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MARGARET M. OKON
UNIVERSITY OF CALABAR, CALABAR.

ABSTRACT

As reported in the Daily Champion of Friday 6" November, 1998, the Federal
Government formally declared French a compulsory core subject in all
secondary schools in Nigeria, from the 1998/99 academic session. This is,
indeed, a welcome development. But, how prepared are the secondary
schools to take up this responsibility (with regard to manpower, equipment,
etc)? This study set out on a sample survey of the present state of French
teaching in secondary schools in Calabar Urban, about two years aftér the
declaration, in order to find out the state of readiness of secondary schools to

make French compulsory in line with Federal government directives, and to,

make suggestions that would enhance the survival of the new policy on French
language teaching in our secondary schools. Twenty secondary schools were
used for the stldy. It was discovered that inadequate staffing, students’ attitude
towards French and the inadequate time allocated to the subject on the school
timetable constituted major drawbacks to the effective teaching of French in
the schools under study.

INTRODUCTION

The history of the teaching of the French language in Nigeria dates back to
1859 (Ugbe, 1998), when it was introduced at King's College Lagos. St. Ann's
School, Lagos, followed suit in 1894, but before then, in 1881, the teaching of
French had started in Methodist Boys' School and Girls’ High School, both
also in Lagos. It was only afterindependence, in the 60s and 70s, that “French
knew its moment of glory in Nigeria” (Okwudishu, 1998:3). The teaching of
French as a campulsory foreign language then spread to many secondary
schools across the country. French also became a subject of specialization
= Nigerian universities and Colleges of Education.
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In spite of the long-standing history of French language teaching in
Nigeria, French had continued to be relegated to the background. The National
Policy on Education (1977, revised 1981) does not accord French a pride of
place, as it is listed under "Non-Vocational Electives” (p.17) in the Junior
Secondary School curriculum. and under “Elective” (p.18) in the Senior
Secondary School curriculum. Yet, French is a language of international repute
and can in some way foster the growth and development of the nation in the
areas of politics, trade and commerce. science and technology. education,
sports, tourism, etc. Besides, given Nigeria's geographical position, her
membership of African and international organizations and her leadership role
in Africa where many of the countries are French-speaking. a working
knowledge of French in Nigeria is imperative, if the country is to establish a
close relationship with her neighbours.

The Nigerian government therefore took a right step in the right direction
to have formally adopted French as the second official language of the nation
and declared it a compulsory core subject in all secondary schools in Nigeria
from the 1998/99 academic session. In the light of this declaration, the main
purpose of this study was to assess the current state of the teaching of French
in Calabar Urban. This involved the determination of (i) The adequacy of French
teachers in the area (i) Involvement of students in French language learning.
(iif) Adequacy of time aliocation for French teaching.

METHODOLOGY
A questionnaire, a kind of checklist, was administered in 20 secondary
schoals (both government-owned and private) randomly sampled from the
nearly 30 secondary schools in Calabar Urban, comprising Calabar South
and Calabar Municipality Local Government Areas.
The questionnaire sought to elicit information relating to:
» Number of students in the schools and number taking French;
Staff strength;
¢ Number of teachers in the schools and number teaching French and
other languages, and their qualification.
* Importance accorded French in terms of number of periods allocated
to it weekly.
e Texts used in teaching
* The existence of a French club in the school.
» State of preparedness of the schools to teach French as a compulsory
core subject, etc.
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In addition, information such as the year the school was founded, was sought.
Useful information was also elicited through personal interaction and discussion
with teachers and principals of the schools visited. Heads of French
Departments in the schools completed the questionnaire. The schools were
categorized in terms of government-and private-owned. Data collected were
analyzed using common percentages.

RESULT

The findings of the study are summarized in the tables balow

‘Table 1: Subjects arranged by school type and number of French language
teachers and teachers of other languages.

