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Introduction 
The effectiveness of a language as an indispensable tool for 

national security, development and good economy rests with how  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

people use it. The major advances in sociolinguistic research over 

the past half century indicate clearly that languages are shaped by 

Abstract 

This study aims at considering the use of English articles and types of article errors, in some selected Nigerian Newspaper: 

Implication for Linguistic and national development in Nigeria. Three Newspapers were randomly selected. The errors detected 

were identified and classified based on the Surface Structure Taxonomy (SST) of errors (omission, addition and substitution) The 

nature, distribution and significance of Nigerian newspapers, misuse of the English Article „A‟, „AN‟ and „THE' are identified and 

discussed. Spanning the period of one week (Monday 14th to Sunday 20th November, 2022) a total of 89 lead articles from three 

widely read Nigerian newspapers were scanned. The results reveal that The Nigerian Tribune has the highest manifested 

occurrence of the misuse of the definite article "THE" in its lead, from front and back page stories and the instances of substituting 

article A for THE. (Seven (7) copies of the paper in one week of publication were with about 90 errors). Following the Tribune is 

the Punch which had errors of the misapplication of the English elliptical rule in 49 issues. The paper with the lowest incidence of 

the misuse of article was the “Nation” having 15 misapplication of article THE, including article A and AN in 78 

issues).Consequent upon the research findings, the researcher opines that: The media houses should become more sensitive to 

public opinion about the use of English articles improving their standard through regular training of personnel. Equally, during 

employment, preference should be given to those who have knowledge of journalism and are competent in the use of English 

language. In ad  dition, regular seminars, refresher courses and workshops, have to be arranged. Also, monitoring bodies like the 

Newspaper Proprietors Association of Nigeria and the Nigeria Union of Journalists should be more proactively functional 

ensuring that members are kept abreast of rules and developments 
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their use. And for English, the users number up to seven hundred 

million, living in every continent of which less than half are native 

speakers. The ideologies and beliefs associated with the language 

shows that both native and non-native speakers use the language 

for a wide range of public and personal needs. Effectiveness in the 

use of any language especially the English language stands the fact 

that the articles, tunes, paragraphing, mechanics are all pertinent 

elements for proper communication, comprehension and cohesion. 

Ignorance of the above may thwart the intended meaning between 

the encoder and the decoder. However, the concern of this paper is 

an attempt to reveal the importance of the articles “A” “An” and 

“The”, making use of some non-human elements, Three widely 

read newspapers (”The Tribune”,  “The Punch” and “The Nation”) 

In Nigeria, English is accepted as the official language; as a second 

language (L2), as a language of jurisprudence, Law, 

Teaching/learning and as a lingua franca. Since English is not 

acquired in a native speaker‟s environment in Nigeria, learners of 

the language experience more difficulties than native speakers. 

Apart from mother tongue interference, the learners‟ socio-cultural 

background contributes immensely to the inadequate and 

inefficient learning of English language. This is evident in the 

wrong application of rules and principles guiding the use of the 

language. 

Most countries of the world recognize that the language of the 

mass media is predominantly English. The implication of this is 

not to show that our indigenous languages are not used in 

delivering news or used in Newspapers. The English language is 

non-indigenous to Nigeria, but it is the nation‟s official language 

and her lingua franca. English is neither the mother- tongue nor the 

first language of any of the over four hundred ethnic groups in 

Nigeria.  English language, though borrowed and inherited by 

Nigeria, gained wider functions in the development, security and 

sustainable economy of the country. It has not only become the 

language of the colonial administration, it is a school subject, the 

language of instruction in school and a language of politics and 

prestige, when compared with the indigenous languages.  

The function of English as the tool for disseminating news has 

assumed a new dimension in the post-independence Nigeria. In the 

electronic media, English remains the most widely used language 

for science and technology, newscast, advertisement, news 

reporting, documentary, discussion programmes, talk shows, phone 

in programmes, and so forth. In this regard, English language has 

virtually been adopted by the government as the official language 

in Nigeria, bringing about the use of the Language in government 

affairs, disseminating information and news as being done in 

Journalism and  used as the language of the Media and business 

transactions. 

English Language encompasses different aspects such as 

phonological, semantic, syntactic, morphological, and grammatical 

etc where articles are the major concern. English Articles have 

become a larger part of our everyday life in terms of conversation 

and even in writing meaningful text. The importance of the English 

Articles cannot be overemphasized as it lays claim to whatever 

meaning users are to communicate and when they are wrongly 

used, they alter and change the meaning we are communicating. 

The English Articles? 

The word „article‟ is derived from the Latin word „articulus‟ which 

means „joint‟. Articles are classified as grammatical words and 

they refer to determiners which play the primary role of 

differentiating the uses of nouns. Articles belong to a small group 

of important little elements but they exert a great deal of influence 

in the contexts where they are used. As a matter of fact, the 

classification and syntactic function of a word or expression can 

change with the misuse of an article. Articles are placed before 

nouns and they determine whether the nouns referred to are 

specific in nature or general, among other things. 

English articles such as “a” “an” and ”the” are the most commonly 

used words in English, and yet their usage is in fact incredibly 

complex. Part of the complexity can be attributed to the fact that 

the English article system does not consist of one-to-one form and 

meaning relationships. This complexity poses a number of 

challenges for non-native speakers of the English. When an article 

is wrongly used, the resultant construction is inevitably clumsy. 

Second language learners of English in Nigeria demonstrate 

language transfer errors within the English language article system. 

According to Eyisi (2003) 

“The major error in the use of determiners is mainly with the 

omission of the definite or indefinite article where it is obligatorily 

needed. This omission is, no doubt, a result of interference of our 

mother tongues since most Nigerian languages do not possess any 

separate morpheme for the article.” 

The correct and wrong uses of the English articles are manifested 

even in the pages of national newspapers that can be traced back to 

the use of articles. Newspapers are extremely useful learning tools 

to students and the general public in Nigeria. People that read 

newspapers have a better awareness of the world around them and 

they are better informed of the current global issues. Newspapers 

are continuous sources of information and education, their sentence 

structures must be as lucid as possible. Incredibly as may sound, 

this is not case in Nigeria. The pages of many newspapers are 

replete with various types of errors, prominent among which is the 

misuse of articles in sentence structures. Every newspaper needs to 

uphold a very high flawless standard before their varied reading 

public, as newspapers and journalists are taken to be models of 

linguistic excellence. Newspapers in Nigeria tend to use the 

English language in ways that suit them, not minding the 

grammaticalness and correctness. If the English articles are 

wrongly used, the connection between the noun and the article 

which define the meaning of the noun may be lost. Generally, these 

deviations affect comprehension of the whole text causing a 

considerable degree of confusion for speakers and second language 

learners of the English language.  

