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ABSTRACT: This paper reviewed a theoretical perspective for addressing individual differences among Nigerian 

students using inclusive and differentiated instructional strategies. The model is based on established learning 

theories such as Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences and Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory. It highlighted the 

relevance of recognizing students’ unique learning styles, backgrounds, and abilities to improve teaching 

effectiveness and student outcomes. It also outlined key strategies including flexible grouping, continuous 

assessment, culturally responsive teaching, and student-centered learning. Challenges such as limited teacher 

training, large class sizes, and policy-practice gaps were also discussed. The proposed perspective offers a practical 

guide for educators, policymakers, and teacher trainers to promote equity and enhance learning experiences for all 

students in Nigeria’s diverse classrooms. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Education is universally recognized as a key driver of personal growth, national development, 

and societal transformation. However, the effectiveness of any educational system greatly 

depends on how well it recognizes and accommodates the individual differences among learners. 

In a typical Nigerian classroom, students differ in terms of intellectual abilities, socio-economic 

backgrounds, cultural values, learning styles, emotional development, linguistic diversity, health 

conditions, motivation, interests, and prior knowledge. These factors shape how each student 

processes information, interacts with others, and engages with learning materials (Adebayo & 

Tukur, 2021). 

Over the years, education in Nigeria has largely followed a standardized and rigid 

instructional model, with little or no adaptation to the diverse learning needs of students. 

Classrooms are structured around a common curriculum and teachers often adopt uniform 

teaching methods, such as lectures and note copying. While these methods may serve average or 
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high-achieving students, they often leave behind those who learn differently, slowly, or require 

special support. Unfortunately, this standardized approach fails to reflect the complex realities of 

the modern learner, especially in multicultural, multi-lingual, and economically stratified 

societies like Nigeria (Eze & Onwuegbuzie, 2019; Uzoeshi & Akpan, 2020). 

In Nigeria, the challenge of addressing individual differences is made worse by 

overcrowded classrooms, limited instructional materials, underqualified teachers, and a lack of 

training in inclusive pedagogy. Many classrooms hold between 50 to 100 students, making it 

extremely difficult for teachers to provide individual attention. In addition, many teachers are not 

adequately trained to differentiate instruction or identify learning disabilities and special needs 

(Okoye & Aghaulor, 2018). The traditional approach to teaching, which prioritizes rote 

memorization and examination scores, continues to dominate the instructional space despite 

growing awareness of learner diversity. 

Meanwhile, the 21st-century learner is expected to be creative, collaborative, 

technologically literate, and self-directed. Addressing individual differences, therefore, becomes 

more than a classroom necessity it becomes a strategic tool for national development. When 

students are taught according to their strengths and learning needs, they are more likely to stay in 

school, achieve academic success, and become useful members of society (UNESCO, 2020; 

Federal Ministry of Education, 2021). 

Globally, educational theorists and psychologists have long emphasized the relevance of 

individual differences in shaping instruction. For instance, Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple 

intelligences (2011) encouraged educators to move beyond the traditional focus on linguistic and 

logical-mathematical abilities by recognizing other forms of intelligence such as musical, spatial, 

interpersonal, and bodily-kinesthetic. Daniels (2016) opined that Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural 

theory stresses the role of social interaction, culture, and language in cognitive development, 

suggesting that learners thrive in environments where teachers scaffold instruction based on each 

student’s “zone of proximal development”. Similarly, Tomlinson’s differentiated instruction 

model (2017) emphasized tailoring content, process, and product to suit students’ readiness, 

interests, and learning profiles. 

These theories provide useful foundations, but many of them were developed in Western 

contexts. While their core ideas are universally relevant, Nigeria’s unique socio-cultural, 

economic, and educational landscape calls for a context-specific model that can help teachers 

apply inclusive teaching strategies effectively. A theoretical model that addresses individual 

differences in Nigerian classrooms must consider local realities, such as limited funding, 

diversity in native languages, regional disparities in education, and teacher workload (Akinade & 

Ojo, 2023). 