S/N  School Nu.of No.of No.of No. of % age of % age of
type Schools Teachers French Teachers of  French  Teachers of
teachers other teachers  other

languages languages
. Govt. 14 1289 27 112 2.09 8.69
Owned
2 Private 6 156 7 18 4.49 11.54
Total 20 1445 34 130 2.35 9.00

Table I1: Table showing number of students studying French s per entire
student population

S/N  School  No.of No. of No. of % age of % age of
type Students in  Students Students not students students not
the Schools  studying studying studying studying
French - French French French
1. Govt. 260671 8839 17832 33.14 66.86
Owned
2, Private 2537 1088 1449 32.89 57.11

Table 111: Periods allocated to French as per other languages (per week)

S/N  School type Periods allocated to  Periods allocated to % of period

French other languages allocated to French
I. Govt. Owned 25 60 41.67
74 Private 12 26 46.15
Total 37 86 43.02
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One wonders whether really French teachers are not available for
employment or whether poiitical and/or socio-economic factors have come
into play in the selection and employment of teachers. Why not employ enough
teachers for the benefit of the students and the educational system as a whole?

It is interesting to note that some schools have quite an impressive
number of English language teachers (cf Table V). In fact, some have as
many as twelve, which makes the workload on the Engiish teachers lighter
compared to that of their colleagues who teach French. This situation can be
explained by the importance accorded the English language in the National
Policy on Education (19977, revised 1981)-a core subject at both junior and
senior secondary school levels.

INVOLVEMENT OF STUDENTS IN FRENCH LANGUAGE LEARNING

On their part, students complained that French is a difficult subject,
This explains why they are only too happy to drop it as they move into the SSS
classes, where they have the option to do so. The teachers themselves
confirmed that lack of interest on the part of students was another factor
militating against the teaching of French, and suggested that they (the students)
be provided with incentives to motivate them It is worth noting that the few
students who offer French in the Senior School Certificate Examination do
very well in the subject. .

In our opinion, the greatest incentive would be adequate teachers.
Because there are no French teachers, a good number of the students are
denied the opportunity of learning French.

TIME ALLOCATION

The present survey indicated that French is allocated two to three
periods (of 40 minutes each) a week on the average, while compulsory core
subjects are allocated four to five periods a week (see Table V).

The time allocated for French in the secondary schools is grossly
inadequate. Just as the industrialist needs enough time to produce his finished
products, so also the French teacher requires a requisite number of teaching
hours per week if he is to utilize to advantage his skill as a trained teacher and
the materials put at his disposal. Language learners, eépecially beginners,
need a large number of contact hours with the language they are learning.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
On the whole, the present survey indicated that the teaching of French
in secondary schools in Calabar Urban leaves much to be desired, and that
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most secondary schools are least prepared to implement the new policy on
education as it affects French, the major setback being lack of manpower,
Inadequate teaching hours and lack of interest on the part of the stL.Jdenlts.

It is one thing to declare French a compulsory core subject in all
secondary schools in the federation, it is yet another to ggtua!ize the
declaration. The decision to make French Nigeria's second official language
is a good one. It reflects the socio-political, socio-economic and socio-linguistic
realities of our time, as the world is becoming a global village. However, care
must be taken to ensure proper implementation of the declaration and its
application to the Nigerian society. It behoves those concerned to trar)siate
the policy to a practicable reality. We do not expgct a sudc%en change in the
situation as regards French teaching and usage in‘our society. _

The adoption of French as a second official language, anq its
compulsory teaching in the secondary school must be gra_duaﬂ, and actuallzc-,:d
by future generations. But the foundation for the actuallzgt_lon must be laid
now, and yet, two years after the declaration, noting positive seems to be
happening. _

To enhance the teaching and learning of French in secondary schools,
the government should adequately fund the Nigeria French langua_ge project
and train and motivate more French teachers. Effective, formal learning cannot
take place without good teachers. So, even the already existing French teache_rs
should be retrained through refresher courses. Departments of French_ in
Nigerian Universities should introduce some elem(_ents of language teachllng
and learning into their curriculum or encourage their students to take elective
courses in the Faculties and/or Institutes of Education. This would expose
them to good techniques of teaching, for a good teacher should be a sort of
“compere” to be able to arouse and sustain the interest o.f the studepts.
Through good teaching techniques, they would be able to exploit the prescribed
textbooks more effectively.

