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Abstract: Citizens who are capable of engaging in civic discourse, resolving conflict, and 

negotiating meaning are essential for sustainable development. However, the classroom is often 

disregarded as a primary location for the development of communicative competence in Nigeria's 

development communication models. This paper applies pragmatics and discourse analysis to 

classroom interaction in Nigerian secondary schools to situate English language teaching within 

the broader discourse of national development. The study investigates teacher-student interactions 

in six public secondary institutions in Port Harcourt, Rivers State, utilising Austin's Speech Act 

Theory and Fairclough's Critical Discourse Analysis. During the 2024/2025 academic session, 18 

hours of transcribed classroom discourse, teacher interviews, and student writing samples were 

collected. The analysis indicates that teachers primarily employ directive and representative 

speech acts, while commissive and expressive acts that demonstrate civic responsibility, empathy, 

and deliberation are uncommon. Mitigation strategies, turn-taking negotiation, and contextual 

inference exercises are also infrequently employed in classroom discourse. As a result, students 

are able to memorise language forms but do not possess the inferential and civility skills necessary 

for participatory development activities, such as community meetings, advocacy, or conflict 

mediation. This paper suggests a pragmatics-based instructional framework that includes Speech 

Act Repertoire Building, Development Scenario Simulation, Discourse-Based Feedback, and 

Cross-Cultural Pragmatics. It posits that the English classroom can be repositioned as a 

development communication laboratory, thereby advancing SDG 4 and SDG 16. 

 

Keywords: sustainable citizenship, SDG 4, SDG 16, Nigeria, classroom discourse, pragmatics, 

speech acts, and English language teaching 

 

https://www.eajournals.org/


International Journal of English Language Teaching, 14 (2),77-86, 2026 

Print ISSN: 2055-0820(Print) 

                                                  Online ISSN: 2055-0839(Online) 

Website: https://www.eajournals.org/ 

           Publication of the European Centre for Research Training and Development UK 

78 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Ultimately, Nigeria's sustainable development aspirations are contingent upon the ability of its 

citizens to communicate, not only in the grammatical sense but also in the civic sense. This 

includes the ability to negotiate in a community meeting, articulate a grievance in a local 

government assembly, mediate a dispute between neighbours, and persuade an authority without 

resorting to coercion. The secondary school English classroom is an institution that the majority 

of Nigerians pass through and that is presently largely invisible in the country's development 

planning. These are communicative capacities that are either formed or foreclosed. 

 

English holds a distinctive position in Nigeria's civic architecture, as it is the language of the 

constitution, government, tribunals, formal community advocacy, and the majority of institutions 

that facilitate citizen engagement in national development. Research is consistent with the notion 

that English proficiency serves as a barrier to civic and developmental engagement (Bamgbose, 

2011; Ajani, 2017.). Internationally, Habermas (1984) and Waisbord (2001) have proposed that 

participatory development communication necessitates interlocutors who are capable of dialogic 

exchange, a skill that is rooted in pragmatic competence. The knowledge and skills required for 

sustainable development are expressly included in SDG 4's call for quality education outcomes, 

while SDG 16 envisions peaceful, inclusive societies in which all voices are heard. 

 

The evidence from Nigerian secondary school classrooms presents a markedly different narrative. 

In a teacher-dominated, IRF-structured interaction, students are positioned as passive recipients of 

knowledge, with communicative roles restricted to reactive, recall-based responses (Mercer, 2000; 

Adeyemi, 2008; Ajayi, 2010). Research consistently documents this behaviour. This implies that 

the classroom interaction that the majority of Nigerian students experience as the primary model 

of formal communication is systematically devoid of the full range of illocutionary acts required 

for civic participation, including expressives that communicate empathy, commissives that model 

commitment, and declarations that perform civic authority, from a Speech Act Theory perspective. 