Furthermore, the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goal 4 emphasizes “inclusive 

and equitable quality education and lifelong learning opportunities for all.” This global call 

makes it clear that no learner should be left behind, regardless of background or ability. To meet 

this target, Nigeria must move beyond theory and actively develop practical models for 

managing learner diversity across all levels of education (UNESCO, 2020). Evidence from 

recent studies indicates that students learn best when instruction is individualized or adapted to 

their needs. This does not mean giving every student a different lesson, but rather offering 

flexible approaches that make it easier for all learners to understand. These may include using 

visual aids, group activities, technology-based learning, cooperative learning, personalized 

assessments, and peer tutoring (Igbokwe & Nwankwo, 2016; Adebayo & Tukur, 2021). 
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Despite numerous teacher development programs and reforms introduced by the Nigerian 

government in recent years, there remains a disconnect between policy and classroom practice. 

Many teachers lack ongoing professional support and are unsure how to implement inclusive and 

differentiated instruction in large, under-resourced classes. Without a guiding model, teachers 

often rely on outdated methods that fail to address the needs of all students, especially those with 

learning challenges or from disadvantaged backgrounds (Adegboye, 2017; Okoro & Emeka, 

2022). This paper, therefore, sought to fill a critical gap by proposing a theoretical model that 

integrates global best practices with local Nigerian realities. The model aims to provide a 

framework for educators to identify, understand, and respond to individual differences in 

meaningful and sustainable ways. With such a model, teachers can create more inclusive 

classrooms where all students regardless of ability, background, or learning style are supported to 

reach their full potential. 
 

THEMATIC ANALYSIS 

 

Individual Differences 

 

The concept of individual differences refers to the distinct and measurable variations that exist 

among people in terms of their physical, cognitive, emotional, social, and psychological 

attributes. In educational contexts, it describes the fact that learners differ significantly in the 

ways they absorb, process, and respond to information. These differences are shaped by a range 

of intrinsic and extrinsic factors, such as heredity, environment, culture, socioeconomic 

background, health, personality, intelligence, and life experiences. As a result, no two students 

are exactly alike, even if they share similar classroom experiences, age, or cultural backgrounds 

(Santrock, 2018). 

In educational psychology, individual differences are regarded as a fundamental aspect of 

human development. Researchers and educators alike agreed that recognizing and addressing 

these differences is essential to creating effective teaching strategies and inclusive learning 

environments. This view stems from the understanding that learners enter the classroom with 

varying levels of prior knowledge, different rates of learning, distinct interests, and diverse 

needs. Consequently, a uniform approach to teaching often fails to cater for the unique needs of 

all learners, leading to unequal educational outcomes (Santrock, 2018). 

The recognition of individual differences has its roots in early philosophical and 

psychological thought. Philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle acknowledged that individuals 

vary in their talents and aptitudes. In modern psychology, scholars like Francis Galton, Alfred 

Binet, and Jean Piaget explored the dimensions of human intelligence and cognitive 

development, thereby laying the foundation for contemporary understanding of individual 

variation. The development of intelligence testing in the early 20th century, especially by Alfred 

Binet and Theodore Simon, further advanced the empirical study of individual cognitive 

differences, helping educators to better identify and address students’ learning needs. 

One of the most influential educational theories that incorporates individual differences is 

Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences.  Gardner (2011) pointed out that intelligence 

is not a single general ability but a collection of multiple intelligences, such as linguistic, logical-

mathematical, spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, musical, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and naturalistic 

intelligences. Gardner’s theory emphasizes that every individual possesses a unique blend of 

these intelligences, and that teaching strategies should be adapted to align with these diverse 
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cognitive strengths. This perspective reinforces the idea that educational practices must be 

responsive to the variety of ways students learn and demonstrate understanding. 

Furthermore, the concept of learning styles supports the importance of individual 

differences in the classroom. Learning styles refer to the preferred ways in which individuals 

engage with content. While some learners understand best through visual representation, others 

may prefer auditory explanations or kinesthetic experiences involving hands-on activities. 

Although the scientific basis for fixed learning styles has been debated in recent years, the 

broader implication remains clear: students have different preferences and strengths when it 

comes to learning, and instruction should be flexible and diversified to meet these needs (Pashler 

et al. 2017). 

In addition to cognitive and learning differences, students also differ in their emotional 

and psychological dispositions. Emotional intelligence, motivation levels, self-esteem, stress 

tolerance, and anxiety all play significant roles in how students respond to academic challenges. 

A learner who is highly motivated and emotionally resilient may perform well even in less-than-

ideal conditions, while another with low motivation or anxiety may struggle despite having the 

intellectual capability. These emotional and psychological differences necessitate a holistic 

approach to education that supports students not just academically but also emotionally and 

socially (Goleman, 2015). 

