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Prelude 

Let me begin by thanking the Ghana Academy of Arts and Sciences, particularly the President 

Professor Akilagpa Sawyerr, and the Council of the Academy for readily making the Academy  

platform available for the delivery of this lecture. I would also like to thank the several reputable 

organizations and think tanks that earlier offered their platforms, as substitute when this 

lecture, originally commissioned to be delivered as the 21st  WAEC (West African Examinations 

Council)  Endowment Lecture in  March, was cancelled by WAEC at the eleventh hour.  

One could as well have referred to this platform then as an intellectual asylum of sorts, 

graciously made available to a homeless professional. But in truth, the Academy founded 57 

years ago, has been home to intellectuals including my good self, for several years now, and 

could as well have been my first point of call, rather than a resort in times of trouble.  

Mr Chairman, I am aware of the considerable interest today’s lecture may have aroused, and do 

indeed appreciate the generous publicity it has received; but I presume the curiosity stems much 

less from any stimulating content anticipated, but more from its having been proclaimed 

elsewhere as forbidden. 

And let it not be said that the prohibition notice given by the original platform, was probably 

stage managed by the lecturer himself, ostensibly to raise the stakes, as well as the craving for  

its delivery. 

Taboo Topic? 

On a more serious note, I chose the theme of Senior High School policy, when I was originally 

invited by WAEC to speak on any policy-related issue on education, largely because of an internal 

paradox the situation presented: that it was a theme of immense significance to current 

educational policy; on the other hand, one which is avoidable due to an incendiary turn it may 

take in an election year, as WAEC hinted when they cancelled the lecture. Fortunately, the 

Ghana Academy of Arts and Sciences in seeking to prosecute its mandate to promote learning 
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in the interest of national development, makes no reference to election years as periods when 

intellectual freedoms bestowed as a privilege, may be temporarily frozen.  

From 2009 to 2012 while two separate Senior High School policies were concurrently running, 

one a three- year duration policy, and another of four years duration, official attitude to the 

policies was virtually cloaked in secrecy. It was not easy to get any public official in the 

educational sector, teacher, principal of senior high school, or official, to openly comment on 

the respective merits of the policies, or put on record, a comparative analysis of performance. 

Indeed, any such discussion or relevant documentation on policy outcomes was given under a 

cover of confidentiality.  Elsewhere university students of education seeking relevant data to 

write long essays and theses on the topic were frustrated by headmasters and principals, who 

did not want to put their necks on the line. In their own words, “As for the three year policy, the 

less said about it the better.” 

In earlier attempts I made to investigate the topic three years ago, the Principal of one SHS who 

volunteered a fragment of data from his school sealed it in a brown A4 envelope, fastening it 

with multiple stapling, horizontally and vertically.  It was confidential. In handing it to me, he 

nervously implored, ‘please don’t quote me,’ to which I gave profuse assurances about my 

commitment to sealed lips and confidentiality of sources.   

Mr Chairman, the three-year four-year affair, then appears to have been classified as taboo. Is 

there a bitter truth somewhere in the outcomes of the two policies, which policy makers 

themselves acknowledge, but have decided to overlook, conceal or even suppress? 

Let me at this point give a brief historical background to the public policy on senior high school 

education.  

 

  

Landmark Reports 
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The policy landscape of education in Africa has often been a reflection of a nation’s electoral 

outcomes. In a situation where policies change with Governments, and winning governments 

swiftly repudiate policies inherited, Governments leaving the scene sometimes exit with policies 

they initiated. If it is a democratically elected government, a policy which has been effectively 

reversed by a rival government has every chance of being restored only if its progenitor bounces 

back to power. The motivation here is sometimes to settle political scores; other times it is to 

demonstrate political superiority over the ‘vanquished’ government. In Ghana, all this could 

happen in spite of a constitutional provision that requires governments, ‘as far as possible’ to 

continue with policies inherited.  

 But how indeed can a rival government continue inherited programs without risking the 

perception that they have no ideas of their own? So then governments are compelled by political 

expediency to repudiate or reverse educational policies of previous governments while the 

losing party impatiently waits to reverse the reversal when they return to power.  

 

SHS PENDULUM 

Landmark Reports on Education in Ghana’s post-independence era are the 1974 Dzobo 

Education Reforms, the Evans Amfom Report of 1986, and the Anamuah Mensah Report of 

2002, all of which have expressed sensitivity to the nation’s human resource needs. 

The Dzobo report eliminated the four year middle school education, and replaced it with three 

years of basic and comprehensive junior secondary school, followed by 2 years senior secondary 

school lower, and another two years of senior secondary school upper. It reduced pre-tertiary 

years from 17 to 13 years.   

In 1988, the Evans Amfom Committee, inaugurated by Rawlings’ PNDC Government reduced the 

pre-University education further to 12 years, and produced a 6-3-3-4 formula, recommending 

six years primary, three years junior secondary school, and three years senior secondary, 

followed by 4 years of university education.  Amfom’s three-year SSS policy was largely a 

replacement of Dzobo’s 2+ 2 formula at SSS lower and SSS upper levels. The implementation of 
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the Amfom report lasted from 1988 until 2007, overlapping with the regime of J. A Kufuor. For 

nearly 20 years then Ghana operated a three year senior secondary school policy. 

In 2002, the Anamuah Mensah Committee was commissioned by the Kufour Government to  

review the entire educational system in the country with the view to making it responsive to 

contemporary challenges. The Anamuah Mensah Report was presented in October 2002.  

Among other things, it recommended a structure of two years of Kindergarten education as part 

of Basic Education, to prepare children adequately for a six-year primary school education. The 

Anamuah Report recommended the maintenance of the three (3) year Senior Secondary School 

policy, as in Evans Amfom’s, but the Kufuor government’s White Paper on the report opted to 

increase the duration to four (4) years and also replaced the name ‘senior secondary school’ 

with ‘senior high school.’ The change from three (3) year Senior Secondary School to the four 

(4) year Senior High School was according to the Government White Paper, to ensure that 

students have adequate time to prepare for the West Africa Senior Secondary School Certificate 

Examination (WASSSCE). In the words of the White Paper, “the new structure and content of 

the senior high school instruction should adequately prepare students to pursue university and 

other graduate tertiary education at globally competitive standards” (2004:24).  

JEA Mills Government 

About a year after the four year policy took off, Kufuor’s party lost power and gave way to the 

JEA Mills Government which abrogated the Kufuor 4 year policy, and in accordance with Mills’ 

party’s manifesto, reversed the 4 year Senior High School, to one of 3 years duration. However, 

students who had begun the 4 year project in 2007 would continue and finish under the previous 

policy.  

The then Minister of Education, Mr Tete Enyo, who had defended the policy during his vetting 

for the ministerial position, said the four-year policy  was not the solution to poor performance 

in some schools.  What was needed to improve educational standards, he argued, was to 

strengthen the Junior High Schools with qualified teachers and infrastructure, to lay a good 

foundation for the students at the Senior High Schools, rather than increase the duration to four 

years.   
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He believed students would be able to manage all the syllabi within three years; four years would 

be too much, he argued.  

The Anamuah Mensah Report itself, in addition to recommending three years had urged the 

strengthening of basic schools with adequate infrastructure, and qualified human resources. 

What are the antecedents to Kufuor’s preference for four years senior high school education, as 

articulated in the White Paper? 

Antecedents 

The Evans Amfom 3 year SSS policy of 1988 had created considerable anxiety due to its 

disappointing outcomes when students sat the SSSCE, at its inception. In May 1994, when the 

results of the first SSS Certificate exams were published there was considerable alarm: out of 

42,105 candidates that sat for the exams, only 1,295 met the university entrance minimum 

requirement of Aggregate 24 (Djangmah 1994). In a later study done using data from 1993 to 

2009, it was discovered that just about 40% of candidates taking the exams obtained the 

minimum aggregate, and indeed only 20 to 25% indeed qualified to enter a tertiary institution 

(Addae Mensah 2009).  The panic caused by the policy on its inception and subsequently, raised 

doubts about the merits of the 3 year SSS Evans Amfom recommendations.  