The media workers are always in a hurry to publish their papers so 

as to meet the demands of readers, especially in the case of daily 

news scripts. In their attempt to meet a deadline, there is always 

this curiosity to rush their publications and in the process, it 

becomes difficult for proper editing of scripts. This results in errors 

such as typographical errors, omission of articles, wrong use of 

prepositions, concord errors, disordering of words, among others.  

Inevitable occurrences of errors in news scripts are equally as a 

result of the involvement of incompetent people without the proper 

skills and knowledge of journalism who are employed in the media 

houses or radio and television stations. This, therefore, often leads 

to language errors in news scripts. Wrong expressions and wrong 

use of English articles in news scripts have contributed to the 

deteriorating standard of the use of the English language in society. 

Meanwhile, the news scripts as instruments for mass 

communication should help foster the use of good English among 
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Nigerians. Unfortunately, news scripts are perpetuators of bad 

English. Furthermore, some Nigerian news scripts have deviated so 

much from the rules governing the use of good and standard forms 

of the English language. As a result, the researcher believes a 

careful study of the use of the English articles in some selected 

Nigerian news scripts such as the Punch, the Tribune, the Daily 

Trust, the Nation etc becomes imperative. That is why this work is 

borne out of a desire to study the patterns of English articles usage 

(wrong and correct) in the selected news scripts. 

Purpose of the Study 
Considering the huge importance of language especially the 

English language for sustainable economy, security and national 

development, both locally and internationally, an urgent attention 

should be  paid to how the English articles are implored in 

Nigerian newspapers, 

. Research Questions 

The following research Questions are raised to guide the 

purpose of the study: 

1. How are the English articles employed in the Nigerian 

newspapers to convey meaning and thought? 

2. How are some of these English articles wrongly used in 

the Nigerian newspapers? 

3. How could the wrongly used English articles be 

corrected and averted in the Nigerian newspapers? 

Concept of Mass Media 
Mass media, therefore, refers to channels of communication that 

involve transmitting information in some way, shape or form to 

large numbers of people. It can also refer to communication 

devices which can be used to communicate and interact with a 

large number of audiences in different languages. Devices that are 

used to communicate to the public include printed documents, 

television, radio, DVD, cassettes, the internet etc. The mass media 

is divided into three namely: electronic, news media and print 

media. 

The News Media 
This media is also called Online Media. The new Information and 

Communication Technologies (ICTs) such as Internet brought to 

limelight the phenomenon of the new (online) media. The online 

media is otherwise known as the news media because it is a 

departure from the old or conventional media of radio, TV, 

newspaper and magazine. The term encompasses computer 

mediated communication technology. It implies the use of desktop 

and portable computers as well as wireless and handheld devices. 

The form of communicating in the digital world includes: Internet 

facilities like World Wide Web, bulleting boarding, email, Online 

Newspapers and Magazines, Internet Radio, Blogs websites, social 

media. Etc. 

 

The Print Media 

The press in Nigeria dates back to 1846 when a printing press was 

established in Calabar. It was established by the Presbyterian 

Church and the essence was to print religious books and 

pamphlets. The establishment of the first newspaper in Nigeria can 

be traced back to 1859 when Reverend Henry Townsend of the 

Anglican Mission (A missionary) established a newspaper that was 

called “Iwe-irohin Fun Awon Egba” meaning, the newspaper for 

the Egba people. (Akpobo, 2012:5) Reverend Henry Townsend is 

seen as the father of Nigerian press. He printed modern newspapers 

despite the fact that he was a religious man. Print Media include: 

Newspapers, magazines, booklets, brochures, billboards, press 

release and other textual documents. 

The Grammatical Roles of the English Articles 

In actual usage, nouns appear in noun phrases, and the kind of 

reference such a noun phrase depends on the accompanying 

„determiner‟. One can distinguish three classes of determiners set 

up on the basis of their position in the noun phrase in relation to 

each other: 

Central determiners (e.g., the, a, this).Pre determiners (e.g., half, 

all, double).Post determiners (e.g., seven, many, few). 

The definite and indefinite articles are the commonest central 

determiners and their distribution depends on the class of the 

accompanying noun. Usually, the definite article is said to precede 

the expression of entities already mentioned, and the indefinite 

article is claimed to precede that of newly introduced ones. 

This paper attempts to show that although “a” “an” and “the” do 

make up a grammatical system in Modern English, the articles also 

have quite different roles in the grammar. It tries to show how the 

presence or absence of an article may result in an ambiguity having 

its bearing on the translation. The examples used in this study have 

been collected from varied sources including newspapers, journals 

and books. Some other examples are from the researcher‟s own 

experience in teaching English as a foreign language. 

For Dixon (2005: 26), the pre-head structure of a noun phrase (NP) 

with a common noun as head is an adverb modifying a complete 

NP, e.g., simply, such as, even, really, what a; a pre determiner, 

e.g. all (of), some (of), one (of), another (of), any (of), one-quarter 

(of);a determiner, which can be an article (the, a) a demonstrative 

(e.g., this, those) or a possessive word or NP (my, Tom‟s, the old 

woman‟s); a superlative (tallest, most beautiful), a comparative 

(taller, more beautiful); or an ordering word (next, last) and/or a 

cardinal number (three) or a quantifier (many, few) or qualifier 

(some, any);an ordinal number, e.g., fourth; one or more adjectival 

modifiers; one or more modifiers describing composition (e.g., 

wooden), origin or style (e.g., British), purpose/beneficiary (e.g., 

rabbit in rabbit food, medical in medical building). 

Although only one element may be chosen from the above, there 

may be more than one in the other slots. The English articles are 

grouped together. They can occur as determiners.  “The” is the 

same as demonstratives, from which the definite article developed. 

It must be the slot for “the” since it can precede a full array of 

choices from slot (d); for example, the (c) next (d) two (d) fastest 

(d) horses. 

