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ABSTRACT

A nation’s educational system is her greatest asset for human capacity development in all sectors of the economy. Hence, instructional leaders of the educational system employ the process of evaluation, assessment and test to regularly establish the quality and effectiveness of instructional activities in their schools. Though, these concepts appear different in principle they are in practice mutually inclusive, infact an integral part of both. Since this paper is focused on improving educational assessment in the Nigerian School System: Implication for ODL System, it contends that the process of instruction in schools and assessment are intrinsically inseparable, whether in conventional system or ODL mode. This paper further stressed that informed judgment in the performance and progress of the learner will lack basis without proper assessment procedures. It highlights the negative effects of current assessment practices in the schools and posits that in order to fully improve on educational assessment in Nigerian School System and particularly the ODL mode, assessments should be made more realistic, relevant and useful for enhancing the quality of learning in the schools in the best interest of the learner and societal development.

INTRODUCTION
Educational assessment procedures remain the corner – stone for establishing the quality, relevance and effectiveness of the instructional processes in the schools. This is informed by the whole lot of attention and resources committed to this aspect of the educational system. There is the believed that without realistic educational assessment in schools it will be very difficult to obtain necessary information as feedback from classroom instruction. This is needed for objective decision on the academic tone of the school based on the performance of the learners. The ODLS being an uncommon mode of education service delivery also adopt the means of assessment procedures for the purpose of determining the effectiveness of its instructional processes on the learners.

It is a known fact that the unpopular mode of the ODLS education service delivery lands it to unfair criticisms. Hence it believes the operators of this mode of education to explore all it takes to strengthen its assessment practices in order to ensure sustained quality and best academic practices in this system.

This paper focused on improving educational assessment in the education system: Implications for Open and Distance Learning System in Nigeria.

DISTINGUISHING RELATED TERMS IN ASSESSMENT  

Keeves, (1997); and UNESCO, (2000b) observed the relationship among these four terms: measurement, testing, evaluation and assessment. Measurement refers to the process by which a value, usually numerical, is assigned to the attributes or dimensions of some concepts or physical object. For example, a thermometer is used to measure temperature while a test is used to measure ability or aptitude.

Testing refers to the process of administering a test to measure one or more concepts, usually under standardized conditions. For example, tests are used to measure how much a student has learned in a course of mathematics.

Evaluation refers to the process of arriving at judgments about abstracts entities such as programs, curricular, organizations, and institutions. For example, systematic evaluations, e.g., national assessments are conducted to ascertain how well as education system is functioning. In most education contexts, assessments are a vital component of any evaluation.

Assessment is defined as the process of obtaining information that is used to make educational decisions about students, to give feedback to the students about his or her progress, strengths and weaknesses, to judge instructional effectiveness and curricular adequacy and to inform policy”. This process usually involves a range of different qualitative and quantitative techniques. For example, the language ability of learners can be assessed using standardized tests, oral exams, portfolios and practical. Assessment is the process of determining “what is”. Hence the statement “If you don’t have any goals, you don’t have anything to assess” expresses the close relationship between goals and effective assessment.

ROLES OF ASSESSMENT IN EDUCATION

Assessment plays many roles in education and a single assessment can serve multiple, but quite distinct, roles. For example, results from a selection test can sometimes be used to guide instruction, while a portfolio of learner work culled from assessments conducted during a course of study can inform a decision about whether the learner should obtain a certificate of completion or a degree. From a learner’s perspective, there are three main roles for assessments: Choose Learn and Qualify. The data from an assessment can be used to choose a program of study or a particular course within a program. Other assessments provide information that can be used by the learner, teacher, or parents to track learner progress or diagnose strengths and weaknesses. Finally, assessments can determine whether learners obtain certificate or other qualifications that enable them to attain their goals.

Assessment in the service of individual learning is sometimes referred to as “formative assessment”, in contrast to “summative assessment”, which is intended to guide decision-making (Black and William, 1998).