In 1994, not long after constitutional rule was restored, a De Heer Amissah Committee was 

constituted by the Minister for Education Dr Harry Sawyer under the Rawlings government, to 

review the education system, following a series of poor results at the Senior Secondary School 

Certificate Exams. The Committee recommended a 4 year Senior Secondary School policy, in a 

6-3-4-4 formula (six-year primary, three year junior secondary, four year senior secondary and 

4 year university) (See Dzangmah…). Whereas the Government accepted most of the 

recommendations in the Amissah report, it disagreed with the Committee’s recommendation 

for a 4-year SSS, arguing that the 4year duration was not cost effective, was unnecessarily long, 

and that it defeated the fundamental goal of the education reforms, which was to reduce the 

duration of pre-tertiary education.  
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Even though De Heer Amissah’s 4year proposal was not accepted by Government, it won the 

support of several scholars including Prof D. A. Akyeampong, and Professor J. S. Dzangmah, 

former Director General of Ghana Education Service, and who was later appointed Chairman of 

the West African Examinations Council. These wrote several memos and papers in support of 

the 4 year proposal the Government had rejected. (Dzangmah and Akyeampong 1994) 

Significantly, a National Education Forum in 1999 also recommended an increase in the duration 

of the SSS program from 3 to 4 years.  

The 4 year policy implemented by the Kufuor Government White Paper in 2007, was thus an 

echo of the 1994 De Heer Amissah recommendation, and a 1999 recommendation by an 

Education Forum, which had all been based on poor outcomes of the three year policy.  

At an Education Forum organized by the Mills Government in 2009 on the policy when the 4 

year Kufuor policy was being debated for reversal, the National Association of Graduate 

Teachers (NAGRAT) expressed preference for the 3 year policy, arguing that it would be 

adequate provided the policy came along with the expansion of infrastructure, facilities, 

provision of qualified teachers, etc.  

The Conference of Heads of Assisted Secondary Schools, CHASS, on the other hand advocated a 

4year policy, saying it made for adequate contact hours between student and teacher.  

 Significantly, one of the bodies invited by Government to express an opinion, and contribute to 

the 2009 forum was the Ghana Academy of Arts and Sciences, whose Education Committee 

chaired by Professor Ivan Addae Mensah, former Vice Chancellor of University of Ghana, 

conveyed the position of the Academy at the forum, that a 4year SHS education was the 

Academy’s preferred position.  

(This position was further amplified in a feature article written by Ivan Addae Mensah in 2010, 

when the three year policy, in spite of its dismal record, had been restored. (Addae Mensah 

2010) 
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Sub Regional Perspectives 

Significantly, among countries in the West Africa sub region on the WAEC platform, Nigeria and 

Gambia have maintained a 3 year senior high school policy. Soon after Ghana’s decision to adopt 

a 4 year SHS system, Sierra Leone which was operating a 3 year senior secondary school system, 

was apparently monitoring events in Ghana, since candidates in Sierra Leone were performing 

dismally. Sierra Leone thus consulted Ghana and having been persuaded by developments in 

Ghana prepared grounds to change its policy from three to four years after Ghana.  By the time 

Sierra Leone joined the 4 year wagon in 2012, Ghana their mentor, had already disembarked 

and swung back its pendulum from four to three years after a change of government, thus 

leaving the Leone Stars lonely. Liberia currently uses the 3 year local senior secondary system, 

but combines it with the international Wassce. They seek to compare the two over the period, 

and take a decision on whether to join the International Wassce, or stick to the local Senior 

Secondary School exams.  

 

Data Vacuum 

In 2010, while the three-year four-year conundrum was being debated in Ghana, the 

Government’s position as advocated by  the Majority in Parliament was that  ‘no major research 

on education has identified the length of stay in school as a factor for poor performance of 

students in Ghana’ (2010). 

That same argument was turned the other direction by the pro-4 year advocates, the Minority 

in Parliament that also lamented that the four year policy was being hastily reversed by 

Government at a time products of the four-year policy had not even completed their course of 

learning. Indeed the first batch of the 4year cohort had just about finished their first year when 

talk of a possible policy reversal started. In other words, the efficacy or otherwise of the four-

year policy was indeterminate since it had not run a full cycle.  A reversal was therefore 

premature, the minority argued. 
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Mr Chairman, that debate was in 2010 when there were no empirical outcomes, to facilitate a 

comparative analysis. We are in May 2016, 6 years thereafter. The four year group, of which 

there were eventually three cohorts, has completed senior high school in three respective 

batches: 2011, 2012, 2013. Their three year counterparts have had seven cycles of examinations, 

from 2006 to 2009, before the 4 year policy set in, and from 2013 to 2015, when the 4 year 

policy was reversed and the three year restored. There is enough valuable data available now if 

you are able to find it, to enable policy makers make informed decisions beyond party 

manifestos.  

 

Analysis 

In the rest of this paper, I make an attempt to compare trends in performance at West African 

Senior Secondary School Certificate exams, between products of the three year policy and those 

of the four year policy.  

Let me here thank be magnanimous and thank the WAEC for providing me with virtually any 

data I requested to produce this report, which was originally to have been delivered on their 

platform.  

I examine overall trends at the national level, using data in the four core subjects: English, 

Mathematics, Integrated Science, and Social Studies, and four selected elective courses:  Elective 

Mathematics, Biology, Chemistry, and Physics.  

The table below shows percentages of credit passes from Grades A1 to C6 in the continuum A1 

B2 B3 C4, C5 C6. These represent the values:  

A1=Excellent 

B2= Very good 

B3= Good 

C4/C5/C6= Credit 
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D7/D8= Pass 

F9= Fail 

 

Credit passes ranging from A1 to C6 are normally required for entry to universities and other 

tertiary institutions. Applicants should pass with the above grades in three core subjects English, 

Mathematics, and either Integrated Science or Social Studies, plus three electives.    

 The data immediately following covers the period 2006 when WASSSCE began, to the most 

recent results of 2015. The year 2010 is blank because there were no Wassce exams; and the 

number of candidates in 2013 is almost double the number in other years because there were 

two cohorts of students, the three year group and the four year students, writing the same 

exams that year.     

 

Figure 1 

PERFORMANCE STATISTICS FOR MAY /JUNE WASSCE CORE SUBJECTS ONLY 

Table 1 

CORE SUBJECTS 

GRADE A1 - C6 

2006 2007 2008 2009 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

ENGLISH 

LANGUAGE 

39456 37158 67164 68839 112669 115347 267504 108633 135240 

32.17% 27.72% 49.18% 43.56% 75.90% 66.90% 65.70% 45.20% 50.29% 

INTEGRATED 

SCIENCE 

30101 31659 36180 54129 62308 95233 202636 62855 15760 

24.55% 23.62% 26.50% 34.26% 42.00% 55.30% 28.70% 23.63% 9.10% 

38182 33640 35537 44915 65002 85052 149162 77882 66710 
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MATHEMATICS 

(CORE) 31.14% 25.10% 26.02% 28.43% 43.80% 49.40% 36.60% 32.40% 25.04% 

SOCIAL STUDIES 

82207 100820 82083 120999 121993 149919 331255 137714 138007 

67.04% 75.21% 60.11% 76.58% 82.20% 87.10% 81.40% 57.40% 51.84% 

                          

Data Source: 

WAEC (2016)            

 

The table is more meaningful if understood as follows: 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009, plus 2014, 2015 

represent the results of Wassc exams for the three-year cohort. 2011, 2012 were exam 

outcomes for the 4 year cohort. 2013 was the outcome of a combination of the 3 year and 4 

year cohorts. There were nine exams in all, 6 belonging to the three year, two to the 4 year, and 

one exam 2013, shared between the two cohorts.  

