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11 Selection Mechanisms for Admission
to University Education in Nigeria

E. A. Okwilagwe

Background and Introduction
Admission into higher education in Nigeria as is done in many parts of the
world has always been through some form of selection mechanism. The use
of a selection process according to Sawyerr (1963) dates back to 1948when
the first University established in the country - the University College of
Ibadan, introduced some form of selection. Various universities in Nigeria
had followed suit by adopting some forms of selection procedure to admit
prospective students to higher education in the country. The forms of
selection included an entrance examination, interviews (written or oral),
this is in addition to basic education qualifications such as secondary school
leaving certificate and/or advance school leaving certificate or their
equivalents. .

This was the scenario when the Federal Government instituted the
Joint Admission and Matriculation Board (JAMB) in 1978 by a Decree No.
2 which empowered it to centrally conduct matriculation examinations for
entry into Nigerian Universities. The decree was amended in 1988 and
codified in 1989, to incorporate the Polytechnics and Colleges of Education
(PCE) into the examination (JAMB, 1995/96). According to a JAMB
Publication, Knowing more about JAMB, the board was instituted to relieve
the universities of the burden of conducting entrance examinations and the
rigors of coping with admission processes. It was also, to reduce wastages
emanating from duplication of efforts by various university authorities, in
addition to reducing multiple admission of students to the barest minimum.

Over the years, the introduction of policies such as "mass education"
and "education for all by the year 2000" by Government, led to rapid
expansion of the education system. Specifically is the rapid expansion in
secondary schools between 1979 and 1983, which substantially increased
the demand for university education and the subsequent increase in the
number of university places (Obemeata, 1986).This period alone witnessed
the establishment of eight (third generation) universities and seven Federal
Universities of Technology in various parts of the country. It must be noted
that the expansion in tertiary institutions was not peculiar to Nigeria alone,
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but, as identified by Herman (1995) the whole sub-saharan Africa was
involved as compared to other parts of the world. As Nigerian universities
cannot conveniently cope with the increasing demand for university places
nor operate "open access" to universities, some form of selection had to be
introduced since not all candidates can be guaranteed places in the univer-
sities.

The introduction of the aforementioned policies by Government
seems to have generated a lot of bottlenecks in the smooth implementation
of the admission policies in the country. Such admission bottlenecks are
evident in student's malpractices in public examinations (Uwadiae, 1997);
outright cancellation of examinations by JAMB (Guardian of Friday, 16th
July 1999); expulsion of students due to fake or falsified results and/or
examination misconduct (University of Ibadan Official Bulletin Special
Release No. 1447 of22 January 1999) and No. 1449 of29 January 1999).
These problems among others have undermined the continued use of the
selection criteria used for admitting prospective students into university
education in Nigeria. The purpose of this paper is to address key issues of
selection procedures based on the instituted selection criteria and govern-
ment policies and the consequent practical problems; on the basis of these
make a case for the need to adopt other measures of admission in Nigeria.

The Role of University Education in the Society
The university and other institutions of learning are expected to perform
several functions in any given society. As observed by Hinzen (1979)
education and society can not be separated but are dialectically related to
each other. Education is therefore viewed as a key variable in the growth of
human potential as it influences the process of societal development in
accordance with the needs and aspirations of the people living in it. Thus,
through education, attitudes, political, social and economic life.ofthe people
is altered. Among other things, the university is expected to serve these
functions:

i. as a selection agency;
ii. as a certification agency;
iii. training individuals to be competent members of the society; and
iv. contributing to the overall development of the society by investing

in the lives of individuals.
These functions are clearly spelt out in the-National policy on Education
(1981, page 22). Because of the importance of the role of university
education in the society, it is pertinent to ensure that proper admission
processes are observed and the universities made to carry out their functions
unhindered.
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The Place of Preparatory Courses in University Admission and
Education
In the early 1950's, the place of Preparatory courses such as the introduction
of Sixth Form known as Higher School Colleges (HSC) came into the
Nigerian education scene? These schools were to award the Higher School
Certificate (HSC) or Advance Level General Certificate of Education (AIL).
The primary objective of such innovation (the introduction ofHSC) was to
upgrade the existing 5th Form by injecting new ideas into its curricular
contents such that basic depth of knowledge would be provided to prospec-
tive students seeking admission to first year university education (Sawyerr,
1963). Thus, the Sixth Form basically prepared prospective university
students to enter institutions of higher learning.

