TRADITIONAL EXAMINATION SYSTEM IN NIGERIA: THE NEED
FOR ITS REVISION TO ATTAIN QUALITY OF EDUCATION

Fidelis Ejar Bessong

Cross River State College of Education,
Akamkpa.

Vbana Arikpo Ubana

Cross River State College of Education,
Akamkpa.

And

David Ekpeyong Udo

Cross River State College of Education,
Akamkpa.

Abstract

This paper begins by narrating the short-comings of the traditional
examination system used almost exclusively for purposes of admission and its
subsequent effects on students’ life styles and career choices.

Thus, the paper suggests greater emphasis on the use of “continuous
Assessment”, with its various functions, as a more practical and reliable
instrument. It goes further to describe the advantages and limitations of
continuous assessment. To make the method useful and meaningful, the paper
recommends the “course credit” and the “grade point average” systems for
easy computation and interpretation of students’ grades. To clarify these terms,
tables, showing sample report cards and grade point averages are provided. It
concludes by emphasizing that if continuous assessment is given the needed
priority, it is more responsive to the needs of the contemporary Nigerian
Society as it is more conducive to an environment animated by a zeal for
learning than the single, final examinations.

Historically, traditional examination system has served a number of functions.
One of its major functions, for example, has been to weed out those students who were
not to secure admission from primary to secondary schools or proceed from the
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secondary school to institutions of higher learning. Except for a few instances, the
majority of states in Nigeria have used the National Common Entrance Examination as a
device for screening primary school pupils for secondary education. The basic purpose
of secondary school education, itself, has turned out to be a preparation for either the
West African School Certificate or the General Certificate of Education Examination at
both ordinary and advanced levels. As a result, much through and energy have been
directed to categorizing students for University education with the majority of them still
falling by the way-side.

Under such circumstances, the very purpose of schooling is undermined by an
inordinate desire to pass certain prescribed examinations, which does not make for
functional and meaningful education for livelihood. Our system has become a case-
study in which traditional examinations form the principal method of assessing students’
achievement, passing tests takes priority over learning, and memorizing over reasoning
or critical and creative thinking. Worse still, the school system is oriented more towards
the past than to the future in which students are taught to cope with the school
requirement rather than with situations they would probably encounter in later life.
Being faced with these negative features, the question remains as to whether or not
educational decision-makers will continue to rely so heavily on traditional approaches to
this aspect of our educational development, divorced from local and contemporary
socio-economic realities.

It is a fact that the results of important examinations like the WAEC
examinations, are usually used for the promotion or recognition of certain secondary
school principals. Under such circumstances, one wonders if the desire to pass these
examinations has not taken precedence over the class teacher’s normal method of
approach and resourcefulness as well as students’ interests, aspirations and meaningful
learning experiences.

Need for a Change

It might be argued that the traditional examination system can provide data other
than mere personal opinion for justifiably eliminating certain groups of students from
further training or for employment purposes. Yet, the effects of the narrowness, the
unreliability and the negative effects of the traditional examinations on the nation’s
educational system cannot be over-looked. Important among the short-comings of this
system is its concentration on the cognitive development of students with little or no
reference to the affective aspects of the lives and progress. Other limitations of the
traditional examinations, for measuring precisely and fairly the academic ability of
students, become increasingly apparent as deeper knowledge is gained of the grounds
and dimensions of such ability to the sources and degree of error that can go into its
measurement. The current trends in education towards individualized instruction, project
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method, independent study, and an emphasis on discovery rather than memorization in
the learning process, accentuated further the limited capacity to the traditional
examination system to cover all areas of student’s mastery of a subject. Even
refinement in traditional examination techniques are not likely to bridge the gap between
the students characteristics that are describable and measureable by examinations.
Awareness and sensitively to the actual consequences of the present examination system
are necessary for rescuing thousands of Nigerian youths whose aspirations, educational
goals and personal destinies are either enhanced or dampened by the system.

