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Abstract

The study investigated the extent of teachers’ use of coping skills instructions to enhance low- achievers’ ability to manage
cognitive learning tasks difficulties for sustainable universal basic education programme on the premise that coping skills
problems are related to teachers having limited expertise in representing the ideas themselves (Allen & Dlugokinski, 1992).
Two hundred Junior Secondary School 11 low achievers made up of 75 male and 125 female low achievers were sampled
from 10 secondary schools in Awka South Local Government Area of Anambra State. Low achievers were identified by their
teachers. Researchers-developed 20-item questionnaire validated by experts was used to elicit information from the subjects.
Three research questions and one null hypothesis guided the study. Research questions were answered using mean and the
null hypothesis was tested with analysis of variance (ANOVA) at 0.05 level of significance. Major findings indicated that,
teachers to a greater extent instruct low achievers on the three classes of coping strategies. It was also found that significant
differences exist on the extent of instructions in the three strategies. Further analysis with the Scheffe test to ascertain the
direction of statistic difference, revealed that differences exist among direct action strategy versus emotion-focused coping
strategies, and emotion-focused strategies versus seeking-social- support coping strategies. No significant difference was
found to exist between direct action coping strategies and seeking-social-support coping strategies. Recommendations were
made.
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1. Introduction

Universal Basic Education (UBE) programme is Nigeria's response and commitment to its signatory to the Jomtien 1990
and Delhi 1993 Declarations which brought to the fore a world consensus reflecting an expanded vision of basic
education with a view to responding to basic learning needs for all (Okoro, 2010; Ogunlaye &Udeani, 2010). Okoro (2010)
noted that by 1990 statistics showed that there were over 100 million out-of-school children and over 900 million adult
illiterates in the world. Prior to these Declarations, there had been lots of international calls for eradication of illiteracy, and
the colossal number of illiterates and out-of-school children suggests the failure of the preceding declarations.

Among the cardinal objectives of UBE are the promotion of free, Universal Basic Education for every Nigerian child
of school age; and drastic reduction of the incidence of drop-out from the formal school system (FRN, 2000). For this to
be achieved efforts must be made to sustain the interest of students who struggle with their academic work. The report of
the vision 2020 National Technical Working Group on Education Sector of the Federal Government of Nigeria (2009) has
it that the expected enrolment figure for JSS is 9.27 million but the actual is 3.27 million leaving 6 million as unenrolled in
JSS. However, the completion rate at the JSS is about 34%. Again, figures show that a high percentage of girls are
progressing to JSS than boys (2005: 55% female, 49% male). Among the students who are at the risk of dropping out of
school are low achievers. Contemporary trends in education point in the direction of the need to focus on meeting
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individual needs as against a normative perception of needs, and the justification for every arm of the environment to be
conducive in fashion to meet these wide varieties of needs (Shonibare & Sheda, 2008). This is in line with the dictates of
the National Policy on Education that “every Nigerian child shall have a right of equal educational opportunities
irrespective of any real or imaginary disabilities” (FRN, 2004:3)

Low achievers are students whose academic performances are below expectation in spite of the fact that they may
not have any known learning disability. Smith (2007) sees low achievers as students without disabilities whose academic
performance is below that of their classmates. Brophy (1996) and Santrock (2004) have it that low achievers are known
for inhibited classroom participation, low frustration thresh-hold, low self-esteem, adult dependency, attribution problems,
easy discouragement, lack of interest or alienation to class activities and constant need of attention. Without intervention
low-achievers do not exhibit high levels of achievement on academic measures (Woodward & Brown, 2006). Many of
them drop out of school as a result of inability to cope with the demands of learning tasks.

Failure in school results in stress and where the student lacks the skill to cope dropping out of school becomes
almost inevitable. Education system these days sees social and emotional skills as part of core curriculum and must be
integrated into school policy and practice (Huxley, Freeman & Frydenberg, 2004). Coping skills problems are related to
teachers having limited expertise in representing the ideas themselves (Allen & Dlugokinski, 1992) and teachers have a
vital role in promoting students coping skills (Huxley, Freeman & Frydenberg, 2004). Allen & Dlugokinski (1992) stated
that coping skills instruction for children is only one piece of a more comprehensive intervention involving parents,
teachers and other community supporters which can be utilized to improve the mental health and resiliency of children.