However, the capacity of the Sixth Form in discharging this function
in terms of producing adequate number of candidates for the universities
was seriously attacked and criticised (Gentle, 1965; Ojo, 1983). As a result
of the serious handicap of the Sixth Form to produce adequate candidates,
the universities had to meet their required enrollments by offering
concessional entries to applicants from the 5th Form or holders of SSCE
certificates to pursue one year preliminary study which was equivalent to the
Sixth Form. Series of other criticisms such as issues bordering on the cost
effectiveness of the two preparatory programmes came into sharp focus. As
important as these issues are, they are, however, not the focus of this paper.
Theinterestofthis write-up is the issue of continued use of the qualifications

.as admission criteria by JAMB (see JAMB admission requirement for 1996/
97, 1997/98 and 1998/99 sessions) which is not in line with the National
Policy on Education (NPE) as stipulated under Section 21, pages 18-19 that:

The implementation of the 3-year senior secondary school sys-
tem will mean planning ahead to convert secondary schools from
a 5 to a 6-year course, ... in order to make senior secondary
schoolleavers immediately employable. The curriculum of the
senior secondary will also need to be reviewed, The abolition of
the Sixth Form (l.e. Higher School Certificate) course means
that universities will have to restructure their courses from
the 3-year to the 4-year course pattern to suit the six-year
secondary school system. (Emphasis mine) .

The phasing out of the Sixth Form colleges and schools of
Basic studies is however not of immediate application since
those pupils who entered secondary school before and in 1981
will follow the 'old' 5-year course throughout.

The Sixth Form Colleges and Schools of Basic studies
will therefore continue in operation for at least seven years
after 1981. (Emphasis mine).

Because of the tremendous usefulness of the Sixth Form at that time,
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Ojo (1983) made an earnest plea for the continued sustenance of the Sixth
Form based on what he referred to as its superiority in producing university
undergraduates with better academic performance than their counterparts
admitted through preliminary studies. Again, while it is not the aim of this
write-up to argue for and against the relative superiority of the two prepa-
ratory programmes, it is noteworthy to point out that the last batch of Sixth
Formers would have completed their programme thereafter, phasing out the
programme and the continued use of the qualification for admission. by
1988. However, as at 1999, the apparent lack of compliance with the NPE
on the issue has lingered on for eleven additional years. One wonders
whether the provision of the NPE which is supposed to be the working tool
of our educational policy is any longer worth its salt. Also, one wonders why
JAMB, the National University Commission (NUC) and other policy
implementation arms of the government have not yet successfully effected
the change and harmonize the haphazard admission policies practised by
some universities in the country. These are pertinent questions that need
urgent attention and to which this discussion has to some extent addressed
itself.

School-Leaving and University Entrance Examinations
In Nigeria, the secondary, school leaving certificate (WASCE) or its
equivalent, the General Certificate of Education (GCE) '0' Level (one of
the prerequisites for selection) was obtained after a formal completion of
general education for eleven (l1) years. In the early 1980's, anew educational
structure the 6-3-3-4 system of education came into being, in place of the 6-
5-3 system of educauon- The new educational policy changed the period of
general education to 12 years. Although, the policy made allowance for
those who are less academically unfit to proceed for further education to
continue on vocational training after a 9-year period of schooling. It is hoped
that this aspect is well implemented.

Selection for the 4-year university education in Nigeria is to a very
large extent based on achievement in the Senior Secondary School Certifi ~
cate Examination, and/or its equivalent - the GCE 'ET level. Similarly,
selection for tertiary education (Polytechnics and Colleges of Education
inclusive), has, and is still based, predominantly, on a matriculation exami-
nation conducted usually once in a year. The criteria for selection by JAMB,
invariably, it based on the quality of performance in the matriculation
examination. Thus, while admission by merit has the largest proportion of
40%, other criteria for admission such as quota system share the remaining
60% in these proportions - geographical location (30%), educationally less
developed states (20%) and discretion of the universities (10%) which the
Federal Government recently cancelled in September, 1999.

