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Abstract 

This study investigated the effects of Mnemonics and Prior Knowledge Instructional 

strategy on the academic achievement of pupils in English Language with gender as 

moderating variables. The study adopted a quasi-experimental pre-test, post-test 

control group research design. The study was guided by three null hypotheses tested 

at 0.05 level of significance. Sample of the study consisted of 97 primary 5 pupils in 

three intact classes from three primary schools in Enugu Urban, Enugu state. Two 

instruments: Pupils’ English Language Achievement Test (PELAT) and Verbal 

Communication Skills Test (VCST) were developed and used for data collection. The 

reliability indices of the instruments were 0.78 and 0.79 respectively. Also, used were 

three operational guides on Mnemonic Instructional strategy, Prior Knowledge 

Instructional strategy and Conventional Instructional method. The study was guided 

by three null hypotheses tested at 0.05 level of significant. Analysis of Covariance was 

used to analyze the data collected.  The findings of the study revealed among others 

that prior knowledge instructional strategy is superior to mnemonic instructional 

strategy and that gender is not a significant variable in the treatment. It was therefore, 

recommended among others that teachers should endeavors to employ mnemonics and 

prior knowledge instructional strategies in the class rooms for better academic 

achievement of pupils in English Language. 

 

Keywords: Mnemonic, Prior knowledge, Instructional strategy, Academic achievement, 

Pupils, English Language. 

 

 1.  Introduction 

Language is the only means of communication known to man and seems to distinguish man 

from other animals. Language is a vehicle for commerce, a means of communicating our 

thoughts, ideas, and emotions among others. Without language, human interactions would 

be dull, meaningless and fruitless. There are numerous number of languages around the 
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globe. Every country has her own national language in addition to various indigenous 

languages utilized by her people in their various regions (Naved, 2020). Billions of people are 

utilizing some of these languages while only a few thousands speak others.  

 

English language happens to be one of the numerous languages spoken by many people 

around the world. According to Ugwuanyi (2020), nearly a quarter of the world’s population 

speaks English Language. This seems to represents about 1.75 billion people and over 21% of 

the world’s population.  In Nigeria, English is the lingua Franca and is used in all aspects of 

the Nigerian school life. This makes is a “conditio sine qua non” for every Nigerian child. 

Lestari (N.D) argued that English language has been inculcated into the school curriculum as 

a core subject in all levels of education. The British-Study.com (2021) insisted that in the areas 

of aviation, computer, science, commerce, tourism and diplomacy English is the language of 

the day. English language is the official language of academia in Nigeria making it important 

for pupils to have a grasp of the language. English language also remains a key to 

understanding other school subjects in Nigeria (Sa’ad & Usman, 2014). 

 

Nevertheless, it is depressing that despite the importance and contributions of English 

language in Nigeria, abysmal performance of pupils and students in the subject seems to go 

unabated. Wahab (2018) pointed out that lack of qualified teachers, lack of confidence on the 

part of the learners, vernacular among others account for poor performance in English 

language. Similarly, Sa’ad and Usman (2014) pointed out that inadequate teaching periods, 

inappropriate teaching methods and inadequate instructional resources among other factors 

militate against successful performance and achievement in English language. Mosha (2014) 

insisted that incompetent, untrained and under qualified teachers; excessive class size and 

unfavorable school climate; inadequate use of English language at school and at home; 

inadequate teaching methods and lack of instructional materials as well as lack of laboratories 

among others as contributing to poor performance and achievement of learners in English 

language. Ngbambi (2014) insisted that poor foundation orchestrated by poor teaching 

methodology in elementary schools rank first among the factors associated with students’ 

abysmal performance in English language. This implies that inappropriate teaching method 

is one of the most important factors that influence pupil’s poor performance in English 

Language. 

 

The method of teaching English language in Nigerian schools is the conventional method, 

which is known as lecture method or chalks and talk method. This method seems not to help 

pupils build a strong vocabulary base in English language. According to Dorgu (2015), lecture 

method is the prevailing method of teaching in Nigeria, this method according to the author 

is teacher centered, uninteresting, and unattractive to the learners. Similarly, Sa’ad and Usman 

(2014) insisted that insufficient infrastructural facilities, inappropriate and inadequate 

teaching aids and instructional methods are prominent causes of poor performance of learners 

in English language. Kelly (2019) pointed out that lecture method is monotonous and non-

engaging and so does not motivate learners, making it difficult to achieve the set goals of the 

lesson. According to Ugwuanyi and Okeke (2020), it is obvious that the current instructional 

strategy in Nigeria is futile since, it cannot equip learners with problem-solving skills as well 

as lacks the ability to inculcate flexible and critical thinking skills on the learners; therefore, 

there is need for instructional strategy that could aid the retentive memory of the learners. 
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Hence, the researcher sought to investigate the effect of mnemonics instructional strategy on 

the academic achievement of pupils in English Language. 

