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ABSTRACT

Examination malpractice includes any act that is contrary to the rule guiding the smooth conduct of a test perpetrated by an individual or group of persons within or outside the test venue. Evidence abounds in literature to support the assertion that examination malpractice is perpetrated in almost all facets of testing, the Nigeria’s Senior School Certificate Examination (SSCE) inclusive. The SSCE is a standardised summative and external examination taken at the end of the last (i.e. third) year of senior secondary schooling. The maintenance of standard in the SSCE includes but not limited to the strict observance of the rules guiding the proper development and safekeeping of the items, tamper-free distribution to the custodian centers and also, a malpractice-free administration.


This paper identifies what constitute examination malpractice in Nigeria, the incidence of examination malpractice, those involved in examination malpractice, new strategies of perpetrating examination malpractice and efforts being made to eradicate or reduce the menace. The paper also discusses the implication of examination malpractice on the establishment and maintenance of standards in the administration of the SSCE in Nigeria.


Data for the study were collected from records obtained from sources like National Examinations Council’s records, journals, newspapers, magazines and electronic sources. Suggestions aimed at reducing malpractices and enhancing good standards at the SSCE and other public examinations are offered.

Introduction 


The Senior Secondary Certificate Examination (SSCE) in Nigeria is a summative public examination being conducted by two examination bodies: The West African Examinations Council (WAEC) and the National Examinations Council (NECO). The SSCE is written at the end of the third year of Senior Secondary schooling. The examination is a standardised high stake exam (The Worldbank Group 2002), the outcome of which determines to a very great extent an individual’s chance of being admitted to a higher institution of learning or paid employment (Afolabi, 1998). This perhaps could explain the reason why candidates, schools, government at Federal and state levels, parents, employers, institutions of higher learning and other stakeholders place high premium on the very important examination. There is therefore agreement in literature that examination malpractice is perpetrated more often in standardised than during school-based examinations. This could be attributed to the apparently higher level of importance attached to the SSCE by the Nigerian society. The functions that the SSCE performs in the Nigerian society are similar to the functions of public examinations anywhere in the world. These functions include selection/admission into higher institution or course of study and Certification after the successful completion of a programme of study. (The WorldBank Group, 2002). The outcomes of public examinations like the Nigerian SSCE, also help employers in taking job placement decisions, public examinations also helps in taking decisions as vital as those to be employed into paid employments and also for taking promotion decision. 

Examination malpractices could make the undeserving candidates pass at the expense of the hardworking ones. Where such happened without anybody detecting, the validity of the examination becomes questionable (Afolabi, 1998). Too large population of candidates creates monitoring/supervision problem, which in turn gives a more relaxed atmosphere for the perpetration of malpractice on examinations.


Evidence from literature (e.g. The Punch, 29 June, 2005) revealed that cheating and other forms of examination malpractice are main subjects of discussion by many of Nigeria’s national newspapers and magazines in the recent times. The tabloids have reported widespread malpractices (especially leakages) in one of the versions of the SSCE for 2005. This has led to series of cancellation of examinations and re-scheduling of re-sit exams. 

Examination malpractice could simply be regarded as any act aimed at influencing either positively or negatively the score of a candidate or candidates in an examination (Onuka & Obialo, 2004 and The Worldbank Group, 2004). There are pre-specified rules guiding the smooth conduct of most public examinations; any breach of any of the rules with the intention of using such breach to influence the result of another person constitute malpractice. Examination malpractice is not restricted to the examination venue alone but is also perpetrated before, during or after the administration of an examination.

The outcomes of researches have also supported the statement that examination malpractices are not new phenomena (Onuka and Obialo, 2004) in Nigeria. The situation is similar elsewhere in the world (Corrigan, 1936; Horne, 1967; Bamgboye, 1978; Godfrey & Waugh, 1993; Afolabi; 1998 and Nenty, 2001). The disturbing aspect of it is that the incidence is increasing and the desperation with which the perpetrators now pursue it is worrisome. The menace started in a big way in Nigeria in 1977 when mass leakage of School Certificate questions was reported (Ashimolowo, 1997). It is widespread among candidates and has also been perpetrated by some examination officials (Ojerinde, 2004; Onuka & Obialo, 2004).