In multicultural societies such as Nigeria, cultural and linguistic diversity further 

compounds individual differences among learners. Nigeria’s rich ethnic, linguistic, and religious 

diversity means that students bring varied cultural norms, values, and prior experiences to the 

classroom. These cultural factors influence their communication styles, interactions, perception 

of authority, and general approach to education. For instance, a student from an urban area with 

access to modern learning resources may perform differently from a peer in a rural community 

with limited educational infrastructure. Moreover, language of instruction can present challenges 

for students who do not speak the dominant language fluently, thus affecting their academic 

performance. Addressing individual differences in such settings requires culturally responsive 

pedagogy that respects and incorporates learners’ backgrounds into the teaching and learning 

process (Okoro & Emeka, 2022). 
 

AREAS OF INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES AMONG NIGERIAN STUDENTS 

 

Learners differ in various ways that influence how they perceive, interpret, and respond to 

educational experiences. These differences, often referred to as individual differences, 

encompass a broad range of characteristics. Recognizing and responding to these variations is 

essential in fostering inclusive and effective teaching. The major areas where individual 

differences commonly occur among learners include intellectual ability, learning styles, 

personality traits, interests and motivation, prior knowledge and experiences, physical and health 

conditions, emotional and psychological makeup, language background, and socio-cultural 

context: 

One of the most prominent areas of individual differences among learners is intellectual 

capability. Intellectual capability refers to a student’s general mental capacity for reasoning, 

problem-solving, learning, and adapting to new situations. Students vary widely in their 

cognitive strengths and weaknesses. While some grasp abstract concepts quickly and can analyze 

complex problems with ease, others may require more time, simplified explanations, or concrete 

examples to understand the same concepts. Traditionally, intelligence was measured using 

standardized IQ tests, but modern perspectives, such as Gardner’s (2011) theory of multiple 
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intelligences who argued that intelligence is multifaceted and includes linguistic, logical-

mathematical, spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, musical, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and naturalistic 

intelligences. This broader view encourages educators to recognize that students may excel in 

different intellectual domains and should not be evaluated based solely on linguistic or 

mathematical performance. 

Learning styles refer to the preferred methods and strategies that individuals use to 

absorb, process, and retain information. Although the concept has been debated in recent 

academic discourse, many educators still observe that students show preferences in how they 

learn best. Common learning styles include visual (learning through images, charts, and spatial 

understanding), auditory (learning through listening and verbal instructions), and kinesthetic 

(learning through hands-on experiences and physical activities). Acknowledging these 

preferences allows teachers to vary their instructional strategies using videos, discussions, 

experiments, and role-plays to cater to the learning needs of diverse students in the classroom 

(Pashler et al. 2017). 

Personality differences among learners significantly affect their behavior, attitude, and 

interaction in learning environments. Personality includes consistent traits such as introversion 

vs. extroversion, emotional stability, openness to experience, conscientiousness, and 

agreeableness. These traits influence how students approach learning tasks, handle academic 

pressure, and engage with peers and teachers. For example, an extroverted learner might 

participate actively in group work and class discussions, while an introverted student may prefer 

working independently. Teachers must understand and respect these personality differences to 

foster an emotionally safe and motivating classroom environment that allows all learners to 

thrive. 

Interests and levels of motivation vary widely among learners and play a crucial role in 

their academic engagement and performance. Some students show high intrinsic motivation, 

meaning they are driven by curiosity and a love for learning. Others are more extrinsically 

motivated, relying on rewards, recognition, or fear of failure. Likewise, students may have 

specific subject preferences, such as a natural inclination toward science, literature, sports, or the 

arts. When instruction connects to learners’ interests and goals, it becomes more meaningful and 

engaging. Therefore, understanding students’ interests and what motivates them enables teachers 

to plan lessons that resonate with learners and stimulate sustained attention and effort (Ryan & 

Deci, 2017). 

Every learner enters the classroom with a unique set of experiences and prior knowledge 

that shapes how they interpret new information. This includes not only academic background but 

also life experiences gained from family, community, religious practices, media exposure, and 

informal learning. Students with rich exposure to reading materials or stimulating conversations 

at home may demonstrate greater readiness for academic tasks compared to their peers who have 

had limited exposure. These differences impact comprehension, vocabulary development, and 

conceptual understanding. Effective teachers use diagnostic assessments or questioning 

techniques to gauge students’ prior knowledge and build upon it when introducing new content 

(Bransford et al. 2000). 