Note also that there were no Wassce exams in 2010. Why not? In 2010, the three-year cohort 

had not reached the final year; they were in their first year, and would finish in 2013. The 4-year 

group hadn’t finished either. They started in 2007. In 2010, their first batch was in Year 3, their 

penultimate year; they would finish in 2011. Both cohorts, however, would do the same final 

exam in 2013. 

Note in the table above the general trend in credit passes from 2006 to 2009, where there were 

slight variations in the percentage of credit passes, but a steep jump in percentage credit passes 

in 2011 and 2012. In the two years following 2013 (2014, 2015), the percentage credit passes 

drop to levels that approximate the pre-4 year levels. It must however be noted of course that 

2013 results are from both the  3 year and 4 year cohorts, and are not under discussion for now.  

While I soon come to specifics, let me note generally, that the period 2011—2012 was generally 

a golden moment where WASSCE candidates enjoyed an overall improvement in grades scored 

in all subjects, from core through all the electives. In some schools this was a total of 25 subjects. 
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Let’s move from subject to subject. 

 

English Language 

From 2006 to 2009 during the three year policy, credit passes in English language ranged 

between 27.72%  to 49.18%, with 49.18% in 2008, being the highest score. Those were results 

from the 3 year cohort. The mean score over the period was 38.16%. The period from 2011 to 

2012 during Wassce for the 4 year cohort, experienced a considerable upswing ranging between 

66.90% to 75.90%. The mean score over the period was 71.48%, up by 36.32%. In the two-year 

period following 2013, when the policy reverted from 4 to 3 years, the credit passes dropped 

from an average of 71.48% to an average of 47.75%.  

The following chart is a visual representation. 

 

 

 

Figure 1: 
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Figure 1 depicts the pictorial view of Wassce candidate whose scores range between A1 to C6 

(Credit Passes)  in English language (core) from 2006 to 2015. 

The pattern is similar in the other core courses: Integrated Science, Mathematics, and Social 

Studies. In Integrated Science the credit passes from 2006 to 2009, ranged from 23.62% to 

34.26%. In 2011 and 2012 during the turn of the 4 year cohort, it shot up, ranging from 42.00% 

to 55.30%, averaging 48.65% from the previous average of 27.23%. 

Figure 2 

 

 

Figure 2 depicts the pictorial view of Wassce candidate whose score ranges between A1 to C6 

(credit passes) in Integrated Science (core) from 2006 to 2015. 

In Core Mathematics, the story was no different, and even showed sharper differences. Whereas 

the percentage credit passes with the 3 year group, from 2006 to 2009, ranged from 25.10% to 

31.14% averaging 27.67%, that jumped in 2011 and 2012 during the turn of the  4year group, to 

an average of 46.6%.  

Figure 3 
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Figure 3: Performance of Wassce candidates whose scores range between A1 to C6 (credit 

passes) in Mathematics (core) from 2006 to 2015 

Social Studies 

In Social Studies, the pattern is the same. The two highest points of performance, where 

candidates scored above 80% credit passes, were at the turn of the four year candidates in 2011 

and 2012. The performance declines to an average of 54%, in 2014 and 2015 at the turn of the 

three year cohorts. 
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ELECTIVES 

The pattern is no different in the elective courses, Elective Mathematics, Biology, Chemistry, and 

Physics. I have expressed particular interest in these specific electives to also point out the future 

implications of candidates’ performance for the scientific base of the nation’s human resources. 

Candidates’ performance in Biology, Chemistry, Physics, Elective Mathematics determine their 

chances in enrolling in highly desirable courses like Medicine, Pharmacy, Engineering, Computer 

Science and the like, competence in which could strengthen our scientific base as a nation, and 

position Ghana for higher economic growth. 

TABLE 2  

ELECTIVE SUBJECTS  

67.04%	
75.21%	

60.11%	

76.58%	
82.20%	

87.10%	
81.40%	

57.40%	
51.84%	

2006	 2007	 2008	 2009	 2011	 2012	 2013	 2014	 2015	

SOCIAL	STUDIES	(CORE)	
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Grades A1-C6 

ELECTIVE 

SUBJECTS 

GRADE A1 - C6 

2006 2007 2008 2009 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

MATHEMATICS 

(ELECTIVE) 

16992 13685 15352 18345 34074 44619 63117 15435 21225 

50.36% 35.15% 34.44% 34.69% 66.70% 75.10% 46.80% 20.30% 24.34% 

BIOLOGY 

10415 9965 12388 13301 17004 16854 45073 26682 26446 

65.07% 55.06% 62.51% 53.62% 73.60% 59.00% 62.00% 59.60% 49.43% 

CHEMISTRY 

10152 7312 6622 8866 14491 18917 37380 19413 21983 

42.24% 27.82% 24.79% 29.06% 51.60% 58.90% 52.90% 50.00% 49.46% 

PHYSICS 

9988 9150 12286 11029 15903 17903 34094 16797 22944 

48.83% 42.62% 56.24% 43.67% 71.30% 70.60% 59.20% 52.70% 63.23% 

 

In Elective Mathematics for example, the average credit pass from 2006 to 2009 was 38.66%. 

From 2011 to 2012, at the turn of the 4 year group, average credit passes dramatically leapt to 

70.90% (from 38.66 to 70.90). In 2014, 2015, when the 3 year policy was restored, the 

percentage credit passes fell from 70.90% to an average of 22.32%. The story is similar in the 

other electives as the following charts indicate. 

 

Figure 4 
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 Figure 4: Performance of Wassce candidates scoring between A1 to C6 in Mathematics 

(Elective) from 2006 to 2015. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 
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Figure 5: Performance of 

Wassce candidates in Biology 

(Elective) ranging from A1 to C6 

(credit passes) from 2006 to 

2015. 

Elective Biology appears to partly defy the trends in the sense that the sharp swings we see in 

the earlier cases, give way to more narrow differences in outcomes between the three years 

and four years, as you can see in the chart. 2011 still gives the highest score of 73.60%, but the 

second best over the period, is not in another four year group, but indeed in 2006, and 2008, 

during the period of the three year group. Indeed, the 2014 results are slightly better than 2012, 

which is part of the four year effort.  This observation is also important in the overall conclusions 

we draw, for there are a few instances where the differences are slight. The bottom line though 

is the same: the average output for all the three year results in Biology is 57.5% and that of the 

four years in 2011 and 2012 is 66%. The improved effort made in the sciences over the three 

year program could simply mean improved provision of science resources during the three year 

projects.  
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In Chemistry, whereas the performance of candidates in the pre-four year period, averaged 

30.98% credit passes, the average during the four-year period (2011 and 2012), jumped from 

30.98% to 55.25%. In 2014, and 2015 when the four year policy was reversed, the average credit 

passes dropped to 49.73%. 