Mnemonic refers to a cognitive tool or strategy that enhances retention of and memorization 

of information or data. According to Drumm (N.D) mnemonic is a device that gives the brain 

some tips on how to encode and recall information easily. Mnemonic instruction strategy is 

arrange of strategies that can be applied to numerous situations to help learners with different 

aptitudes to improve their retention abilities (Lubin & Polloway, 2016). Similarly, Kuder 

(2017) pointed out that mnemonic instruction strategy is an instructional strategy that enables 

learner recall information by linking new data to prior knowledge using visual or acoustic 

cues. Mnemonic strategy utilizes numerous tactics to improve students’ assimilation and 

retrieval of new information relying on keywords, rhythms and acronyms (Fasih et al, 2017). 

 

Prior Knowledge refers to the entirety of information acquired by the learner before 

encountering novel information. Prior knowledge is what one may know about a situation 

before learning more about the particular situation. Prior knowledge is the knowledge a 

leaner brings into play in an attempt to resolve a new problem (Wenk, 2017). It is on this note 

that Tay (2018) pointed out that prior knowledge is central to coding and encoding new 

information and making the information meaningful. Admitting the centrality of prior 

knowledge in acquiring new information, Howard-Jones et al. (2018) pointed out that while 

some learners may have appropriate previous information, they may not be able to make 

appropriate connection between the prior and the new information. Prior Knowledge 

instructional strategy is therefore, the bridge that links prior knowledge to new information. 

To achieve this, Akinsola and Odeyemi (2014) pointed out that the teacher should discover 

the learners’ prior assumptions and opinions at the beginning of the lesson, and challenge the 

learner’s misconceptions through examples that may prove otherwise. Tay maintained that 

the extent to which learners involve previous information in the classroom varies.  

 

Nevertheless, previous knowledge can hinder the assimilation of new information. Akinsola 

and Odeyemi (2014) argued that in cases where the previous knowledge is either incomplete 

or inaccurate, or situations where the learner over generalizes inappropriately from day-to-

day experiences, there could be difficulties encoding and retrieving new information. 

Brinkmann (2016) pointed out that in the case of growing minds, numerous beliefs and prior 

convictions are difficult to change, depending on the degree of the conviction. To counter and 

erroneous belief and conviction in the mind of the learner the instructor may need to activate 

the prior information that is related and vital to the topic in question. Diaz (2017) pointed out 

that active review of the prior and present information should be carried out before, during 

and at the end of the each topic to deal with misconceptions that resist change. This is 

important as what a student learns is determined by that which he knows and what he knows 

can be more injurious than what he does not know (Svinicki, 2011 as cited in Akinsola and 

Odeyemi, 2014). In some cases, it seems girls link prior knowledge to new information easier 

than boys do. 

 

In Nigeria today, gender has become a critical variable in the front burner of every education 

deliberation and researches with confounding and inconsistent outcomes. Some scholars have 

argued that recently, girls are outsmarting boys in educational performance (Ullah & Ullah, 

2019).Earlier, Koprowski (2016) pointed out that girls in most countries achieve better in 

English language than boys. Roivainen (2011) argued that due to girls deeper involvement in 
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language associated events; they (girls) are more proficient than boys are in writing and 

speaking skills, which are needed in language acquisition. Gnaulati (2014)in a related study 

affirmed that girls are well ahead of boys in all school subjects including English language. 

Collaborating this view, Crawforf (2018) in a study pointed out that girls are consistently 

outperforming boys in reading and writing English with a wide margin. In another study, 

Erdiana et al. (2019) revealed that female students dominated higher scores in every aspect 

such as pronunciation, grammar, fluency, vocabulary among others than boys in English 

language. However, earlier in a related study Musa, Dauda and Umar (2016) insisted that 

boys out-performed girls in English Language achievement tests and overall academic 

performance. 

 

Prior knowledge instructional strategy is beneficial in teaching learners who are grounded in 

English language as well as those who are grabbling with the language (Ferlazzo and 

Sypniesko 2018).  In a related study, Lynch (2019) discovered that the activation of previous 

knowledge is essential for English language learners since it forms the basis for the learning 

of new concepts and skills than mnemonic strategy. Furthermore, Zashchitina and Moysyak 

(2017) found out that lack of prior and cultural knowledge may constitute a huge obstacle for 

English language learners and so, recommended the use of mnemonic in the activation of 

prior knowledge for English language learners.  