Although the literature on classroom discourse in Nigeria is extensive, it has not been 

systematically linked to the question of sustainable citizenship and development outcomes. Studies 

characterise the events that transpire in classrooms; however, they do not enquire about the 

developmental costs and pragmatic deficits that these classrooms impose on Nigeria. This paper 

contends that the correlation between sustainable development and classroom pragmatics is not 

metaphorical, but rather structural and quantifiable. 

 

The argument of this paper is that the English language classroom in Nigerian secondary schools 

is currently generating communicatively incapacitated citizens. These individuals have memorised 

linguistic forms but lack the pragmatic resources necessary for civic participation, conflict 

resolution, and community cultivation. Furthermore, it contends that the English classroom can be 

transformed into a laboratory for sustainable citizenship through the implementation of a 
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pragmatics-based instructional framework that is centred on real-life development scenarios and 

discourse-based feedback. This approach directly contributes to the advancement of SDG 4 and 

SDG 16. 

 

The argument is based on 18 hours of classroom observation and discourse transcription in six 

public secondary schools in Port Harcourt, Rivers State. This evidence is further supported by 

semi-structured teacher interviews and the analysis of 30 student writing excerpts on community 

issues. Speech Act Theory is implemented in the analysis to code illocutionary distributions, while 

Fairclough's (1992) three-dimensional Critical Discourse Analysis is employed to investigate the 

power dynamics of classroom interaction. 

 

The research is restricted to the English Language classes of Senior Secondary 2 (SS2) in six 

public secondary institutions in Port Harcourt, Rivers State, that were intentionally chosen during 

the 2024/2025 academic session. Argumentation, negotiation, empathy expression, and 

participatory discourse comprise the civic and developmental competencies that are most directly 

affected by SDG 4 and SDG 16. 

 

The paper presents a case that is simultaneously empirical, pedagogical, and political. Empirically, 

it documents the pragmatic deficit in secondary school English classrooms; pedagogically, it 

suggests a concrete framework for addressing it; and politically, it asserts that the English lesson 

is a development intervention one of the most widely distributed and potentially impactful 

development interventions in Nigeria, precisely because it reaches every secondary school student 

in the country. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Sustainable citizenship encompasses three interrelated capacities: the ability to access and 

critically evaluate information, the ability to communicate needs and perspectives across social 

differences, and the ability to participate in collective decision-making (Melkote & Steeves, 2001; 

Bessette, 2004). Each entails pragmatic competence the ability to deploy language appropriately, 

effectively, and ethically in context (Hymes, 1972). Habermas's (1984) theory of communicative 

action grounds participatory development in dialogic exchange; Waisbord (2001) and Servaes 

(2008) extend this to development communication in the Global South, emphasising that 

community participation requires interlocutors outfitted for genuine dialogue. 

 

Teacher-dominated IRF interaction with restricted student communicative roles is documented in 

research conducted throughout sub-Saharan Africa (Mercer, 2000; Adeyemi, 2008). This tendency 

is further exacerbated in Nigerian secondary schools by class sizes, examination constraints, and 

teacher training patterns (Ajayi, 2010; Adesope & Nesbit, 2013). The limited modelling of 

expressives and commissives that students receive is precisely the act that is most directly required 

for community dialogue and participatory development when lecturer speech acts are dominated 

by directives and representatives. Fairclough's (1992) CDA framework demonstrates how this 
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discourse perpetuates passive-recipient subjectivity, which is incompatible with the active 

citizenship that SDG 16 aims to achieve. 

 

The Nigerian national curriculum for secondary English (NERDC, 2015) recognises 

communicative competence as an objective; however, it is operationalised through grammatical 

and literary content rather than pragmatic instruction. The outcome is that students are proficient 

in linguistic forms but are inadequate for civic and developmental communication requirements 

(Yusuf, 2010; Salami, 2016). The classroom delivery of English proficiency in Nigeria is a matter 

of developmental justice, as Bamgbose (2011) and Ajani (2017) observe that it simultaneously 

enables and gatekeeps civic participation. 

