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Introduction 

In the recent past, it was customary 
for personnel departments especially for 
the blue chip companies and consulting 
firms in search of staff to state that if you 
don’t have a 1st  or 2nd class upper degree, 
you need not apply.  Two reasons readily 
come to mind as explanation for that 
demand.  One, to screen off some of the 
numerous applicants that would respond.  
Two, and perhaps the most important 
reason is to ensure that they pick from 
among the best.  It would appear that 
experience which is said to be the best  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
teacher taught otherwise.  The story is told 
of one of the big three, in the Nigerian ban 
king industry which in a bid to pick the 
best, recruited the First class degree 
holders in the various disciplines they 
desired people, gave them what they 
considered a first class training too but 
rather than have outstanding performance 
in the course of the training and in the 
field, had below average performance in 
some cases.  In search of where they 
missed it, they must have stumbled on the 
fact that the first class degree may not after 
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Abstract 

Examinations have done more harm than good in our education system.  
Designed to find out how much a learner achieved in a course of study, 
examinations have become more important than learning which it seeks 
to measure to all stakeholders.  This paper is of the opinion that the 
schools concentrate on teaching and leave out assessment of how much 
learning has taken place to employers of labour who have a better 
understanding of what they want.  An education that emphasizes on 
entry requirements (preparedness), attendance, committed and qualified 
teachers and a certificate that merely states that XYZ passed through a 
course, covering a number of topics and while there had X% attendance, 
might suffice, as such unclassified certificate reminds the holder that it 
is his knowledge or skill that counts.  That way, a certificate will occupy 
its rightful place as a means to an end not an end in itself. 
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all be first class knowledge or skill as 
thereafter, they resorted to giving tests to 
virtually all degree holders. 

The truth of the matter is that the 
banks referred to above was misled.  They 
expected a first class degree holder to be a 
first class material upstairs too.  In other 
words, they equated the certificate with 
knowledge.  That is a mix up.  To equate 
certificate with knowledge is to make a 
certificate an     end in itself – that is what 
our banks did.  In reality, the certificate is 
only a means to an end.  It is only a sign 
post pointing to a direction.  That mix up 
which has received the approval of the 
entire society – the academics, the 
employers of labour, students – has driven 
our Education system down the drains.  It 
has become the bane of our education 
system. 

To equate certificate with 
knowledge or skill admits that ability to 
pass examination pre-supposes that the 
successful candidate is knowledgeable to 
the extent of his success.  There is 
however, the minority view supported by 
the bankers experience that examinations 
are not the true test of one’s knowledge.  
Since the extent of success in examination 
is taken to be the extent of knowledge 
possessed by a candidate, success in 
examinations naturally took the place of 
knowledge gained from learning.  Rather 
than learn to acquire knowledge, we have 
now changed to learning to pass 
examinations.  A case of the end justifies 
the means. 

That in the opinion of this paper, is 
how examinations, a test tool in the 
teaching and learning process has hijacked 

the place of knowledge in our education 
system with unimaginable consequences. 

The thrust of this paper therefore is 
to: 
 confirm that examinations have 

really taken the place of 
knowledge. In more specific terms, 
to show how we are now learning 
to pass examinations and no longer 
to acquire knowledge; 

 highlight the cost of that misplaced 
priority or overemphasis on 
examinations; and 

 suggest a way that could bring us 
back to learning to acquire 
knowledge and not to pass 
examinations. 

 
The Misplaced Priority 
 Designed to find out how much a 
leaner achieved in a course of study, 
examinations have become more important 
than knowledge which it seeks to measure 
to all stakeholders.  It does not take a long 
search to confirm that examinations have 
taken the place of knowledge not only in 
terms of the times allocated to them but 
also in terms of the concern and focus 
attached to each by all stakeholders – 
institutions, teachers/lecturers, students, 
parents and governments. 
 