TYPES OF ASSESSMENTS

The most common type of assessment and which is very central in this paper is school based. These assessments are usually devised and administered by class teachers, although some are the work of the school principal or other instructional staff. Typically, they are aligned with the delivered curriculum and may employ a broader array of media (e.g presentations) and address a greater range of topics than is the case with centralized standardized assessments. They have a decided advantage over centralized assessments in that the results are immediately available to the teacher and learner, and can influence the course of instruction. (William, Lee, Harnson & Black, 2004)

The second type of assessment, public examinations, can fulfill one or more of the following roles: selecting learners for admission to secondary or tertiary education, credentialing learners for the world of work, and / or providing data for holding school staff accountable for their performance. While such examinations are an important component of every nation’s education system, they are particularly critical in developing countries, where the number of candidates for advancement is usually many times greater than the number of places available. Typically, they are designed, developed and administered centrally with an almost exclusive focus on academic subjects. There is meager feedback to the school except the scores and / or pass rate, and, as a result, they offer little utility for school improvement programs beyond an exhortation to do better next time. More, public examination systems often have negative consequences for the general quality of education.

There are national assessments which are studies that focus on generating specific information that policy makers need to evaluate various aspects of the educational system. The results can be used for accountability purposes, to make resource allocation decisions and even to lighten public awareness of education issues. These assessments may be administered to an entire cohort (census testing) or to a statistically chosen group (sample testing) and may also include background questionnaires for different participants (Learners, teachers, administrators) to provide a meaningful context for interpreting test results.

More so, international assessments assess learners in multiple countries, with the principal aim of providing cross-national comparisons that can illuminate a variety of educational policy issues. As with national assessments, they may also include background questions for different participants (Learners, teachers, administrators) to provide a meaningful context for interpreting text results. (UNESCO, 2000b)

THE EMERGENCE OF OPEN AND DISTANCE LEARNING SYSTEM IN NIGERIA
In Nigeria, Open and Distance Learning had received the attention of academics and the government alike.  According to Akinpelu (1982) the department of Adult Education at the University of Ibadan first proposed the need for distance learning in 1960.  The programme which was titled “pilot correspondence programme in the science subjects” aimed at experimenting in the field of science education at pre-university level and thereafter to gradually expand to other vital areas needing in service training.  This project was however renamed “Correspondence courses leading to University Degrees and Diplomas”.

However, before this time, records show that a handful of Nigerians as far back as 1997 enrolled for the first time in the university of London matriculations examination as external students studying through correspondence, and without any established formal ties to that educational institution.

Omelewa, (1982) in Aderinoye and Ojokheta (2004) observed that in 1925 several Nigerians, among them Eyo-Ita and H. O. Davis, passed the London Matriculation Examination.  Later, E. O. Ajayi and Alvan Ikoku both obtained University of London degrees in philosophy in 1927 and 1929 respectively.  J. S. Ogunleri obtained a degree in philosophy in 1933 by the means – Distance Education.

The emergence of conventional higher institutions in Nigeria has not in any way down played the importance of Distance Education.  According to Aderinoye, (1992) with the emergence of many conventional higher institutions in Nigeria most of which once were based on purely correspondence modalities; distance education still constitutes an integral part of these institutions’ educational offerings.  He goes further to list institutions that offer distance education to include:

(i) Ahmadu Bello University (ABU) Zaria, which offered a special training programme called: ‘The correspondence and Teachers’ In-service Programme (TISEP)”, established in 1976 to prepare middle level teachers for Nigeria’s primary schools.
(ii) The Correspondence and Open studies Unit (COSU), now called Distance Learning Institute, which was established in 1974 by the University of Lagos to produce University graduates in disciplines necessary to meet national labour needs (e.g. teachers, Nurses etc).
(iii) The first independent institution dedicated solely to distance education, the National teachers’ Institute (NTI), which was officially established in 1978 to upgrade unqualified teachers working in the nation’s primary schools and to accelerate the preparation of qualified teachers needed for the implementation of the Universal Primary Education programme introduced in 1976 and the universal Basic Education Programme introduced in 1999.
(iv) The External Study Programme (ESP), that later became the centre for external studies (CES) and today is called the Distance Learning Centre (DLC), was established by the University of Ibadan’s senate in 1988 under the umbrella of the Nigeria department of Adult Education to provide opportunities for teachers working in the field to improve their skills and knowledge through on – the – job training.  This in-service training enabled them to sub-sequently raise their status from holders of Nigeria Certificate in Education (NCE) to full-fledged University degree holders.
(v) To offer similar programmes, the University of Abuja established its centre for Distance Learning and continuing education in 1992.

