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Abstract 

This paper takes a cursory look at the forces behind the high rate of failure 
in Nigeria’s public examinations. It points out that the high rates of failure 
by students in public examinations are products of indiscipline problems 
that have pervaded our society for too long. The paper posits that teachers 
and the society at large have failed the nation in the ideals and purpose for 
which schools are established. However, the paper contends that teachers 
being the major operators in the educative process should adopt and adhere 
strictly the ethics of the teaching profession and also observe the Nigerian 
national objectives of education as enshrined in the national policy on 
education (FRN, 2004). Finally, the paper suggests that the decadent nature 
of our society   can be reversed through the adoption and demonstration of 
ethically stable behaviours.  

Introduction  
Evaluation or examination is a procedure mapped out for determining whether or not learning 

has taken place, and whether the national societal aspirations have been attained. According to Ossai 
(2008) examination in educational parlance is the process of determining how much knowledge, skill 
and other competencies that students have acquired from a course of instruction or teaching –learning 
exposure. The general aims of examination are therefore, for assessing the achievement of the 
objectives (for promotion, certification and admission), decision-making and policy formulation of 
education planners. It is in short, an integral part of the educational process. Examination being an 
integral part of the teaching - learning process has some good and desirable effects. To this effect, 
Maduemezia (1998), states that examination: 
i. make students work harder in order to master the prescribed  course content by a fixed date; 
ii. stimulate them into organizing their knowledge into reproducible  and orderly form devoid of 

vagueness; 
iii. encourage them to work at and master that part of a course content which may be difficult or 

uninteresting; 
iv. encourage them to  concentrate  and work steadily over a longer period of time; 
v.  encourage them to measure their real attainment of a course content against universal and 

acceptable  standard expected by recognized external authority  or examination body; and  
vi. enable them compare their attainment  with those of their contemporaries in other schools or 

countries; 
 

Examinations are meant to measure some desirable qualities, which are enduring and are 
transmitted from school into future life. These qualities are ultimate in building an externally 
consistent value system for future life. These aspects of desirable qualities that are tested include not 
only cognitive and other skills but other traits and attitudes, such as; punctuality, respect for authority, 
self control or discipline, honesty, integrity, perseverance, endurance, neatness, courtesy, organization 
of thought process, power of expression and so on, even though they are not demanded by the 
examination question or written down in answer scripts (Maduemezia, 1998). 
 

  To attain the above desirable qualities the ideal student will determine to study all the time 
knowing too well that if he fails in his examination, he will not proceed to higher education and 
consequently will be unable to enter into and retain gainful employment (Okobiah, 1998). Exhibiting 
this quality will minimize failure in student’s endeavour. Refusal to abide by the ultimate desirable 
goals of examination and the ideals of the objectives of secondary education in Nigeria have in the 
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present, militated against desirable success in public exanimations in the country. Today, the 
generation of students we are breeding at all levels of our education system are pre-occupied with 
gangsterism, moral laxity, examination malpractice and cultism to mention but a few. In short, the 
new generation students live in, and leave the secondary school environment with a great deal of 
irreversible learning deficiencies (Okobiah, 1998). With the influence of their ill-pre occupation in 
schools, they turn out to be miscreants and victims of failure in public examinations. This is because 
they failed to acquire the necessary academic and intellectual foundations in their secondary schools. 
The deficient and decadent nature of this category of students have in the recent past, led them to 
prepare from the on-set for failure resulting in the incidence of high rates of failure in public 
examinations such as the West African School Certificate Examinations (WASCE), National 
Examination Council School Certificate Examinations, Joint Matriculation Examinations (JME),to 
mention but a few. Discussions on the nature and conduct of these examinations and the incidence of 
high failure rates, which are heard all over the places-markets, beer parlours, offices, motor parks, 
schools, even by parents and students themselves are revealing. Often, this state of affair has been 
blamed on a number of forces in the society and it has called for debate on who takes the blame. This 
has also called for some questions: Who are these forces? To what extent are they liable in this state 
of affair? These questions are what this paper is set to tackle in the next sections. 
 