Coping is a ‘complex and multidimensional process that is sensitive to both the environment and the personality of
the individual’ (Kilburn & whitelock cited in edu palliative end- of-life care for oncology (nd:2). Coping is also defined as a
response aimed at diminishing the physical, emotional and psychological burden that is linked to stressful life events and
daily hassles (Synder,1999 cited in Tarik, llegan, Deniz & Kutlu, 2008). To Tarik, llegan, Deniz and Kutlu (2008) it is
understood to be adaptation activity that involves effort, and it is the element of effort which enables us to draw the
distinction between coping and ready-made adaptation devices such as reflexes. Coping constitutes constantly changing
cognitive, behavioural and emotional efforts to manage particular external and/or internal demands that are appraised as
taxing or exceeding the resources of the individual (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984 cited in Tarik, llegan, Deniz & Kutlu
(2008).Coping strategies therefore are strategies that individuals adopt in order to manage external and/internal
challenges that exceed the resources of the individual. Though there are countless ways individuals cope with stressful
situations, Passer and Smith (2007) noted that coping strategies can be grouped into three broad classes as problem
focused coping strategies, emotion-focused strategies and seeking-social-support coping strategies. Problem-focused
coping strategies attempt to confront and directly deal with the demands of the situation or to change the situation;
emotion-focused coping strategies attempt to manage the emotional responses that emanate from stressful events and
seeking-social-support coping strategies demand turning to others for assistance and emotional support in times of stress
(Passer & Smith). Frydenberg and Lewis (1999) in Boon (2009) proposed three coping strategies: solving the problem,
reference to others, and non-productive coping. These strategies are similar to that of Passer and Smith (2007) except
that non-productive coping strategies are merely wishful thinking, ignoring the problem and worrying and not just emotion-
focused strategies. They usually predispose an individual who adopts them to more problems like greater anxiety,
depression, etc. But Passer and Smith’'s emotion-focused coping strategies though usually palliative cannot in its
absolute terms be said to be non-productive.

Learning difficulties put students at risk of leaving school (Firth, n.d) and coping profile of low-achievers include
high use of non-productive coping strategies (Cheshire & Cambell,1997 in Firth, n.d). Firth reported that Dweck and
Sorich (1999) in their study discovered that many under-achievers have helpless orientation towards learning which is
based on the belief that ability is a fixed entity, that there are few alternative strategies available and that appropriate
response to failure is negative emotive rumination rather than active pursuit of alternative strategies. Based on the above,
she suggested a programme of feedback from teachers that will encourage students to take on more of a mastery
orientation in response to difficulty. Since the quality of teacher feedback is one such important external resource in
relationship to coping responses by low achievers (Dweck, 2000 in Firth, n.d) and there appear to be consistent low
completion rate at the UBE level (National Technical Working Group on Education, 2009), the study set out to investigate
teachers’ coping skill instruction for enhancing low achievers’ coping skills to manage cognitive learning difficulties for
sustainable universal basic education programme. The aim is to ascertain if low achievers are taught coping skills by their
teachers with which to tackle task difficulties. The conservation of resources model of stress contributes valuable
theoretical structure that ensures that the perspective on needs of low achievers is not only with the students’ appraisal
and coping skills, but also includes the responsibility of society to provide resources at a structure, rather than an
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individual level (Firth, nd). She went further to assert that these resources include professional development for teachers
with regard to optimum teacher feedback. This teacher instruction on coping skill strategies seems not to have been
ascertained. The following research questions and hypothesis guided the study:
a. What is the extent of teachers’ instructions on problem-focused coping strategies to low-achievers in handling
cognitive learning tasks difficulties?
b. What is the extent of teachers’ instructions on emotion-focused coping strategies to low achievers in handling
cognitive learning tasks difficulties?
c.  What is the extent of teachers’ instructions on seeking-social-support coping strategies of low-achievers in
handling cognitive learning tasks difficulties?
Ho: There are no significant differences in the extent teachers instruct low-achievers on problem-focused, emotion-
focused and seeking-social-support coping strategies in handling cognitive learning task difficulties.

2. Method

The study adopted a descriptive survey research design since the study intends to describe systematically events as they
are. It was carried out in Awka South Local Government Area in Anambra State. There are eighteen state government
owned secondary schools in the local government. The sample comprised 200 randomly sampled low achievers in JSS
11 in ten selected junior secondary schools. Seventy-five male low achievers and 125 female low achievers were
sampled. These students were those who were considered by their teachers as performing below average when
compared with their classmates. And the choice of this class of students was predicated upon the fact that they need
appropriate coping strategies to survive the daunting tasks in secondary school.

