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THE GOOD OLD TESTING CULTURE: TOWARDS A PARADIGM SHIFT IN NIGERIAN SCHOOLS

The ‘conventional’ testing culture which most Nigerian teachers and public examination bodies inherited from the British system (via colonisation) is such that emphasised the measure of what the learner can do after exposing him or her to a learning activity. The system is also the type that tests an accumulated body of instruction, which hardly gives room for learning improvement and remediation. Evidence from literature showed that this method is becoming less popular by the day among test experts and educational systems the world over. 

This paper attempts to appraise the possibility of effecting a change in practice of testing from the inherited ‘almighty’ system to a more flexible, learner-friendly one. It also attempts to identify the actions necessary for the sustenance of a testing culture that will genuinely be for aiding and improving learning.

Introduction

In the school system, test is regarded as an instrument that helps in detecting the extent of presence of a trait or variable of interest. These traits could be in the form of ability, personality, attitude or intelligence (Thorndike and Hagen, 1977). It is expected to serve many functions in the school context including admission and placement to a programme or level of schooling, detecting student’s areas of strength and weaknesses in learning, taking promotion decisions, classifying students to different ability groups and evaluating the success or failure of an instructional programme or teaching method (Hopkins, 1998). All these functions become easy to perform when the test at hand have the basic qualities expected of good tests (Badmus and Omoifo, 1998). The qualities are such that will provide guarantee that the test is reliable, valid and has moderate degree of difficulty and usability (Popham, 2002). However, it is common knowledge in Nigeria and perhaps in other countries of the world that most tests that teachers (especially in secondary schools) use have no psychometric information. Evidence from literature (e.g. Alonge, 2005) showed that teachers in most schools apply test instruments in ways that are not beneficial to student’s learning. To Black and Williams (1998); Alonge (2005) and Afolabi (2005) some of the testing practices of teachers include putting emphasis on superficial learning, setting questions hurriedly for classroom uses, equating learning with cognitive activities alone, giving the impression that classroom tests are high stake activities, and over-reliance on paper and pencil tests as the only means of testing. This is one of the reasons why Faleye and Dibu-Ojerinde (2005) (like Black and William, 1998) advocated a shift in emphasis on class tests as a means of conducting assessment in the classroom to those activities that are formative in nature. 

Testing Practices in Nigeria

In Nigeria, class test is the most popular method of assessing students in the classroom (Adewolu, 2002). Incidentally, most of the test items employed in classroom assessment are teacher-made and they encourage superficial (surface level) learning (Afolabi, 2005; Alonge, 2005 and Omoifo, 2005). The items that teachers in most secondary schools use in testing require simple recall of fact, definition of terms or listing of names or points (Adewolu, 2002). Good items should make learners think deeply, analyse information, synthesise the information and based upon available rational evidence, take appropriate decision on the outcome. Testing students at the higher level of mental process would reveal some vital information, which the surface-level testing method being used by most teachers could not show (Paris, Lawton, Tuner and Roth, 1991). 

Another issue in teachers’ testing practice is the method of test item development. Most teachers prepare their items hurriedly. The items are either copied directly from a past public examination question or poorly constructed to meet the testing need of a particular time. It is evident from literature that testing in most schools in Nigeria is summative in nature (Adewolu, 2002; Afolabi, 2005 and Alonge, 2005). Formative testing is hard to find in the classrooms (Omoifo, 2005) and its absence shifts students’ mind away from learning to the idea of  “passing the examination” (as against understanding the concepts being taught). In fact, most teachers, students and parents alike put greater emphasis on public examinations rather than on actual learning (Alonge, 2005). This could be as a result of too much value attached to certificate and paper qualification in Nigeria.

The teacher, regarded as the facilitator of learning (Highet, 1950) is expected to use the outcome of his/her classroom testing for taking decisions about the success or otherwise of his/her teaching and student’s learning. Consequently, remediation is expected to follow any identified shortcoming in teaching method or students’ learning. One important fact however is that the teacher’s ability to put the outcomes of his testing into formative use will depend in part (but to a large extent) on his/her expertise (Tsui, 2004).