 From literature, examination malpractice has social and psychological dimensions (Godfrey, 2002). The social aspect is that boardering on the social value system. A society that emphasises paper qualification so much (at the expense of demonstrable skill) will put people under pressure to pass and this encourages cheating. Biehler (1978) submitted that almost everybody has the tendency to cheat. What then determines whether one would cheat or not will then be a combination of the level of equity and the extent to which the wealth of the society is fairly distributed (Nenty, 1996). When the society is run in an unfair manner, the tendency is for people to want to cheat their way into the circle of governance. Apart from this, the consequences meted out to those involved in cheating also determine the likelihood of some others to cheat or not to cheat. Where there were serious consequences meted out, most others will be discouraged from doing the same thing (Nenty, 1987; Ashimolowo, 1997 and Onuka & Obialo, 2004). 

Causes of examination malpractice includes but not restricted to the factors discussed below:

Inadequate preparation by students and teachers often make it difficult for candidates to be honest during tests and examinations. In a situation whereby teachers do not teach well and their students also do not study well or make effort to read more than what their teacher taught them, students knowledge will be limited to only those things which the teacher was able to cover. The students then result to cheating in other to avoid failure. 

Mass promotion of either teachers or students is another cause of cheating in our schools (Oloyede, 2004). This system encourages mediocrity in that teachers who are not competent to handle a particular class are likely to find themselves there and the result is teaching towards examination. In like manner, students that do not deserve to be promoted to the next class, when promoted, will likely result to cheating during tests or examinations. The reason is that he/she does not possess the requisite academic ability to cope with the challenges of the class.

Poor infrastructure development in schools reduces the extent to which teaching could be enriched by modern learning aids. Cheating is not likely to be severe in schools with adequate teaching facilities where classroom teaching could be supported by effective teaching aids. 

High stakes of tests and examinations make students to be desperate. In Nigeria, too much emphasis is placed on Certificates (such as the Senior School Certificate Examination – SSCE), people see its acquisition as a sine-qua-non for life success.

Poor reading culture is evident in the quality of write-up and responses to questions by many students. Irrespective of the academic ability, there is the need for serious reading in other that skill (academic and writing) be developed.

The dishonesty in almost all facets of our life has affected a number of students in their test-taking culture. Some have seen nothing wrong with cheating and they engage in it without any feeing of guilt. Onuka & Obialo (2004) also listed leakage of examination question, lack of adequate school supervision, poor parental involvement, instability in school calendar, poor pursuance of reported cases in courts and peer influence as causes of examination malpractices. 

What Constitute Examination Malpractice?   








In Nigeria, Act 33 of 1999 [Federal Republic of Nigeria (FRN), 1999] listed a number of conducts identified as constituting examination malpractice/offences. These include: cheating at examination (Section 1.1); stealing of question paper (Section 2A); personation (Section 3.1); disturbance at examinations (Section 5); misconducts at examinations (Section 6); obstruction of supervisor and other agents concerned with the conduct of the examination (Section 7); forgery of result slip or Certificate (Section 8); breach of duty by agents/person(s) appointed to conduct examination (Section 9); conspiracy, aiding and abetting of examination malpractice (Section 10). Various penalties were spelt out for each offence ranging from imprisonment up to 3 years or/and payment of fine between N50, 000.00 and N100, 000.00. For body corporate found guilty of examination malpractice, the director, manager, secretary or other high-ranking officers of the organisation shall be deemed to have committed the offence and tried appropriately.  