(vi) After being closed for 16 years, the National Open University was reopened in 2001 under a new name, the National Open University of Nigeria (NOUN).
(vii) Private entities also engaged in providing distance learning that include professional bodies and governmental institutions some of which offer courses in areas such as law, business administration, accounting and various sciences along with the more commonly found teacher training. The above evidence implies that Open and Distance Education has long existed in Nigeria and also gained acceptability.

GENERAL BENEFITS OF DISTANCE EDUCATION PROGRAMMES
Since education is provided in order to meet with the needs of the learner and that of the society, no single mode of education will surface in this regards.  Therefore, distance learning is the outcome of distance education which is a form of education and training delivery in which students are remote from the distance education institution.  The instructors and the students are not in the same location.  Learners are separated from instructional base or teachers either in time or space for a significant portion of their learning (Barron, 1999a, 100th, 2000) it may include contact no contact and part-time education (Federal Republic of Nigeria, FRN, 2004).

Distance learning offers unique opportunities for: life-long learning to working adults; out of school programme for children and youth who are unable to attend ordinary school, as a result of disability, illness or remote location; education opportunities for nomadic and itinerant groups and pre-service teachers preparation and in-service development, among others (UNESCO, 2002 Yusuf, 1999).  There are several benefits of distance education.  It is convenient for both students and instructors, flexible and thus provide students option to participate in education on an individual basis, and it is as effective as tradition instruction when appropriate methods and technologies are used.  In addition it is a cheaper form of education, it offers increased opportunities for increased interaction with students, and ensures equity in educational opportunity (Barron, 1999a, Yusuf and Falade, 2005).  This presentation is focused specifically on the activities of the Nigeria National Teachers Institute as a famous ODL institution.
BRIEFS ON THE NIGERIA NATIONAL TEACHERS INSTITUTE
The National Teachers Institute (NTI) is a Distance Education Institution for training teachers.  The institute which is located in Kaduna Northern Nigeria was established based on Acts No. 7 of April, 1978.  The four fold objectives of the institute as enunciated by Balogun (1988) were:
· To identify and clarify professional requirement of teachers and teaching.
· To design and mount programmes which achieve the objectives of teacher education.

· To operate and maintain a nationwide programme which must work harmoniously with existing and similar programme.
· To incorporate strategy for change and innovations within its conceptual and operational framework.
· In order to achieve these objectives, the institute was charged with providing courses of instruction leading to the development, upgrading and certification of teachers using the distance learning, open learning and class model of distance education in all her study centres spread across the country.   Students meet at study centres on weekends and holidays, and also use instructional materials delivered by National Teachers’ Institute.
· Yusuf and Falade, (2005) revealed that the National Teachers’ Institute programmes have evolved over the years.  The Institute’s first programme Teachers’ Grade II Certificate commenced in 1984 and it was meant to upgrade under qualified teachers to Teacher Certificate II to teach in Primary Schools.  The duration of the programme varied with students’ entry qualification (Makinde, 1988).  The Institutes’ Nigerian Certificate in Education (NCE) started in 1990.  It was meant to upgrade Teachers’ Grade II Certificate holders to NCE, to teach in Primary and Junior Secondary Schools.  The Pivotal Teacher Training Programme (PTTP) by distance learning was introduced by the institute to produce teachers needed for Universal basic Education (UBE) Scheme.
REFLECTION ON ASSESSMENT IN NIGERIA EDUCATION SYSTEMS
Assessment can be used to improve educational standard in Nigeria.  Afernikhe (2007) observes that whenever there are discussions on Assessment in Nigerian education what readily come to mind are public examinations epitomized in examinations conducted by the West African Examinations Council, National Business and Technical Examinations Board, and the other public examination bodies.  There is usually a great demand for public examination to the extent that one losses streak of the fact that there also school based examinations.