Physics 

In Physics, whereas the pre four year candidates averaged 47.84% in credit passes, the average 

during the four-year (2011 and 2012) period rose sharply from 47.84% to 70.95%. In the period 

after the 4 year group, when the three year policy returned, the average credit passes fell from 

70.95% to 57.97%.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 6 
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 Figure 6: Performance of Wassce candidates in Physics (Elective) scoring from A1 to C6 (credit 

passes) from 2006 to 2015  
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Figure 7 

 

 

The Chart above shows the respective average annual outputs of the three year, four year, and 

the combined products in credit passes (within the range of A1 to C6). The three year cohort’s 

percentage performance (in blue) was averaged from the six year periods of 2006, 2007, 2008, 

2009, 2014 and 2015 since those were the years they exclusively graduated. Those of the four 

year cohort (in brown) were averaged from 2011 and 2012, when they exclusively graduated. A 

combination of three year and four year cohorts (in green) occurred in 2013 only. (As earlier 

explained, there were no WASSCE exams in 2010) 

The table reveals superior performance among the four year cohorts (in brown) in all the core 

subjects (English, Integrated Science, Mathematics, Social Studies) as compared to the outputs 
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of the three year cohort (in blue).  The year in which the three year and the four year combined 

to sit Wassce (in green), saw a mid-level performance, between the three year and the four year. 

The midway performance of the combined cohorts could possibly be attributed to the better 

output of the four year cohort pulling up the average performance of the three year group. 

FAILURES 

 

An assessment of the relative impact of the two cohorts of students is clearer when one 

considers the trend of failures over the period. By failures I refer to percentages of candidates 

who obtained F9. F9 is an ambiguously fail grade. When a candidate obtains a Grade F9 in any 

core subject, particularly English, Mathematics, (and to some extent Integrated Science, and 

Social Studies), they are denied entry to a tertiary institution. And a good number of candidates 

spend time repeating the exams several times over where necessary, until they obtain a credit 

or acceptable grade to enable them proceed to a tertiary institution.  

What is the trend of F9 over the period, when a three year policy was changed from three to 

four and back to three? 

TABLE  3 

GRADE F9  

CORE SUBJECTS 

FAIL GRADES IN CORE SUBJECTS 

CORE SUBJECTS GRADE F9 

2006 2007 2008 2009 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

ENGLISH 

LANGUAGE 

25261 31432 19448 28292 5783 14660 31356 50398 50774 

20.60% 23.45% 14.20% 19.90% 3.80% 8.50% 7.70% 20.90% 19.02% 

INTEGRATED 

SCIENCE 

40329 43646 41357 42263 27685 15760 58698 85524 98933 

32.89% 32.56% 30.29% 26.75% 18.60% 9.10% 14.40% 35.60% 37.17% 

MATHEMATICS 

(CORE) 

41367 61439 60810 62937 33999 32414 14203 75838 120381 

33.74% 45.84% 44.54% 39.84% 22.90% 18.80% 28.00% 31.60% 45.19% 
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SOURCE: WAEC 2016 

 

English Language. 

The significance of English cannot be overemphasized. In the senior high schools and 

universities, English is the medium of instruction, and has an impact on performance in all 

subjects, including mathematics and the sciences. Poor performance in English may therefore 

adversely affect results in all the other subjects. Conversely, a good performance in English may 

help a candidate to better explain concepts in both humanities and the sciences from the high 

school through the universities. It is not surprising that Chief Examiner reports on the sciences 

frequently lament expression in English.    

From 2006 to 2009, during the period of the three year cohort, candidates who failed in English 

ranged between 14.20% to 23.45%. When it was the turn of the four year candidates in 2011 

and 2012, the percentage of candidates who failed in English dropped considerably to single 

digits, ranging between 3.80%  to 8.50%. From an average of 19.54% fail, the percentage 

dropped to 6.15%. In the two years following the four year policy, when the policy reverted to 

3 years SHS, the percentage of F9 returned to a dismal average of 19.96%. 

Figure 8 

SOCIAL STUDIES 8908 10474 16608 8154 4747 5193 20306 39001 61086 

7.26% 7.81% 12.16% 5.16% 3.20% 4.90% 4.90% 16.20% 22.94% 
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Figure 8.Performance of Wassce candidates scoring F9 (Fail) in English language (Core) from 

2006 to 2015.    

In Integrated Science, candidates that obtained F9 averaged 30.62% before the Four Year policy. 

The Four year candidates from 2011-2012, dropped the F9 percentage from 30.62 to 13.85% on 

the average. In the years following the four-year policy when the three-year was restored, the 

average percentage of candidates who failed Integrated Science jumped from 13.85 to 36.39%. 

Indeed, in Integrated Science, the 37.17% F9s recorded in 2015 is the worst since WASSSCE 

started in 2006. 

Figure 9: 
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 Figure 9: F9 (Fail) scores in Integrated Science (Core) from 2006 to 2015.    

In Mathematics, the pre-four year period produced an astonishingly high 40.99% average of 

candidates that failed with F9.  When the four –year candidates sat in 2011 to 2012 exams, the 

rate of failed candidates dropped almost by half, from 40.99% average to 20.85%. When the 

three year candidates returned in the 2014, and 2015 exams, the percentage of Failed 

candidates, F9, rose to 38.40%. In other words, in 2014 and 2015 at the turn of the 3 year group, 

close to twice the number of students (more and more candidates) were blocked from entering 

any tertiary institution due to the total Fail in Mathematics, a core subject. Indeed in 2015, the 

percentage of F9 failures in Mathematics, was one of lowest points since 2006; the most dismal 

was in 2007.  

Figure 10 
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Figure 10: F9 (Fail) scores in Mathematics (Core) from 2006 to 2015.    

Figure 11 

Social Studies 

 

Figure 11:  F9 (Fail) scores in Social studies (Core) from 2006 to 2015.    
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The same situation applies to Social Studies, where the two respective Fail scores in 2014 and 

2015 (16. 20% and 22.94% respectively), represent the worst Fail grades since WASSCE started 

in 2006. 

 

ELECTIVES 

TABLE 4 

Grade F9  

Electives 

ELECTIVE 

SUBJECTS 

GRADE F9 

2006 2007 2008 2009 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

MATHEMATICS 

(ELECTIVE) 

7834 13595 16526 18820 6499 4019 30229 41048 45156 

23.21% 34.91% 37.07% 35.59% 12.70% 6.70% 22.40% 54.10% 51.80% 

BIOLOGY 2147 3882 3121 5902 1895 6138 12369 8471 16516 

13.49% 21.44% 15.74% 23.79% 8.20% 21.10% 17.00% 18.90% 30.87% 

CHEMISTRY 8375 12651 13679 15056 6603 5727 18662 10478 12957 

34.84% 48.13% 51.21% 49.36% 23.50% 17.80% 26.40% 27.00% 29.15% 

PHYSICS 5108 6441 5069 6731 2382 2500 10130 7208 5979 

24.97% 30.00% 23.20% 26.65% 10.60% 9.80% 17.50% 22.60% 16.47% 

SOURCE: WAEC 2016 

The story is the same in the elective subjects (Maths, Biology, Chemistry, Physics) where the 

percentage of failures is high from 2006 to 2009 during the exams for the first three year cohort, 

but considerably goes down in 2011, 2012, (and partly 2013), during the turn of the 4 years at 

the Wassce exams.  The percentage failures sharply rise in 2014 and 2015, when the three year 

policy returns.  
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In Elective Mathematics, the percentage of failures from 2006 to 2009 ranged between 23.21% 

and 37.07% during the Wassce for the three years. When the policy was changed to four years, 

the percentage of failures dipped to between 6.7% and 12.7%, surging to 54.1 in 2014, and 51.80 

in 2015.  

  

F9 

Figure 12 

 

Figure 12: F9 (Fail) scores in Mathematics (Elective) from 2006 to 2015.    

 

Biology 

Similarly, in elective Biology, the percentage of failure from 2006 to 2009 ranged between 

13.49% to 23.79% during Wassce for three year period before the four year policy. When the 

policy was changed to four years, the percentage of failure dipped between 8.20% to 21.10%. 

During the post 4 year period, the percentage F9s shot up between 18.90% to 30.87%. In Biology 

here, even though there were fairly strong credit passes (of 59.60%) as earlier seen, and we all 
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celebrated, the 30.87% F9s in 2015, much higher than those in the four year cohorts, are rather 

disappointing.  