 

In another empirical study, Anari et al. (2016) discovered that keywords-mnemonic strategy 

makes is possible for learners to retrieve and remember new words. In a related but separate 

investigation, Davoudi and Yousefi (2016) discovered that mnemonic technique is critical in 

the learning of English vocabularies especially for second language learners in English 

language. Similarly, Kayaalti (2018) in another study revealed that mnemonics technique of 

keywords method is most suitable and effective in aiding learners’ easy acquisition of 

vocabularies in any given language, English Language inclusive. 

 

The abysmal performance put up by pupils in both spoken and written English is worrisome 

and a source of concern for stakeholders in education industry. The scenario may be linked to 

numerous variables among which is the method of instruction in the classrooms. English is 

taught in primary schools using the traditional lecture method, which is teacher-centered 

making English lessons dull and uninteresting to pupils, leading to low achievement in 

English language. Unfortunately, many learners find it very difficult to remember and retrieve 

learned words and vocabularies, and principles guiding English grammar and lexicons, and 

to remember previous topic taught in the class. Majority of school children find it difficult to 

link their past experiences with the present information proving the inability of the current 

method of teaching to inculcate the skills of critical and flexible thinking in the children. To 

this effect, the need for instructional method that is learner-centered that can address the 

challenges associated with the traditional method is inevitable. Against this backdrop 

therefore, this study investigated the effects of mnemonic and prior knowledge instructional 

strategies on pupils’ academic achievement in English language in Enugu state Nigeria. The 

moderating effects of gender and verbal skills on outcomes of learning English language were 

also investigated. 

 

2. Hypotheses 

The following null hypotheses that guided the study were tested at 0.05 level of significance. 
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Ho1: There is no significant effect of treatments on pupils’ achievement in English language.  

Ho2: There is no significant influence of gender on pupils’ achievement in English language.  

Ho3: There is no significant interaction effect of treatments and gender on pupils’ achievement 

in English language. 

 

3.0 Methods 

3.1 Design of the Study 

A pretest-posttest; control group quasi-experimental research design was adopted by the 

researcher for the study. Participants were classified into control and experimental groups. 

 

3.3 Ethical Considerations 

The Faculty of Education, University of Nigeria approved this study through her institutional 

review board with ID No. REC/36/00213. The ethical standard specifications of the American 

Psychological Association (APA, 2017) were strictly adhered to by the researchers. 

 

3.3 Participants  

A sample of 97 primary 5 pupils participated in the study. A purposive sampling technique 

was employed in selecting two public primary schools with intact classes. There was no 

randomization since intact classes of 48 pupils and 49 pupils were used. The sample is made 

up of 46 boys and 51 girls. 

 

3.4 Measure  

The instruments for data collection were Pupils’ English Language Achievement Test 

(PELAT) and Verbal Communication Skills Test (VCST). The PELAT was a researcher 

designed test that measured primary 5 pupils’ achievement in English language. The 

instrument consisted of two sections of A and B. The section A was made up of demographic 

variables such as class, subject, gender, and age, while section B consisted of 20 items test 

questions drawn from English language concepts and lessons taught during the experiment. 

Each item has four options of A to D. Each question is awarded one point if answered correctly 

and zero if answered wrongly. The maximum one can make is 20points. The instrument was 

designed to measure knowledge, critical thinking and understanding. Two experts, one from 

childhood education and another measurement and evaluation respectively validated the 

instrument. The final draft of 20 items instrument was trial tested by administering the 

instrument to 30 primary 5 pupils, made up of 17 boys and 13 girls outside the selected 

schools. From the result of the trial testing, the difficult index of each item was determined. 

The difficult index ranged between 0.34 (34%) and 0.76 (76%). To this effect, only 20 items of 

moderate difficult level were selected from final draft of 30 items drawn. Reliability coefficient 

of 0.78 was obtained for the instrument using Kuder Richadson formula 20 (KR, 20). 