Note that any of the items in slot (b) can be followed by “the” from 

slot (c) plus a head noun in plural inflection; for example all/ 

some/both/one/any/ one-quarter of the dogs. A(n) can only be used 

with a singular noun and so is not possible (save in highly unusual 

contexts) after most slot (b) items; one would not normally say, for 

instance, *all/ some/ any of a dog. However, fractions may be 

followed by a(n) plus a singular noun, as in one-quarter of a cake 

USES OF THE ARTICLES 
The Indefinite Article 

Singular indefinite noun phrases have several basic uses (Jacobs, 

1995: 109): 
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The specific indefinite use refers to a specific entity that is not yet 

familiar to the addressee and not uniquely identified by the noun 

phrase, e.g., 

She saw a tall tree with purple blossoms. 

A young accountant interviewed her. 

The generic indefinite use indicates a class of entities, e.g., 

They advertised for a three-bedroom apartment. 

A car can be very expensive. 

The generic predicate noun phrase use provides a classification; 

this is a special case of the generic indefinite use, e.g., 

Toby was a deerhound. 

Denver is an interesting city. 

The Definite Article 
The definite article “the” is used with almost any kind of noun – 

count or non-count, singular or plural – except for non-count 

proper nouns. It is used when its noun phrase indicates an entity 

that should be identifiable. The entity may be taken to be 

identifiable for any of the following reasons (Jacobs, 1995:110): 

It has previously been identified to the reference. 

There is only one such entity or event, at least in our everyday 

experience, e.g., the earth, the sun. 

Within a particular context, the entity is something which exists, 

e.g., 

in the context of a family, one can talk about the father, the mother, 

etc. 

in the context of a human body, one can talk about the head, the 

nose, etc. 

in the context of a law court, one can talk about the judge, the 

defendant, etc. 

in the context of a process, event, book, poem, or anything else 

viewed as a linear sequence, one can talk about the beginning, the 

middle, and the end. 

In the context of things viewed as occupying space, one can talk 

about the front, the top, the left-hand side, and the exterior. 

The Article “a” “an” and “the” Number Modifier One 

One function of “a” and “an” is to be the unstressed equivalent of 

one. Consider an NP X rabbit(s), where X is a number or 

quantifier. We can focus on the identity of X, as in column (a) – 

where the number or quantifier is stressed – or on rabbit(s), as in 

(b) – where the noun is stressed. (a)  

(a) 

'one rabbit a 'rabbit 

'two rabbits    

'five rabbits 

'twenty rabbits                  'rabbits 

'many rabbits 

'few rabbits 

 

Regular count nouns in English take an obligatory number 

inflection, with zero suffix for singular and –s for plural. If the 

actual non-singular number is not to be specified, nothing 

precedes:  

(a)   (b) 

the 'one rabbit                the 'rabbit 

the 'two rabbits    

the 'five rabbits 

the 'twenty rabbits              the 'rabbits 

the 'many rabbits 

the 'few rabbits 

 

Since “the” simply precedes above, we might expect the “rabbit”. 

However, “the” and “a” make up a single grammatical system and 

are mutually exclusive, so that we just get the 'rabbit. 

Underlying Sequence of Articles 

Article “the” is often used in a generic sense, e.g. I dislike the 

bagpipes. Further, a(n), or just the plural form of a countable can 

be used with a generic sense.  

The fox is a cunning animal. (comparing the prototypical fox to 

other animals) 

A fox is a cunning animal. (any unspecified member of the set of 

foxes) 

Foxes are cunning animals. (the whole class) 

Since “the”, “a” and “an”) are mutually exclusive, in instances 

where one might expect a sequence of articles, only one may 

appear. 

i. Underlying the plus “a”. As shown in (33-34) of section 

5, where the plus “a” would be expected, we get just 

“the”. 

ii. Underlying “a” plus “the”. If there are several paintings 

by Raphael called The Madonna and Child, one could 

say: 

I looked at a [The] Madonna and Child by Raphael. 

In each of (i) and (ii), the first of an underlying sequence of articles 

is retained: each of (i) and (ii), the first of an underlying sequence 

of articles is retained: the a becomes the and a turns out to be a. 

One can also get a sequence of underlying the, as in (59) or aa as in 

(61), being reduced to just one occurrence. 

He lives at the end of Bedford Street nearest to the Strand. 

He lives at the [The] Strand end of Bedford Street. 

I have a suitcase which is a little heavier than yours. 

I wish I had a [a] little heavier suitcase. 

Using Articles as Devices for 

Disambiguation  
One powerful device of structural ambiguity is the set of plural and 

non-count nouns. Cottle (1975:47) shows that while there is a 

definite article for singular as well as plural nouns, there is no 

indefinite article for plural nouns. Put differently, while most 

singular nouns require an article, plural nouns do not require an 

article when the noun is indefinite since no such article exists. 

The absence of an article makes it more likely that a noun will be 

confused with a different part of speech. For example, the use of a 

plural waffles creates an ambiguity as to whether waffles is 

functioning as a noun or some other part of speech. An article 

would require a noun interpretation of waffles. Further, the absence 

of an article often creates confusion about the location of 

constituent boundaries where his delineation makes it easier for 

particular noun or parts of noun phrases to be confused with other 

parts of speech. For example,  a sentence that reads “Only a few 

high schools have carefully developed programmes” it is unclear 

whether the word developed is functioning as a verb in a present 

perfect construction, or whether it forms part of the noun phrase 

constituent (an adjective modifying the following noun). An article 
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would eliminate such an ambiguity. If, for example, the verb 

phrase in the sentence were “have a carefully developed 

programme” or “have carefully developed a programme”, no such 

ambiguity would be possible since what follows an article must be 

part of a noun phrase. This is just the sort of situation one may find 

in the following humorous texts that use a gerund phrase: 

Girl: Are you fond of moving pictures. 

Boy: Oh, yes, very. 

Girl: Then you won‟t mind moving some down out of the attic for 

Mother.  

Question: What‟s worse than raining cats and dogs? 

Answer: Hailing taxis.  

Notice that the use of a plural is essential in these texts in order for 

the ambiguity to work. If we take a singular, there is a difference 

between “hailing a taxi” and “a hailing taxi”. 

Like plurals, non-count nouns such as rice, milk, sand, and so 

forth, also constitute powerful devices. Whereas count nouns lack 

indefinite articles with their plural, non-count nouns, which have 

no plural form, go even further by also resisting any indefinite 

articles with their singular. 