In a similar manner, researchers like Nenty (1995) also identified the mode in which “assessment cheating” was carried out to gain better school grades and marks. These include copying from books and assignments, collusion amongst students, getting help from relations using illegal notes in tests and copying in classroom that are more relaxed than formal examination centres. Ojerinde (2004) identified several forms of examination malpractice in SSCE before, during and after the administration of examination. Malpractice identified before the conduct of examination registration of non-school candidates for school exams; organising fraudulent activities during the examinations; registration of candidates too many for available physical facilities; payment of ‘cooperation fee’ by candidates for examination officials and registration that allow for impersonation. 

During the actual conduct (administration) of examination, malpractice perpetrated includes:
Copying, Importation, Intimidation, Impression, Obstruction, Mass Cheating, Leakage and Foreknowledge.

Copying involves the copying of another candidate by a cooperating or unsuspecting candidate in a test hall. In most cases, the candidate been copied is aware but only pretends as if nothing is happening. Such candidates are paid in cash or in kind for the service rendered.

Importation is one of the means by which candidates cheat during tests or examination. Importation in this regard is simply the brining in of material (written or printed) that has direct relevance to the examination/test been written. Such “foreign materials” are brought into the hall by the candidates themselves or by hired agents, couriers, or contractors, teachers (whether invigilating/supervising or not) or a junior student. The materials could be in the form of super print on the inner linings of dresses, “microchips” which could be stocked in the shoes, underwear, biro cases, mathematical set cases, calculator cases or those written on handkerchiefs, calculator cases, palms and arms and desks (especially where they have been pre-numbered). The most difficult to detect of this form of method is tattoo, which involves the writing of relevant materials on hidden/covered parts of the body. The material could be imported into the test venue in the form of missiles (i.e. thrown into the hall by an agent), text messages (through mobile phone), walkie-talkie and drumbeat or coded language.

Leakage is the term used to describe a situation whereby candidates (usually many of them) have seen the test questions prior to the actual date of the test (usually days or even weeks).

Foreknowledge is a situation whereby candidates see the contents of the tests a few hours to the commencement of the test and it does not involve large number of candidate and the time interval gives no room for adequate practice (Oloyede, 2004).

Intimidation is another method employed by perpetrators of cheating. Here, the invigilator is given physical verbal or mental assault. This is to make the uncooperating invigilator/supervisor dance their tune and allow them to perpetrate their malpractice.

Impersonation involves the coming into the test venue as bonafide candidate of a person not duly registered for the test or exam. Such “unregistered candidate” sits and writes the test for the registered candidate. In some cases, the two of them are registered and are present in the hall.

Obstruction is the deliberate blockade of the invigilator, supervisor or agent of an examination body from reaching the test venue or a part of it. This is aimed at preventing such official from detecting the cheating going on in the venue.

Mass cheating involves the type of malpractice in which all or nearly all the candidates participated. It could also involve the test supervisor and or the invigilators.


At the post examination stage, examination malpractice takes the form of late submission of examination script to the supervisor who would have deliberately delayed the sealing of the script envelope; substitution of the candidate’s script for one done by a mercenary (usually from outside the test venue). In some cases, two scripts bearing the same name and examination number could be found in the same envelope by the appointed examiner. Apart from this, there is trailing of scripts by candidate’s parents/guardians to state or venue where such script is to be marked. This form of malpractice is usually perpetrated with the collusion of examination officials. Inducements of different types have also been offered by some candidates (in the past) to examiners. Such inducements include enclosing money inside answer scripts. In some instances, female candidates enclose their photographs in answer scripts with a promise of ‘nice-time’ with the examiner at a specified address. Malpractice at post-examination stage extends beyond the marking stage; it also extends to the result processing stage. Thus, malpractice has been reported in every facet of the SSCE in Nigeria.

Incidence of Malpractice at the SSCE (2000-2003) 

From the record of the National Examinations Council, there was a yearly increase in the percentage of results cancelled as a result of examination malpractice between 2000 and 2003.  Table 1 shows the trend between 2000 and 2003.