For direct entry, JAMB regulation stipulates that candidates must, in
addition to the SSCE or GCE '0'Level, posses a minimum of two Advance
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Level (AIL) papers at H.S.C. or S.B.S. Cambridge Moderated IJMBE, or,
National Certificate of Education (NCE) for students-going for Education
Courses. A brief review of what obtains in other parts of the world would
suffice here so as to strike a balance with admission-situations in Nigeria.

In other countries gf the world, selection into the uni versi ty is based on
merit (Herman, 1995). As such most universities and Colleges of Education
Herman stressed, seek for measures that will enable than select on this basis.
These measures may be through grades in school leaving certificates, or in
the entrance examination or both. Also, the use of aptitude test or test of
ability has gained ground.

In the United States of America (USA), for example, itis typical of the
College Entrance and Examination Board (CEEB) to administer for ex-:
ample, Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) and the American College Test
(ACT) on prospecti ve students. The situation is different in Germany and the
Netherlands where admission is by lottery. According to Mitter (1985) a
candidate who holds a secondary SChool-leaving 'certificate has first to
submit an application letter further which selection is effected by way of
weighted lottery.

As there are no other prognostic measures in the colleges and univer-
sities, the world over, the grade of scores in the selection examinations are
used as prognostic measures to predict future academic performance. In
Nigeria, therefore, the two selection examinations (SSCE and UME) should
be naturally pure, devoid of errors and irregulaties. It must be.noted that the
Nigerian educational system like any other West African country in the sub-
region is certificate-oriented. The successful completion of one stage either
at the primary, secondary and tertiary levels is viewed in terms of having to
pass the final examination which is usually acknowledged through certifi-
cation. This apparent craze or total dependence on certificates may have
engendered the many atrocities perpetrated by students at almost all levels
of education in the country (Uwadiae, 1997). Its gradual introduction in the
tertiary level of education has to be discouraged by nipping it in the. bud
before it becomes entrenched. Measures as adopted by the University of
Ibadan, Ibadan (Official bulletin (Special Release) No. 1447 and No. 1449) "
are welcomed. More enduring measures are, however, urgently needed such
as admitting only the right calibre of students to the university in order to
avert a vicious cycle of dishonest practices at examinations.

Trends in the Debates.on Selection for Higher Education and the
Prediction of Academic Achievement
Since, selection of students for tertiary education in the world and indeed in
Nigeria is an age old phenomenon. The practice in modern times, has been
to apply the most stringent measures to screen university candidates in order
to admit the most eligible student.

Be that as it may, some prominent educators have criticized the
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selection criteria currently used in university admission .rnong these
critics are Nwana (1981), Obemeata (1986), Joe (1988). The main argu-
ments against the selection criteria are as outlined:

i. they have low prognostic values

ii. they are basically achievement tests and as such are behavioural
measures in the cogniti ve domain,

iii. they are devoid of personality and/or environmental factors,

iv. they at best perform predictive functions unlike personality tests
which can tell you more about one's attitudes and temperaments.

Empirical evidence based on studies conducted by Nwana (1981) Agbonifo
and Dimowo (1985) and the most recent Okwilagwe (1999) have indicated
that JME (UME) is a poor predictor of university performance. Earlier
studies such as Majasan and Bakare (1974) showed abysmal low correlation
of between 0.09 to 0.25 when three entry qualification results - HSC, 'A'
Level and first year university grades were correlatedwith various examina-
tion results in the University of Ibadan. Despite these dishearting reports, a
few studies, however, reported a ray of hope. For instance, Nwana (1981)
YOloye(1982) Abdulahi (1983) and Ojo (1983) reported that although JME
(UME) generally have low predictive validity, significant and positive
correlations were observed for some faculties such as Medicine, Pure
Sciences and Science or Mathematical related Faculties like Engineering.
Also, although some faculties as Arts, Social/Sciences did feature in the
picture painted by these studies, speaking in relative terms, the Faculty of
Science had consistently emerged with higher predictive validity. These
studies also indicated that the degree of success vary from one university to
another. The general contention from these aforementioned studies is that
selection criteria currently in use in Nigeria uni versities are poor predictors
of success in future academic attainment. There is, therefore, the need to
introduce other measures of selection. What- then is the way forward from
here?