As a result of the magnitude of these problems and because of their pressing
intrusion into the minds and consciences of most Nigerian intellectuals, articles on these
problems are making front page headlines in the nation’s dailies as never before
important such headlines are:

1. Nigeria sinks in examination results (Ike 1977:1629).

2. Post-primary admissions: students frown at the existing quota system (Edogbo
1978:3).

Admission fraud in schools? (Nigerian Herald 1978, P. 12);

JAMB lIssue at Stake (New Nigerian Editorial 1979, P. 1)

JAMB’s Difficulties (Adesina 1979, P.3)

JAMB Exam. Unnecessary (Ike 1979, P. 16)

WAEC to hand-over examinations (Nigerian Herald 1979, P. 5); and so forth.

Nookw

Indeed, one can make a longer catalogue of various negative remarks about
events relating to the nation’s examination system at various levels. As evident in the
sources cited, the problems include low moral and decline in the number of students
passing important examinations; ineffective handling of examination scripts,
unnecessary delays or non-release of examination results; and various other examination
and admission malpractices. For example, a case has been made that the percentage of
Nigerian candidates who passed the WAEC Examination dropped from 94.3 in 1974 to
42.04 in 1976 (lke 1977, P. 1629; and at the National Council on Education, held at
llorin in March 1979, there was a decision to the effect that the WAEC will cease to
conduct a number of examinations (Folagbade 1979:148).

In fact, when one realizes such additional problems as examination leakages and
certificate forgeries, a reasonable supplementary measure might seem proper and timely.
Careful analysis and understanding of these problems are also crucial if any proposed
solution is to redress the old and make effective and positive contribution of the needs to
the individual and the society at large.

Therefore, it seems necessary to find additional means of description and
assessment which will only not include periodic tests but marks from essays and project-
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reports, reports of observations, interviews, students’ home-background, academic and
health records, and cumulative records, under the term “Continuous Assessment”. This
is to say that the Common Entrance Examinations or a single final examination, for
example, will cease to have meaning as the only test for selection for secondary or
university education except as a partial evaluation measure and for purposes of
educational counseling, research and standardization.

Continuous Assessment

For a meaningfulness and productive evaluative technique, besides the
traditional examination system, the ‘Continuous Assessment’ with its various aspects,
can serve as a viable instrument. In the National Policy on Education in Nigeria, the
assessment of students’ work based on a single final examination, has been described as
no longer tenable (Federal Republic of Nigeria 2004, p. 27). The statement emphasizes
the need for continuous assessment based on a variety of methods. However, the
National Policy on Education does not deal with the details and the procedures towards
planning, organization and implementation of this new approach. For this reason, this
paper focuses on the workability of the system as a viable supplement to the traditional
examination system.

Continuous Assessment is a systematic evaluation of each student’s workand
progress over a specific period of time. To be valid and reliable, such assessment must
cover all the major objectives of any particular course or subject. It is an act of
evaluation which continues throughout the teacher’s teaching and students’ learning
experiences. It is an essential and continuous phase of helping individual learners
towards the achievement of stated and unstated educational outcomes.

The following research questions were proposed to direct, guide and sharpen the
focus of the study:

When does assessment occur?

How much of learning or progress can be assessed?

Who are to be involved in assessing student’s learning and progress?

What are the important techniques of assessment?

How can students’ progress or grades be meaningfully and simply interpreted?

agrwnE

To many, perhaps most students, it has become generally accepted that the only
time an assessment takes place is during the final examination periods (Alexander and
Halverson 1957:396). Students are to be aware that assessments occur every time a
judgement is made concerning their progress and achievements. In modern teaching and
learning theory, assessment is understood as a continuous process which is taking place
simultaneously with learning activities. This is different from formal assessment which
is held when examinations are given, graded and results considered for appraising
experience. Assessment is to be viewed as a broadly comprehensive process. Describing
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continuous assessment, in Inlow’s term, it begins as early as the first day of teaching and
learning experiences and terminates only at the completion of a course of study, a term,
a semester, a session, and/or when a student graduates from an institution (Inlow
1970:307). He further states that it focuses on individuals as well as groups, and
embraces a broad scope of the goals and processes of learning. As such, a well-planned
assessment projects across the spectrum of the cognitive, the affective and the psycho-
motor domains. Unlike the traditional examination system, continuous assessment
stands as an important and inseparable part of educational process in all its many
manifestations.