 

The Verbal Communication skills Test (VCST) was adapted from Psychometric Success Verbal 

Skills Test. The instrument consisted of 10 items and assessed the individual’s general 

personality characteristics, verbal and quantitative reasoning ability and general 

communication skills. The instrument was trial-tested by administering it on 20 pupils outside 

the study area. Reliability coefficient of 0.79 was obtained using Kuder-Richardson formula 

20 (KR, 20). The results obtained from the test were converted it percentage and were thus 

used to group pupils into low, medium and high verbal communication skill. To that effect, 

0-39% was regarded as low verbal communication skill, 40-59% medium verbal 
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communication skill while 60% and above was regarded as high verbal communication skill. 

Based on this criterion, the pupils were grouped into different verbal communication skills 

groups. 

 

3.5 Procedure for the Treatment 

The program lasted for thirteen weeks. The first three weeks of the investigation was spent 

training the classroom teachers involved in the research, on mnemonics and prior knowledge 

instructional strategy. The researchers conducted the training. The fourth week, pretests on 

Pupils’ English Language Achievement Test and Verbal Communication Skills were 

administered on the pupils. This was done by the researchers with the assistance of the 

classroom teachers acting as research assistants.  Weeks five to Twelve were utilized for the 

treatment in the two schools selected for the research work. The teachers of experimental 

group 1 were supplied appropriate materials and guideline required for mnemonic 

instructional strategy and given clues of some relevant mnemonics prior to the 

commencement of the programs. While the teachers of the experimental group 11 were 

provided all necessary materials for prior knowledge instructional strategy and keenly 

reviewed at the beginning, during and at the conclusion of the lessons in order to recall 

relevant previous topics that may enhance the understanding of the present topic.  The 

teachers of the control group were not supplied any materials or cues since they utilized 

traditional method of instruction. Week 13, was utilized in conducting the post-test. 

 

3.6 Method of Data Analysis 

Data were collected and analyzed using the mean and analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) to 

answer the research questions and test the null hypotheses. Thus, all the hypotheses were 

tested at 0.05 level of significance. 

 

Results 

Table 1: Mean analysis of the achievement scores of mnemonic and prior knowledge of 

instruction groups 

 

                   Pretest Posttest Mean gain 

 

Treatment N Mean 

Std. 

Deviation Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

 

 Mnemonic Group 48 8.14 1.36 14.62 2.45 6.14 

Prior Knowledge 

Group 

49 8.06 1.44 16.36 1.30 8.30 

 

Table 1 showed that the pupils exposed to mnemonic strategy had mean achievement score 

of (M = 8.14, SD = 1.36) while that of the prior knowledge of instruction group is (M = 8.06, SD 

= 1.44) at the pretest. However, the mean achievement score of the mnemonic group at the 

posttest is (M = 14.62, SD = 2.45) while that of the prior knowledge group is (M = 16.36, SD = 

1.30).The mean gain scores of 6.14 and 8.30 for the mnemonic and prior knowledge groups 

respectively indicate that the prior knowledge of instruction group had higher posttest mean 

achievement score than the mnemonic group. 

 

Ho1: There is no significant effect of treatments on pupils’ achievement in English language.  
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Table 2: Analysis of covariance of the difference in the mean achievement scores of 

mnemonic and prior knowledge of instruction groups 

 

Source 

Type III Sum 

of Squares df 

Mean 

Square F Sig. 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Corrected Model 117.416a 4 29.354 8.417 .000 .268 

Intercept 582.994 1 582.994 167.176 .000 .645 

Pretest 2.916 1 2.916 .836 .363 .009 

Treatment 68.068 1 68.068 19.519 .000 .175 

Gender 11.347 1 11.347 3.254 .075 .034 

Treatment * 

Gender 

29.504 1 29.504 8.460 .005 .084 

Error 320.832 92 3.487    

Total 23758.000 97     

Corrected Total 438.247 96     

a. R Squared = .268 (Adjusted R Squared = .236) 

 

Table 2 revealed that there is a significant difference in the mean achievement scores of pupils 

exposed to mnemonic and prior knowledge of instruction in favour of the mean achievement 

score of those exposed to prior knowledge of instruction, F (1, 92) = 19.519, p = .000. Hence, the 

null hypothesis was rejected (p< .05). Besides, the effect size of 0.175 indicates that 17.5% 

variation in the achievement of pupils in Basic Science is attributed to the use of prior 

knowledge of instruction. 

 

Table 3: Mean analysis of the achievement scores of male and female pupils in English 

language 

                   Pretest Posttest Mean gain 

 

Gender n Mean 

Std. 