Eminent educationists at various times have proposed several options
but all seem to have fallen on deaf ears. Among these educationists are
Nwana (1981) Ojo (1983) Obemeata (1986) and Joe (1988). The various
options available include the introduction of one or more of these - aptitude
test, intelligence test, personality test, weighting of SSCE results and
environmental factor and standardized objective test.

The the acceptance of the idea that students vary markedly in personal
attributes and characteristics is a breakthrough in education. That examina-
tion may not necessarily be a true measure of ones ability is another truism
in education. If these views are true, then selection mechanism for university
education in Nigeria based solely on achievement scores would seem to be
losing sight of an important issue of building a complete personality.
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In the face ofincreasing enrollment (Okwilagwe, 1999) and increasing
costs of administering tertiary education (Akangbou, 1986; Sajo, Adeniran
and Samaila, 1992), there is the need to appl y the most appropriate measure
to select the most eligible student to tertiary education in Nigeria. Before
proposing a cause of action that can be taken in this country, a cue from the
words of Jenks (1972) will help. He says that:

In many institutions admission has become a virtual guarantee of
graduation, at least for students who are willing to go through the
required motions.

Yet the very fact that admission guarantees graduation has
made colleges and professional schools more careful about
whom they admit. Instead of letting in large members and failing
the less competent, many institutions now have elaborate proce-
dures for excluding in advance those whom they think unworthy
of a degree. This spares the faculty or University the unpleasant
task of flunking students whom they may know personally.
Instead, they can simply send polite letters of rejection to the less
promising applicants, saying there are not enough room for
everyone, however well qualified.

In the United State of America for instance, where students are admitted to
College through Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT), it has been found to be
quite predictive of future academic attainment (Horton; 1985; Bridgeman,
1982). Also according to Thorndike and Hagen (1977) SAT has been found
to correlate with Freshman College Grade Point on the average of0.50. The
use of aptitude tests to predict success at the secondary school level in
Nigeria has also been found to be successful (Obemeata, 1986).

The College Entrance and Examination Board (CEEB, 1974) in
America had gone as far as proposing for that country a comprehensive
assessment device, that can assess and report the "variety oftalents, positive
attitudes and successful experiences that characterize the high school
graduate". The demerits of using aptitude test not withstanding, Obemeata
(1986) is optimistic that these are surmountable. However, a caution from
CEEB (1974) is of importance here. CEEB cautioned that aptitude tests be
made comprehensive, that is going beyond verbal facility and quantitative
skills, so that it will not promote few students from modest consideration
over the more advantaged students. This problem would be compounded in
a situation as ours where English (the language in which aptitude tests are
written), is a second language.

Another option available, include evidence based on empirical re-
search that apersonali ty trait as cognitive style can predict future achievement
of university undergraduates in conjunction with SSCE scores (Okwilagwe
1999). In the United State of America where cognitive style has been used
in addition with other measures, it has been found that students with
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marginal abilities who would not naturally be admitted on merit do benefit
from university education as well as the good students. This option has
heuristic value when considered alongside with the use of aptitude test
because it has the neutralizing effects on an important demerit of aptitude
test - that of favouring more students who are proficient in English
Language over the least.

Summary and Conclusion
In this paper, issues that are pertinent to school leaving examination and
selection for uni versity education were discussed. It was pointed out that the
number of students applying for a university education in Nigeria is large
and as such selection mechanism will invariably continue to be used. It has
also been pointed out that the USt of the Sixth Form and consequently
admission through such qualification be discontinued with so as to be in line
with the provision of the National Policy on Education. The role of
uni versity education to the Nigerian society in terms of developing national
manpower need was addressed. Trends in the debate on selection for higher
education and the prediction of academic achievement vis-a-vis situations
in other parts of the world were discussed. Empirical evidences provided to
support the claims made, in this paper, were of the concensus that the
selection criteria used in the country have low predictive validity.

It is being advocated in this discussion that, for the purpose of selection
for university education, it is pertinent to know what the policy statements
are. To this end, prominent opinions on the issue of selection 'were consid-
ered while at the same time empirical data in support of the need for a change
so as to enhance the validity of the selection measures were considered.
Consequently, two options were proposed. These are, two personality tests
- aptitude test and a cognitive style test. Itis hoped that the proposition made
here would ensure that only students who are potentially capable of
completing university education are offered admission in Nigeria in future.
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