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Abstract: Low performance of students in English has been an issue of great concern to education stakeholders in Nigeria. 

Standardized examination results have consistently shown that students from the northern region perform more poorly than 

those from the southern part. To this regard, this study combined psychological factors of self-concept, locus of control and 

students’ demographic factors as fundamental in explaining differential English academic achievement of students in northern 

Nigerian schools. The aim is to identify some of the major factors causing underachievement of students in English. Hence, a 

quantitative research approach is used for data collection and analysis. The sample comprised 1,227 students drawn from 15 

public Senior Secondary Schools in Bauchi, Kaduna and Niger States. Each of the states represents the 3 geopolitical zones of 

the northern region. A standardized questionnaire was used to measure self-concept and locus of control. The findings indicate 

a high level of correlation between English self-concept and English achievement, especially in specific domains than the 

general aspects. The reading self-concept correlated more with the reading achievement. It was therefore suggested among 

others that teachers should prioritize specific aspect of English to assist underperforming students in particular domains 

(writing; reading) of English and its corresponding self-concept. Improve in students’ performance in English can lead to better 

performance in other subjects and higher standard of education in the country. 
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1. Introduction 

The importance of English language in Nigeria cannot be 

over emphasized, as it is the country’s lingual-franca. It 

serves as a unifying tool for communication among the 

various linguistic groups in the country. As such, English is 

the official language that is used to conduct governmental 

functions, such as making broadcast to the nation, used in the 

law courts, commerce and industry sectors, science and 

technology, and as medium of instruction in schools. As a 

result of the importance accorded to the English language, it 

is made compulsory for students across the various levels 

ranging from primary, and secondary school levels, to the 

tertiary levels of education. 

However, despite the commonality of English language 

use among the people, standardized examination records 

show the poor performance of students in the subject, 

especially among those from the northern region. The results 

from West African Examinations Council (WAEC) and 

National Examinations Council (NECO) consistently show 

that the southern students always had higher academic 

achievement in most subjects. For instance, the 2012 WAEC 

results indicated that only 1.5% of students from Yobe State 

in the north earned the required five or more credits, which is 

the minimum required score to advance to higher education. 

The highest achieving state from the north was Kaduna State 

with 44.4%. In the south, Oyo had 21% and Abia had 76%, 

the highest overall rate. Although, the 2018 result showed 

great improvement in English for NECO in the 2 regions, 

southern students had 95% pass, while the northern students 

still lag behind with 53%. 

The consistent poor performance of northern students in 

English language has raised serious concerns among 
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stakeholders in the region such as parents, teachers, school 

administrators, policymakers, and the government. [8, 11] 

This is because English language is the medium of 

instruction for all the other subjects in the schools. Therefore, 

low performance in English can have adverse effect on other 

subjects as well. The consequence is that most students from 

the north will be unable to gain access to higher education 

which is crucial for national development. Nonetheless, a 

credit pass in English is a major requirement to higher 

education irrespective of students’ subject combination. In 

2005, only 19% of candidates from the northern region had 

access to tertiary institutions compared with 81% from the 

south. [1] This requires urgent attention in order to tackle the 

low performance in English among the students from the 

northern region. 

Consequently, educational psychologist like [16] in his 

social learning theory indicated that people’s behaviors and 

activities are contingent on interests, attitudes, perceptions, 

beliefs, and motivations, which are used to form their own 

realities. Understanding people’s behavioural outcomes, 

therefore, depends on their interpretation of experiences 

based on their perceptions, beliefs, interests and attitudes. 

Likewise, [3] postulates the child as the proximal importance 

in identifying and improving students’ performance before 

giving consideration to other notable factors such as poor 

school facilities, infrastructures, pedagogical factors and 

parental socio-economic. 