As in the case of plurals, non-count nouns may create a confusion 

regarding constituent boundaries or the nature of a particular 

constituent. For a useful comparison we may look back at an 

example mentioned earlier. We saw how the plural in “Only a few 

high schools have carefully developed programmes” causes a 

problem for interpretation.  

ARTICLE USAGE IN ENGLISH:  
The treatment of article usage here presented is not exhaustive; it is 

subsidiary to the analysis of the test applied to a group of students. 

We shall first consider the classification of NOUNS, then look at 

articles in terms of reference so as to set up the co-occurrence 

restrictions on articles, and finally we shall present a table of article 

usage. In this section we draw on A Grammar of Contemporary 

English (1974) by QUIRK et al. The examples taken from it appear 

between inverted commas. 

Three important criteria are used; the first is grammatical which 

produces the two primary classes, Common nouns; with number 

inflection and-which take articles, proper nouns: those which lack: 

articles contrast and rarely inflect for plural. The second is 

countability: in terms of the grammatical distinctions between 

count and mass nouns. The third is a semantic criterion, which cuts 

that concrete and abstract nouns can belong, to either count or mass 

classes of noun.  The criterion of count-ability applies to common 

nouns only and yields two classes of nouns; count nouns - those 

that conform to the category of number and mass nouns which 

have no number contrast and are seen as having no "natural bound" 

(130), LYONS says that the notion of countability "is inherent in 

the lexical structures of all human languages" (283) although its 

characteristics vary from language to language. In spite of the fact 

that there is a tendency for concrete nouns to be count and for 

abstract nouns to be mass, count-ability is not determined by logic; 

nouns such as advice, furniture, information and music are mass 

nouns in English while in Portuguese they are count. We need only 

mention here two co-occurrence restrictions on articles: 

1) Singular count nouns either concrete or abstract cannot 

take ZERO ARTICLE, 

2) Child should be obedient. 

3) This is difficulty. 

4) Mass nouns, whether concrete or abstract, never take the 

INDEFINITE ARTICLE. 

5) This is a good butter. 

I have a home work to do. 

The other restrictions are dealt with in the following section. 

REFERENCE AND ARTICLE USAGE 
The GCE presents the following types of reference: generic, 

specific, situational, unique and linguistic. The first three apply to 

common nouns, unique reference applies to proper nouns, while 

linguistic reference can apply to any kind of noun. Generic 

reference shows what is normal or common for members of a class, 

species, etc. Specific reference particularizes, that is, it points to 

specimens of a class, species, etc. Situational reference also 

specifies- the existence of ONE, but in this case the uniqueness is 

part of the knowledge of the speakers, for  

Instance in “Who is going to answer the telephone”? 

Unique reference is restricted to proper nouns, as they 

unambiguously specify the existence of ONE, e.g. Dickens, 

England, Sunday, etc.  

Generic reference 
Singular count nouns can take definite or indefinite article while 

mass and plural counts take zero article. 

1) The cat eats fish 

2) A cat eats fish 

3) Cats eat fish, but The cats eat fish. 

4) Milk is good for children. 

but The milk is good for children 

5) Cigars are less harmful than cigarettes. 

but The cigars are less harmful than the cigarettes, 

 

When modified by an of-phrase mass nouns and plural counts take 

the definite article without losing their generic reference. The 

article limits the reference only to a certain extent, but does not 

take from the nouns its generic characteristic. 

 

1) He likes the music of Brazil 

2) He likes the wines of France 

If however the modifier is an adjectival, zero article is 

used. 

3) Nigerian women 

but The Nigerian women 

4) American Literature 

but The American Literature 

 

Situational reference 
The group of nouns with situational reference comprises certain 

common nouns which take zero articles in abstract or idiomatic 

expressions. For example - school, church, hospital, class, college, 

bed, university. When their primary purpose is implied. 

1) He goes to school alone. 

but He goes to the school alone. 

2) She goes to church every day. 

but She goes to the church every day. 

3) They are still in bed. 

but They are still in tie bed 

It can thus be concluded that reference is very important as regards 

article usage. The different possibilities here presented have 

provided evidence that the use of definite, indefinite or zero article 
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before a noun does not depend only on the class to which that noun 

belongs. At the same time, the reference attributed to the clause has 

to be taken into consideration. 

NO ARTICLES  
We do not need to use articles for generalizations in the following 

cases: General ideas, e.g. Religion are an important consideration. 

Countable, plural nouns, e.g. Seminars are instructive [the 

example, „The seminars are instructive‟, would refer to a specific 

set of seminars].  

Uncountable nouns, e.g. Information from the internet are 

frequently inaccurate [Adding an article before the word 

„Information‟ would be incorrect]. Similarly, no articles are used 

for: Mealtimes e.g. Have you had lunch? Sports, e.g. She plays 

rugby and golf.  Choosing an article (flowchart) You can use the 

flowchart below to decide when you should use articles and what 

articles you should use 

The flowchart below featured in the worksheet Articles by the Connors Writing Center at the University of New Hampshire, shows the basic 

process of choosing an article: (FIGURE 1.2.) 

 

                   Start with a 

                       NOUN 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
                  NO 

 
 

NO 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NO 

Use NO ARTICLE 

EX. Please buy sugar at the 

Store 

 

 

 

(Connors Writing Center, University of New Hampshire) 

Research Design 
The study adopts an integration of library research. It will be a non-experimental research design based on linguistic method in its analysis of 

selected newspapers. 

This study adopted descriptive research design. The design is suitable for this study because this study involves collection of information 

materials from the selected newspapers on the usage of the English articles adopted in writing them 

POPULATION 
The research subject will be non-human elements. The population will comprise all newspapers published in the English language in Nigeria. 

Sample and Sampling Technique 

Is the noun 

Referring to a 

Specific 

Object, 

Place or things? 

 

Can you 

Count the 

Noun? 

 
 

Is it the name 

of someone or 

something? 

 

NO 

Use “THE 

EX. Please put the ugar on the 

table 

YES 

Use NO ARTICLE (usually)  

EX. George Washington sprint wirelessly 

YES 

 Is the 

Noun 

 singular or 

plural? 

PLURAL  

Use NO ARTICLE  

Ex. Student should bring pencils 

to class  

SINGULAR 

Use  “A or AN” 

EX. Can you buy me  

A cup of coffee. 

