environment.  

Cummins (2000) warned that educators in bilingual educational environments 

should not be misled by students’ ability to interact at a high cognitive level when 

discussing/playing with classmates because it does not mean that they have the same 

cognitive or communication ability in the classroom. Cummins maintained that an 

inadequate grasp of the language of instruction is a major source of underachievement in 

schools. Having the basic interpersonal communication skills is not enough for effective 

learning in the classroom. It is important for learners to acquire the language of learning 

to communicate effectively in the classroom (Cummin, 2000). Academic language in 

science includes presenting information in different ways including writing, oral 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bilingual_education
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presentation, etc. Academic language also involves analysis, prediction, and observation. 

Teachers must ensure that students put these skills into use through peer-to-peer 

discussion, group assignments, and designing their own experiments. These methods 

improve students’ English language proficiency. Science instruction can provide 

contextual learning opportunities to build comprehension of both concepts and language 

when students are taught through a hands-on experiential approach (Banchi and Bell, 

2008). Teachers should integrate English language and literacy instruction with subject 

area instruction for learning to be meaningful (Echevarria, and Short, 2010). 

Calabrese Barton, Tan, and Rivet (2008) stated that when students use academic 

language in the classroom, they are “not only learning content but also learning how to 

participate in science related communities” (p. 74). Jamison (2000) added that treating 

mathematics as a language would help to increase its understanding because many do not 

see mathematics as a language, so it becomes difficult to learn. Solórzano (2008) study 

supported Jamison’s assertion. Findings from the current study revealed that low 

language skills influenced low mathematics scores. To fully comprehend scientific 

concepts, students must learn and practice the discipline-specific written and oral 

registers of language (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). This shows the relevance of 

Cummins (1979) theory on second language acquisition. CALP is indispensable in the 

classroom. It is the foundation to learn other school subjects. 

Limitations of the Study 

This study had some limitations. First, it was limited to only two schools in the 

same town. Although over 90% of FYSSS from SESS and NESS participated in this 
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study, the small sample size limited the generalizability of the findings. I would 

recommend researchers include a larger sample size that would involve more schools 

from more than one city. Second, this study was limited to a quantitative survey. Using 

other methods may have provided a deeper insight into the problem. Finally, I examined 

only the relationship between language proficiency and academic performance of 

secondary school students. I did not examine other factors, such as availability of 

teaching aids, the learning environment, and socioeconomic background, which could 

have influenced academic performance. 

Recommendations 

According to Cummins (2000), school language policy is a process rather than a 

product. The policy must address the causes of second language learners’ educational 

underachievement. Cummins also advised that such policies should take account of 

relevant research on second language learning and academic success and integrate them 

with the specific circumstances of school communities and their experience. Cummins 

explained that school language policies relate to the roles not only of specialized 

language teachers but of all teachers in the school. This implies that teachers, 

administrators, and stakeholders in the education sector have a significant role to play. I 

recommend improved clarity in the school language policy in Nigeria, where language 

policy is divided into three parts: official language policy, educational language policy, 

and general language policy. This three-way paradigm remains vague and has created 

confusion. However, policy implementation remains a huge problem in the Nigerian 
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educational system. (Bolaji & Gray, 2015). There is a wide disparity between policy 

pronouncements and policy implementations in Nigeria.  

Cummins (2000) opined that no one is more important in the learning process 

than the teacher. Effective teaching and learning can take place only when the teacher 

uses the right method. Unstructured bilingual practices in classrooms have remained a 

serious challenge. There is need for teachers to put an end to frequent code switching in 

classrooms because the practice does not contribute to developing the learners’ 

proficiency in English. It is also important for stakeholders in the educational system to 

review the recommended textbooks and replace them with learner-friendly texts. Learner-

friendly texts increase proficiency in English (Salami, 2008). Moreover, teachers can 

make learning easier for ELLs by using strategies that will contextualize the content they 

teach, by moving instruction from Quadrant A to Quadrant D. Cummins divided learning 

into four quadrants of activity, as shown in Figure 11. 

 

Figure 11. Cummins’ quadrants. From Cummins (1984) Bilingualism and Special 

Education: Issues in Assessment and Pedagogy. Reprinted with permission. 

 



60 

 

 

The vertical scale moves from tasks that are undemanding cognitively, to tasks 

which learners find easy, then to cognitively demanding tasks, that learners find difficult. 

The horizontal moves from tasks with a high context to tasks with abstract concepts. 

These class of task are more challenging to relate to real experience, though they are 

often the ‘objectives’ that have been defined for the learners. According to Cummins 

(2000), if there is a simple shift in the order of activities it could make a significant 

difference in learning, understanding abstract concepts and in the engagement of the 

learner. 