This study, therefore, considers the exploration of 

personality factors in relation to the students’ performance in 

English in order to unearth some of the major factors 

affecting their underachievement in the subject. The aim is to 

see if the utilization of the personality variables can assist in 

improving students’ English achievement rather than wait for 

special governmental intervention either to improve school 

facilities or to increase funding to the schools. However, 

noting that similar school conditions are obtained in the two 

regions. This means that the northern students have a similar 

capability to perform better as those from the south. As a 

result, this study explored the students’ English self-concept 

and locus of control in relation to the students’ English 

academic achievement in order to understand the major 

factors contributing to secondary school students’ 

underachievement in English. 

1.1. Statement of the Problem 

Many studies, which have explored self-concepts (SC) and 

locus of control (LOC) in relation to academic achievement 

of students, report that people with positive self-concept and 

internal locus of control are more effective, confident, and 

have higher academic success than others [15]; [9]. Most of 

these studies have shown empirically that these concepts are 

important factors in academic achievement and are mutually 

interdependent. However, it is worth mentioning that these 

studies have all been carried out in Western countries such as 

Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United States. This 

implies that the case might be different with the Nigerian 

students due to several factors relating to school facilities, 

engagement and personality differences. 

Nevertheless, considerable research interest in Nigeria has 

been generated on topics relating to the examination of these 

concepts (SC & LOC) along with student performance [13]; 

[12]; [2]. There is agreement among these researchers that 

these and other variables facilitate desirable educational 

outcomes. There is, however, a variation in their focus. For 

example, [2] examined the influence of self-concept and 

academic motivation on students’ attitudes to mathematics. 

The findings revealed that students with positive attitude 

towards maths persevere more, had higher SC, and better 

score. Likewise, [12] explores the interaction between self-

concept and academic achievement using the English, Maths, 

and general achievement scores of senior secondary school 

students in Port Harcourt (southern Nigeria) through the 

administration of a Self-Descriptive Questionnaire (SDQ III). 

The most appropriate self-concept instrument for secondary 

school level is the SDQ II since SDQIII is designed for 

students at the tertiary levels. 

Consequently, this study sets out to examine the 

relationships between each of these factors (SC & LOC) with 

academic achievement among first year secondary school 

students (SS1) in three states of the north. Each of the state 

represents the three geo-political zones of the northern region 

(north-east, north-west and north-central) in order to attain 

adequate representation. In addition, the study explores other 

social and demographic factors that have been found in 

previous studies to provide fundamental insight into students’ 

educational attainments. The aim is to assess the influence of 

these factors on students from Northern Nigeria in order to 

generate empirical evidence to inform policy and practice 

that can be used to raise academic standards in Nigeria. 

Notably, this is not a comparative study between the 

performance of the students neither does it aim to make 

comparisons among the states. The focus is to identify 

deterring factors on a general aspect of English academic 

achievement in order to proffer adequate recommendation to 

assist the students, in raising educational standard in the 

country. 

1.2. Literature Review 

This section includes explanations of the personality 

variables of self-concept and locus of control in view of 

previous studies, theoretical underpinnings and the result of 

other empirical investigations 

1.3. Conceptual and Theoretical Framework 

The conceptual variables of English self-concept and locus 

of control are the independent variables or the explanatory 

variables used to understand differential underachievement of 

students in English. The students’ English language scores 

represents their academic achievement is the dependent 

variable. The English self-concept refers to the students’ 

evaluation and perception of their academic performance in 

English while locus of control refers to the causal attribution 

of performance outcome. 



 Psychology and Behavioral Sciences 2020; 9(2): 6-11 8 

 

Theoretically, self-concept is shown to be multifaceted and 

hierarchical in nature [19]. [10] observes that specific aspects 

of academic self-concept correlate more highly with its 

corresponding academic achievement, and therefore studies 

in academic self-concept should focus on performance in 

specific academic area rather than the general areas. This 

study therefore explores the students’ English self-concept 

with respect to the specific domains of the language skills 

(reading and writing). These are then correlated with their 

academic achievement in the corresponding areas. The aim is 

to establish the students’ English self-concept as positive or 

negative in relation to their performance in the subject. 