Learners also differ in terms of physical and health conditions, which can significantly 

affect learning ability and participation. This includes students with disabilities (such as visual, 

hearing, or mobility impairments), chronic illnesses, and temporary health conditions. Some 

students may also have neurodevelopmental disorders such as dyslexia, attention-

deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), or autism spectrum disorder (ASD). These conditions can 
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create barriers to learning if not properly addressed. Inclusive education practices require that 

teachers make necessary accommodations such as assistive technologies, modified materials, or 

flexible instructional strategies to ensure equitable learning opportunities for all students, 

regardless of physical or health limitations (UNESCO, 2020). 

The emotional and psychological state of learners significantly influences their academic 

performance and behavior in the classroom. Factors such as self-esteem, self-confidence, 

anxiety, stress tolerance, and emotional resilience vary from one student to another. For instance, 

a student who feels secure and valued in school is more likely to take intellectual risks and 

engage in classroom activities, while one who struggles with low self-worth or anxiety may 

avoid participation and perform poorly. Teachers who are emotionally attuned to their students’ 

needs can create a supportive environment that fosters emotional well-being and encourages 

academic risk-taking (Goleman, 2015). 

Learners come from diverse socio-cultural and economic backgrounds that influence their 

values, beliefs, learning habits, and access to educational resources. according to Ololube (2011, 

2012), a child from a well-resourced, educated family may have access to books, the internet, 

and parental academic support, while another from a low-income household may lack these 

opportunities. Cultural factors also affect learners’ perspectives, behaviors, and classroom 

interactions. For example, some cultures emphasize collective learning and respect for authority, 

while others promote independence and inquiry. Recognizing these differences helps teachers 

avoid bias and design culturally responsive teaching practices that validate and incorporate 

students’ diverse cultural identities. 
 

THE CAUSATIVE FACTORS IN INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES  
 

Individual differences in Nigerian classrooms are multifaceted and arise from a combination of 

factors that stem from both external and internal influences. These differences, which can 

manifest in various ways such as cognitive abilities, socio-economic backgrounds, cultural 

norms, and personal experiences, significantly affect how students learn and perform 

academically. Understanding the causes of these differences is crucial for educators who aim to 

adopt teaching strategies that meet the diverse needs of their students. Below are the primary 

causes of individual differences in Nigerian classrooms: 
 

Socio-Economic Background 

 

One of the most prominent causes of individual differences in Nigerian classrooms is the socio-

economic background of the students. In Nigeria, there is a wide disparity between students from 

wealthy and economically disadvantaged families. Children from higher-income households 

often have access to better educational resources, such as textbooks, private tutors, and access to 

modern technology, which contribute to their academic success. In contrast, students from lower-

income families may struggle to afford basic educational materials, and their parents may not 

have the financial means to support their education through private lessons or extra-curricular 

activities (Okoye & Asogwa, 2021). These disparities create significant gaps in academic 

achievement, as well-resourced students often perform better than their less-privileged 

counterparts. 
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Cultural and Linguistic Diversity 

 

Nigeria is one of the most culturally and linguistically diverse countries in the world, with over 

500 different languages spoken across its regions (Ololube, 2011). Vast cultural and linguistic 

diversity often contributes to individual differences in Nigerian classrooms. Many students come 

from ethnic groups with their own languages, traditions, and learning styles. In Nigerian 

classrooms, students may be required to learn in a language that is not their first language, which 

can lead to difficulties in comprehension, communication, and academic performance. For 

instance, students from the Yoruba, Igbo, or Hausa-speaking communities might find it 

challenging to learn in English, which is the official language of instruction in most schools. This 

language barrier can affect students' ability to understand the lessons, participate in classroom 

discussions, and complete assignments. Additionally, cultural differences may influence students' 

social behavior, learning preferences, and responses to teaching methods. Some students might 

be more accustomed to rote memorization, while others might be more comfortable with 

interactive learning methods, such as group discussions or hands-on activities.  
 

Gender Differences 

 

Gender is another factor that contributes to individual differences in Nigerian classrooms. 

Traditional gender roles in Nigerian society can impact students' learning experiences. In some 

regions of the country, there are cultural expectations that prioritize the education of male 

children over female children, leading to gender disparities in school attendance and 

performance. This is especially true in rural areas where parents may feel that investing in the 

education of boys is more beneficial than investing in girls (Ajibola, 2021). Moreover, there are 

often gender-based expectations related to behavior, with boys and girls being encouraged to 

excel in different subjects. For example, girls might be steered toward subjects like home 

economics, social studies, or arts, while boys are encouraged to pursue science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics (STEM) subjects. These gendered expectations contribute to 

differences in academic interests, strengths, and performance. Female students may feel less 

confident in pursuing traditionally male-dominated fields like engineering or mathematics, while 

male students might be discouraged from engaging in subjects like the arts or humanities. 
 

