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ABSTRACT

Standard could be described as an established model of what is right, which everybody is expected to follow in a practice or an art. There are laid-down steps for the development of standardised test items by any organization conducting standardised test such as the National Examinations Council [NECO]. The standard procedure when followed ensures that the items so developed elicit scores that possess adequate psychometric properties that are not only reliable but also valid and usable. The standard procedures for the development of standardised test items starting from the appointment of item-writers to actual item construction to trial testing and item-banking available in reputable texts and journals is expected to be followed by all standardised testing bodies including NECO.


This paper attempts to investigate the procedures that NECO follows in the development of test items for the various subjects she examines. The paper goes further to appraise the adequacy of the procedures and the impeding factors to the maintenance of standards in the procedures for the development of valid and reliable test items for the Senior Secondary School Examination (SSCE) in Nigeria.

The study found that NECO follows the general practice regarded as standard by most examination bodies in the development of test items it administers. Challenges facing the examination body in the sustenance of the process of test development boarders on security, which is chiefly a function of availability of fund.

Introduction 


Standards have been described by many authors (e.g. Mhonta, Sihlabela & Gamedze, 2004) as an established model of what is right, which everybody is expected to follow in the practice of an art. It is a common language in almost all facets of life guiding activities that are regarded as following the norm or required process. The test development process of any standardised or high stake test (Hopkins, 1998) such as the Nigeria’s Senior School Certificate Examination (SSCE) is faced, with ‘assessment challenge’ (Broadfoot, 2002). The challenges are to be tackled to ensure that the items being employed in the testing process are valid, reliable and free from all kinds of bias. When these three issues are sufficiently catered for then, the items so developed could be said to be capable of carrying out the function for which it is designed (i.e. capable of eliciting responses that will assist the examiners in taking the right decision about the candidates). Knowing fully well that the reasons for high stake examination is the taking of decision on the certification candidates (The World Bank Group, 2002) enough care has to be taken in order not to administer defective items on the candidates. 


The SSCE in Nigeria is a high stake examination administered on those completing their Senior Secondary School at the end of the third year (Federal Republic of Nigeria (FRN), 2004 Edition). Two examination bodies are conducting this examination: The National Examinations Council (NECO) and the West African Examinations Council (WAEC) as quoted from Ojerinde (2004):

“… the National Examinations Council (NECO) (Establishment) Act, 2002 modified ‘original mandate of NECO by providing for both WAEC and NECO conducting SSCE for both school-based and private candidates” (p. 433).


The Federal Government of Nigeria had in 1999 given the conduct of school-based SSCE to NECO but later in 2002 ordered that both NECO and WAEC should conduct the SSCE for both school-based and private candidates. This is to create the chance for the candidates to make a choice whether to sit for NECO’s version of the SSCE or the WAEC’s version. NECO was formed in 1999 from the transformed National Board for Educational Measurement (NBEM), which had been conducting the Junior Secondary Certificate Examination since 1992 (NECO, 1999).

The certificates issued to candidates are used for job or paid employment (into junior staff cadres such as clerical officers) or as basis for admission to higher educational institutions such as the College of Education, Polytechnic or University. The emphasis on the quality of generating the items being used for the conduct of this examination is as a result of its importance to the not the secondary school leavers but also to employers and institutions of higher learning. 

The processes for constructing items for use in assessment have been sufficiently explained in literature by authors (e.g. Ughamadu Onwuegbu & Osunde, 1991; Thorndike & Hagen, 1977; Hopkins, 1998 and Popham, 2002). They all agreed that high stakes examinations (such as the SSCE) differ from school-based assessments in terms of the process of its development and administration. In generating items for standardised (examinations such as the SSCE), item writers are identified in the different subject areas by the subject officers in charge of each subject and are commissioned by examining bodies. These subject officers then provide the direction for the item writers concerning the type and extent of items they are expected to generate. On submitting the items by the commissioned writers, the items are then for relevance to the national curriculum and the syllabi before they are prepared for trial testing. This procedure appears to be universal; The West African Examinations Council (WAEC), Republic of South Africa, (1999) just as the corporate bodies across international boundaries adopt the same procedure. 