In theorizing self-concept [4] developed two model that 

include the skill development model and self-enhancement 

model. The theories are used to advance either self-concept 

or academic achievement. The skill development model 

indicates that academic achievement causally enhances self-

concept, which means that self-concept is a function of 

academic achievement. This model therefore focuses on the 

development of students’ academic skills in order to improve 

self-concept. This means that educational practitioners 

looking to improve students’ self-concept should focus on 

developing interventions targeted towards aspects of 

academic achievement rather than self-concept itself. 

However, [9] criticized the two earlier models as being 

simplistic for the one-dimensional view of the direction of 

the relationships between self-concept and academic 

achievement. They indicated that it was methodologically 

unsound and inconsistent with self-concept theory, proposing 

instead the integration of the two theoretical models into a 

new model called the Reciprocal Effects Model (REM). The 

REM model shows that prior self-concept affects subsequent 

achievement and prior achievement affects subsequent self-

concept. This means that self-concept and academic 

achievement always affect each other, irrespective of which 

comes first, and this will continue to be so subsequently. 

The term locus of control was coined by [17]. He posited 

that an individual’s likelihood of success depends on the 

extent to which they see themselves as in control over or able 

to influence events around them. This is the extent to which 

people perceive themselves to be in control of the activities 

or events that influence their lives whether they fail or 

succeed [22]. [18] reported that people are either internal or 

external in locus of control attributions. Those with internal 

locus of control internalize the outcomes of their actions 

when they fail or succeed at something, as they see outcomes 

of their activities as predicated on their own efforts. They 

have the tendency to change strategies and persist amidst 

difficulty until they succeed. On the other hand, people with 

external locus of control tend to blame their outcomes on 

factors such as luck, fate, chance, and other people. The fact 

that they believe that they lack control over events in their 

lives means that they may not want to try other strategies or 

persist with the activity and consequently, they may quit 

trying. 

Consequently, people with external locus of control 

conform more to the law and are easily influenced by others 

and by events; this is possibly the reason [7] suggest that 

whether or not people believe a situation or event is under 

their own control will influence their reward expectancy and 

behaviour. Similarly, [6] noted that ‘internal locus and 

external locus individuals differ not only as to their 

attentiveness to information immediately present in the 

environment, but also in terms of their actively seeking 

additional relevant information’. Thus, internals put more 

effort into improving their skills to succeed in future tasks, 

while externals do not and are unlikely to perform better, 

since they attribute the outcome (success or failure) to luck, 

fate, etc. This study focuses on identifying students control 

belief as internals or externals in locus of control in relation 

to their English academic achievement. 

1.4. Research Questions 

1. What is the relationship between English self-concept 

and English academic achievement among senior 

secondary school students? 

2. What is the relationship between locus of control and 

English academic achievement among senior secondary 

school students? 

3. Which of the specific aspects of English self-concept 

correlate more highly with its corresponding academic 

achievement amongst the students? 

4. What are the influences of the sociological factors 

(gender, ethnicity &socio-economic status SES) on 

English academic achievement of the students? 

2. Methods 

The study utilizes survey research design with a qualitative 

approach to data collection and analysis. The study was 

conducted among Senior Secondary school students (SS1) in 

their first year. The samples were drawn from 15 schools 

across 3 states from each of the geopolitical zones of the 

northern part of the country, which include Bauchi, Niger and 

Kaduna states. In selecting the schools, consideration was 

given based on the type of schools according to gender and 

locations in the rural and urban centres. Although the 

students were the unit of sampling and not the schools, their 

selection reflect the size and type of school in the locality 

[20]. The reasons for this selection are representation and the 

pragmatic reasons of convenience, cost, and safety, especially 

with high rate of insurgency and kidnapping activities. This 

is the reason for not listing the names of the schools in the 

study. 

