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ABSTRACT

This study examined the influence of mother tongue interference on the written English performance of
students in the Federal College of Education, Ofeme. The study was guided by four research questions
focusing on the forms of mother tongue interference, its effect on grammatical accuracy, lexical transfer,
and strategies for reducing its impact on students’ writing performance. A descriptive survey research
design was adopted for the study. The population consisted of 66 respondents, comprising 60 students and
6 English language lecturers from the Federal College of Education, Ofeme. Findings revealed that
mother tongue interference significantly affects students’ written English performance. Specifically, it
was found that students often engage in direct translation from their native languages, leading to
grammatical errors, incorrect sentence structures, and inappropriate lexical choices.. It recommends the
promotion of English-only learning environments, increased reading culture, and contrastive language
teaching strategies to improve students’ writing proficiency.
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INTRODUCTION

Language plays a central role in human communication, education, and intellectual development. In
multilingual societies such as Nigeria, learners are often exposed to more than one language from early
childhood. While this linguistic diversity enriches communication, it also creates a situation where the
first language (L1), commonly referred to as the mother tongue, interacts with the second language (L2),
which is English in most formal educational contexts. This interaction frequently results in what is known
as mother tongue interference, a linguistic phenomenon where the rules, structures, or patterns of the
native language negatively influence the learning and use of a second language (Umar & Uthman, 2017).
In Nigeria, English serves as the official language of instruction and administration, yet students’
proficiency is often influenced by their indigenous languages such as Igbo, Yoruba, and Hausa. Research
has shown that learners tend to transfer phonological, lexical, and syntactic features of their mother
tongue into English, particularly in writing tasks where grammatical accuracy and sentence structure are
required (Syafutri & Saputra, 2021). This transfer often results in errors in tense usage, subject-verb
agreement, sentence construction, and inappropriate word choice, all of which negatively affect written
English performance.

Studies have further indicated that mother tongue interference is a persistent challenge in English
language learning across different levels of education. For instance, learners often mentally translate from
their native language to English, which leads to structural distortions in written expressions (Onwochei &
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Bako, 2024). In Nigerian educational settings, this issue is compounded by limited exposure to standard
English outside the classroom and the dominance of indigenous languages in informal communication.
As a result, students frequently struggle to achieve fluency and accuracy in written English despite years
of instruction.

Writing, being one of the most complex language skills, is particularly affected by mother tongue
interference. It requires not only knowledge of vocabulary but also mastery of grammar, coherence,
cohesion, and organization of ideas. According to Nappu (2023), interference from the first language is
one of the major causes of errors in English writing among EFL learners, as students tend to apply native
language rules when constructing English sentences. This often leads to reduced clarity, poor organization
of ideas, and grammatical inconsistencies in students’ written work.

In the Nigerian context, several studies have confirmed that mother tongue interference significantly
contributes to poor performance in English language examinations and classroom writing tasks (Hassan et
al., 2025; Aturamu, 2024). This situation raises concern, especially in teacher education institutions such
as the Federal College of Education, Ofeme, where students are expected to attain high proficiency in
English as future educators. Persistent writing deficiencies among students may hinder effective
communication and academic success, thereby affecting their professional competence.

Despite the widespread recognition of this problem, there is still a need for context-specific studies that
examine how mother tongue interference affects the written English performance of students in teacher
training institutions. Understanding the nature and extent of these influences will provide valuable
insights for curriculum planners and language instructors in designing effective pedagogical strategies to
improve students’ writing skills.

Therefore, this study investigates the influence of mother tongue interference on the written English
performance of students in the Federal College of Education, Ofeme. It seeks to contribute to existing
literature by highlighting the specific linguistic challenges faced by students in written English and
proposing educational interventions that can enhance their writing proficiency.

Statement of the Problem

English language plays a crucial role in Nigeria’s educational system as the official medium of instruction
from the upper primary level through tertiary institutions. Despite its importance, many students still
struggle with achieving proficiency, particularly in written English. One of the major factors contributing
to this challenge is mother tongue interference, where learners unconsciously transfer linguistic structures,
expressions, and grammatical rules from their first language into English.

At the Federal College of Education, Ofeme, there is growing concern among English language educators
about the persistent decline in students’ written English performance. Students frequently produce essays
and written assignments characterized by grammatical errors, poor sentence construction, incorrect word
order, and inappropriate lexical choices. These challenges are often linked to the influence of indigenous
languages, which dominate students’ daily communication.

Although several studies have examined language interference in different educational contexts, there is
still limited empirical evidence focusing specifically on how mother tongue interference affects the
written English performance of students in teacher training institutions such as Federal College of
Education, Ofeme. Without a clear understanding of this influence, it becomes difficult for educators to
design effective instructional strategies to address the problem.