Public examinations in Nigeria,  indeed all English speaking African countries “developed out of the need to provide a generally acceptable standard of education in the Secondary Schools’  (Adeyinka, 2000).  Thus in the early years external examinations and curriculum development went paripassu.  With time it was influenced by the establishment of the West African Examinations Council (WAEC).  It is no wonder that WAEC eventually took over the management and administration of British examination in West Africa.  This was not without some problems such as public outcry about confidence in examinations conducted due mainly to examination misconduct and irregularities, long delay in release of results and certificates and unwarranted seizure of results (Daniel, 2005).

There were therefore calls to relieve WAEC of some of its examinations. The result was Acts No. 69 and 70 of 1993 that led to the creation of National Board for educational Measurement (NBEM) and the National Business and Technical Examination Board NABTEB respectively.  This action did not seen to result in greater efficiency in the conduct of the SSCE by WAEC and consequently the National Examinations Council was created in 1990 to conduct the SSSCE for school and Private candidates.

The public examinations conducted in Nigeria posses the quality of being concerned with large numbers of candidates and assessment of product objectives, are formal, competitive and are high stakes tasks.  They are equally conducted at a given stage of schooling and proved a terminal judgment on completed product (Urevbu, 1985).  In addition to the above these examinations emphasize certificate as an end in itself and not as a means to an end, were a prescribed syllabus and teachers participation in examination development is minimal.  However, the school based assessments (SBA) to a large extent are a preparation for progression through school and ultimately for certification that one is qualified to take the public examinations.
NATIONAL POLICY ON ASSESSMENT IN THE NIGERIAN SCHOOL SYSTEM

In line with the philosophy of education, the national Policy on Education specifically indicates that:

· Education assessment and evaluation will be liberalized by basing them in whole or impart on continuous assessment of the progress of the individual (FRN(1998:8)  Government will look into the possibility of abolishing the primary school leaving certificate examination as soon as the processes for continuous assessment have been worked out and valided (P.14)

· Junior Secondary School Leaving Certificates will also be based on the continuous assessment method (P.M)   the above quotations are Government policy statements about assessment.  Hence, continuous assessment (CA) has become an integral part of the national education system from primary to tertiary levels.  Unfortunately its implementation has been criticized (Afenikhe, 1985; Osokoya and Odinko 2005).   Afenikhe (2007) had observed that at the senior Secondary level, CA is expected to be incorporated into certification examination scores but there are concerns as to how this is effectively being done.  Most Nigerian Universities have also made C.A a mandatory of large classes and shortage of staff have not been helped in proper implementation of C.A

· Afenikhe, laments that in Nigeria, education is seen by many as an avenue to acquiring the good things of life.  The result of this belief has manifested itself in massive examination malpractice.  It has remained an albatross on the neck of the nation.  Unfortunately as examination agencies try to reduce the scouring, the more determined the perpetrators are at devising out ingenious methods.

· Furthermore, many private secondary schools are now seen as miracle centres as students who register therein for the public examinations are guaranteed success.  Such schools and indeed many private schools are out flowing with students for public examinations at the detriment of public schools which are unable to get enough students to register for public examinations.  The scenario is such that many students do not see the need to repeat classes.  Progression through secondary schools is now seen by many as automatic and students move at will from one school to the other.

· Again, CA profiles that are supposed to be part of movement form one school to another have lost their value as CA are required as part of entry schedule, proprietors of many private schools now fake same and control has become difficult.  This ugly situation has a rob-on negative effect in tertiary level education. 