Forces Behind The Incidence of High Rate of Failure in Public Examinations  

The phenomenon of high rate of failure by students in public examinations has become an 
issue of public debate. In some instances the high rate of failure in public examinations has been 
blamed on teacher ineffectiveness by parents. In turn, the teachers blame the phenomenon on the 
students and parents. In the same vein, the society in general blames the states and federal 
governments’ institution and administration for same. By and large all that are involved in the 
educative process are culprits and victims of this degeneration regardless of who calls the blame. This 
phenomenon, as earlier observed, has been attributed to a lot of forces in the society. The forces are 
discussed as follows: 

 
i) Parents  

Parents in many ways contribute to the failure of their children in public examinations by 
equipping them with a background of failure and unserious ness. As role models of their children, 
many parents are disasters. Most of them are people with questionable integrity. By way of their 
conduct, their live patterns, jobs and businesses, they teach their children immorality and unethical 
behaviour. Some parents do not encourage their children or wards to read. They lay the foundation of 
their children for a career of crime. Since most of the parents are illiterates, they do not care to check 
the schoolwork of their children. They believe that their children will pass examinations at all cost 
with the hope of perpetuating examination malpractice. Many even go to the extent of blocking 
teachers and invigilators to enable their children pass. Worse still, if such teachers refuse to co-
operate, they resort to threats and fetish means. In such a situation, their children will throw their 
books to the dogs, waiting to pass without hard work. Such students are bound to fail. 
 

In some situation students under parental pressure or expectations choose subjects, which they 
cannot cope with. This is because they do not avail themselves the opportunity of guidance and 
counseling services in their schools. Imposed wrong career choice by parents on their children can 
have devastating effect on students’ performance in public examinations. 
 
ii) Students 

Failures in public examinations have been blamed on the decadent nature of our children. 
Most students spend the bulk of their time on cult activities, drinking, smoking and other vices. This 
category of students eventually graduates into careers of crime. In the present circumstance, 
gangsterism and cultism have extended their bounds beyond the tertiary institutions. Secondary and 
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even senior primary school students across our villages and towns have been co-opted into various 
cult groups. 
 

Their pre-occupation in gangsterism and cultism have eventually made them to develop a 
great deal of learning deficiencies. Their hope of bribing and intimidating their teachers / lectures to 
make them pass, inform their ill preparedness for their examinations and their resultant failures. There 
is a growing cult of students who are in the universities against their personal wishes and aspirations 
for two reasons, to satisfy their parents’ ego and perhaps to prove a point that anything can be bought 
in Nigeria, including university certificates. These students are driven by the epicurean philosophy, 
eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow we shall be no more. Nigeria’s educational train, to this effect 
has derailed and indeed has led to the fallen standard of education, which has been attributed to be one 
of the causes of mass failures in public examinations. 
 
iii) Society 
         The high rates of failures in public examinations have also been blamed on the integrity of the 
society. The malfunctioning nature of school in our society is the result of the soiled rubrics and 
milieu of the society in which the schools exists. The nature of the evolving values in the society is 
the result of the fundamental role of indiscipline, which is being propagated by members of the 
society. Some communities brazenly stage public launching to raise  “comfort” and examination 
funds” with which to finance examination malpractice for their wards. (Onyechere, 1998). In the same 
vein, some miscreants in the guise of community youth leaders resort to intimidation of 
teachers/lecturers in their domain in order to cover up any act of indiscipline among their student 
girlfriends or relations. When students fail teachers are held liable, even the students are not ready 
because they hope that the community will come to their rescue. The result of these efforts by the 
communities is unserious ness on the part of the students who are hopeful that come what may, 
examination success is guaranteed. In the event that such arrangement backfires, the resultant effect 
becomes mass failure on the part of the students concerned. This is the terrible consequence of 
corruption, disregard for educational standards and casual approach to educational matters. All these   
are a reflection of society’s social values one of which is that possession of educational certificate is 
more important than the process of schooling. 
 