Cognitive and Learning Abilities 

 

Cognitive differences among students in Nigerian classrooms are one of the most significant 

causes of individual differences. Every student possesses unique cognitive abilities, which affect 

how they process information, solve problems, and retain knowledge. These cognitive abilities 

include intelligence, memory capacity, attention span, and problem-solving skills. Some students 

may have higher intellectual abilities, enabling them to understand complex concepts more 

easily, while others may struggle with basic learning tasks (Ololube, 2012). Learning abilities 

also vary from one student to another. Some students are visual learners, meaning they absorb 

information more effectively when it is presented through images, charts, or videos. Others may 

be auditory learners, benefiting from verbal instructions and discussions. There are also 

kinesthetic learners who learn best through physical activities and hands-on experiences. 

However, in Nigerian classrooms, teaching methods are often generalized and may not cater to 

the diverse learning styles of students. As a result, students with specific learning preferences 

may not perform to their best ability in a traditional, one-size-fits-all classroom setting. 
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Family Structure and Parental Involvement 
 

The family structure and the level of parental involvement in a child's education are important 

determinants of individual differences among students. Students from single-parent households 

may face unique challenges that impact their academic performance, such as financial instability, 

emotional stress, or lack of academic support at home. On the other hand, students from well-

structured families with involved parents often benefit from a supportive learning environment 

that encourages academic success. Parental involvement in a child's education has been shown to 

positively influence academic outcomes. Parents who are actively engaged in their children's 

education whether through helping with homework, attending parent-teacher conferences, or 

encouraging learning at home can help bridge the gap in individual differences (Ololube, 2012). 

However, in many Nigerian families, especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds, parents 

may not have the time, resources, or education to support their children's academic progress 

effectively. This lack of involvement can exacerbate the learning challenges faced by students 

and contribute to disparities in academic achievement. 
 

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE 

 

Howard Gardner's Theory of Multiple Intelligences 

 

Howard Gardner’s Theory of Multiple Intelligences, introduced in 1983, revolutionized the way 

educators think about intelligence. Gardner proposed that intelligence is not a single, fixed 

ability but rather a collection of different, independent intelligences that individuals can possess 

in varying degrees. He argued that traditional measures of intelligence, like IQ tests, fail to 

capture the full range of human cognitive abilities. Instead, Gardner identified at least eight 

distinct intelligences that reflect the diverse ways people process information and solve 

problems. These intelligences include linguistic intelligence, logical-mathematical intelligence, 

spatial intelligence, musical intelligence, bodily-kinesthetic intelligence, interpersonal 

intelligence, intrapersonal intelligence, and naturalistic intelligence. 

For example, linguistic intelligence refers to the ability to use language effectively, either 

through speaking or writing, while logical-mathematical intelligence involves the capacity to 

think critically and solve mathematical problems. Spatial intelligence is related to the ability to 

visualize and manipulate objects in space, which is key for fields like art and architecture. 

Musical intelligence pertains to the ability to understand and create music, while bodily-

kinesthetic intelligence relates to physical movement and coordination. Interpersonal intelligence 

is the ability to understand and relate to other people, whereas intrapersonal intelligence focuses 

on self-awareness and understanding one’s own feelings and motivations. Finally, naturalistic 

intelligence involves recognizing and categorizing elements in the natural world, such as plants, 

animals, and environmental patterns. 

Gardner’s theory has profound implications for addressing individual differences in 

Nigerian classrooms. Students in Nigeria, like elsewhere, come from diverse backgrounds and 

have different strengths. Some students may excel in verbal communication, while others may 

find their strengths in mathematical reasoning, physical activities, or social interactions. In a 

typical classroom, this diversity might result in some students feeling disengaged or unsupported 

if the teaching methods do not align with their personal strengths. Recognizing each student by 

their unique forms of intelligence has its own advantages, as such, educators can design lessons 

that cater for a range of learning styles. For instance, a history lesson might include group 



534 

 

discussions for interpersonal learners, written assignments for linguistic learners, and visual aids 

for spatial learners. Through differentiated instruction, which is an approach aligned with 

Gardner’s theory, teachers can ensure that students are not only engaging with content but are 

doing so in ways that resonate with their individual abilities. 