IMPROVING EDUCATIONAL ASSESSMENT IN NIGERIA EDUCATION SYSTEM IMPLICATIONS FOR NTI, ODL PROGRAMMES

Essentially, all nations seek to enhance their education systems and most consider assessment a legitimate and potentially useful tool in the improvement process.  Moreso, issues such as the validation of learning and the verification of student assessment have been areas of content in distance education since its inception.  These issues have showed the acceptance of distance education delivery by accrediting bodies and higher education institutions.
Since what is worth doing is worth doing well.  The management of the Nigeria National Teachers Institute has taken measure to improve on the conduct of assessments in her ODL programme to enhance its credibility.  These measures could be adopted by other related institutions for improved quality service delivery.  These are as follows:

COURSE MANUAL

The timely production and distribution of course materials and modules to students has been initiated and sustained by the management till date.   The course manuals are written in a self instructional style by seasoned academics.  It is learner friendly and activity based.

PROGRAMME SCHEDULE

The programme schedule for all the courses are strictly followed as planned, without interruptions.  Hence, students are helped to organize themselves a lot more for the programme.  The session begins with registrations, orientation, facilitation, continues assessments, teaching practice exercise, project writing, conduct of examinations, marking exercise, computation of results, moderation, presentation of examination results and release of results.  There are fixed time for each of these activities.

COMMUNICATION

The institute adopts various modes of communication to ensure prompt information dissemination to all students across the centres in the country.  The means of circular, e-mails, mobile phone calls, students hand books, state coordinators and centre managers etc are often explored.  Thus, students are helped to become abreact with issues about their programme and being carried along.
END-TO-END ACADEMIC SESSION

The institute at the moment is working painstakingly to discourage the existing end-to-end practice in the contact sessions.

This practice leaves registration open into examination period. This does not augur well for proper planning and conduct of assessments.

ITEM GENERATION FOR ASSESSMENTS

This activity should not be contracted out to certain resource persons outside the course facilitating team hence a grassroots involvement of the facilitators is being adopted by the institute. Here, items are being adopted by the institute. Here items submitted or proposed undergoes several levels of scrutiny by subject specialist internally and are finally submitted to external moderators for the production of examinable items in each course area. Final questions are typed and sealed confidentially, and required copies are produced in prints by a team of staff in the Examination Unit through a process called security printing. This process makes it impossible for any staff to know which set of question will be produced for the examination.

CONTINUOUS ASSESSMENTS

The institute has adopted an action plan for the conduct of continuous assessment in her programmes. There is a fixed time within the contact period for the exercise in all the contact. This is to ensure quality control and best academic practices. Students are entitled to a minimum of two Continues Assessments and a maximum of four Continues Assessments per semester. Continues Assessment results are to be forwarded by the middle of each semester. More so, all examinations are essay type. This no doubt places more tasks on the students.
MONITORING EXERCISE

The institute has entrenched a formidable and functional monitoring mechanism. Besides internal administrative monitoring from the Headquarters, zonal and state offices, there are commissioned quality assurance assessors, one in each of the 6 geopolitical zones and independent monitors, one in each of the 36 states and Abuja. The reports submitted by these seasoned educationists have been very useful in enabling the institute to improve on the quality of assessments in her programmes.

RECORD KEEPING

The institute has a well established data base management system for all students’ assessment results. This makes it very easy to access any required information on the students for administrative decisions and operations.
PROCESSING OF STUDENTS RESULTS

The processing of students results follows a whole chain of activities in order to ensure quality as follows:

· The C.A. and examination scores submitted in the marks and attendance sheets are entered into the computer by the operators. The printouts are usually proof read twice or thrice by experienced team of proof readers so as to correct possible errors.
· The clean copies of the students results are submitted to the instituted quality assurance team for their scrutiny to ensure that acceptable standards are followed in the entire exercise.

· The results presented to the institute external moderators in various specialties for their professional inputs.

After observed correction as advised by the moderators are effected on the results and clean copies are produced for the boards of studies are convened to make final inputs on the result before released in first semester results. However, for second semester results, the Awards committee is normally convened. If there are any issues related to assessment results after release, such are treated administratively by the relevant departments.
CONCLUSION

In this paper effort has been made to throw more light into the concept of assessment and it related terms. It advanced challenges in school assessment practices and undertook reflections on assessment in Nigeria education systems it examined aspects of ODL institutions and programmes in Nigeria and showed the efforts being adopted by the Nigeria National Teachers institutes to improve the quality of Assessments in her ODLs programme.
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