Table 1:  Total results cancelled by NECO School – based SSCE Between 2000 and 2004 

	Year
	Number Registered
	Number cancelled 
	%

	2000

2001

2002

2003
	898,370

916,549

1,034,438

909,388
	41,030

51,383

137,326

178,759
	4.61

5.61

13.28

19.66

	Total 
	3,758,745
	408,498
	10.87



There is a consistent rise in the number of cancelled results. This portrays a dangerous threat to the credibility of the examination (SSSCE) in Nigeria.  Despite the reduction in total registration for NECO SSCE in 2003 (from 1,034,438 in 2002 to 909, 388 in 2003) there was an increase in the rate of cancellation from 137,326 (in 2002) to 178,759 in 2003.  

Perpetrators of Examination Malpractice

Apart from the evidence obtainable from literature concerning the perpetrators of examination malpractice, eight officers of not less than the rank of Chief Examination Officer were asked to list the perpetrators of examination malpractice in the order of their perceived involvement in the act.  Perpetrators listed by at least five of the officers include: examination officials, students, subject/school teachers, parents/guardians, friends/relations of candidates, the community where the exam is being written, law enforcement agents and other students in the school serving as the venue of the examination.


One issue that generates worry is the new ways by which malpractice is being pursued.   Ojerinde (2004) sighted an instance whereby a female NECO officer was bathed with mineral acid by aggrieved agents of candidates who could not get to examination venue due to effective monitoring  (p.32).  Thus, agents of examination bodies now do their work with the fear of being attacked.  

How Do We Check Malpractice?

The following are the submissions of the eight officers interviewed:

Effective Supervision: The test administrator and the testing conditions influence the extent of cheating (Hopkins, 1998; Brooks, 2002; Popham, 2002 and Ojerinde, 2004).  Cheating is kept at the very minimum if there is effective proctoring.  The physical and the psychological conditions needed for smooth conduct of tests should be observed and ensured in order to protect those who would not be involved in cheating.  The invigilator should try as much as possible to avoid any action that could lead to noise making.  Such actions include verbal announcement of time left, shouting at candidates found cheating, offering assistance to unduly favour any of the candidates, etc.  It is unethical for the supervisor or invigilator should to use test or exam as an instrument for creating fear or as a means of paying back for offence(s) earlier committed by any candidate.


The invigilator is not expected to sit in a place.  He is expected to move round the test venue so as to be fully aware of the situation in the examination hall. When a student is found cheating, the invigilator should not shout on such a candidate as other candidates could exploit the situation to communicate with one another. Candidate(s) found cheating should be booked by the invigilator or supervisor and such candidate(s) should not be prevented from continuing the test or examination.  Actions such as tearing of candidate’s script and expulsion from test venue (of candidates caught cheating) should as well be avoided.


Alternate seating arrangement whereby adequate space will be created between the candidates could also be of help.  Past experience as invigilator has shown that cheating is significantly reduced when male candidates sit separately from their female counterparts.  The items of the test (especially when they are objective in nature) could be scrambled to deceive the cheaters as the Joint Admission and Matriculation Board (JAMB) is doing in Nigeria. 

Cheating when detected should be punished in order to discourage others from engaging in it and serve as encouragement for the hardworking candidates (Nenty, 2001).

Adequate preparation by students and teachers:  Teachers should be honest in their teaching by trying to be punctual and sensitive to students’ learning needs.  The expected number of topics to be covered when covered will not put students at any disadvantage when sitting for public examination.  Students should also be encouraged by their teachers and parents to cultivate good study habit and reading culture.  (as suggested by Onuka and Obialo, 2004).  

Funding: Government and other proprietors should show greater commitment by increasing budgetary funds to the development of teaching infrastructures that will help proper preparation of students for examination.


Counselling Service: There is the need for counselling service for students in order to make them see the need for the maintenance of standards and integrity (Association for Students Judicial Affairs; 2003).  Efforts should be directed at educating students to strive for honour, dignity and fairness in the pursuance of their academic career rather than looking for offenders that will serve as deterrent (Herman, 1998).
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