Implementing Gardner’s theory in Nigerian classrooms means providing students with 

opportunities to express their intelligences in different ways. For example, students who may 

struggle with reading or writing can engage in tasks that involve drawing, performing, or 

interacting with peers. Similarly, students who are not as strong in logical reasoning might 

benefit from more hands-on activities, such as experiments or real-world problem-solving 

scenarios. By adopting this inclusive approach, educators can better meet the diverse needs of 

their students and help them achieve their full potential. 
 

Lev Vygotsky's Social Development Theory 

 

Lev Vygotsky’s Social Development Theory of (1078) provided another valuable framework for 

understanding how individual differences shape learning processes. Vygotsky emphasized the 

social nature of learning, asserting that cognitive development is not an isolated process but one 

that occurs through social interactions, particularly with more knowledgeable individuals such as 

teachers, parents, or peers. Vygotsky believed that children’s cognitive abilities are shaped by 

their interactions with others and the cultural tools available to them. One of the key concepts in 

Vygotsky’s theory is the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which refers to the difference 

between what a learner can do independently and what they can achieve with the guidance of a 

more capable person. The ZPD underscores the importance of providing support that is just 

beyond the learner’s current abilities but not too difficult that it becomes overwhelming. This 

scaffolding approach enables students to perform tasks they cannot do alone but can accomplish 

with the help of a teacher or peer. 

Vygotsky’s theory also emphasizes scaffolding, which is the process of providing 

temporary support to students as they learn. Initially, the teacher or more knowledgeable peer 

helps the learner by offering hints, guidance, or tools to complete a task. As the learner becomes 

more competent, this support is gradually removed until the student can perform the task 

independently. This process ensures that learning is always within the learner’s ZPD, making the 

experience both challenging and achievable. 

The implications of Vygotsky’s theory for addressing individual differences in Nigerian 

classrooms are significant. In many Nigerian schools, students come from various cultural, 

linguistic, and socio-economic backgrounds, and their learning abilities can vary widely. 

Vygotsky’s theory encourages teachers to understand where each student is in their learning 

journey and to provide the right level of support. For example, a teacher can identify a student’s 

current level of understanding and provide scaffolding that helps them move forward. This might 

involve giving simpler tasks to struggling students or offering more complex tasks to those who 

are ready for a challenge. Through such support, all students can make progress within their 

ZPD, regardless of their starting point. 

In Nigerian classrooms, where students often face challenges such as language barriers or 

limited access to resources, Vygotsky’s emphasis on social interaction and collaboration can be 

particularly useful. Peer learning, group activities, and teacher-student interactions are critical in 

creating an environment where individual differences are addressed effectively. Educators can 

foster collaborative learning opportunities that allow students to work together, share ideas, and 
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help each other. This not only allows students to learn from each other but also gives them a 

chance to work within their ZPD, thereby making learning more effective and inclusive. 
 

Strategies for Addressing Individual Differences in Nigerian Classrooms 

 

In any classroom, students bring with them a wide range of unique characteristics. These 

differences whether in terms of intellectual abilities, learning styles, personalities, or socio-

economic backgrounds can affect how students engage with lessons, process information, and 

demonstrate understanding. Therefore, it is crucial for educators to adopt strategies that cater for 

these individual differences to ensure that every student has an equal opportunity to succeed. 

Below are some effective strategies for addressing individual differences in the classroom: 
 

Differentiated Instruction 

 

Differentiated instruction is a teaching approach where teachers provide different students with 

different avenues to learn the same content. It involves adjusting teaching methods, resources, 

and assessment techniques to accommodate students’ diverse learning needs. For example, some 

students may learn best through visual aids such as charts, diagrams, and videos, while others 

may benefit from verbal explanations or hands-on activities. In a differentiated classroom, a 

teacher might offer different versions of a task or lesson, provide extra time for some students, or 

use varying levels of complexity in activities. This ensures that all learners, regardless of their 

strengths or weaknesses, can engage with and benefit from the lesson (Tomlinson, 2014).  