Contrary to the traditional belief that the main source of information about
students’ progress must necessarily reside in the records and transcripts of their
academic grades, these provide a very inadequate basis for a meaningful assessment
without other sources of information (Alexander and Halverson 1957:394). They
maintain that it must be realized that every individual who is concerned with the
teaching-learning process is continually assessing students’ progress. In practice, only
the grades of an external body responsible for examining students or, sometimes, their
class teacher’s marks are considered adequate for student’s ranking, promotion and even
planning and helping individual learner. An effective assessment, capable of producing
positive results, should involve the use of all possible sources of evaluative evidence and
based on a co-operative process among, teachers, students, principals, counselors and
parents.

Purposes of Assessment

The basic purpose of continues assessment is integral to both teaching and
learning experience. Its broad function, as contrasted with the more narrow process of
traditional examination system, leads students to greater awareness and understanding of
their capabilities and provides incentives for fundamental improvement. The assumption
that slower learners might become discouraged and less motivated under this system
seems to have no basis. For examples, a meaningful assessment constantly keeps
students within a realistic view of their self-image; the level of their academic and
physical abilities; and an analytical understanding of their learning disabilities whereby
they can play to reduce their weaknesses and improve progressively.

In support of this claim, Edogbo 1978:3 and William lke 1979:10 assert that as a
teacher makes continuous appraisals of his pupils each of them is able to appraise his
own strengths and weaknesses realistically (Gayles ed. 1973, pp. 366 - 380). They go
further to outline what they consider to be the purposes of continuous assessment which
are summarized as follows:
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1.  That it gives teachers insight into their instructional effectiveness because each
time they assess their students they are also directly or indirectly assessing
themselves.

2. That it enables students to becomes self-directing and to appraise their strengths
and weaknesses realistically as they keep abrest of the progress they are making in
learning.

3. That it provides objective data needed for reporting progress and upon which to
base selected educational decisions.

4.  That it enables parents to be aware of the progress their children are making not
only in academic performances but also in social and physical developments.

5.  That it provides the professional of education, prospective employer and other
interested social groups with an overview of the quality of each student’s overall
performance.

Resounding as these purposes might be the ultimate usefulness and success of
any form of continuous assessment depend upon the actual use of the results as guides in
education decision-making. One assumes that teachers and other evaluators should be
able to interpret the results of such appraisals and discuss their implications for
curricula, text-books and classroom instruction.

Limitations

It will be fool-hardly and unrealistic to assume that continuous assessment has
no short-comings. For example, Inlow might be correct when he states that such elusive
assumption as “what can be taught can be assessed” could be misleading except in cases
where the assessment relates to the cognitive tangibles of learning experiences such as
places, dates, episodes and statistics (Inlow 1970, pp. 302 - 303). He maintains too that
difficulties may be experienced in an effort to assess such learning intangibles as those
pertaining to affective domain such as feelings, social behavior, reflective thinking and
creativity. Another area of concern is the fallibility of the evaluator which may hinder
their assessments from being accurate. It is Inlow’s contention that various methods of
assessment as the essay test, the project method, and informal observation may be
patently subjective and fall-short of what can be considered the standards of exactness.

Even though its standards are not always distinct and those who carry out its
many functions are admittedly fallible, it should be reiterated that the merits of the
continuous assessment tend to outweigh those of the traditional examination system or
are at least comparable. Its comprehensiveness and various sources of information and
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data collecting make the new approach all-embracing and more reliable than the
traditional method.