 

F9 

Figure 13 

 

Figure 13:F9 (Fail) scores in Biology (Elective) from 2006 to 2015.    

The story does not change in Chemistry, where the failure rate which ranged between 34.84% 

and 51.21%, sharply dropped to 23.79% and 17.80% in 2011 and 2012 respectively, and shot up 

modestly to 26.40% in 2013 when the two cohorts combined to take the Wassce. When the 

three year returned in 2014, and 2015 the failure rate shot up to 29.15%. 
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Figure 14 Chemistry 

 

Figure 14:  F9 (Fail) scores in Chemistry (Elective) from 2006 to 2015.    

In Physics, the pre 4year registered between 23.20% and 30.00% failures, which dropped to 

9.80% and 10.60% during the four year period, went up again to 22.60% and 16.47% on the 

return of the three year policy in 2014 and 2015. 

Figure 15: Physics 
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Figure 15: F9 (Fail) scores in Physics (Elective) from 2006 to 2015.    

Superimposed Charts 

Performance trends are more quickly glanced when they are subject-based and the respective 

trends have been superimposed on one another.  The following charts(covering 2006 to 2015), 

at a glance show that all core subjects, (Social Studies, English, Integrated science Mathematics) 

reached their peak performance in 2011 and 2012 during the turn of the 4 year group at Wassce. 

As can be seen, an upward surge of the webs peaks in 2011 and 2012, and drops during the 

periods before and after.    

Figure 16 

Superimposed Credits Core (A1-C6) 
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Figure 17 
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Figure 17: Overall performance of Wassce candidates ranging from A1 to C6 (credit passes) in 

Elective Courses under study from 2006 to 2015. 

Superimposition of Fail Grades  

The pattern is in reverse in the following with respect to F9 grades in the core courses, where 

there is a general downward drift or depression towards 2011 and 2012, this time round in 

respect of failures. The downward thrust here carries a positive value since it is in respect of F9.  

The peak points of F9 are evident, but certainly in directions away from the 4 year periods. 

 

 

 

Figure 18 
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Figure 18: Summary view of superimposed F9 scores in Core Courses under study from 2006 to 

2015. 

The electives in the sciences generally follow the same pattern, with peak failures outside the 

2011- 2012 zones. 

Figure 19 
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Figure 19: Summary view of superimposed performance (F9) in Elective Courses under study 

from 2006 to 2015. 

 

The Saga of 2013 

I now refer specifically to the famous year 2013, that single year when the three-year and four-

year groups combined and sat the same Wassc exams in the same exams room, in same 

respective schools using the same syllabus.  

How did the two batches perform? 

Here, 20 schools (which will be unnamed) were selected from across Ghana, two from each 

region of Ghana. The results presented are credit passes ranging from A1 to C6, for the core 

courses English, Math, Integrated Science, and Social Studies. The schools are referenced by 

prefixes denoting the regions from which they were selected, Greater Accra (GAR), Upper West 

(UWR), etc…..   

TABLE 5 

Results of 2013Wassce 

Performance Comparison (A1-C6) 

A1-C6     

  3 year 4 year 

GAR1 14.4 21.08 

GAR2 52.42 56.03 

CR1 90.39 84.46 

CR2 1.68 2.19 
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WR1 69.37 81.37 

WR2 3.54 9.09 

ASR1 75.2 78.74 

ASR2 1.01 2.04 

BA1 42.04 52.25 

BA2 0.5 2.54 

VR1 0 0.89 

VR2 92.96 95.43 

NR1 1.75 3.84 

NR2 45.4 55.29 

UE1 26.35 60.08 

UE2 14.52 15.71 

UW1 2.72 4.93 

UW2 97.4 97.87 

ER1 67.24 73.62 

ER2 18.94 22.6 

DATA SOURCE: WAEC 

The trend shows remarkable differences in performance between the two batches of 

candidates, the four year batch having higher percentage credits in the core subjects than the 

three year batch.  Whereas the three year batch in ER1 got 67.24%, the four year obtained 

73.62%. In NR2 whereas the 3 year obtained 45.40% the four year cohort got 55.29%. In BA2 the 
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three year score of  0.50% was improved to  2.54% by the 4 year batch. In UW2   97.40% of the 

3 year was slightly moved up to 97.87 by the 4 year cohort in clearly one of the best schools in 

the country located in Upper West. At NR1 the three year produced 1.75% and the four year, 

with a 3.84% put a smile on several more faces. The trend is the same with one remarkable 

exception in CR1, where the 3 year batch posted a higher percentage, 90.39% than the four year 

group which obtained  84.46%.  The biggest contrast is at UE1 where the 3 year result of 26.35% 

was improved almost three fold to 60.08% by the 4 year cohort. The smallest difference was in 

UW2, where the two results were almost the same, 97.40% and 97.87%. 

The following chart presents the contrasts in performance more clearly, the three year in blue, 

and the four year in red. 

 

Figure 20 

 

Figure 20 juxtaposes the respective performance of the three year and four year cohorts who 

took the exams in 2013. 

In the above chart, where all the 20 schools in the ten regions are represented, the blue shade 

represents the three-year, and the red represents the four year. The reds consistently tower 
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above the blues, demonstrating superiority of the four year in scores, over the three year, except 

in one notable case, CR1.  

Naturally this would also mean the percentage of candidates that failed core courses would be 

higher among the three year group, than the four-year. The question is: 

Why are they failing?  

Why has the failure rate been consistently higher in the three year period?  

Based on issues raised by senior high school teacher discussants during focus group discussions, 

one can simply blame the weak performance among the three year candidates on inadequate 

contact hours between teacher and students, which were too limited to finish the syllabus in 

three years or less.  

Indeed the issue of time constraints appears to pervade Chief Examiner reports, where it is 

observed that teachers tend to concentrate on chosen topics considered as priority, rather than 

exhaustively teach the syllabus. Chief examiners have noticed the missing gaps, and have 

recommended that  

 Conscious efforts be made to cover the entire syllabus instead of selecting aspects 

thereof….  

 There is the need to pay equal attention to all the topics in the syllabus….. 

 Teachers should give equal attention to all the topics in the syllabus and stop specializing 

in teaching some topics.  

When exams questions are posed from topics that were not taught, candidates are bound to 

perform dismally. 

Children are thereby deprived of opportunities for creative thinking and a proper assimilation 

and application of materials learnt. Rote learning becomes the norm. 



39 
  

The truth is that the three year duration is for practical purposes, far less than three years, first 

since the computerized selection program of allocating schools to BECE graduates alone 

consumes a good part of the first year.  

While the selection process quickly allocates schools to high flying candidates based on their 

first choices, there is considerable delay in placing students from less advantaged schools, since 

their priority choices may not have been assigned to them. The search for ‘good’ alternate 

schools, whether from within or outside the official process, is often a frustrating experience for 

many students and their parents, and may take several weeks if not months. The victims of a 

late selection process, who report very late to schools allocated, are largely those from 

disadvantaged schools and rural locations. Products from better endowed JHS are less adversely 

affected, since prompt school allocations to them would have enabled them to report promptly 

to school, to start classes on time.  

A student reporting to a senior high school in November or December, instead of September, 

would be reporting when the first term is all but over. They would have lost most part of a 

precious foundation term to a rather frustrating search for schools.  

According to the teachers, real teaching of first year students begins in the second year for the 

following reasons: 

 Students trickle in at different times in the term, and this compels teachers to postpone 

serious teaching until the second year, since the late comers could slow the pace of 

teaching. 