For instance, if teaching a topic like climate change, a teacher could provide a visual 

representation (e.g., a video or infographic) for visual learners, while offering a detailed 

explanation or group discussion for auditory learners. Additionally, kinesthetic learners could be 

given an activity, such as a hands-on experiment or role-playing exercise, to engage with the 

topic (Hattie, 2009). Differentiation also extends to assessment strategies. Some students may 

perform better through written tests, while others might show their understanding through oral 

presentations or creative projects. This flexibility ensures that all students can demonstrate their 

learning in a way that best suits their abilities (Tomlinson, 2001). 
 

Learner-Centered Teaching Approaches 

 

Learner-centered teaching focuses on actively engaging students in their own learning process. 

This approach recognizes that students are not passive recipients of knowledge but active 

participants who bring their own ideas, experiences, and questions to the classroom. In learner-

centered classrooms, students are encouraged to take responsibility for their learning through 

methods like inquiry-based learning, project-based learning, and collaborative learning (Weimer, 

2013). 

Inquiry-based learning allows students to explore and investigate topics through 

questions and problem-solving. Instead of simply presenting information, the teacher guides 

students in exploring and discovering answers for themselves. This method encourages curiosity, 

critical thinking, and independent learning, which is particularly beneficial for students who have 

different interests or intellectual strengths (Bransford et al., 2000). 

Project-based learning involves students working on extended, in-depth projects that 

require them to apply knowledge and skills to real-world problems. This approach can be 

particularly engaging for students who may struggle with traditional, lecture-based learning. 



536 

 

Working on a project allows students to contribute based on their own strengths whether it’s 

through research, design, presentation, or analysis (Bell, 2010). 
 

Use of Educational Technology 

 

In the 21st century, educational technology plays a significant role in addressing individual 

differences in the classroom. Technology can be used to personalize learning experiences, 

providing students with tools that suit their individual needs. Adaptive learning platforms, for 

instance, use algorithms to adjust content and difficulty levels based on a student’s progress and 

performance (Shute & Kim, 2014).  

Technology can also support students with learning disabilities. Tools such as text-to-

speech software, speech recognition, and interactive apps can help students with reading 

difficulties or those who struggle with written expression. In addition, visual or auditory learners 

can benefit from multimedia resources like videos, animations, and podcasts that provide varied 

formats of content delivery (Becta, 2008). Moreover, the use of online learning platforms allows 

students to work at their own pace, revisiting content as needed or advancing more quickly if 

they grasp the material faster than others. This personalized approach can cater to students who 

need additional time or those who are ready for more challenging content (Beetham & Sharpe, 

2013). 
 

Inclusive Education Practices 

 

Inclusive education refers to practices that accommodate the diverse needs of all students, 

particularly those with disabilities or special educational needs. The aim is to create an 

environment where every student feels valued and has the opportunity to learn alongside their 

peers. In inclusive classrooms, teachers make adjustments to their teaching practices and 

materials to ensure that all students can participate in learning activities. This might include 

providing additional support through teaching assistants, using visual aids, or modifying 

classroom layouts to accommodate students with physical disabilities (Ainscow & Miles, 2008). 

An important aspect of inclusive education is making accommodations for students with learning 

disabilities. For example, students with dyslexia may benefit from additional time on 

assessments or access to audiobooks, while students with ADHD might need strategies to help 

them focus and manage their attention during lessons. Teachers can address the individual needs 

of students in an inclusive classroom setting by using differentiated instruction and providing 

appropriate accommodations (UNESCO, 2005). 
 

Teacher Training and Professional Development 

 

An effective strategy for addressing individual differences in the classroom is ensuring that 

teachers are well-trained and equipped with the skills needed to recognize and respond to the 

diverse needs of their students. Teacher training programs should include components on 

differentiated instruction, inclusive teaching practices, and the use of educational technology 

(Darling-Hammond, 2006). Professional development opportunities for teachers are equally 

important, allowing them to continually enhance their skills and knowledge. These opportunities 

could include workshops, peer learning, and online courses focused on best practices for 

accommodating individual differences. Teachers should also be encouraged to collaborate with 

colleagues, share strategies, and discuss challenges in addressing diverse learning needs. This 
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ongoing professional development helps teachers stay current with the latest research and 

educational tools that can support all students (Timperley, 2008). 
 

CHALLENGES IN ADDRESSING INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES IN NIGERIAN 

SCHOOLS 

 

Large Class Sizes 

 

One of the significant challenges in Nigerian schools is large class sizes, especially in public 

schools. In many schools across the country, it is common to have classes with over 50 students, 

and sometimes even 100 or more. These large numbers make it difficult for teachers to provide 

individualized attention to each student (Ololube, 2012). Teachers often struggle to address the 

specific needs of every student, as they are overwhelmed with managing the classroom. As a 

result, many students particularly those who may require extra support, such as slow learners or 

students with special educational needs do not receive the necessary assistance and guidance to 

thrive academically. 
 