Deviation Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

 

 Male 46 8.18 1.31 15.84 1.94 7.66 

Female 51 8.03 1.48 15.22 2.26 7.19 

 

Table 3 showed that male pupils had mean achievement score of (M = 8.18, SD = 1.31) while 

the female pupils had mean achievement score of (M = 8.03, SD = 1.48) at the pretest. At the 

posttest stage, male pupils had mean achievement score of (M = 15.84, SD = 1.94) while the 

female pupils had mean achievement score of (M = 15.22,SD = 2.26). Besides, the mean gain 

scores of 7.66 and 7.19 for the male and female pupils respectively indicate that male pupils 

had slightly higher mean achievement score than the female pupils.  

 

Ho2: There is no significant influence of gender on pupils’ achievement in English language. 

Table 2 showed that there is no significant difference in the mean achievement scores of male 

and female pupils in English language, F (1, 92) = 3.254, p = .075. Hence, the null hypothesis 

which stated that there is no significant influence of gender on pupils’ achievement in English 

language was not rejected (p > .05).  
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Ho3: There is no significant interaction effect of treatments and gender on pupils’ achievement 

in English language. 

 

Table 2 showed that there is a significant interaction effect of treatments and gender on pupils’ 

achievement in English language, F (1, 92) = 8.460, p = .005. Thus, the null hypothesis was 

rejected (p< .05). The ordinal nature of the interaction effect of treatment and gender is shown 

in Figure 1 below. 

 

 
 

 

Figure 1: Interaction plot of treatment x gender. 

 

Discussion of Result 

From the result of the study, Prior knowledge instructional strategy is superior to Mnemonic 

instructional strategy. This is because the mean achievement score of pupils exposed to the 

mnemonic instructional strategy at the posttest is (M = 14.62, SD = 2.45) while that of the prior 

knowledge group is (M = 16.36, SD = 1.30). Also, the able 2 indicated that there is a significant 

difference in the mean achievement scores of pupils exposed to mnemonic and prior 

knowledge of instruction in favour of the mean achievement score of those exposed to prior 

knowledge of instruction, F (1, 92) = 19.519, p = .000. This finding is line with the findings of 

Lynch (2019) who discovered that prior knowledge instructional strategy is more beneficial 

to English learners than mnemonic instructional strategy. Again the finding validated the 

findings of Ferlazzo and Sypniesko (2018) who discovered that prior knowledge instructional 

strategy is beneficial in teaching learners who are grounded in English language as well as 

those who are grabbling with the language. 

 

Table 3 indicated that the male pupils had slightly higher mean achievement score than the 

female pupils at the posttest stage. Since, at the posttest stage, male pupils had mean 

achievement score of (M = 15.84, SD = 1.94) while the female pupils had mean achievement 

score of (M = 15.22, SD = 2.26). However, table 2 indicated that there is no significant difference 

in the mean achievement scores of male and female pupils in English language. This finding 

invalidated the findings of Roiveainen (2011), Koprowski (2016) and Ullah and Ullah (2019) 

who indicated that girls perform better than boys in English language. It also invalidated the 
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claims of Gnaulati (2014) who insisted that girls are ahead of boys in all school subjects 

including English language. However, the finding of this study validated the finding of Musa, 

Dauda and Umar (2016) who maintained that boys achieve more than girls do in English 

language achievement tests and performed better than girls do in all other school subjects. 

Hence, the null hypothesis is rejected.  

 

Table 2 show that there is a significant interaction effect of treatment and gender on pupils’ 

achievement in English language F (1, 92) = 8.460, p = .005, in favour of girls. The implication 

of this is that girls benefited a lot from the treatments and that the treatments helped girls 

achieve more than boys do in English Language. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, therefore, it is evident that mnemonic and prior knowledge instructional 

strategies are effective at improving the pupil’s academic achievement in English Language. 

Mnemonic instructional strategy helped the pupils remember information, demonstrate 

understanding and provide answers to questions easier. Mnemonics also provided visual and 

verbal reminders for pupils that had difficulties retaining information. It was also established 

that prior knowledge assisted the pupils to incorporate and assimilate new knowledge 

making meaning out of the newly acquired information and determine the pieces of the 

information that are relevant and those that are not.  

 

Recommendations 

Based on the findings of the study the following recommendations were made; 

1. That teachers and educators should introduce the use of Mnemonic and Prior Knowledge 

instructional strategies in the classrooms to enhance pupils’ achievement in English 

language. 

2. Teachers should include a various mnemonic cues to cater for the diverse abilities of the 

pupils. 

3. That the government and school authorities should organize period and regular trainings, 

workshops and seminars to keep primary school teachers abreast the tenets of mnemonic 

and prior knowledge instructional strategies.  
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