Institutions 
 These days, it is usual for 
institutions to ask teachers to submit 
examination questions well before the 
middle of a semester.  That request is 
regardless of the grounds that had been 
covered by the teacher.  That in the 
opinion of this paper, is an indication of 
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where the institutions interest lie.  Is it not 
said that where your treasure is, is where 
your heart is?  That implies that teaches 
have to set questions from course outline 
that has not been taught.  Having set the 
examination questions, the zeal to cover as 
much of the course outline as you can, 
cannot be the same, and of course when 
time is against the teacher, he naturally, 
will tailor his teaching to what he has set 
rather than follow the course outline to be 
fair to the students. 
 
Students 
 Since the students focus is on 
examinations and certificate, many of them 
attend classes or lectures not to acquire 
knowledge but to gather marks that accrue 
to attendance.   As a teacher, you do not 
need to be observant to read from the faces 
of many students that they are not listening 
to what you have to say but merely waiting 
for your time to run out.  To some of them, 
you are wasting their time by coming for 
the lectures.  Today students’ assessment 
of an effective teacher is based on how free 
he is with marks.  You are also a good 
teacher if you can tell the students in 
advance what questions you have set for 
them.  All these are clear demonstrations 
that the focus of the students is on the 
examinations not knowledge. 
 
Parents  
 Today, parents are more inclined 
to pay for anything that relates to passing 
examinations without efforts than for 
paying for text books and other teaching 
aids that make for effective learning.  
Parents are aware why their children leave 

where they are known to where they are 
not known (miracle centers) to write the 
external examinations and they (parents) 
sponsor the venture. 
 
The Society 
 The thinking that examination is 
what students go to learn at school is even 
more so to the layman.  The old man 
seeing the students coming back from 
school at the end of the semester naturally 
asked whether the student passed or not. 
 
Governments 
 Even governments frown at 
institutions for not moving the students to 
the next class regardless of whether the 
students deserve it or not. 
 
The Consequences 
 Examinations, vital as they have 
proved to be in the teaching and learning 
process in other environments, have 
become the bane of our education system.  
Examination as a tool, is not without its 
short comings.  In particular, many 
authorities have claimed that if schools’ or 
students’ effectiveness is determined 
primarily on the basis of test scores, then 
this determination is narrow and 
impoverished (Goodlad, 1984; Creemers, 
1994; Reynolds, 1994; Rose, 1995; Stoll & 
Reynolds, 1997; Slee & Weiner, 1998; 
Freiberg, 1999) as social, moral and 
aesthetic dimensions of teaching and 
learning are completely ignored.  The 
result is failure of school to develop the 
total man – head, heart and hand – which 
according to Okafor (1988), accounts for 
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the rising tide of criminal activities across 
Nigeria.    

As early as 1988, Wirth argued 
that the increasing focus on measurable 
academic students outcomes and ignorance 
of other aspects of students development 
was an extremely negative change in 
schools that stifled the creativity of both 
teachers and students.  This overemphasis 
on testing and examinations was described 
as destructive to true learning (Wirth, 
1988). The Nigerian case is a proof that 
over emphasis on testing and examinations 
are destructive to true learning. 

 
Examination Malpractice 
 Since testing the moral aspects of 
the learner’s development is difficult to 
assess because they can not be quantified, 
examinations have failed to test the total 
man.  Our assessment of the student is 
therefore lop – sided.  As students target is 
success in the examinations, the social and 
moral aspects not covered by examination 
cannot be of interest to the students.  That 
is how today’s brilliant and skilled 
personality without conscience were 
produced (Ikwuogu, 2005).  It is little 
wonder therefore that as we moved our 
attention from acquiring knowledge to 
learning how to pass examinations, 
examination malpractice became a natural 
follow-up.  Rather than study to gain 
knowledge and succeed in exams, other 
less rigorous methods (lines of least 
resistance) were sought for to pass the 
examinations and ‘earn’ the certificates. 
Nigerians came up with strange devices for 
passing examinations. Even married 
women were known to conceal hints to 

examination questions on their laps 
knowing that the male invigilator is not 
likely to concern himself with such parts of 
her body.  Innocent babies brought into 
examination halls by their mothers were 
also used to convey such hints to 
examination halls, knowing that the 
unsuspecting invigilators would not 
contemplate it.   We can go on and on to 
enumerate the devices Nigerians have 
come up with to beat the examiners in their 
bid to earn a certificate.   

