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ABSTRACT

This study was conducted to assess the factors attributing to students’ poor
performance in Senior Secondary Certificate Examinations (SSCE) and other
public examinations in mathematics. The research was carried out in six (6)
randomly selected senior secondary schools in Yola South Local Government
Area of Adamawa Sate and the data were obtained from 120 respondents (90
Sudentsand 30 mathematics Teachers). Thefindings revealed some of the factors
attributing to the poor performance of students in mathematics at public
examinations and suggested wor kabl e strategiesthat could be adopted to improve
students’ performance in Mathematics.
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INTRODUCTION
Mathematicsisafundamenta sciencethat isnecessary for the understanding of most other
fieldsin education. This conception validatesthe view of Udousoro (2000) who stated
that, theknowledge of scienceissuperficial without mathematics. It isconceptualized that
mathematicsisabody of knowledgethat exposesoneto logical reasoning, analytical
evaluation and critical thinking. Mathematics could be defined asthe study of qualitative
relations; or the science of structure, order, numbers, spaceand rel ationshipsabout counting,
measuring and describing of shapesand objects. It isalso seen asabody of knowledge
that opensup themind tological reasoning, analytical thinking, creativethinking, deep
focusing and clarity of thought and precision. Therefore, to effectively understand the
factorsthat attribute to the poor performance of studentsin mathematicsin the Senior
Secondary Certificate Examinationsand plan for abetter future, knowledge of thepastis
inevitable. The higtory of modern mathematicsin Nigeriaistraceableto theintroduction of
arithmetic by the European missionaries. Prior to thisera, Nigeriahad an indigenous
mathematicswhich cameintheform of counting, and avariety of human experiencewas
used to promote practice and dexterity in enumeration (Fafunwa, 1974, Taiwo, 1980).
Themissonariesintroduced thisbranch of methematicscaled arithmeticin order toinculcate
counting and numeracy skillswhichwasmostly needed to foster businesstransaction and
other demand of the new age (Fafunwa,1974). However, during thetwentieth century, a

Udonsa, A. E. isa Lecturer in the Mathematics Department, Federal College of Education, Yola
Adamawa Sate, while Udonsa, O. E. is of the American University Of Nigeria, Yola, Adama Sate,
Nigeria. E-mail: efiokside@yahoo.com

Journal of Sociology, Psychology and Anthropology in Practice, Vol. 7, No. 2, August 2015 48
ISSN: 2141 - 274X



high precedence was given to mathematics asit was considered to be afoundation for
scientific, technol ogical and economic development. Tothisend, itisimperativeto note
that, the study of mathematics asasubject beganintheAncient Greek inthe 6™ century
whentheterm* mathematics’” wascoined out by the Pythagoreansfrom theword * mathema’
whichmeans* subject of instruction” (Heath, 1981). Theideaof counting in mathematics
cameup inthe Hunter-gatherer societiesfor the purposeof division of property, demarcation
and measurement. To thiseffect, therewasareformin the curriculum between 1930sand
1950swhich led to anew setting in the aims, content and organi zation of mathematics
(Lassa, 1977 and Ohuche, 1978 cited in Firgt Tutor 2012, Osibondu, 1988). Consequently,
Mathematics Educationwasgivenitsrightful placein curriculum development in Nigeria
educational history, and topicsin algebra, geometry, trigonometry, etc weretaught in
mathematics. Dueto thedemand of the new age, another reformtook effect leading tothe
emergenceof modern mathematicscurriculumwhich started inthe early 1950sand reached
itsclimax inthe 1960s. Thereform becamemoreintensifiedinthe 1960sasaresult of the
successful launching of the Sputnik (thefirst earth satellitein spacein November 1957) by
theformer Union of Soviet Socialist Republic (USSR). Mathematicswas considered as
the backbone of thistechnological breakthrough. Therefore, thisperiod witnessed radical
departuresfrom the arithmetic ideol ogy to atechnol ogically driven modern mathematics
(Osibondu, 1988). Thisdevel opment wasbased on the notion that improved mathematical
skillswould be of tremendousadvantageto students’ excedllent performanceinthescientific
and engineering field. Totest students' skillsand mastery of the subject, it became one of
the compulsory subjectsin senior secondary certificate examinationsin Nigeria. If
mathematicsis given such ahigh precedence, what then are the factor s attributing to
the poor performance of studentsin mathematics? Before this question isanswered,
let have an overview of the past records.

CandidatesPerformancein M athematicsin Public Examinations (2004-2012)