The instrument used to collect the data was a researcher designed 20-item questionnaire tagged ‘Teachers’
Coping Skills Instruction for Enhancing Low Achievers’ Coping Skills Questionnaire (TCSIELACSQ)'. It comprised two
sections; section A sought to ascertain the bio-data of the respondents while section B consisted of 20 items used to
answer the three research questions. It was structured using the 4-point scale of strongly agree, agree, disagree and
strongly disagree. The instrument was validated by two experts in Educational Psychology and their suggestions were
considered in drafting the final copy of the questionnaire. The questionnaire was administered with the help of classroom
teachers who know the students that perform below average in their class. There was no time limit given but the
instrument was collected as soon as the students were through with the filling in of the questionnaire. A total number of
187 copies of the questionnaire were returned representing 93.5%. For male low achievers, 86.7% were returned while
for female low achievers 99.2% were returned. The research questions were answered using mean scores and ANOVA
was used to test the hypothesis.

3. Results

Table 1: Mean Rating of Male and Female Low Achievers’ Responses on Teachers' Instruction on Direct Action Coping
Strategies

SN Items Males Decision Females Decision
X X

1. When | find myself not coping with school work my teachers encourage me to make a plan for my work  3.12 Accepted 3.59  Accepted

2. My teachers tell me to set a goal | should achieve when | find myself not coping with my studies 3.05 Accepted 3.28 Accepted

3. My teachers tell me to work hard to achieve the goal | set 311 Accepted 3.42 Accepted

4. When | find myself not coping with my study my teachers encourage me to solve problems step by step  3.12 Accepted 3.26  Accepted

5 When it looks as if | can't continue with my assignments my teachers encourage me to make sure | 324 Accepted 323 Accepted

" attempt them

When [ find myself not being able to understand what | am studying my teachers tell me to continue
" studying till | understand it.

When | want to quit solving a problem my teachers tell me to think of many other ways | could use to

3.53 Accepted 3.48 Accepted

7. 3.24 Accepted 3.40 Accepted
solve the problem.

8. Even when tasks seem difficult my teachers encourage me to make trails. 3.24 Accepted 3.26 Accepted

9. After solving a problem my teachers tell me to assess myself to know if | had achieved the goal | set. 3.15 Accepted 3.38 Accepted
Grand mean 3.20 3.37

From the table above, all the nine items on direct action coping strategies were accepted by both male and female low-
achievers. Female students had higher mean scores on almost all the items except items 5 and 6 that have to do with
persistency. On items which have to do with planning, setting of goals and divergent ways of tackling problems, female
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low-achievers to an extent agreed more that they are being instructed on these coping strategies. Male low-achievers had
a grand mean of 3.20 while female low-achievers had 3.37 which is a strong indication that instructions were given on
direct action coping strategy.

Table 2: Mean Rating of Male and Female Low Achievers’ Responses on Teachers’ Instruction on Emotion - Focused
Coping Strategies

SN ltems Males Decision Females Decision
X X
1. When | face a challenging situation my teachers tell me to tell myself that | can do it. 3.95 Accepted 3.63 Accepted
2. My teachers tell me to first relax while facing a challenging situation 2.77 Accepted 2.58 Accepted
3. When | face challenging tasks my teachers tell me to avoid thinking | can’t handle the situation 2.62 Accepted 252 Accepted
4. When facing challenging tasks my teachers tell me to breathe in and out to ease tension. 2.81 Accepted 2.93 Accepted
5, ZI]); lt;&:\cgri]rt\a;s tell me to forget about the problem and later come back to it when the tasks seem too 241 Rejected 239 Rejected
6. My teachers tell me to see a challenging situation as a friendly one. 2.84 Accepted 2.84 Accepted
Grand Mean 2.90 2.82

From the table above five out of six items enlisted in the emotion-focused coping strategies were accepted with the
exception of item 5. Iltem 5 was rejected by both female and male low-achieving students. Also male low-achieving
students agreed more that instruction was given on emotion-focused coping strategies to them than their female
counterparts. The grand means of 2.90 for males and 2.82 for females show that instructions to a certain level were given
on this kind of coping strategy to low achievers.

Table 3: Mean Rating of Male and Female Low Achievers’ Responses on Teachers’ Instruction on Seeking-Social-
Support Coping Strategies

SN Items Males Decision Females Decision
X X

1. My teachers tell me to ask my classmates questions when | don't understand. 3.29 Accepted 3.36 Accepted

2. Teachers tell me to go to my fellow students to teach me when it seems | can't cope with my studies 3.4 Accepted 3.25 Accepted

3. Teachers tell me to ask more intelligent people questions when | find it difficult to cope with my study. ~ 3.23 Accepted 3.40 Accepted

4 When [ find it difficult to cope with my school work my teachers tell me to study/read together with my 339 Accepted 339 Accepted

" classmates.

. My teachers tell me to tell my parents to help me in doing my assignments when they appear too 301 Accepted 298 Accepted
challenging to me.