The new status of French in Nigeria is likely to increase awareness of
its importance, but students should be encouraged by t?eing provided with
incentives by way of teaching aids to arouse their interest in French. If French
becomes a compulsory subject, then the number of periods aIIocatec} to it
would have to be increased. This may entail making slight adjustments in the
schoal timetable (e.g increasing the hours spent at school).

At the end of its 3™ annual conference and annual general meeting in
November 2000, the Nigerian University French Teachers’ Association (NUETA)
resolved, among other things, to appeal to the National Unlversmgs
Commission to make French a part of the General Studies programme In
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tertiary institutions. The present researcher agrees with this resolution and
adds that French should constitute an entry requirement into the University.
This will greatly encourage the teaching and learning of French at the secondary
school level.

French teaching should begin at the nursery/primary school level. This
is because age plays an important role in second language learning. Applied
linguists have long claimed that there is an optimal age or a critical period for
second language acquisition, which ends around the age of puberty (Politzer,
1965; Flege, 1981; Van Els et al, 1984). After puberty, languages have to be
learnt through a conscious, laboured effort and foreign accents are difficult to
overcome after that period. We find that little children are more excited about
learning, more so when teaching at their level involves the use of visual aids
and playlets. This paper is not however advocating the employment of French
teachers in primary schools, but rather suggests making ‘use of the existing
primary school teachers. At the primary school level, the children need not be
belaboured with too many details of the French language. French teaching at
this level should be predominantly oral. It would suffice for them to know the
rudiments of the language (for example the usual greetings, the verbs “avoir™
and ‘etre” etc). Simulation, that is, demonstration and imitation of real life
situations should form the predominant teaching method used. Textbooks used
should be those that encourage conversation. Generally, the products of pre-
primary and primary institutions where French is taught fare better in the subject
in post-primary institutions than their counterparts who begin learning French
in the secondary school because they had an early start. Besides, what they
are taught in the secondary school may only be a revision of what they had
already learnt in their pre-secondary school days. '

The class teachers in the primary schools can teach French at this
level if, from time to time, departments of French in the universities could
organize short seminars for them. To do this, the departments have to be well
funded by government. In fact, if well funded, the departments could also
organize refresher courses/ workshops periodically for French teachers.
(Primary) school teachers could also avail themselves of the Diploma in
Language Studies Programme offered by the Department of Languages and
Linguistics. _ '

School principals should encourage the existence of the French Club
in their schools, as the Club would create an enabling atmosphere for students
to build up self-confidence in spoken French. The French Club provides an
opportunity for students to have more contact with the language, since the
time each school practically has at its disposal to enable it carry out effective
teaching is inadequate.
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CONCLUSION
This paper re-echoes the situation of French studies in other parts of

Nigeria (cf. Mojola & Soyoye, 1996; Okwudishu, 1998). The present researcher
had earlier carried out a study on French teaching in Secondayy Schools in
Cross River State several years ago (cf. Essien, 1984). Itis rather sad to note
that, 16 years after, the situation has not improved in individual schools. The
only appreciable change that has occurred is that over the years, more
secondary schools have been established in Calabar to cope with the rising
desire for education. This has occasioned an increase in the number of
teachers of French in Calabar Urban. The general trend of apathy for French
seems to parade most secondary schoaols. It follows that there are problems
that belabour French teaching in secondary scheols in Calabar and beyond,
and unless steps are taken to remedy the situation, the future of French as a
subject and, indeed, as a second official language in Nigeria is hanging in the
balance.

Now that French has been raised to the status of a second official
anguage in Nigeria, and has also been declared a compulsory core subject in
ali secondary schools, we expect a marked improvement in French teaching
{and learning) in Calabar Urban within the next few years. We hope that the
French project will not die out like other projects, which, though well formulated,
failed at the implementation stage (for example the Introductory Technology
project which seems to have fizzled out due to lack of teachers).

The task force on the Nigerian French Language project and other
related bodies must strive to ensure a sustainable French language teaching,
not only in Calabar Urban (where the language is even more relevant because
of its nearness to Cameroun) but throughout the country in order to ensure
more effective communication and co-operation between Nigeria and the
Francophone world at large.
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