Provision of a more stimulating language environment from primary through 

secondary schools to develop students intellectual and verbal skills, is vital. It is 

necessary for students to start learning how to read early in life. Reading out story books 

to children enhances their literacy development. Making use of a balanced literacy 

program will put the teachers and students on the right path. This is because a balanced 

literacy program integrates whole language with phonics to create a balanced reading 

program. The goal is to include the strongest element of each.  

Conducting systematic formative assessments to measure students’ content 

knowledge and academic language competence is essential. When teachers administer 

assessments regularly, it provides useful feedbacks and enables them to adjust their 

instruction (Understanding Language, 2013). Apart from written assessments, students 

must also be assessed orally. Oral assessment is a good method of practicing fluency. 

Teachers should build activities into their lesson plans that will require students to talk 

with their classmates about the new concepts by using the key vocabulary terms. This 
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strategy is referred to as scaffolding of social interaction. According to Bailey et al. 

(2011), systematic, formative oral assessments require setting learning goals, making 

success criteria explicit to the student, and evoking a wide range of evidence of student 

learning. Custar’s (2011) study explored the association between receptive oral language 

proficiency (listening comprehension) and academic achievement of 802 high school 

students. His research results showed a positive correlation between the two variables. 

Teacher mentoring is not a practice in Nigerian schools. Introduction of teacher 

mentoring is an ideal strategy to improve language proficiency of students. This is 

because mentoring gives opportunity for older and more experienced teachers to guide 

new ones. Furthermore, the introduction of professional learning communities in schools 

will create an opportunity for teachers to interact and find solutions to the challenges they 

face collectively. In the developed countries, staff meetings in schools are often 

considered to be professional learning communities because it provides opportunities for 

professional learning through participation in pedagogical discourse and problem-solving 

(Horn & Kane, 2015). In Nigeria, staff meetings mostly discuss issues concerning 

teachers’ welfare; non-payment of salary and allowances, impending nationwide strike by 

teachers, attending a teacher’s burial, visiting a sick teacher, baby shower for a teacher, 

teachers end of the year party etc. Teachers rarely do have forums where they discuss the 

challenges they face with other teachers. They often work alone and miss the positive 

experience that come through collaboration with colleagues.  

Analysis of results has shown that there is a significant positive relationship 

between English language proficiency and academic achievement of FYSSS. But the 
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study was limited to just two schools. For further studies, I recommend inclusion of more 

schools in different cities to get a wider sample. Besides, very little has been done in this 

research area. Future researchers should consider the use of mixed methods. 

Creswell (2012) stated that the use of mixed methods approach gives a deeper and in-

depth understanding of a research problem. Mixed method adds strength to the results of 

a research study. According to Onwuegbuzie and Johnson (2004), the use of mixed 

method will close gaps in the data collected. It will also lead to greater validity of this 

study. 

Implications 

This study adds to the growing body of research on the relationship between 

English language proficiency and academic achievement. It has made a strong argument 

for an overhaul of the present language policy in the Nigerian school system. The 

continual failure of FYSSS in WASSCE is a clear indication that the present language 

policy is not working.  

This study has demonstrated that the effort to improve English proficiency is 

collective; the teachers, administrators, policymakers and all stakeholders have a role to 

play. Everyone must join hands to salvage the situation. This research is very vital 

because the topic has got little attention in Nigeria. 

Conclusions 

English language plays an important role in the educational system of Nigeria. 

FYSSS performance in the classroom and in standardized tests is connected to their level 
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of proficiency in English language. This study has shown that the continual mass failure 

of FYSSS in WASSCE is connected to their low proficiency in English language. 

Education policies remain a major factor that has continued to affect the effective 

teaching and learning of English language in schools. One of such policy is the language 

policy. The policy has remained vague and unclear and has led to unstructured bilingual 

practices by teachers. The crisis in the educational system can be checked by overhauling 

the present language policy.  

Boosting the image of the teaching profession in Nigeria, is a step in the right 

direction. This is because the most competent teachers have left the profession for more 

rewarding jobs, due to low and irregular teacher salary. Today, the education sector hires 

graduates who are not trained and certified teachers. 

There is no laid-down strategy for teaching learners who are linguistically and 

culturally different from others, but it is vital for teachers and other stakeholders in 

education to understand that how well students learn in the classroom is determined by 

teacher’s knowledge and teaching skills. For students in a second language situation to be 

taught meaningfully, the teacher must apply the right teaching methods and techniques. 

The quality of instruction determines the level of literacy.  

English is a necessary working language and it is imperative for a nation such as 

Nigeria to ensure that the language is given the attention it deserves, because English 

language is a key factor for a better career and status in today’s society. 
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