METHODOLOGY 

This research utilises a qualitative design that integrates Fairclough's three-dimensional Critical 

Discourse Analysis with pragmatic discourse analysis. The qualitative approach facilitates the 

expansive description of classroom interaction that is essential for comprehending the 

contextualised pragmatic choices that define classroom discourse. 

Purposive sampling was employed to identify six public secondary institutions in Port Harcourt, 

Rivers State. In each school, one SS2 English Language class was observed. Table 1 illustrates the 

profile of participants and research sites. 

 

Table 1: Research Site and Participant Profile — Secondary Schools, Port Harcourt (2024/2025) 

School Location Zone 
Class 

Size 
Teacher 

Gender 
Teaching Exp. 

(yrs) 
Qualification 

School A Waterfront 42 Female 8 B.Ed. English 

School B Waterfront 38 Male 14 
M.A. 

Linguistics 

School C 
Central 

Residential 
45 Male 6 B.Ed. English 

School D 
Central 

Residential 
40 Female 11 

B.A. English + 

PGDE 

School E Industrial District 36 Female 9 B.Ed. English 

School F Industrial District 41 Male 17 
M.Ed. 

Curriculum 

Studies 

 

Over the course of six weeks, classroom data were gathered through audio recording and non-

participant observation, resulting in 18 hours of usable transcript. A total of 30 student persuasive 
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writing excerpts on local community issues and teacher semi-structured interviews were also 

collected. 

Stage 1 employed Searle's (1969) illocutionary taxonomy to classify the speech acts of both 

students and teachers. Fairclough's (1992) three-dimensional CDA was implemented during Stage 

2. The student writing samples were analysed in Stage 3 using the communicative competence 

framework of Hymes (1972) and the face management categories of Brown and Levinson (1987). 

Three participant teachers were consulted to triangulate and member-check the findings. 

RESULTS 

The quantified speech act distribution across all six institutions is depicted in Table 2. A stacked 

bar visualisation is presented in Figure 1, which facilitates cross-school comparison. 

 

Table 2: Speech Act Distribution — Teacher Utterances Across Six Secondary School Classrooms (n = 18 hrs) 

Speech Act 

Type 
School 

A 
School 

B 
School 

C 
School 

D 
School 

E 
School 

F 
Mean 

(%) 

Representative 48% 51% 49% 52% 47% 50% 49.5% 

Directive 44% 41% 43% 40% 45% 39% 42.0% 

Commissive 3% 3% 4% 4% 4% 5% 3.8% 

Expressive 3% 3% 2% 2% 3% 4% 2.8% 

Declarative 2% 2% 2% 2% 1% 2% 1.8% 

 

 
Figure 1: Speech Act Distribution Across Six Secondary School Classrooms — Teacher Utterances (n = 18 hrs) 
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The quantified speech act distribution across all six institutions is depicted in Table 2. A stacked 

bar visualisation is presented in Figure 1, which facilitates cross-school comparison. 

 

Table 3: Student Turn Initiation and Classroom Politeness Features by School 

Indicator 
School 

A 
School 

B 
School 

C 
School 

D 
School 

E 
School 

F 
Mean 

Student turn initiation (%) 7% 6% 9% 8% 10% 8% 8.0% 

Positive politeness by 

teacher (%) 
6% 5% 8% 7% 9% 8% 7.2% 

Mitigated directives by 

teacher (%) 
9% 8% 11% 9% 12% 10% 9.8% 

Unmitigated directives by 

teacher (%) 
77% 79% 74% 75% 71% 73% 74.8% 

Student expressive acts 

observed 
0 1 2 1 2 3 

1.5 

(total 9) 

 

 
Figure 2: Student Turn Initiation Rate Across Six Secondary School Classrooms (% of Total Turns) 

The pragmatic analysis of student writing samples is presented in Table 4, and Figure 3 provides 

a visual representation of the distribution. 
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Table 4: Pragmatic Profile of Student Writing Samples on Community Issues (n = 30) 

Pragmatic Category 
No. of 

Texts 
Percentage Descriptive Features 

Exclusively 

assertive/declarative 
22 73% 

No hedging, no audience awareness, no 

face management 

Some audience awareness 5 17% 
Basic register calibration; address forms 

used 

Pragmatically sophisticated 3 10% 
Indirect speech acts; shared 

presuppositions; persuasive face-saving 

 

 
Figure 3: Pragmatic Profile of Student Writing Samples on Community Issues (n = 30) 
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The four-element pragmatics-based instructional framework, which is summarised in Table 5, was 

developed through the triangulation of findings with teacher interview data and expert review. 