YES 
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This study adopted the simple random sampling technique. For the purpose of this research, three newspapers will be randomly selected from a 

list of national newspapers in Nigeria using the simple random sampling technique. I intend to select The Punch, The Nation and The Nigerian 

Tribune because they are national papers and they are widely read. 

Data Collection 
Textual data were collected from the newspaper articles, cover stories and editorial. 

Data Analysis 

Textual data was analysed based on the research questions. The relevant data was used to answer the research questions formulated for the study. 

TABLE I 

TABLE OF ERRORS IN THE USE OF ENGLISH ARTICLES IN THE NIGERIAN TRIBUNE 

DATE Monday 14thNovember, 2022 To Sunday 20th November, 2022 

Days Mon. Tues. Wed. Thur. Fry. Sat. Sun. Total 

Number Of Issues 

Containing Errors 

06 07 10 06 15 02 08 54 

Copies With Errors 01 01 01 01 01 01 01 07 

Misuse Of THE(omission 

and insertion) 

06 O8 12 12 09 11 O4 62 

Misuse Of A 03 03 05 03 03 03 01 21 

Misuse Of AN 00 00 00 01 00 00 00 01 

TABLE OF ERRORS IN THE USE OF ENGLISH ARTICLE IN THE PUNCH 

 

TABLE OF ERRORS IN THE USE OF ENGLISH ARTICLES IN THE NATION 

DATE Monday 14th November, 2022 To Sunday 20th November, 2022 

Days Mon. Tues. Wed. Thur. Fry. Sat. Sun. Total 

Number Of Issues Containing Errors 02 01 04 04 0 0 03 14 

Copies With Errors 1 1 1 1 0 0 1 5 

Misuse Of THE(omission and 

insertion) 

0 0 0 1 0 0 0 01 

Misuse Of A 2 3 1 4 0 0 4 14 

Misuse Of AN 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

 

Results of findings  
Of the 21 copies from three Nigerian newspapers whose front 

page, back page and lead items were scanned. The Nation was the 

only paper that was virtually error-free, i.e. free of the error of the 

inappropriate non-use of the definite article “THE”. It had only few 

'article' errors in one week of publication. The errors are in term of 

substituting article A where article “THE” is required. This figure 

is insignificant when compared to the 'Punch' and “The Nigerian 

Tribune”. Furthermore, in The Nation, all the lead items, front 

pages, back pages and the articles scanned were virtually error free 

in term of using article “THE”. It does not indicate any case of 

omission or unnecessary insertion of article “THE”. 

In contrast to the Nation, The Nigerian Tribune exhibits the 

greatest occurrence of the misapplication of the article “THE” 

DATE Monday 3rd October, 2022 To Sunday 9th October, 2022 

Days Mon. Tues. Wed. Thur. Fry. Sat. Sun. Total 

Number Of Issues Containing Errors 05 04 12 10 07 09 02 49 

Copies With Errors 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 07 

Misuse Of THE (omission and 

insertion) 

09 08 09 06 07 09 10 58 

Misuse Of A 02 02 02 03 01 05 01 16 

Misuse Of AN 01 0 0 0 0 0 0 01 
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(omission, insertion). Approximately 100% of all the copies 

collected during the course of this research were not without the 

error of the wrong ellipsis of THE (see Table 1). 

From the results obtained, it becomes clear that the Nigerian 

Tribune exhibits largest account of errors followed by the Punch 

while the Nation was virtually error free on like the others among 

the three papers scanned over one week. 

Furthermore, these three newspapers, together, stand clearly apart 

from one another. The three together perform differently in their 

use of English articles as they exhibit different account of errors. 

ANSWERING THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

RESEARCH QUESTION 1:  

How are the English articles employed in the Nigerian newspapers 

to convey meaning and thought? 

Article is a word that combines with noun and defines whether a 

noun in any sentence or phrase is specific or not. The English 

language uses articles for identifying nouns. Articles act much like 

adjectives. Articles clarify whether a noun is specific or general, 

singular or plural. An article appears before the noun it 

accompanies. 

Nigerians newspapers are written in the English language which 

employs the use of articles. Since articles are very important in 

English language, they are important aspect of writing 

communication. Newspapers are written in English language and it 

employs the use of articles and these articles are employed in the 

Nigerian newspaper in the following ways; 

- They are used as referents in a news item. 

- They are used to indicate definite nouns and indefinite 

nouns. 

- They are used as device for disambiguation. 

- They are used in place of some demonstrative adjectives 

in the news item. 

Without these articles, the communication processes would be 

disrupted thereby making most of meaning the news items is trying 

to pass across useless. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 2:  

How are some of these English articles wrongly used in the 

Nigerian Newspapers? 

Articles “A”, “AN” and “THE” are grammatical elements of 

cohesion. They are used to make statements and sentences more 

meaningful. In this regard, their uses cannot be overemphasized as 

they are important in our everyday writing when it comes to the 

English language. 

Some of the instances in the misuse and omission of these English 

articles in the following selected Nigerian Newspapers; The 

Nigerian Tribune, The Punch and The Nation, as discussed below: 

ENGLISH ARTICLE ERRORS IN NIGERIAN TRIBUNE  

OF 14TH  TO 20TH NOV, 2022. 

Page 1 of the released newspaper article of the Nigerian Tribune 

dated Monday 14th November, 2022, there are some omission of 

article “THE”. Article “THE” was omitted in the write-up below; 

“The Nigerian Guild of editors has inducted the managing director 

and editor-in-chief of the African Newspapers of Nigeria (ANN) 

PLC, publishers of Tribune titles, Mr Edward Dickson; *Lagos 

state Commissioner for information, Mr Gbenga Omotoso; * 

Special Adviser on Media to former president Goodluck Jonathan, 

Mr Reuben Abati and 12 others as fellow…..” 

In the news article above published by the Nigerian Tribune, the 

English article “THE” was omitted severally. The news item 

pinpoints the appointment of some set of individuals and these 

individuals have titles attached to their names. The titles must be 

pre-modified by article “THE”. This not the case as the article 

“THE” was omitted in the write-up above. The correct form should 

read; 

“The Nigerian Guild of editors has inducted the managing director 

and editor-in-chief of the African Newspapers of Nigeria (ANN) 

PLC, publishers of Tribune titles, Mr Edward Dickson, THE Lagos 

state commissioner for information, Mr Gbenga Omotoso, THE 

special adviser on media to former president Goodluck Jonathan, 

Mr Reuben Abati and 12 others as fellow………..  