Today, examination malpractices 
has become a mouster beating the 
management of institutions and 
governments at all levels hands down.  It 
has evolved and been perfected to a point 
where the known apparatus for tracking 
down culprits have become helpless.  In 
terms of dimensions, it ranges from the 
docile/quiet practitioners represented by 
the women above on one extreme to the 
violent practitioners who would come to 
examination hall with guns, knives and 
other lethal weapons to bring down anyone 
that would hinder them from carrying out 
their nefarious activities. In between these 
extremes are those who hire some superior 
students to write the examinations for 
them.  The sad dimension of this 
unwholesome development is that it is 
being handed down to the future leaders of 
this nation. 
 
Lack –Luster Attitude to Hardwork 
 The ease of passing examinations 
and obtaining certificates through exams 
malpractice has turned it (exam 
malpractice) to a big time business and a 
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money-spinner to all kinds of operators 
which include: 
 those who sit examinations for 

others  
 invigilators who offer to dictate 

right or wrong answers to the 
ignorant students  

 teachers who hawk question 
papers ahead of examination time 
through a network of distributors. 

The success of exam malpractice in 
acquiring certificates has rendered 
hardwork and studying out-dated.  Reading 
culture has been sacrificed at the alter of 
modernity and jet age.  Only a few 
students now write projects – all you need 
is to ‘renovate’ the project cover to reflect 
a new writer and his matriculation number. 
 
Fall in Standard of Education 
 A natural fallout from those 
learning to pass examinations and not to 
acquire knowledge is a fall in the quality of 
their education and the enthronement of 
mediocrity.  The international community 
drew our attention to the fallen standard of 
our education but rather than address the 
issue, Nigerians, in turn, in defence of their 
mother land I suppose, questioned the 
quality of those criticizing it.  Today, 
Ghanaians who hold the same West 
African School Certificate can be admitted 
into institutions of higher learning across 
the globe without recourse to other tests 
but not Nigerians – courtesy examination 
malpractices.  This is happening at a time 
information technology is turning the 
world into a village and making for a free 
flow of labour. 

 You will weep to hear or share 
with some graduates of our higher 
institutions especially the colleges of 
education to whom the upbringing of the 
future leaders of this nation rest on.  How 
will our children be brought up by people 
who can not express themselves in the only 
international language, English, that we 
know?   A situation in which a teacher can 
only express herself partly in pidgin 
English and partly in her native language is 
doomed to fail simply because these 
languages are not developed and are 
therefore, limited in their ability to convey 
our thought processes.  To entrust the 
education of a nation to some of the 
graduates of our institutions is to say the 
least, a backward step. It is difficult to 
estimate the damage the decadence in our 
system of education will do to our nation 
in the next 10 – 20 years.  For all of us 
who are part of this generation of decay, 
the only basis for forgiveness is, as the 
Bible says “for we do not know what we 
are doing”. 
 Fall in the quality of our education 
reduces the chances of our children who 
desire the rosy jobs in the multinationals 
and that is happening at a time the world is 
fast moving from democracy to 
meritocracy, where power struggle is 
moving from national governments to 
control of the giant multinationals. 
 Poor standard of education will 
reduce our catch-up rate in the rapidly 
changing technologies of our time. 
 