iv) Government 

Government both at the federal level and state levels and their agencies are also to blame for 
the mass failure in the public examinations. The inspectorate division both the state and federal 
ministries of education no longer send staff to their monitoring units to inspect schools so as to 
ascertain the state of infrastructures and teaching. In most secondary schools, classrooms are overfull 
with students’ population and government no longer cares for the provision of adequate classroom for 
congenial learning. Most of these schools lack teaching and learning facilities. Many do not have 
laboratories. Some that have do not have facilities and equipment, yet they teach science subjects. The 
absence of these essentials for teaching- learning hampers performance of students in public 
examinations. Students for instance, can not absorb and retain what they are learning in an 
overcrowded classroom or in a laboratory without the requisite facilities and equipment to aid their 
practical knowledge in science concepts. On the other hand, where there is no adequate supervision of 
teaching the efficiency and effectiveness of teachers will be in doubt. This has led to nonchalance and 
lack dedication on the part of the teachers. The resultant effect of this is the inability of the teachers to 
cover the syllabus before examination and this has always hampered students’ performance in public 
examinations. The consequence of this is failure on the part of the students.  
 
v) Teachers and Principals 

As major operators in the school system, teachers, generally have failed the nation for the 
purpose for which they were trained. Their behaviours and life’s manifestations are no longer 
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complimentary to the fostering of the attainment of the expected ideals of teacher education and the 
desire for achievement and self-improvement of students both at school and later life. 
 

The principals as the chief executives with the teachers as the operative line managers who 
are expected to raise future generations of well adjusted adults in the society have become inept in 
their functions in the present circumstance. Principals have become alienated from the happenings in 
their schools. Most principals are now pre-occupied with their private business running- setting up 
private schools, establishing mini-shops and even politicking. Very few of them find enough time to 
coordinate academic activities and supervise teachers under them in their routine dispensation of 
instructional preparation and delivery. In short, some of them do not create the conducive enabling 
environment for academic excellence for their teachers and students alike. Most of them perpetrate 
corruption in the schools. Some are experts at blocking invigilators and supervisors during public 
examinations. This attitude has dampened reading culture among students and has fostered unserious 
ness among them. Some principals also embezzle the examination enrolment fees of some students, 
thereby making it impossible for them to sit for such examination. The resultant effect of the 
principals’ attitude would be failure on the part of the students who are not allowed to sit for the 
examination. 
 

The laissez- faire attitudes of the principals have made many teachers not to take their jobs 
seriously. Most teachers take pride to involve in private business at the expense of the students they 
are teaching. Students are seen loitering the streets during school hours like sheep without shepherd. 
The eventual consequence of this is the low level of seriousness in the students and the resultant 
failure in their examination. Teachers at lower level of our education system, like their counterparts at 
the tertiary level, have unfortunately caught the virus that has eaten deep into the social fabric of our 
society. Students buy marks and indeed the entire services provided by lecturers and teachers. The 
recently concluded First School Leaving Certificate Examinations (5th July, 2008) in Delta State is a 
case in point. In this examination, pupils paid some token amounts to the various school authorities 
that collaborated with their teachers to be dictating answers to them (the pupils) during the 
examination. This attitude has engendered unseriousness in the students and an eventual none 
performance at public examinations especially when such assistance did not come due to tight 
security effort by other examination agents. 
 
Conclusion and Recommendations  
In this discourse, it is observed that:  

The high rates of failure by students in public examinations are products of the indiscipline 
problems that have pervaded our society for so long.  By and large schools and teachers as major 
operators in the educative process have failed in the ideals and purpose for which they were 
established and trained respectively. 
 

The quality of some the products of our schools today  are set of misfits in the society as they 
have failed to achieve the goal of secondary education which states among others that education 
should inspire in the students a desire for self-achievement and improvement both at school and in 
later life. 
 

The high rates of failure in the public examinations are therefore, not in consonance with the 
objective of secondary education while blaming the other variables in our society, the teachers should 
be called to caution because they are the major operators in the educative process. 
It is therefore recommended that: 
Teacher should adopt and adhere strictly to the ethics of the teaching profession and also observe the 
general goals of education as enshrined in the National Policy on Education (FRN, 2004).   School 
authorities and teachers in particular, should endeavour to engage in adequate and thorough 
implementation of credible examination procedures that will contribute greatly to the validity of the 
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results and certificates issued by such examination bodies. Above all, the decadent nature of these 
forces behind the high rate of failures in the public examinations in our society can be reversed and 
further enhanced through the adoption and demonstration of ethically stable behaviour by the 
populace.  
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