One major challenge which examination bodies face is that of maintenance of standards (Ughamadu et. al. 1991 and Okpala, Onocha & Oyedeji, 1993) they are all aware of this. That is perhaps the reason why the examining bodies expend lots of efforts aimed at protecting the sanctity of the questions right from the item construction (Hopkins, 1998) stage to the release of candidates’ results. Standards here include but not restricted to the:

(a) development of items that will be based on common school objectives as provided for in the curriculum for each subject (as against the teachers classroom/lesson objectives). In Nigeria, the body that is responsible for the development of curriculum for primary and secondary schools is the Nigeria Educational Research and Development Council (NERDC). This body in collaboration with other stakeholders develops, review and update (to meet current challenges) the curricula for the primary and post-primary school subjects. In addition, the body reviews and updates the National Policy on Education (NPE) first published in 1977 with three other revised editions in 1981 (2nd Edition) 1998 (3rd Edition) and 2004 (4th Edition). It is the responsibility of the examining bodies in Nigeria to follow the curriculum prepared for each subject (through the syllabi prepared by the bodies) within the dictates of the NPE (2004 Edition) in their test development activities. Not only will this ensure high content validity for the examinations, but also a guarantee that what is expected to be tested at a particular level of schooling is what is actually being tested;

(b) assurance of content validity through the use of carefully constructed table of specification, (NECO, 2002). For example, NECO (2002) published a document for the training of teachers selected as item writers. In the document, the Council presents the meaning and types of tests; and the formats to be adopted for the Council’s examinations were explained. The basic principles of test construction were presented. The document explained the meaning of table of specification; it’s importance and procedures for its construction. Sufficient explanations were made on how to construct good essay and objective test (Popham, 2002) items;

(c) security of the questions submitted by item writers to prevent any form of leakage or fore-knowledge (Oloyede, 2004). The issue of security is of great concern to most examination bodies the world over (The World Bank Group, 2002). This is because most examinations conducted by public examination bodies are high stakes exams used in securing admission into institutions of higher learning and/or ‘meal ticket’ (Ezeigwe, undated; The World Bank Group, 2002). Thus, an examination so important in taking vital decision that is as important as that of certification for admission to school or job/employment should make use of items that meet both the theoretical and national standard. Such items must be well protected from any form of leakage or fore knowledge. It has been established in literature (e.g. Ojerinde, 2004; Oloyede, 2004) that examination malpractice is a common phenomenon in our educational system. This problem is not restricted to Nigeria alone, it extends beyond the shores of the country. For example, the government of South Africa (1999) in the National Policy on the Conduct of the Senior Certificate Examinations (Annexure G) highlighted in clear terms, what constitute examination irregularities as well as ways of dealing with each case. This is in realization of the common – knowledge fact that irregularities in the form of cheating and examination malpractice are common at all the levels of schooling;

(d) assurance of good and acceptable psychometric properties of the items to be administered (Hopkins, 1998 and Popham, 2002). This is one of the reasons why teacher – made tests differ from standardised tests (Ughamadu et. al. 1991). The issue of test item’s psychometric properties (Hopkins, 1998; Afolabi & Adewolu, 1999; Popham, 2002 and Taylor, 2005) is one which most examining bodies take very seriously, unlike the constructors of teacher-made classroom achievement (class/subject teacher) tests  (Popham, 2002) that have little or no concern at all for item’s psychometric properties. 

This paper therefore investigated the procedures that NECO follows in the development of tests items for the various school subjects being examined by it (see NECO, 2004); the adequacy of the procedures and the impeding factors to the maintenance of good standards. The reason for this is borne out of the fact that the examining body is still young in the business of conducting SSCE (five years old) although the body has been conducting the Junior Secondary Certificate Examination (JSCE) in Nigeria since 1992 (NECO, 1999). There is dearth of literature evidence on the procedures the body employs in item generation for the SSCE it conducts. This is one of the main reasons for the current investigation.

Method 


The process of ensuring standards in the test development process of NECO was investigated through two main ways. The first is through literature search in the library of the Council (with kind permission) and the second, via a short free response questionnaire requesting respondents to outline the procedures for keeping standard at SSCE test items development. Participants were drawn from the Departments of the Test Development and Monitoring, Accreditation and External Examinations of the Council. Twelve Examination Officers (six form each Department) consisting six males and six females with mean age of 43 years i.e. [(50 + 50 +53 +53 + 46 + 40 + 40 + 33 + 33 + 36 + 36)/12] years responded to the items on the questionnaire. The questionnaire contains twelve items in question form requesting information on who generates the test items for the various subjects that the Council examines, how the items are reviewed and the challenges militating against the maintenance of standard in the process of test development for by NECO.