Grand Mean 3.26 3.28

The table above shows that all the items enlisted on seeking-social-support coping strategies were accepted by both
male and female low achievers as instructed by their teachers. Grand means of 3.26 and 3.28 for males and females
respectively show that low achievers were encouraged to seek help from their classmates and more intelligent ones when
they feel that they are not coping with school challenges.

Table 4: ANOVA table on extent of teachers’ coping skills instruction on the three classes of coping strategies

Source Sum of squares Df Mean square f- cal Crit value
Between 24.19 2 12.10

Within (error) 807.24 558 1.45 8.35 3.00
Total 831.43 560

Since the f- calculated (8.35) is greater than the critical value (3.00), we reject the null hypothesis that there is no
significant difference in the extent of teachers’ coping skills instruction on the three classes of the coping strategies.
Therefore there is enough evidence to conclude that at least one mean is different from others.

4. Scheffe Test

To determine the direction of difference among the three mean, the Scheffe test was adopted. The F test values of the
means are as follow:
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For X1 versus Xz = 15.33

For Xz versus Xs = 14.17

For X1 versus X3 = 0.00000522

Critical value for F1 =6

Since the f test values of X1 versus Xz, and Xz versus Xsare greater than the critical value for F2, 6, the significant
differences are between X1 versus Xz; and between X2 and Xs. That is between direct action coping and emotion focused
strategies; and between emotion-focused and seeking social support strategies.

5. Discussion

Research question one indicated that both female and male low-achievers agreed that they are instructed on direct action
coping strategies by their teachers. Female students agreed more on direct action planning, setting of goals and
divergent ways of tackling problems while male students agree more on teachers’ instruction on resilience as means of
coping with challenging learning situations. The grand mean showed that to a very great extent that low achievers are
instructed on direct action coping strategies.

On emotion-focused coping strategies low achievers agreed to 5 out of the six items. The rejection of item 5 by
both female and male low-achievers suggests that teachers do not lay much emphasis on such palliative measure which
may encourage procrastination on the part of the learners. However male low achievers seem to agree more than the
female low achievers that teachers instruct them on emotion-focused coping strategies. The grand mean also shows that
teachers to an extent instruct low achievers on emotion-focused coping strategies in order to cope with challenging
cognitive tasks. The third research question investigated the extent of instruction on seeking-social support coping
strategies. From the analysis, both female and male low achievers agreed that they are instructed on this strategy.
Students, in other words, were encouraged by their teachers to go beyond themselves and seek the support of others
who can be of help to them. Instructions on these coping strategies indicate that teachers are responding to the call for
schools to become more active in students’ emotional education (Huxley, Freeman & Frydenberg, 2004).

Testing the null hypothesis that there would not be a non-chanced difference on the extent of instruction on the
three classes of coping strategies, it was found using ANOVA that there is a significant difference on the extent of
teachers’ coping skills instruction. To ascertain the direction of difference, the data was subjected to further analysis using
Scheffe test and the statistical difference lay on direct action coping strategies and emotion-focused strategies; and also
on emotion-focused coping strategies and seeking social support coping strategies. There was no significant difference in
the direction of action coping strategies and seeking social support coping strategies. What this implies is that teachers
instruct more on the other two strategies than the emotion-focused strategies and this further indicates teachers’
competency in instructing students on coping strategies. They understand that problem focused coping methods and
seeking social support are most associated with favourable adjustment to stressors (Tarik, ligen, Deniz, & KUTLU, 2008;
Passer & Smith, 2007). Emotion focused coping strategies are palliative in nature and may be dangerous when they
degenerate into wishful thinking, self blame, etc.

6. Conclusion

The study found out that to a very great extent that instructions on coping strategies are given to low achievers and
problem-focused and seeking-social-support coping strategies were given more attention than emotion-focused coping
strategies. This implies that teachers implicitly were knowledgeable about the weight that may be given to each strategy
based on evidence from other studies, but there appears to be continuous drop-out from school and an abysmal
completion rate in the UBE programme. It then calls the attention of stakeholders to find out ways of making sure that
low-achievers utilize the knowledge they have gained from their teachers. The instruction is not just for knowledge sake
but must be practiced in real life situations. There is no doubt that this class of students may even after receiving
instructions on these productive skills prefer easy going (non-productive) coping skills. Efforts must be made to get low
achievers realize that these are life surviving skills which will help them cope with their academic studies for the laudable
UBE programme to be sustained.

7. Recommendations

Based on the findings the following are recommended:
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A. Frantic efforts should be made by educational planners and administrators to develop a programme that will
enable low achievers in the UBE programme to practice the coping skills in context.

B. There should be professional training for teachers on the use of available psychological tools to encourage low
achievers to utilize productive coping skills.

C. Since teachers have been found to instruct low achievers on coping strategies, they should be encouraged to
step up their actions in this direction.
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