 

Table 5: Pragmatics-Based Instructional Framework for Sustainable Citizenship 

Component Content Focus Activity Type SDG Link 

Speech Act 

Repertoire 

Building 

Full range of 

illocutionary acts 

Analysis of authentic Nigerian 

civic texts (editorials, 

announcements, meetings) 

SDG 4: Quality learning 

outcomes 

Development 

Scenario 

Simulation 

Applied pragmatic 

performance 

Role-play of town hall, 

advocacy, LGA presentation, 

peer mediation 

SDG 16: Civic participation 

skills 

Discourse-Based 

Feedback 

Pragmatic 

effectiveness 

awareness 

Feedback on communicative 

impact rather than grammatical 

correctness 

SDG 4: Active, reflective 

learners 

Cross-Cultural 

Pragmatics 
Plurilingual civic 

competence 

Comparison of face, 

directness, inference across 

Nigerian language 

communities 

SDG 16: Inclusive, peaceful 

institutions 

 

DISCUSSION 

In six Port Harcourt secondary schools, students are consistently exposed to representative and 

directive speech acts, while they receive virtually no modelling of expressive or commissive acts, 

the illocutionary forms most directly associated with empathy, accountability, and civic 

deliberation. The results of the study demonstrate a systematic pragmatic deficit. The 

developmental cost of this deficit is not abstract: citizens who are unable to negotiate meaning 

across difference, articulate commitment, or perform empathy are precluded from the participatory 

development processes that SDG 16 envisions as the foundation of peaceful, inclusive Nigerian 

institutions.  

 

Critically, this is a failure of pedagogical design, not of student capacity. The students in this study 

exhibited syntactic and lexical competence that was sufficient for pragmatic development. 

However, they were deficient in the opportunity to practise and receive feedback on context-

sensitive language use in a structured manner. These findings are in accordance with Taguchi's 

(2015) and Kasper's (2001) reviews of pragmatic instruction research. 

 

Each documented deficit is addressed explicitly by the proposed framework. Repertoire of Speech 

Acts The current classroom discourse's limited illocutionary diet is addressed by the construction. 
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Cross-Cultural Pragmatics addresses the plurilingual civic reality of Nigerian community life that 

current English instruction ignores, while Development Scenario Simulation provides the 

contextually grounded practice that Mey (2001) identifies as essential for pragmatic competence. 

Discourse-Based Feedback shifts assessment from reproduction to judgement. 

 

The implementation of the proposed framework in Nigerian secondary school English classrooms 

would make a tangible contribution to both SDG 4 and SDG 16 by generating learning outcomes 

that encompass civic communication competence and preparing future citizens for peaceful, 

participatory engagement with Nigeria's institutions and communities. New infrastructure is not 

necessary for the framework; rather, it necessitates a reorientation of current classroom practices 

in accordance with applied pragmatics. 

CONCLUSION 

This paper has investigated classroom discourse in six secondary schools in Port Harcourt and 

identified a systematic pragmatic deficit that has direct and quantifiable implications for Nigeria's 

development trajectory. The four-element framework that has been suggested Speech Act 

Repertoire Building, Development Scenario Simulation, Discourse-Based Feedback, and Cross-

Cultural Pragmatics provides a developmentally orientated and pedagogically grounded response. 

The English lecture becomes a lesson in sustainable citizenship when classroom talk is transformed 

into a vehicle for pragmatic development. Nigeria's sustainable development agenda necessitates 

that this transformation commence promptly and be executed on a large scale. 
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