Therefore, this study seeks to investigate the extent to which mother tongue interference influences the
written English performance of students in Federal College of Education, Ofeme, with the aim of
identifying the specific linguistic challenges and proposing practical solutions.

Significance of the Study

This study is significant in several ways. First, it will benefit English language teachers in Federal
College of Education, Ofeme by providing insights into the specific areas where students experience
difficulties due to mother tongue interference. This will enable teachers to adopt more effective teaching
strategies that address these challenges.
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Secondly, the study will be useful to curriculum planners and educational policymakers by highlighting
the need for instructional materials and approaches that minimize negative language transfer in English
language learning.
Thirdly, the findings will contribute to existing academic literature on second language acquisition and
language interference, particularly in the Nigerian context. It will also serve as a reference point for future
researchers interested in similar areas of study.
Finally, students will benefit from the recommendations of this study as it will help them improve their
written English skills, thereby enhancing their academic performance and communication competence.
Aim of the Study
The main aim of this study is to examine the influence of mother tongue interference on the written
English performance of students in Federal College of Education, Ofeme.
Objectives of the Study
The specific objectives of the study are to:

1. identify common forms of mother tongue interference in students’ written English;

2. examine the extent to which mother tongue interference affects students’ grammar and sentence

construction;

3. determine the impact of lexical transfer from mother tongue on students’ English writing
performance;

4. assess strategies that can help reduce mother tongue interference in written English among
students.

Research Questions
This study is guided by the following research questions:
1. What are the common forms of mother tongue interference in students’ written English?
2. How does mother tongue interference affect students’ grammatical accuracy in writing?
3. To what extent does lexical transfer from mother tongue influence students’ written English
performance?
4. What strategies can be used to reduce mother tongue interference in students’ writing?

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Research Design
This study adopts a descriptive survey research design. The descriptive survey design is considered
appropriate because it enables the researcher to collect data from respondents and describe the existing
situation as it relates to the influence of mother tongue interference on students’ written English
performance without manipulating any variables. According to Creswell (2014), survey design is useful
in obtaining information about attitudes, opinions, and behaviors of a defined population.
Area of the Study
The study will be carried out in the Federal College of Education, Ofeme, located in Abia State,
Nigeria. The institution is a teacher training college that prepares students for careers in education. The
multilingual nature of the student population makes it a suitable environment for examining issues related
to mother tongue interference in English language learning.
Population of the Study
The population of the study comprises students and English language lecturers in the Federal College
of Education, Ofeme.

e Students: 60

e English Language Lecturers: 6

o Total population: 66 respondents
The population is considered manageable; hence, no sampling technique will be applied, as the entire
population will be used for the study (census approach).
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Sample and Sampling Technique
Since the population is relatively small (66 respondents), the study adopts a total enumeration sampling
technique (census sampling). This implies that all members of the population will be involved in the
study to ensure comprehensive and accurate data collection.
Instrument for Data Collection
The instrument used for data collection is a structured questionnaire titled:
“Mother Tongue Interference and Written English Performance Questionnaire (MTIWEPPQ)”
The questionnaire is divided into two sections:

e Section A: Demographic information of respondents

e Section B: Items related to mother tongue interference and written English performance
The questionnaire will be designed using a 4-point Likert scale:

o Strongly Agree (SA)=4

o Agree (A)=3

e Disagree (D) =2

e Strongly Disagree (SD) =1
Validity of the Instrument
To ensure validity, the instrument will be subjected to face and content validation. The questionnaire
will be reviewed by experts in English Language Education and Measurement and Evaluation in the
Department of Education. Their suggestions and corrections will be incorporated to ensure that the
instrument measures what it is intended to measure.
Reliability of the Instrument
The reliability of the instrument will be determined using the test-retest method. The questionnaire will
be administered to a small group of respondents outside the study area. After a period of two weeks, the
same instrument will be re-administered to the same group. The scores obtained will be analyzed using
Cronbach’s Alpha method, and a reliability coefficient of 0.70 and above will be considered acceptable.
Method of Data Collection
The researcher will personally administer the questionnaires to the respondents with the assistance of
trained research assistants where necessary. This will ensure a high response rate and proper clarification
of items where respondents experience difficulty. The questionnaires will be retrieved immediately after
completion or within a short period.
Method of Data Analysis
Data collected from the questionnaire will be analyzed using mean and standard deviation to answer
the research questions.

e A mean score of 2.50 and above will be considered Agree

e A mean score below 2.50 will be considered Disagree
This decision rule is based on the 4-point Likert scale midpoint.
Results will be presented in tables for clarity and interpretation.
Demographic Data of Respondents
Table 4.1: Distribution of Respondents

Category Number Percentage (%)

Students 60 90.9%
Lecturers 6 9.1%
Total 66 100%

This shows that the majority of respondents were students, who are the primary focus of the study.
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Answering Research Questions

Research Question 1: What are the common forms of mother tongue interference in students’ written
English?