 Due to low academic standards among some students coming from junior high school, a 

considerable amount of time expended in the first year of SSS, is devoted to remedial 

classes, addressing gaps noticed in students coming from disadvantaged schools. Such 

remedial classes help weaker students to better transition into the senior high school 

phase. This is the case particularly in the science related courses. 

The second year is perhaps the only full term available for teaching.   
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The third year is the exams year, and contrary to the perception that June exams begin in June, 

they rather start as early as February. Indeed this year’s June Wassce began some 10 weeks ago 

on 22ndFebruary, with Basketry, Ceramics, Leather works, etc etc. As we stand here today, 3rd 

May, exams on the subjects, crop husbandry and horticulture, building construction, etc…just 

ended at 3.30pm.  

The entire exams cycle ends, not in June, but in 10days time, 13th May, 2016, with Elective 

Mathematics.  

Considering the real time spent on the relevant syllabuses as well as the real start of Wassce 

exams, the time attrition reduces the three year project to two years, and a few more months, 

which is bound to adversely affect a school’s capacity to discharge their obligation to students. 

While the situation was the same with the 4 year cohort, they had more time to catch up.  

Institutional Initiatives  

But knowing that the candidates’ performance has enormous implications for enrollment in 

schools, management and staff put in every effort to ensure successful outcomes for exams.  

Various schools adopt various methods sometimes unorthodox, to mitigate the adverse impact 

of the three year policy in hopes of completing the syllabus and achieving good results. There 

are no vacations. Vacations are virtually converted to regular terms. This is partly formalized 

through agreed contributions by parents at PTA meetings for vacation classes. This is besides 

extra classes, which are now a norm.  

Within the regular school period itself, teachers are compelled in certain schools to schedule  

classes at 4.30am!! Others begin classes at 5am, two or three hours ahead of the regular start 

of classes. And classes continue sometimes up to 3pm. 

Under such circumstances, not only is learning reduced to drudgery; the entire high school 

experience becomes examinations driven, leaving little or no time for creative thinking, sports, 

or anything else. 
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Children are thereby deprived of opportunities for creative thinking and a proper assimilation 

and application of materials learnt. Rote learning becomes the norm. 

In one Chief Examiners report, it has been recommended that  

Students should form subject associations that will periodically move out of the classroom to 

industry for a more practical approach towards learning.  

But a successful implementation of this is doubtful in several schools particularly with a crowded 

3-year policy, where there is hardly any time for leisure; and where opportunities to nurture and 

develop skills in extra-curricular activities, like sports, diminish. 

Repeat Policy 

An important development within the three year policy has been a palpable inability of some 

students to cope with the pace of work and academic standards expected in the senior high 

school. The situation compels many public high schools to avoid wholesale promotion of 

students to the next class, insisting that poor or below average students should repeat classes 

where they have dismally performed. Whereas this practice has been common over the years, 

the number of repeated students appears to have grown considerably with the reversal of the 

4year senior high school policy. In one SHS in the Central region, 20 out of 737, representing 

2.71% students were repeated in 2014/2015 in Form 1. In the 2015/2016 academic year 35 of 

503 students representing 6.96% were repeated in the same Form One.  In Form 2, whereas 

those repeated in 2014/2015 were 10 out of 677, representing 1.48%, the 2015/2016 academic 

year saw as many as 61 out of 734 repeated, representing 8.31%.  

Such repeat students end up spending a total of 4 or 5 years at school, in a three year project! 

This is not to mention how many repeats of Wassce exams are ahead of them, in their bid to 

enter a tertiary institution (see Ivan…).  
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Reality of Inequity 

The broad picture we have presented on candidates’ performance so far has not permitted a 

close monitoring of candidate performance on the basis of the quality of schools attended.  

In this section I compare the performance of better-endowed senior high schools, with typically 

less privileged ones that are lesser endowed in infrastructure and other resources. Six high 

schools were chosen: three well endowed, and three lesser endowed. Elite School 1 (ES1) for 

lack of a better term, is a highly reputable school in Central region; Elite School 2 (ES2) is in the 

Ashanti region, and Elite School 3 (ES3) was chosen from the Greater Accra Region. On the other 

hand, Disadvantaged School 1 (DS1) for lack of a better term,is from the Eastern region; DS2 is 

from the Northern region, and DS3 is from the Central region. 

I consider performance outcomes of Wassce exams in these senior high schools, over a five year 

period: 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, and 2015. 2011 and 2012 is the output of the 4 year graduates, 

and 2014, 2015 is the output of the 3 year graduates. 2013 represents results from a 

combination of the 3 year and 4 year cohorts.  

 Subjects considered here are core subjects: English, Integrated Science, Core Mathematics, 

Social Studies. 

 

Table 6 

Elite Schools (Better Endowed) 

A1-C6 Credit Passes 

A1 –C6 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Elite School 1 96.86 96.88 92.17 83.05 80.95 

Elite School 2 97.83 99.8 89.93 90.46 77.65 
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Elite School 3 79.45 88.95 73.74 59.81 54.78 

 

 

Figure 21 

 

Figure 22 

 

Figure 22: Wassce performance of Elite School 2, 2011 to 2015.  
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Figure  23 

 

Figure 24 

 

Figure 24 represents overall Wassce performance of 3 elite schools from 2011 to 2015. 
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The general pattern in all the three better endowed schools is fairly in conformity with expected 

trends in the 3 year 4 year outcomes. In Elite School 1 the 4year graduates in 2011, 2012 (and 

partly 2013), have a higher percentage of candidates passing with credit (A1-C6) scoring 96.86%. 

The percentage credit passes however fall to between 80 and 83% among the 3 year graduates 

of 2014 and 2015.  

The story is not different in Elite School 2 in the Ashanti region, where once again the 4year 

cohort, finish with an average of 98%, whereas their three year counterparts drop by 15% to an 

average of 83%. 

In Elite School 3, the story is the same. The drop is from 84% to 57%, averaging a 27% drop. 

Among the disadvantaged schools, fluctuations in the pattern are generally the same, the 4 year 

cohort (2011, 2012) doing better than the 3 year (2014, 2015). On the other hand the percentage 

scores, as compared to the scores of the better endowed, were much lower. 

 

Disadvantaged Schools 

TABLE 7 

A1-C6 Credit Passes 

 A1 –C6 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Disadvantaged School 1 5.42 23.95 12.64 7.86 5.73 

Disadvantaged School 2 12.82 2.50 2.51 0.67 0.58 

Disadvantaged School 3 7.32 4.16 12.74 0.47 0.96 

Data Source: WAEC (2016)  

Here, there is a sharper drop in credit passes in general as compared to the elite or better 

endowed schools. Where for example Elite School 1 obtained 96.8% in credit passes, DS1 
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obtained 23.95%. But the general pattern in performance among the 4 year/3year cohort is the 

same, products of the 3 year system in 2014, 2015, obtaining an average of 6.5%, and those 

from the 4 year group in 2011, 2012, achieving an average of  14.5% from a combination of 5.42 

and 23.95.     The pattern is the same in DS2, where the three year group in 2014, 2015 obtain 

less than 1% respectively, and the four year group in 2011 2012 obtain 12.82 and 2.50% 

respectively.  

Figure 25 
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Figure 27 

Disadvantaged School 3 

 

 

 

Figure 28 
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Figure 28, immediately preceding, depicts the pictorial view of disadvantage schools whose 

wassce score ranged   A1 to C6 over the five year period, from 2011 to 2015. 

 

TABLE8 

F9 IN 
DISADVANTAGED 

SCHOOLS 

          

  2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

DS1 0.34 0 0.73 0 6.09 

DS2 0 0 5.02 4 1.16 

DS3 2.82 2.08 0.9 26.93 23.21 

 

The logic is the same with F9 failures.  
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Let me stress though that in this section of F9s, we are dealing with percentages and numbers 

of candidates who obtained F9 Grade in all the core subjects, that is not C4 here C6 there and 

F9 there, but English F9, Mathematics F9, Integrated Science F9, Social Studies F9. 