Other instances of omission of the English article “THE” in the 

Nigerian Tribune news article published on 14 November 2022 

include 

“..* Imo state governor, Senator Hope Uzodimma…” 

“..* president of the Guild, Mr Mustapha Isah…” 

“…* chairman of the body of Benchers, Chief Wole 

Olanipekun…” 

English articles are used to describe whether a noun is definite 

(specific) or not definite (unspecific). For a definite noun, we use 

article “THE” and for an indefinite noun, we use article “A” (for 

words starting with consonant sounds) and article “AN” (for words 

starting with vowel sounds). 

Therefore, in discussing about name titles and accolades, the right 

article must be used to precede them to make them more 

meaningfully specific. In any case that these titles are not specific 

or not referring to a particular person. They may be used without 

the definite article “THE”. 

The titles in the example cited above are specific as they refer to 

individuals whose names were later mentioned. Since they are 

specific, they must be preceded by article “THE”. If these titles 

serve as adjectives, they will not be preceded by article THE. For 

instance; 

President Bola Tinubu, Chairman Wole Olanipekun, Governor 

Rotimi Amaechi    and so on. 

In the news item published by the Nigerian Tribune on Monday 14 

November 2022, there are many instances of the omission of 

article “THE”. Some of which are cited below; 

“…* NPHCDA executive director…” (Page 3) 

“…in the coverage of the elections, stressing that * 2023 polls 

would play a critical role in survival and future of the nation” 

(Page 3) 

“Dr Dele Ashiru confirmed this to * Nigerian Tribune...” (Page 4) 

“* Chief of defence staff…” (Page 4) 

In the examples cited above, article “THE” was omitted and these 

may be due to errors on the part of the editors of the news script. 

To buttress this further, many of the above errors were later 

corrected in other paragraphs that involve them. For instance; 
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“..ahead of THE 2023 general election” (article “THE” is used) 

Page 4 

“* 2023 polls would play a critical…” (article” THE” was not 

used) Page 4 

“..reportage of * 2023 general election” ( article “THE” was not 

used) Page 4 

All these are as a result of lack of proper editing of the news script 

and inconsistency of the editors as they are not well groomed in the 

understanding of the English articles. 

Also in the news script, article “A” was used where it supposed not 

to have been used and also in many cases, it was used where article 

“THE” was supposed to be used. For examples: 

PAGE 4 of the published news article on Monday 14thNovember, 

2022 

“Meanwhile, in a memo by the branch to members of the union, 

which was obtained by the Nigerian Tribune, ASUU asked all 

stakeholders to come out on Tuesday for the rally, saying “a people 

united can never be defeated”. 

In the underlined statement above, so many things are wrong. 

Firstly, the use of article “A” to pre-modify “PEOPLE”. 

Secondly, the arrangement of the sentence among others. 

In the underlined statement above, article “A” is misused as it 

cannot precede the noun “PEOPLE” as “PEOPLE” means “more 

than one”. Article “A” cannot precede a plural noun. It can only 

precede unspecific singular noun that starts with consonant sound. 

Therefore, the usage of article a should have been omitted.  And 

also about the arrangement of the quotation “a people united 

cannot be defeated”, there is something wrong with it. 

A-----article 

PEOPLE---noun 

UNITED---adjective 

In the rule of grammar, adjectives come before the nouns they 

modify, therefore the statement should have read; 

”A” united people…….” 

And also while talking about the use of article “A” with the noun 

PEOPLE, it is already a fact that articles can only be used to 

modify nouns. Articles “A” and “AN” can only be used to modify 

singular nouns, therefore using article “A” with PEOPLE is wrong 

because PEOPLE is a plural noun. The correct version of the 

statement should have read; 

A people united                  

A united people 

All these are as a result of wrong use of article “A” 

The instances of the substitution of article “A” for article “THE” in 

the  

Nigerian Tribune 

Article “A” is unspecific in describing or referring to nouns while 

article “THE” is specific and can be used as reference item. There 

are many instances in which article “A” is used in place of article 

“THE” which shows the inappropriate editing of the news item in 

Nigerian newspaper especially “THE NIGERIAN TRIBUNE”. 

This can be seen on page 3 of the news item released on Monday 

14 November, 2022. See below; 

“Nwosu gave the charge at a three day workshop themed 

“Effective Coverage and Reportage of 2023 General Election; 

organized for journalists in the south west” 

In the example cited above, three day workshop has been identified 

therefore it is specific. The use of article “THE” would have made 

the statement more clear and elaborate. The role of article “THE” 

in that statement is to serve as a reference item especially as 

cataphoric reference in linguistic domain. 

It will make the reader understand the fact that the statement is 

talking about a particular three day workshop titled “Effective 

Coverage….” Which make that workshop more specific. 

Therefore, article THE would have suit the statement better as in; 

“Nwosu gave the charge at THE three day workshop themed…….” 

Other instances are 

“Opaleye made the disclosure during A panel discussion titled….” 

Instrad of  “Opaleye made the disclosure during THE panel 

discussion titled….” 

“….the Abuja-Kaduna rail corridor was halted due to A terrorist 

attack on March 28……” 

But 

“…..the Abuja-Kaduna raid corridor was halted due to THE 

terrorist attack on…..” 

When talking about days, articles are not expected to be used as 

they are proper nouns, e.g. MONDAY ( zero article) 

TUESDAY (zero article) 

WEDNESDAY (zero article) and so on. 

But when we talk about parts of the day, article “THE” is expected 

to be used, e.g. 

In THE morning 

In THE afternoon 

In THE evening 

The same thing applicable to months and years. When talking 

about months, articles are not expected to be used as months are 

proper nouns but when we talk about parts of months such as 

beginning, middle, ending etc. article THE which is the only 

definite article is expected to be used and failure to use it will lead 

to ungrammatical sentence. This is predominant in the Nigerian 

Tribune news scripts. For example; 

PAGE 5, 14 November, 2022 

“…..making every necessary effort to ensure it resumes before * 

end of November” (article THE is omitted). 