Test Development as Evidenced by Literature


Literature search on the library of the examination body under study revealed that there are three main documents relating to test development. These are (a) Guide to multiple choice item writing (unpublished) and (b) Guide to Essay item construction,


In the first document, the various stages involved in test item construction were described. The basic principles guiding test construction were explained and explanation was also given on essay and objective item types (as well as their various types). The importance of the National Curriculum as well as the Syllabus published for each subject was also emphasized. Readers are also introduced to the art of constructing test blueprint (Hopkins, 1998 and Popham, 2002) and how they could adopt it for item construction in a particular subject area. The second and the third guides explained (in greater details) the methods for constructing essay and objective items. It was observed that these documents (through not published for public consumption are very good guides for item writer especially those who are not knowledgeable enough on assessment matters (Fair Test Examiner, 1999 and Adewolu 2002). The documents are judged (by the authors researchers) very good as any trained teacher who read through will find them very useful.


Responses from the questionnaire showed that practicing teachers are selected as commissioned items writers as reported by all the 12 respondents. These item – writers are selected through the assistance of the Ministry of Education (MOE) form all the 36 states of the federation and the Federal Capital Territory (FCT). The item writers are then invited for item-generation workshop (see appendix for a sample copy). During the workshop, the processes of item generation are discussed and participants are made to construct sample items that will be assessed by all the participants. At the end of the workshop, the commissioned item writers then go back and generate the prescribed number and types of items that will then be mailed back to the council. 


From the submissions of the respondents to the questionnaire used, Officers of the quality control units of the two Departments in collaboration with the subject officers then subject the items to initial editing, moderation and finally typesetting in readiness for trial – testing. One of such exercise for a set of 50 Mathematics items conducted on 2000 students of Senior Secondary School Students in 2002 yielded a final version with 43 items. The 43 so retained after analysis (Popham 2002) yielded an average Difficulty (P) value of 0.58 and mean Discrimination (D) index of 0.92. This according to support from literature (e.g. Kerlinger, 1986) are good enough qualities for properly constructed test items. In terms of the plausibility of the distracters for the test result examined, no single option for all the retained 43 items was selected by less than 5% of the candidates while the key to each of the items in the test were well balanced (ten for each option prior to the trial – testing) among the five options (A – E) provided. After the trial-testing, Option A was made key 7 times (16.28%), (options B, C, D and E were each made key 9 times (20.93%). This supports what Ellsworth, Dunnell & Duel (1990, cited in Taylor, 2005) reported that balancing the key among the alternatives provided in multiple choice tests is a ‘desirable quality’ (p. 2). The final versions of such items are kept in item banks and on the highly restricted computer files in the council.

The Challenges


The twelve officers were asked to list five most serious challenges facing the maintenance of standards in test development. Upon frequency count, six factors were listed by 66.66% of them and these factors are those bordering on late or zero response from item-writers, defective (i.e. poorly – written) test items from item-writers, huge financial requirement. For carrying out trial testing, rigours and time involved in item analyses and the attendant deletion and/or moderation of items that follows; problem of securing the consent of the school administration of centres designated for trial-testing and finally the stress of pooling and sampling of items from the item banks.


However, in terms of security, finance is the strongest of all the factors listed. Public examinations are very expensive to conduct (The World Bank Group, 2002), and huge financial resources are required in hiring of permanent staff as well as ad-hoc staff (e.g. item writers, centre supervisors and examiners) for marking. All these are apart from the huge volume of stationeries examining bodies utilize. Paucity of finance manifests in many inadequacies in the functioning of human and material resources. 

Conclusion 


It could be posited that the bulk of the challenges NECO and similar organisations face in their quest for good items is the availability of funds. When sufficient fund is available, adequate number of permanent and ad-hoc personnel could be engaged; movable and other immovable facilities could be provided. When fund is available, attractive honorarium could be paid item-writers and other personnels to encourage them to put in their best and keep the confidentiality of such items they have at one stage or the other worked upon.
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