 In DS1 0.34% obtained F9s in all core subjects in 2011 within the 4 year group, which changed  

to 0% in 2012; in other words fewer students failed in all the core subjects in 2012. In the 3year 

cohort, they still maintained 0% in 2014, but there was a much higher percentage of F9, 6.09% 

in 2015.  

DS2 had 0% F9 with the 4 year cohort in 2011, and maintained the same record in 2012. In 2014, 

at the turn of the 3 year cohort, 4% got F9 or rather failed in all the core subjects. This, however, 

dropped to 1.16% in 2015.  

Similarly in DS3, there were 2.82% failures in all the core subjects, within the 4 year group in 

2011; in 2012 still with the 4 year group the failure dropped to 2.08%. The three year group 

doing exams in 2014, had it tougher. From less than 3% failures in 2011 and 2012, in 2014 the 

three year group registered 26.93% F9s or Fails in all the core subjects. This fell slightly in 2015, 

to 23.21% Fail. It also means that in Disadvantaged School 3 among the 3 year cohort, out of 

427 that sat the Wassce, 26.93%  or rather 115 students, got F9 or failed in all the core subjects. 

This improved slightly in 2015, when among another batch of 3 year students, 418 sat the 

Wassce, but 23.21% or a total of 97 students obtained F9 or rather failed in all the core subjects. 

This may be compared with Elite Schools 1, 2, where nobody obtained F9 or failed in all the core 

subjects whether in the 3 year or 4 year project. Candidates who failed totally, obtaining F9 in 

all the core subjects, showed little or no change among the Elite or better endowed schools. 

None of the better endowed schools had candidates that scored F9 in all the core subjects, 

whether in the 3 year or 4 year system, except Elite School 3 which recorded 0.21%, which 

translates to one student.  

In other words generally, the grades in the better endowed schools did not deteriorate to the 

point of students getting F9 grades in all the core subjects even during the 3 year rollout.  
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Figure 29 

 

Figure 26 depicts the pictorial view of three disadvantaged schools Wassce candidate who score 

F9 from 2011 to 2015. The colors not seen represent 0%. 

Examination Malpractice 

As I wind down, let me bring up an issue, that is dear to the heart of policy makers, teachers, 

parents and students alike, and determine the possibility of a correlation with performance 

trends: I refer to the social menace of Examination Malpractice, which has pervaded the 

educational system of late. This is not the focus of today’s presentation, but I can’t help making 

a few correlated observations.     

The leakage of exams in WASSCE has been a major cause for concern throughout the country, 

and has triggered considerable anxiety and indeed fury among stakeholders, owing to its 

implications for the quality of our human resource base, as well as the integrity our academic 

processes. Investigations should indeed continue to be made that seek to track down 

perpetrators, beneficiaries of the malpractice as well as deficiencies in security systems. While 

all these go on, one should not ignore the larger picture of stress as a major factor in examination 

malpractice.  
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By exam malpractice, I refer to WAEC’s definition of ‘any form of deliberate cheating on 

examinations which provides one or more candidates with an unfair advantage.’ These have 

ranged from bringing foreign materials to an exams hall, collusion, leakage of question papers, 

mass cheating, to impersonation, etc. Of course, the human factor of greed and the instinct to 

cheat will ever remain a major issue, but a cursory look at available data links the intensity of 

exam malpractice to periods of greater anxiety.  

I have taken a look at trends in examination malpractice since WASSCE started in 2006, and as 

the following chart indicates, there has been a much higher incidence of malpractice at Wassce 

administered for the three year candidates since 2006. The four year project, whose last batch 

finished with the 2013 exams, registered a consistently lower incidence of cheating. Let’s look 

at the following chart covering trends in exam malpractice since Wassce started in 2006 to 2015.  

Table 9 

EXAMINATION MALPRACTICE IN GHANA (MAY/JUNE WASSCE)[ 

                                              2006-2015 

Year 2006 2007 2008 2009 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Entry  122,618 134,033 136,934 158,002 149,175 174,385 409,759 242,162 268,812 

No. Sat 120,492 129,479 131,353 152,548 148,697 173,655 409,711 240,662 266,591 

No. of Cands. 
Involved in 
Malpractice 
cases 

9,872 4,101 2,160 3,273 4,201 3,439 5,653 8,051 12,754 

% of Cands. 
Involved in 
Malpractice 
Cases 

8.19 3.17 1.77 2.15 2.83 1.98 1.38 3.35 4.72 

DATA SOURCE: WAEC 

 

Figure 30 
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Figure 31 

 

 Figure 31 is the pictorial view of the percentage of candidates involved in examination 

malpractice from 2006 to 2015. 

2006	 2007	 2008	 2009	 2011	 2012	 2013	 2014	 2015	

No.	of	Malprac ce	cases	 9,872	 4,101	 2,160	 3,273	 4,201	 3,439	 5,653	 8,051	 12,754	
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The percentage of students involved in examination malpractice across Ghana started on a 

record high percentage of 8.19% in 2006 at the onset of Wassce, with the three year policy.2006 

reports the highest percentage, partly in my view, due to the very novelty of Wassce and the 

mystery of an unknown exam. Moving from the local SSSCE (the senior secondary school 

certificate examinations), to the sub-regional WASSCE, must have created considerable anxiety 

among stakeholders alike. In other words, out of every 100 candidates, as many as 8.19 were 

involved in exam malpractice in 2006.  

The percentage the next year in 2007 dropped drastically to 3.17%, presumably after the novelty 

and mystery had worn off. It thereafter went down further to 1.77%and 2.15% in 2008 and 2009. 

Remember 2006 to 2009 was also the period of the three year policy. In 2011, and 2012 during 

Wassce for the 4 year group, and 2013 when the two cohorts sat together, malpractice generally 

went down, dropping to between 1.38% and 2.83%. First, the novelty of Wassce had further 

worn off, and students had four years instead of three years duration.  However, exams cheating 

shot up to 3.35% and 4.72%, an average of 4% in 2014 and 2015, when the three year cohort 

resumed the Wassce. 

It is hard to tell the impact of the most recent 2016 incidents on the trends, but time will tell.  

Examination malpractice is largely a product of inadequate preparation for exams, which 

compels candidates and accomplices to do everything possible to ensure that some candidates 

get an unfair advantage over others. The propensity to cheat has been higher among the three 

year cohort, and dropped consistently over the period when the four year cohort sat the exams. 

Let me quickly add the following observations:  

1) Examination malpractice is more prevalent among less privileged schools than the better 

endowed generally, from data available;  

2) It leads to the cancellation of exam results, and  
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3) It ends up worsening the performance of candidates involved. In most cases, student 

offenders repeat the examinations later or in the following year, thus prolonging the duration 

of their pre-tertiary life.  

4) Once it starts the practice of malpractice in exams could follow the corrupted student through 

subsequent cycles of education.   

I have highlighted the issue of exam malpractice here not just to point up correlation between 

anxiety, stress and malpractice, but to also indicate how major social evils of corruption, 

dishonesty, and a lack of academic integrity, could be fuelled public policy. In this case, the 

indiscreet handling of educational policy could produce unnecessary stress and trigger juvenile 

participation in social evils (such as examination malpractice), which can compromise integrity 

for the rest of one’s life. 

And if data available demonstrate that examination malpractice is most widespread among 

disadvantaged schools, it is clearly an indictment on the social inequities prevailing within the 

system that produce greater anxiety and stress in most schools within the public sector.  