There is a problem of inconsistency which the editors of the 

Nigerian Tribune are facing. The error they made when they 

omitted article “THE” in the above example was later corrected by 

them in other script in another paragraph in PAGE 5 as in; 

“…..by all necessary quarters to ensure we resume before THE end 

of November…” 
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The editor omitted the article in the first paragraph but later 

corrected it in another expression that contains it in another 

paragraph. This is a lapse on the part of the editors because in the 

context of a process, events, books, poems, or anything else viewed 

as a linear sequence, one can talk about; 

The beginning 

The middle 

The end.  Article “THE” must be used. 

ERRORS IN THE PUNCH OF 3RD OCT TO 9TH OCT, 2022. 

The misuse of the English articles in the PUNCH newspaper 

published on Friday 7thOctober, 2022 include; 

- The omission of definite article “THE” 

- The substitution of article “A” for article “THE” 

- Ambiguous statements which can only be made less ambiguous 

with the insertion of an article. 

In so many instances, article “THE” is omitted in the PUNCH 

newspaper published on Friday 7th October, 2022. The instances 

are explained below: 

In the article titled: PDP crisis: Aggrieved governors report Atiku 

to BOT, list peace conditions; paragraph 7, page 2, article “THE” 

was omitted following a title which has already been recognized. 

The statement goes thus; 

“….before Atiku selected * Delta state governor, Ifeanyi Okowa as 

his running mate…..” 

The omission of article “THE” in the above statement makes the 

sentence less specific as we don‟t have two governors presiding in 

Delta state. And also, the referent has been recognized. Therefore, 

article “THE” should have been used before “Delta State 

Governor” to make the title specific as the statement is talking or 

emphasizing only on Delta state governors who is IFEANYI and 

not governor. The correct line is; 

“….before Atiku selected THE Delta state governor, Ifeanyi 

Okowa….” 

And also in the said article titled above, we have another instance 

of omission of article “THE”. In Paragraph 27 of the article titled 

above published by the PUNCH, we also have a sentence which 

practically omitted article “THE”. 

“…by the passage of the motion, Omehia‟s portrait will be 

removed from * government house as a former governor” 

The sentence above sees the omission of article THE before 

GOVERNMENT HOUSE. The correct form should have read; 

“…by the passage of the motion, Omehia‟s portrait will be 

removed from THE government house as a former governor” 

The above error also emanated in paragraph 48 of the above titled 

article. Article “THE” was omitted before GOVERNMENT 

HOUSE. 

Article “THE” is really important and should be put before 

GOVERNMENT HOUSE because, the government house being 

talked about is specific, that is, it is referring to a particular place 

or entity. Therefore, it should be preceded by article “THE”. The 

sentence goes thus; 

“the statement titled “government announcement; said, “the 

signing will take place in * Government house, Port Harcourt on 

Friday 7th, October, 2022 by 12 noon. 

The sentence already pinpointed a particular government house 

which is located in Port Harcourt, therefore, article THE should 

precede it as in; 

“……the government house, Port Harcourt…..” 

Also errors which occur as a result of inconsistency of the editors 

are cited below; 

In paragraph 50, 52, 55, 56, 57, and 58, we were made aware of 

some inconsistency of the editors of the PUNCH newspaper in the 

use of the English article. The same noun that was not preceded 

with an article will be preceded with an article in other line. 

Examples of the inconsistency are cited below; 

In paragraph 50 “…….his continued stay as PDP national 

chairman….” (PDP without article “THE”) In paragraph 52, line 1 

“Ayu said that THE PDP doesn‟t want to be strong on social 

media…” (PDP with article “THE”) 

In paragraph 55, line 1 

“Today, we saw that PDP is the strongest party in Nigeria.” (PDP 

without article “THE”) 

In paragraph 55 again 

“that is to tell you that THE PDP is strong on the ground….” (PDP 

with article “THE”) 

In paragraph 56, line 1 

“….candidates of THE PDP from the state….” (PDP with article 

“THE”) 

In paragraph 57, we saw the omission of article “THE” before PDP 

while we saw the instance in which article “THE” was included. 

Line 1“and today, it was clear that PDP is a strong party” (PDP 

without article “THE”) 

Line 2 

“…..who are telling lies about divisions in THE PDP…..” (PDP 

with article “THE”) 

Those are the special cases but the editor of the Punch news script 

misused article “THE”. The example is taking from paragraph 3 of 

the article published on 7th October, 2022 by the PUNCH 

Newspaper titled; CCL: Plateau United Confirm Esperance Clash 

date.  

“The statement equally disregards the Saturday October 8th 

circulating on social media….”  

In that expression, article “THE” was used with a proper noun 

without a specific reason and it makes the usage of that particular 

article (the) wrong and unnecessary thereby making the statement 

ungrammatical. 

The editor later corrected the expression in the same paragraph as 

in; 

“……..CAF has confirmed Sunday October 9 as the official……” 

Paper published by the PUNCH, there are instances of ambiguous 

statements. The ambiguity in these statements can be deleted with 

the insertion of any appropriate article. 
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In the article titled; Experts Urge Government to Improve teachers‟ 

skills, paragrapgh 8, line 4, we saw some ambiguous statements. 

They are treated below: 

“…these discussions will help in providing African solutions to 

African challenges” 

The statement above is ambiguous and the interpretation can be 

very difficult. 

ENGLISH ARTICLE ERRORS IN “THE NATION 

NEWSPAPER” 14TH NOV TO  20TH NOV, 2022. 

While scanning through the lead articles published by The Nation 

on Monday 14 November, 2022, we discover that The Nation was 

virtually error free in their use of article “THE” as there are less 

cases of omission of article “THE” and its unnecessary insertion. 

However, it exhibits some errors in term of using article “A” where 

article “TH” is required. Examples are taken from the Nation 

published articles on 14thNovember, 2022. 

“A former minister said, „Mohammed was non-commutal……‟” 

(Page 14) 

The  example above shows that article “A” was used correctly as it 

referred to a non-specified person. 

“Tinubu stated this at the Third National Convention of the APC, 

USA chapter held at the weekend in Newark, New Jersey, 

according to A statement by the chapter” 

Also the example above exhibits the correct use of article “A” as 

the statement in question was not identified thereby paving way for 

the use of an unspecific article which is “A”. But in the Examples 

cited below, using article “A” before STATEMENT is wrong as 

the statement had been identified and cited in the next line. We can 

refer to that as forward looking reference in linguistic context. 