Limited Teacher Training and Professional Development 

 

While teacher training is a vital aspect of improving education, many Nigerian teachers face 

challenges in staying updated with the latest teaching strategies and methodologies that can 

address individual differences. The existing teacher training programs often focus on traditional 

teaching methods and may not adequately prepare teachers to handle diverse learning needs 

(Nwagwu, 2015). Moreover, professional development opportunities are limited, and teachers 

often do not have access to the latest resources or training in differentiated instruction or 

inclusive education practices. This lack of ongoing professional development can prevent 

teachers from using effective strategies to cater to the diverse needs of their students. 
 

Inadequate Learning Resources 

 

Many schools in Nigeria, particularly in rural or underserved areas, face severe shortages of 

educational resources. The lack of teaching aids, such as books, technology, and visual or audio 

materials, makes it challenging for teachers to address the different learning styles of their 

students. For instance, visual learners may struggle in classrooms that lack charts, pictures, or 

videos, while auditory learners may find it difficult to engage in environments that primarily rely 

on written content (Adeleke, 2017). The absence of such resources limits the ability of teachers 

to use diverse teaching methods and may hinder the academic progress of students with different 

learning needs. 

 

Socio-Economic Disparities 

 

The socio-economic background of students in Nigeria significantly affects their learning 

experiences and performance in the classroom. Many students come from disadvantaged 

backgrounds where access to learning materials, support at home, and extra-curricular 

educational opportunities are limited. These socio-economic factors contribute to disparities in 

learning outcomes, as students from wealthier backgrounds often have access to better resources 

and private tutoring, while those from poorer backgrounds struggle with basic learning tools 
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(Okoye & Asogwa, 2021). These disparities create a significant gap in educational achievement, 

making it more difficult for teachers to address individual differences equitably. 
 

Cultural and Linguistic Diversity 

 

Nigeria is a culturally diverse country with over 500 languages spoken across its regions 

(Ololube, 2012). This linguistic and cultural diversity can create challenges in the classroom, 

especially when teachers are trying to address individual differences. For example, students may 

come from different ethnic backgrounds and speak various local languages, which can affect 

their ability to fully comprehend and engage with lessons, particularly if they are taught in a 

dominant language like English. In addition, students may have different cultural perspectives 

and learning behaviors, which can affect their responses to teaching methods. Teachers often face 

difficulties in adapting their teaching styles to cater to this wide range of cultural and linguistic 

differences. 
 

Lack of Special Education Services 

 

Special education services are crucial for addressing the needs of students with disabilities, but 

these services are often lacking in Nigerian schools. While some schools in urban areas have 

special education programs, they are scarce in rural and remote regions. Many schools do not 

have the necessary infrastructure, trained staff, or materials to support students with physical, 

learning, or cognitive disabilities (Ajibola, 2021). Without appropriate special education services, 

students with disabilities are often left behind, unable to receive the tailored support they need to 

succeed academically. 
 

CONCLUSION 

 

Addressing individual differences among Nigerian students is a vital aspect of creating an 

inclusive and effective educational environment. By recognizing that each student has unique 

strengths, learning styles, and needs, educators can tailor their teaching methods to foster better 

engagement and academic achievement. The application of theories such as Howard Gardner’s 

Theory of Multiple Intelligences and Lev Vygotsky’s Social Development Theory offers valuable 

insights into how to support diverse learners, emphasizing the importance of differentiated 

instruction, social interaction, and scaffolding. Despite challenges such as limited resources and 

large class sizes, a commitment to understanding and accommodating individual differences can 

significantly enhance the learning experience and outcomes for all students, ensuring that every 

learner has the opportunity to thrive. 
 

Recommendations 
 

The following recommendations are provided: 

 Teachers should adjust their teaching to fit the different learning styles and abilities of 

students, ensuring everyone can learn effectively. 

 Teachers should receive ongoing training to better understand and address the unique 

needs of all students in the classroom. 

 Technology tools and apps can help students learn at their own pace and make learning 

more personalized. 
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 Group activities where students can work together help them learn from each other and 

develop social skills. 

 Practical, hands-on tasks, like experiments or projects, allow students to learn through 

doing, catering to different learning styles. 
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