Overall, five schools each were girls only, boys only and 

mixed. Ten of the schools were located in the urban centres 

and five in the rural areas. The sample is comprised of 1,227 

SS1 students who participated in the survey, which amounts 

to 25% of the student population of SS1 students from the 

selected schools. A systematic sampling technique was used 

to select the sample from the schools. A proportionate sample 

of respondents was obtained based on the population of the 

students at the schools. Specifically, every fourth student was 

selected to participate from a list of SS1 students in the 
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schools.  

For the instruments, standardized questionnaires for 

measuring self-concept and locus of control were adapted, 

with a little tweak to make it appropriate for the respondents. 

The items for self-concept were from [10] Self-Description 

Questionnaire II (SDQII) while locus of control was drawn 

from internal and external scale. The items responses were 

designed on a five point likert scale of strongly agreed (SA), 

agreed (A), undecided (U), disagreed and strongly disagreed 

(SD). The items were further validated by experts in the field. 

This process yielded Cronbach alpha validity and reliability 

values of 0.78 and 0.81, respectively. These values are 

similar to Rotter’s validity and reliability values of 0.7. The 

English academic achievement comprised of the students; 

performance in specific domain of the subject. This focused 

more on the literacy skills of reading and writing skills. 

These are combined to form their academic achievement 

used in this study. 

The data analyses included correlation and regression 

analyses. The correlation analysis is used to test the 

relationships between the self-concept and locus of control 

on academic achievement while the regression was used to 

determine the collective and individual contribution of each 

of the variables on the students’ academic achievement, 

including the demographic factors. 

3. Presentation of Findings 

In order to answer the research questions, each of the 

concepts (self-concept, locus of control and academic 

achievement) were measured separately before the 

relationships between them were explored 

Self-concept and Locus of Control in Relation to English 

Academic Achievement 

Table 1. Correlation between Self-Concept and Locus of Control with Academic Achievement. 

Variables English Academic Achievement Locus of control Sig 

English Self-concept 0.811 
 

.000 

Locus of control 
 

0.380 .000 

N = 1227 

Source: Authors’ field survey (2019) 

This result indicates 81% level of relationship between 

self-concept and English academic achievement. This means 

that most of the students with high English self-concept also 

have high scores in the subject, while those with low English 

self-concept had low English achievement. The result for 

locus of control indicates low levels of relationships. The 

indication is that the English self-concept has more impact on 

the students’ performance in English than the LOC. Those 

with internal LOC were expected to be high achievers while 

those with external locus were expected to have low scores in 

English achievement, rather than having students of different 

achievement level as internals in terms of performance. 

The multiple regression analyses indicate a high variance 

of (R
2
) 75% in English academic achievement. The variables 

used to construct the model include the conceptual variable 

of SC, LOC, and the students’ demographic factors such 

gender, parents’ socio-economic status and the type of 

schools attended in terms of gender and location. 

Table 2. Results indication aspects of English academic achievement and corresponding self-concept. 

Variables Reading Achievement Writing Achievement English achievement Sig 

Reading Self-concept 0.972  0.723 .000 

Writing self-concept 
 

0.682 0.576 .000 

English self-concept 
 

 0.640 .000 

Source: Authors’ field survey (2019) 

This result in table 2 indicate a high relationship (0.97) 

between reading self-concept and its corresponding 

achievement compared with that of writing (0.7) and the 

general English self-concept and academic achievement. The 

specific aspects of the English self-concept relates more 

highly with its corresponding academic achievement that the 

general aspect. 

Table 3. Result of the Multiple Regression Analysis for the Academic Achievement Model. 

Model R R Square Adjusted-R-square S E of Estimate 

9 0.870 0.754 0.752 6.392 

Source: Authors’ field survey (2019) 

The result indicates that English self-concept has the 

highest unstandardized coefficients of 11%, followed by 

mother’s level of education their school location and the 

locus of control. This implies that a unit increase in the self-

concept score corresponds to an increase of 11 marks in the 

students’ English achievement, while having a mother who 

works in the formal sector increased the student’s 

achievement score by about 5 marks. 