 

 

Towards a Stabilization Agenda 

Our data in this paper demonstrate 

 

 Considerable disparity in the performance of 3 year and 4 year candidates in WASSCE: the 

4 year candidates across board, performing better in all the subjects. 

 Better performance by the 4 year candidates, who by obtaining higher percentages of  

Grades A1 to C6, are better positioned to enter the realm of tertiary education in a single 

attempt, and with reduced  stress. 
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 Higher percentages of 3 year students who performed dismally, obtaining F9 in core 

subjects, and not likely to easily enter the tertiary cycle of education. 

 That there are better endowed schools, better resourced, and privileged that are 

generally not an exception to the fluctuations in the performance of students within the 

two systems. 

However, better endowed schools are not at a total disadvantage in the 3 year system.  They still 

manage to put up a fairly good performance in the 3 year policy, and get fairly good percentages 

of candidates qualifying to enter tertiary institutions. Such better endowed schools admitted top 

notch students from privileged junior high schools, where students are relatively high flyers.  

Even though results of the 3 year cohort were not as remarkable as those from the 4 year cohort, 

nevertheless, the 3 year duration did not fatally destabilize their progress. In some cases, upward 

of 80% and even 90% students still got credit passes in the three year system, and most likely 

entered tertiary institutions.  

With fairly impressive results among better endowed senior high schools even in years of 

relative drought, it is not surprising that  Ghana continued to dominate in the WAEC Excellence 

Awards from 2009 to 2015 winning the first, second and third positions; and this includes  2014 

and 2015, when a three year duration system was in operation. It is of course notable that the 

individual winners came from notable better endowed schools.  It demonstrates a resilience 

within the better endowed schools that is capable of withstanding shocks arising from a 

reduction of program duration.  

These are also schools where a very low or zero percentage of candidates obtained F9 or Fail, in 

all core subjects. Once again this was irrespective of the duration of the SHS.    

In relative terms, however, the category of schools that showed greater sensitivity in 

performance to the 3 year/4 year policy swings was the lesser endowed public senior high 

schools.  

Whereas the three year produced only 7%or 5% of credit passes in Disadvantaged School 1, the 

four year policy harvested a much higher percentage of A1-C6 passes, putting smiles on the 
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faces of a significantly bigger percentage of students. Conversely, there was a significant drop in 

total failures in the core subjects within the less privileged schools among the 4year cohort, 

whereas the three year produced many more Fail grades.  

 

Observations: 

The 3 year system does not necessarily destabilize most students in the better endowed schools; 

a good percentage of their students can cope with the course demands regardless of duration. 

Students here have higher proficiencies and better academic skills in reading and writing, which 

generally help them to sail through other subjects with relative ease.   

For this category of schools or students, a fixed four-year SHS duration may be superfluous, and 

unnecessary. Such students are not different from those in the old school system who were high 

fliers, and sat and passed the common entrance exams to enter secondary schools, after 6 or 7 

years of primary education. 

These should be contrasted with the majority, largely products of typical public schools, who did 

not enjoy high quality amenities in their basic education, and who need further remedial 

attention to smoothly transition to SHS. These were lesser endowed in qualified teachers, 

student-lecturer ratio, books, equipment and infrastructure.  

 The less privileged students would naturally benefit from longer SHS durations, where they 

would spend a greater part of the first year summarizing the JHS syllabus, remedying 

fundamental deficiencies in the students’ knowledge, and enabling the students to discover 

their best and worst subject areas.  
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Flexible Duration 

The recommendation in this paper then is for a general four year senior high school policy, in 

which an accelerated three year option is embedded, and offered to high fliers or students who 

have demonstrated a clear capacity to excel over a shorter duration.  

A four-year shs would ensure that the first year is fundamentally revisionary or top up in content. 

The first year would be preparatory and subscribed by students/schools that are more 

disadvantaged, coming from less privileged schools.  High flyers performing very well at JHS or 

BECE, need not do a full four year SHS.  They may exercise the option of directly entering Form 

Two SHS, skipping the preliminary stage, and essentially doing a three year shs.  

The four year policy should enable any significant differences among students in the first year 

to be addressed over the period before they progress to the second year, where more focused 

teaching may be done. 

 The proposal here does not differ from options and flexibilities made available in the older 

educational system. High flying pupils from preparatory/private schools always sat for and 

passed the common entrance exams, and thereby started their secondary education after 6 or 

7 years of primary school, while their counterparts in the typical public school system whose 

English expression, reading and writing skills needed fine tuning commenced secondary 

education after 2 or 3 more years. In extreme cases, one could do the common entrance after 4 

years middle school education. 

The one-size-fit-all policy, where the duration of SHS, is fixed by policy (either three or four 

years), promotes and exacerbates prevailing social inequities. The shorter duration creates 

stress for poor schools and deprived students, while the 4 year duration which is generally 

desirable could be time consuming for high flyers.   

 The 4 year system may be considered more expensive; but its relative high cost is only in the 

short run. Increasing the duration from three to four will require additional resources, but it 

allows more time to address deficiencies in graduates from socially disadvantaged junior high 
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schools. It also gives students time and opportunities to pursue extracurricular activities and 

cultivate talents and skills that supplement academic work.  

Of course, one critical dilemma is determining whether the choice of duration should be 

institution-based, or should be based on a student’s previous performance in the BECE. 

A simpler way out is to enlarge the capacity of all schools to accommodate a four year SHS policy, 

while at the same time leaving an option within the schools for high fliers to do the WASSCE 

within three years. 

State resources may be required to expand infrastructure to support this scheme, but it is worth 

it, so long as it ends up minimizing inequity in access to educational opportunities, and 

expanding access to tertiary education.  

This proposal would achieve optimum outcomes if:  

1) The system of allocating BECE students to high schools is rationalized to eliminate or 

drastically reduce time lost to processing, ensuring a seamless transition from junior to 

senior high school. 

2)   A conscious effort is made to improve across board, the quality of teaching, facilities,  

infrastructure, teacher motivation, etc  in junior high schools and senior high schools in 

general.  

In this paper, we have gone beyond the factor of course duration to tinker with the issue of 

infrastructure and amenities, and have compared performance trends in schools that are better 

endowed in facilities and teacher motivation, with a sample of the lesser endowed majority. We 

have thereby demonstrated that a clear lack of equity in educational quality, leads to highly 

differential outcomes in learning and academic abilities.  

A policy agenda that ensures an in-built flexibility towards Wassce should be part of our arsenal 

in fighting to reduce systemic inequities and ensuring greater social justice. 

The three year SHS project poses considerable stress to public schools. It does not respond to 

concerns and challenges within a majority of schools, and holds back the dreams of several 
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school candidates. It has made failures out of several promising high school children who 

needed a supportive educational climate to discover their potential. The current policy has 

unleashed stress on candidates and schools, and has partly aggravated the incidence of 

examination malpractice, which flourishes under situations of stress and anxiety, and is more 

prevalent in lesser endowed high schools.   

The flexibility of the proposed scheme, a four year policy with a three year duration tugged 

along, is in itself a source of stability. It is all inclusive and acknowledges profound social 

inequities in the country, which cannot be remedied in a one-size-fits all policy. 

The swings in the SHS policy must stop, and yield to a flexible policy, where options are exercised 

in response to individual and institutional needs. As a nation, we are hurting every passing day 

when governments on the basis of party manifestos, fiddle with policy sometimes to settle 

scores.  

Mr Chairman, adopting recommendations in this paper, it should be possible to see more and 

more students from Nyakrom Senior High School, and Gambaga Senior High School moving hand 

in hand with a largely three year cohort of candidates from Achimota and Wesley Girls, all 

gravitating towards a University of Ghana or for that matter, a newly elevated Central University. 

Mr Chairman, Different Strokes for Different Folks. 

Thank you. 

3rd May, 2016 
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