In his own view (Edward 2006:199), maintains that in countries where
examination results are highly regarded and determine a pupil’s future career,
examinations hold an important place in school work and are great incentives to pupils.
He concludes, however, that one should realize that a careful continuous assessment
throughout a pupils’ school life is a more reliable indication of ability than the result of
an examination at the end of it. He goes further to cite various hurdles and unpredictable
nature of examinations which can make them unreliable and unfair to students.

Non-Testing Methods

The solutions to the present examination dominated curriculum and student’s
progress appear to lie in the opening up of new forms of evaluative devices along with
final tests or examinations. The twin roles of traditional examinations, as models and
pace setters for what is taught and learnt in schools: and as measurements for assessing
the proficiency of the individual students, are much less compatible than they appear on
the surface. With the increasing premium placed on effective teaching and learning, and
on reasonably accurate measurement, it seems unrealistic to expect the traditional
system, all by itself, to bear the major responsibility for both functions.

Conclusion

It now seems as if the problems being discussed so far in this paper; and as they
affect the nation’s examination system, appear to be more than what educators can cope
effectively with. This is why a number of vital issues and difficulties with which
educators should be concerned and for which immediate and long-range programmes
should be developed had been the focus of the paper. Unless well-meaning educators
and lay citizens become deeply involved, it is doubtful if the aspirations of the public,
the government, the universities of the school personnel themselves for the educational
system can be met realistically. That is without teachers capable of substantial
educational leadership within the school itself and who are ready to face the new
challenge squarely, the hope and aspirations of the nation’s students will continue to be
short-changed.

It is significant to note the writer’s conviction that this paper serves as a partial
contribution to the call made in the National Policy on Education when it states;
(National Policy on Education 2004:27) that:

“The existing practice in most of our institutions of learning of basing the
assessment of students’ work one final examination and on one type only is no
longer tenable. Continuous assessment based on a variety of evaluation
techniques should be henceforth adopted, and there should be some means of
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ensuring some common national standards both in the areas of public
examinations as well as in the internal ones”.

A major factor, one may argue, which should be regarded as vital towards
solving examination and admission problems and malpractices, is the establishment of
more post-primary institutions including Colleges of Technologies (Communities
Colleges) and Universities throughout the country. Incidentally, the core of these
problems being discussed has been lack of adequate institutions of higher learning for
prospective or qualified candidates. In fact, it is one thing to have the best method of
evaluation, devoid of fraud or malpractices, but it is quite another to have spaces or
institutions to absorb all qualified candidates. Therefore, unless local, state and federal
arms of the government step up the momentum for establishing such institutions in
sufficient numbers with emphasis on training or employing comparable number of
teachers, the nation’s admission problems will be compounded when the U.P.E.
graduates will be ready for comprehensive secondary education in the early years of the
present decade. It is hoped that all that has been written will go a long way towards
remedying a remarkable range of the nation’s educational and social problems.

Recommendations

In view of the almost insurmountable difficulties in arriving at adequate and
acceptable criteria for selecting students for post-primary and higher education, the
following are hereby recommended:

1. That students’ final placement, at the end of the semester or at the completion of a
specified training, be based on 50% for continuous assessment and 50% for final
examinations. Though the continuous assessment seems to have an edge over the
traditional examinations in matters of validity and relevance to both teaching and
learning experiences, this decision is taken because the former is still experimental
and when its techniques are mastered it could change in its favour.

2. That a letter grade be used in continuous assessment because it is more flexible for
assessing both cognitive and affective domains. It also forms the basis for
formulating and computing students’ grade point averages.

3. That each students’ GPA be used for admission purposes, scholarship awards,
and/or recommendations for selecting students to undergo remedial courses.

4.  That all the nation’s post-primary institutions be changed to the semester system
to reflect the changes currently taking place in the universities.
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5.  That these recommendations be nationally practiced or implemented so that
students transferring from one state to the other may not present so much
unresolved problems.

6. That in order to communicate these ideas meaningful, periodic workshops,
refresher courses, and seminars be arranged.

It is significant to stress that the 50% continuous assessment will become more
appropriate and relevant when the recommendations in the National Policy on Education
in Nigeria has become a reality.
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