4. Discussion of Findings 

The result of the correlation between English self-concept 
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and English academic achievement indicate high levels of 

relationship. This means that students with high English self-

concept have high academic achievement, while those with 

low self-concept also have low academic achievement. The 

result conforms to most of the findings of previous studies on 

the concepts [5], [12]; [9]. The second aspect indicates high 

level of correlation between the specific aspects of self-

concept and their corresponding academic achievement in 

reading and writing than the combined academic 

achievement. 

Similarly, [5] study found specific domains (speaking skill) 

with higher levels of correlation than the general English 

self-concept. This study used the reading skill as its specific 

aspect in relation to the scores for the reading ability. 

However, the study by [15] found a negative correlation. This 

latter study was among university students which may mean 

that their perception level of English language and 

performance is not fully developed for such independent data 

collection. 

For locus of control, the study indicates a low but positive 

relationship between locus of control and academic 

achievement (0.68). This finding shows that most of the 

students, irrespective of their achievement scores, had 

internal locus of control. This suggests that the most believed 

that their academic performance in English depends 

primarily on their own efforts and ability and does not rely 

on luck or others. [20] study affirmed that the attribution of 

success or failure to grades and learning is typical among 

younger groups of students with different achievement levels. 

Moderate levels of academic expectations and anxiety (which 

are characteristic of students with external locus of control) 

among the students who attributed their performance to their 

own efforts and strategies, justified the weak relationship 

observed in their study. This is similar to the situation among 

this study’s sample, where 82% attributed ‘doing well in 

school’ to their own efforts, although their performance was 

low. 

The regression model indicated that all the variable used in 

constructing the model constituted seventy five percent 

explanatory variable, while for the individual variables show 

that the English self-concept is the highest contributor in the 

students’ performance followed by the mother’s main job 

ahead of locus of control. The high level of relationship for 

self-concept means that most of the failure rate is linked to 

low levels of the students’ self-concept. This finding is 

similar to [9] reciprocal effect model and specificity of self-

concept in specific subject domains. He thereby suggested 

that both self-concept and academic achievement needs to be 

enhanced at the same time in order to have lasting and 

sustained academic achievement over a long period. The 

second being the mothers educational level which suggests 

that educated mothers were better positioned to easily 

identify and assist with school tasks than fathers. They 

desired and required higher academic performance from their 

children largely than the less educated mothers [15]. This 

supports studies that indicate the proximal importance of the 

mother in children’s language development. It was based on 

these findings that the following conclusions and 

recommendations were made. 

5. Conclusion and Recommendations  

The study recommends that since English self-concept is a 

major factor in the students’ achievement, intervention 

activities should target specific aspects of the subject. Also, 

the EFL teachers should pay particular attention to problem 

areas and assist students overcome them. The improvement 

on the specific aspects such as reading and writing can 

enhance both their self-concept and academic achievement 

generally. Also, students’ progress can easily be noticed when 

internal frame of reference is used in assessing student’s 

improvement or attainments. 

The findings from the regression model indicate the 

prevalence of mothers’ contribution to students’ performance 

in English. It is important for the parents, not just the mother, 

to have more commitment to their children’s performance in 

English at home. They need to engage more with their 

assignments and provision of adequate facilities both at home 

and school. Although the findings indicate less impact of 

locus of control among the students, they need to make more 

internal attributions to performance in order to for them to be 

more persistent and determined in their studies. 

Finally, most of these recommendations do require effort, 

time, and space, but do not entail much fund allocation 

from policy makers, schools, teachers, and parents. All it 

takes is adequate engagement on the part of stakeholders to 

come to the aid of the students in order to help them attain 

good academic achievement. However, the study notes that 

the government still has a major role to play in the 

provision of adequate infrastructure, development of 

programs to eradicate poverty level of families and 

improvement of staff welfare. There would be long-lasting 

effect of the intervention programs and student academic 

achievement. 
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