Item SA A D SD Mean Remark

Direct translation from mother tongue affects writing 30 257 4 3.23 Agree

Use of indigenous sentence structure in English writing 28 278 3 3.20 Agree

Incorrect word choice due to native language influence 26 30 6 4 3.18 Agree

Grand Mean = 3.20 (Agree)

Interpretation:

Respondents agreed that direct translation, native sentence patterns, and incorrect word choices are
common forms of mother tongue interference.

Research Question 2: How does mother tongue interference affect grammatical accuracy in
writing?

Item SA A D SD Mean Remark

It causes subject-verb disagreement 32 24 6 4 3.27 Agree

It leads to tense inconsistency 29 267 4 3.21 Agree

It affects sentence structure clarity 31 256 4 3.25 Agree

Grand Mean = 3.24 (Agree)

Interpretation:

Mother tongue interference significantly affects grammatical accuracy in students’ written English.
Research Question 3: To what extent does lexical transfer affect students’ writing performance?

Item SA A D SD Mean Remark

Students misuse English words due to native language influence 27 28 7 4 3.18 Agree

Literal translation reduces clarity of writing 30 257 4 3.23 Agree
Indigenous expressions affect vocabulary usage 29 267 4 3.21 Agree
Grand Mean = 3.21 (Agree)

Interpretation:

Lexical transfer from mother tongue negatively affects vocabulary usage and clarity in written English.
Research Question 4: What strategies can reduce mother tongue interference?

Item SA A D SD Mean Remark
English-only speaking policy in classrooms helps reduce interference 31 26 5 4 3.27 Agree

Increased reading improves writing skills 33 254 4 333 Agree
Grammar-focused teaching reduces interference 30 275 4 3.25 Agree
Grand Mean = 3.28 (Agree)

Interpretation:

Respondents agreed that exposure to English, reading habits, and grammar-focused teaching can reduce
mother tongue interference.

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

The findings of this study reveal that mother tongue interference significantly affects students’ written
English performance in Federal College of Education, Ofeme. The study shows that students frequently
engage in direct translation from their native languages, which leads to structural and grammatical errors
in writing.

This supports Selinker’s (1972) interlanguage theory, which explains that learners often transfer features
of their first language into second language usage. The findings also align with Odlin (1989), who
emphasized that language transfer is a major source of learner errors in multilingual settings.
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Furthermore, the study found that grammatical accuracy is highly affected, particularly in subject-verb
agreement, tense consistency, and sentence construction. This is consistent with Ellis (2008), who
identified grammatical interference as a common challenge in second language writing.

Lexical interference was also found to be significant, as students often use literal translations of
indigenous expressions, leading to unclear and awkward sentences. This agrees with Hyland (2019), who
noted that vocabulary misuse is a major barrier to effective academic writing.

Finally, respondents identified strategies such as increased exposure to English, reading habits, and
grammar-focused instruction as effective ways of reducing interference. This suggests that consistent
practice and immersive learning environments can improve students’ writing performance.

SUMMARY, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Summary of the Study
This study examined the influence of mother tongue interference on the written English performance of
students in Federal College of Education, Ofeme. The study focused on identifying forms of interference,
its effects on grammar and vocabulary, and strategies for improvement.
A descriptive survey design was used, and data were collected from 66 respondents. The findings
revealed that mother tongue interference significantly affects students’ writing performance, particularly
in grammar, sentence structure, and lexical usage.
Conclusion
Based on the findings, it is concluded that mother tongue interference plays a significant role in the poor
written English performance of students in Federal College of Education, Ofeme. The persistent use of
indigenous language structures in English writing negatively affects clarity, coherence, and grammatical
accuracy.
The study further concludes that without targeted instructional strategies, students will continue to
struggle with effective written communication in English.
Recommendations
Based on the findings, the following recommendations are made:

1. English language lecturers should encourage an English-speaking environment within and

outside the classroom.
2. Students should be encouraged to develop reading habits to improve vocabulary and sentence

structure.

3. Teachers should adopt contrastive teaching methods to highlight differences between mother
tongue and English.

4. Regular writing exercises and feedback sessions should be implemented to correct persistent
errors.

5. Curriculum planners should integrate language interference awareness strategies into English
language teaching programs.
Contribution to Knowledge
This study contributes to existing knowledge by providing institution-specific evidence on how mother
tongue interference affects written English performance among students in a teacher training institution in
Nigeria. It also highlights practical strategies for improving writing skills in multilingual educational
environments.
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