Recommendation 
 Although the system in already 
correcting itself as we saw in the bank case 
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cited earlier which has now reverted to 
examining all degree holders and not only 
the first class stuff, there is no guarantee 
that company’s examination would not be 
corrupted before long. 
 For examinations to take their 
rightful place, every effort should be made 
to test the moral upbringing of the students 
as part of the examinations.  For instance 
moral upbringing is being tested in 
examinations when invigilators are faithful 
to the practice of subtracting, say five 
marks, from any student found cheating.  
The realization that moral upbringing 
attracts marks in examinations would 
reduce the observed vices including exam 
malpractices.  That moral upbringing 
counts would redirect students efforts to 
genuine means of passing their exams and 
in the resolution of their other challenges. 
 In the long run, to avert the above 
mentioned and many more dire 
consequences of examinations and return 
the system to “learning to acquire 
knowledge” not to pass examinations, this 
paper suggests an education system that 
emphasizes: 
(i) entry requirements (preparedness) 
(ii) attendance 
(iii) committed and qualified teachers 
(iv) a certificate that merely states that 

XYZ passed through a course 
covering …topics, and 

(v) while there had X% attendance, 
might suffice as such unclassified 
certificate reminds the holder that 
it is his knowledge or skill that 
will justify his position not 1st 
class or 2nd class upper.  That 
way, certificate will take its 

rightful place as a means to an end 
not an end in itself. 

 
Conclusions 

This paper has attempted to show 
that whereas, the place of certificates on 
their own may not be faulted, the 
examinations that give rise to them could 
be.  That raises the question whether the 
traditional and minority view that 
examination in not the true test of one’s 
knowledge is after all true.  This paper is in 
no doubt that examination result to a large 
extent, could be the true test of one’s 
knowledge.  The contention therefore is in 
the process of passing the examination, 
which determines the certificates we hold.  
It is the other options of passing the 
examinations other than acquisition of 
knowledge that renders examinations of no 
effects. 
A faulty examination, an examination that 
has not taking the rules of that game into 
consideration can not rightly be seen as an 
examination, not to mention the certificate 
derived from it.  Examinations being the 
source of the certificate speaks for the 
certificate.  If it (the examination) in 
poorly conducted and therefore deficient, 
the resulting certificate can not be 
otherwise.  The quality of our education 
and their implications on our actual life as 
we can see today, confirms Wirth (1988) 
assertion that over emphasis on 
examination is destructive to true learning.   
 

References 
Creemers, B.P.M. & Reezigt, G.J. (1999). 

The role of school and classroom 
climate in elementary school learning 

 
 
Journal of Teacher Perspective 



  

460 

environments. In H.J. Freiberg (Ed.) 
School climate: Measuring, improving 
and sustaining healthy learning 
environment environments.11-29 
London: Falmer. 

 
Freiberg, H.J. (Ed) (1999). School climate: 

Measuring, improving and sustaining 
healthy learning environment. London: 
Falmer. 

 
Goodlad, J.I. (1984). A place called school: 

Prospects for the future. New York: 
Mc Graw Hill. 

 
Ikwuogu, E. (2005). A critical study of the 

impact of the affective domain on the 
overall development of the student. 
Unpublished PGDE project work, 
Benson Idahosa University 

 
Reynolds, D; Teddlie, C., Creemers, B.P.M; 

Chong, Y.C. Dundas, B; & Green, B. 
et al (1994). In C. Leonard, S. Bourke 
& N. Schofield affecting the affective: 
Affective outcomes in the context of 
school effectiveness, school 
improvement and quality schools. 
Issues in education research. Vol.14. 

 
Rose, M. (1995). Possible lives – The 

promise of public education in 
American. New York: Penguin books. 

 
Slee, R. & Weiner, G. (1998). Introduction: 

School effectiveness for whom. In C. 
Leonard, S. Bourke & N. Schofield. 
Affecting the affective: Affective 
outcomes in the context of school 
effectiveness, school improvements 

and quality schools. Issues in 
educational research. 14. 

 
Wirth, A.G. (1988). The violation of people 

at work in schools.  Paper presented at 
the annual meeting of the American 
educational research association. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

             …The Bane of our Education System 