In a survey of teachers’ method of generating continuous assessment scores for the two public examination bodies conducting the Senior School Certificate Examination (SSCE) in Nigeria (i.e. the National Examinations Council and the West African Examination Council), Adewolu (2002) discovered that the bulk of the assessments carried out in many secondary schools in Nigeria are testing and not continuous assessment. He submitted that teachers and indeed schools use class test (the date of which would have been made known to students from the beginning of the term) to generate most of the continuous assessment scores. The implication of this is that students begin to read towards the test date with a view passing it, little or no attention is paid to learning (Afolabi, 2005). The impression created by continuous testing is that there are no equally valid and reliable assessment techniques outside test that the teacher could employ. However, the teacher could employ other techniques such as assessment for learning, performance assessment, portfolio assessment and of course, affective assessment (Popham, 2002) as against continuous testing that is widely employed.

The Nigeria’s National Policy on Education (Federal Republic of Nigeria, 2004) encourages teachers to use continuous assessment very frequently in conducting assessments in the schools. This continuous assessment (CA) is not expected to be used for the sole purpose of generating scores alone but is expected to be used in obtaining useful feedback necessary for promoting learning and ultimately improving teaching. Assessment used for obtaining feedback used for the purpose of improving students’ learning and teacher’s teaching is known as formative assessment. The outcome of every assessment activity should give the teacher insights to areas of students’ weaknesses and consequently, plan a programme of improvement. This is not a popular practice among many teachers (Faleye and Dibu-Ojerinde, 2005). Black and William (1998) submitted that the tests that teachers in the UK administer are beset with a number of shortcomings that are also similar to the Nigerian situation. Part of these is that most teachers:

i. administer tests that promote surface-level (“superficial”) learning;

ii.
emphasise quantity rather than quality of work;
iii. concentrate on the award of marks rather than passing of comments that will ensure improvement in learning;
iv. use tests to promote inter-personal competition instead of self improvement;
v. could predict each student’s score in public examinations because teacher’s testing activities are used to imitate the external exams and also;
vi. strive to get their own assessment report on students rather than caring to get previous teachers records which could help in tracing each student’s past.
Black and William also reported that the problems identified in the UK are also obtainable elsewhere (p.4). Little wonder then that similar problems were identified by Oloyede (2004); Afolabi (2005) and Alonge (2005) in Nigeria. However, some of these problems could be greatly reduced if the use of formative assessment, portfolio assessment, use of observation, oral interviews and creative assessment is promoted in our schools (Omoifo, 2005). In Nigeria, all the methods listed here are still crying for development in our schools (Russell, Qualter & McGuigan, 1995 and Faleye & Ojerinde, 2005). It is believed by many test experts that diversifying the methods of assessing students from the traditional class tests could help reduce students’ feelings of discomfort with testing, enhance students’ performance and consequently improve learning.

Conclusion

This paper would be concluded by advocating for broad-based approach to students’ assessment rather than the emphasis on conventional class tests as suggested by Adediwura (2005). It is also noteworthy to state that there is need for reorientation of many teachers to the realisation of the purposes that assessment should serve: formative rather summative role; self-improvement of students’ learning rather than inter-personal competitiveness among students and improvement of teaching method rather than mere sustenance of students’ interest during lessons. 

Thus, teachers are to be trained for the development of skills in other forms of assessment so that they could be used with little discomfort. The curricular of teachers in training need to be reviewed to cover the new areas of assessment methods. Assessment reforms may not be easy to carry out in schools without the support of government. Therefore, government should support the calls for these reforms including the curriculum of teachers-in-training on assessment-related courses so as to ensure that the old testing culture that is summative and which encourage competitiveness among students is de-emphasised.
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