Check below; 

“The forum made the call in A statement by its secretary General, 

Murtala Aliyu.”The next line continued thus; “…..it (statement) 

said, „INEC has a responsibility…………………..‟” 

Using article “THE” would make the above expression a 

meaningfully correct one. 

“The agency approached A federal High Court in Lagos with three 

prayers…” 

The above line is wrong. The substitution of article “A” for article 

“THE” makes the line a wrong one. The Federal High Court being 

talked about does not need to be identified to make it specific but 

the situation makes it a specific one. The Federal High Court being 

talked about is the one of Lagos not the one of Abuja. A reader 

who is not familiar with Nigerian environment will misinterpret the 

line to mean that there are various Federal High Court in Lagos 

where as we have just only one. 

So, using article THE to precede FEDERAL HIGH COURT will 

make the expression grammatical as in: “The agency approached 

THE Federal High Court in Lagos……………..” 

Also in relation to that. A line taken from the article published by 

the Nation on the same date as the one published above, the 

editor(s) corrected the statement as article THE preceded 

FEDERAL HIGH COURT. The line read; 

“Eyitayo Jonhson, who confirmed the arrest in a statement said, 

„THE FEDERAL HIGH COURT granted the prayers of the……” 

Also in the line below in the same article; 

“On November 2, THE Federal High Court, Lagos; granted the 

prayers of ASP Daniel Apochi……..” 

In page 6 of the article published by THE NATION on 

14thNovember, 2022, we saw another instance of the substitution 

of “A” for “THE”. The Editor(s) used article “A” where article 

“THE” is required; consider this line in the article titled; 

BANDITS DEMAND N10M TO RELEASE HOSTAGE‟S 

BODY, Paragraph 4: “The later came down to N5million and three 

motor-bikes and later collected one bike. After collecting A bike, 

we did not hear from them again” 

The line “After collecting A bike” is ungrammatical as a result of 

using the wrong article. The bike in question has been mentioned 

in the previous line that precedes the expression. So it is specific as 

it is referring to the bike the bandits settled for. The insertion of 

article ”A” rendered the line useless as it does not correlate with 

the previous line thereby ignoring the act of grammatical cohesion. 

The bike in question has been mentioned in the previous line 

making the reference an ANAPHORIC REFERENCE (which 

refers back to a particular noun in a context of grammar), it should 

be preceded with article THE to realize its reference. The correct 

form of that expression should read; 

“The later came down to N5million and three motor-bikes and later 

collected one bike……..” 

In that line, the “one bike” has been collected already, so the line to 

follow must use article THE to refer back to the “one bike” 

collected as in; 

“After collecting THE bike, we did not hear from them again” 

“After collecting that/the bike, we did not hear from them again” 

RESEARCH QUESTION 3: How could the wrongly used of the 

English articles be corrected and averted in the Nigerian 

newspapers? 

The wrong use of English articles can be corrected through; 

- A careful study and understanding of the uses and roles 

of the English articles 

- A proper cross examination of the news script before 

publication. 

- A careful study of the grammatical roles of the English 

articles. 

- A proper monitoring of the editing of the news script 

among others 

 

COMMENTS 
The misuse of “THE” in the sentence structures of newspaper 

writing, must be seen partly in the context of language transfer or 

mother tongue interference, and partly in that of inadequate 

linguistic exposure, and of previous defective methodology 

(Olumuyiwa Ayodele, 1988). 

English language is not acquired in Nigeria but rather it is learnt. 

Nigerian speakers of the English language are merely imitators as 

English language is not their mother tongue. It is the language of 

the Ex-Colonial Master which has been mandated by the 

government as the official and national language to foster unity 

among the wide range of ethnic differences in Nigeria. For a 

Nigerian man to learn the English language, he first acquires his 

mother tongue which is the language of the immediate 
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environment to which he was born. A typical Nigerian man is a 

product of his environment. In this regard, there are bound to be 

lapses in his use of English language especially the use of some 

grammatical elements such as English articles (“A”,” AN” and 

“THE”). 

Some of these wide range of ethnic groups are lacking the English 

articles in their various dialects or languages thereby making it 

difficult for their speakers to master the use of the English articles 

effectively as there are bound to be positive and negative transfer 

of their first language in question. It will then influence the 

speakers‟ fluency in the use of the second learnt language. English 

remains, for Nigerian, a foreign language (in so far as it is neither 

Nigerian nor African); it never was freely adopted by the people as 

official language. The circumstances of its imposition are generally 

well known to merit further discussion here. 

CONCLUSION 
In concluding this study, it is pertinent to state that the presence of 

errors in the use of grammatical elements such as article “A”, 

“AN” and “THE” in Nigerian newspapers has negative effects on 

the newspapers and the society at large in very many ways. It sends 

wrong signals, creating a bad and poor image for the society and 

making the development of journalism in Nigeria substandard 

while also having negative effects on the literacy, education, 

national development and enlightenment of the public.                                                                  

RECOMMENDATIONS: 
Consequent upon the research findings, the researcher is 

recommending that: 

 those who work in the media houses should be more 

committed to their jobs, correctness and be careful in the 

discharge of their duties. The rules of division of labour 

has to be properly observed in media houses so that one 

person will not be left to do the jobs of other 

professionals 

 The media houses should become more sensitive to 

public opinion about their use of English articles and 

improve their standard by regular training of personnel. 

Equally, during employment, preference should be given 

to those who have knowledge of journalism and are 

competence in their use of English language.  

 In addition, seminars, refresher courses and workshops, 

particularly on language use and errors have to be 

arranged regularly for journalists by their employers. 

Also, monitoring bodies like the Newspaper Proprietors 

Association of Nigeria and the Nigeria Union of 

Journalist should be more proactive and functional to 

ensure that journalists are abreast with the rules and new 

development in their field and for international 

intelligibility. 

APPENDIXES 

THE NIGERIAN TRIBUNEFRONT COVERS FROM 14TH NOVEMBER 2022 TO 20TH NOVEMBER 2022(ONE WEEK OF 

PUBLICATION) 
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THE PUNCH FRONT COVERS FROM 3RD OCTOBER, 2022 TO 9TH OCTOBER, 2022 (ONE WEEK OF PUBLICATION) 
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THE NATIONFRONT COVERS FROM 14TH NOVEMBER 2022 TO 20TH NOVEMBER 2022 (ONE WEEK OF PUBLICATION) 
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