For instance, in 2004, (34.47%) of the candidatesfailed mathematicsin WAEC. In 2005,
thefailurerate stood (34.41%). (24.95%) in 2006, (24.24%) in 2007; whilethat of 2008
camedownto (17.07%), (Salman, et a, 2012). In 2009, thefailureratewas 27.09% and
in 2000 WAEC hasshown that (80.78%) failurewasrecorded in Mathematicsand English
Language. About 60.1% failed in 2011 WAEC resultsand the 2012 WAEC result has
shown that only (9.7%) of 1,672,244 candidates obtained credits passes (credits or
Didtinction) in Mathemeatics. In expressing dissati sfaction over the consistent massfailure,
theformer Minister of Education (Professor Rugayyatu Rufai) disclosed that the May/
June 2011 WAEC result was not better either asonly (39.9%) candidates obtained five
(5) creditsand aboveincluding mathematics and English Language (representing 60.1%
failure rate) while NECO result of the same year 2011 failure rate stood at (8.06%).
Similarly,in 2012 NECO, only (31.58%) scaled through by obtaining atotd of fivecredits
and above with mathematicsand English Languageinclusive (NUC, 2012). A statistical
dataontheleve of students performance acrossthe country showsthat the Northern
part, especially, North-East states performed poorly in the May/June 2012 WAEC. For
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instance, out of 21,233 candidatesthat sat for the examinationsin Gombe State, only 906
(4.27%) scded through. InAdamawa State, only 1706 (5.26%) candidates madeit out of
32,410 candidates (NUC, 2012). NABTEB results of 2003 —2007 showed similar poor
achievement inthe subject as21.01% failed in 2003, 23.14% in 2004, (23.08%) in 2005,
(16.52%) in 2006, and (18.81%) in 2007 (FRN, 2009). Therefore, available records
have shown that the performance of studentsin SSCE Mathematics has continued to
waneat alarming rate and many scholars have expressed disappointment over theissue
(Onyekakeyah, 2011, Nnabugwu, 2012). In recognition of this perennial academic
downturn, many Researchershad made concerted effort in assessing thefactorsresponsble
forit.

Someof thefactorsattributed to the observed poor performancein Mathematics

I nadequate Facilitiesand Resource Materials: Thereisaconventional view that the
decay or lack of educationd facilitiessuch aswell-equipped | aboratories, standard libraries,
standard classrooms, current instructional materialsand ahost of other related factorslimit
the chances of students’ successin mathematics (Akpan, 1987, Odogwu, 2002, Odili,
2006, Bacharach, Bauer and Shebb's, 1986). Studies have shown significant rel ationship
between adequatefacilitiesand students academic performance. For instance, Alausa
(2013) quoting (Keith 2004) pointed to the size of alibrary mediaand other necessary
facilitiesasthe best school predictor or consequential factorsthat should bein placeto
enhancegood academic performanceof learners. Therefore, failureiscertainwherethese
facilities are inadequate or completely lacking. In supporting this view, the Nigeria
Examinations Committee (NEC) al so observed that poor infrastructure and manpower
deficitsin schoolsand the over population of studentsarewhat hindered the preparation
of studentsfor WA EC examinations (Alausa2013).Many scholarsare of theview that the
poor academic achievement of childrenisnot dueto their own inability, but because
government hasfailed in providing the enabling environment for them to succeed. Olatunyi,
(2007) observed the situation and filed inthe report bel ow;

“Hereis Federal Government which had loudly trumpeted the laudable

projection, that every Nigerian should be literate by Year 2000, but

never supported the project by ensuring the availability of books in

schools to ameliorate the critical shortage of textbooks and library

materials, at all levels of education”.
Theargument goesthat good quality of teachersand government’ s provision of necessary
facilitiesarethe prerequisitesfor good academic performance of learners. In support of
thisview, Aina(2006) arguesthat the cons stent poor performancein the subject hasbeen
attributed to such factors as negative attitudes of studentsand teachers, lack of motivation
of teachers; and non-availability of instructional materias. Olatunji (2007) documented
thereport and bel ow istheextract:

“ A visit to most government secondary school will show to you that the

government is not serious with education in Nigeria. For instance, the

basic teaching aids that will facilitate knowledge transfer from teachers
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to students are simply nonexistent. The laboratories are poorly

equipped, some science students have never seen test tubes before,

even the physical infrastructures like classrooms and libraries are

nothing to write home about. So with these factors in place, how do

you expect the students to perform brilliantly in examinations? It is

just not possible.”
Further report on thisrevea that governmentsat all levelshave not hel ped matterswith
their failureto investininfrastructurein schools, teaching and learning resourcesand a
rigorousteachers’ training programme (Nigerian Compass, 2012).

Lack of teaching aid: Evidence suggeststhat the quality of teaching and learningis
improved when students have ample opportunitiesto learn, apply, and consolidate new
knowledgethrough practical viewing of abstract issues. Inrecognition of this, Akinyemi
(1983) notesthat teaching without relevant and adequate instructional materialsand poor
relationship with the studentsisthe cause of student failurein the subject (cited in First
Tutor, 2012). Many scholars have supported this view by pointing out that lack of
M athemati csteaching equipment and ingtructiond materid sassomeof thereasonsattributed
to the observed poor achievement in Mathematics (Abimbade, 1995; Akpan, 1987,
Odogwu, 2002). Thegenera conceptionisthat achild who hasbeen exposed to alot of
learning equi pment and teaching aidslike concrete materids, pictures, etc. will easily master
the concept than the onewho has none of such facilities (Aina, 2006). Thisisbecause
teaching aids make |earning meaningful and relevant to the experiences of the students
(Aina, 2006).

Theattitude of studentstowardsmathematics: Itisargued that, students' factor isthe
direct causefor their successor failurein mathematics. No matter how professional the
teacher is, no matter theamount of ingtructional materiasprovided, without the studentsto
exhibit theright attitude and learn with astrong determination for success, al other efforts
become unproductive. Thus, Aina(2006) quoting, Mwamwenda, (1995) and Nedle (1969),
arguesthat the achievement of studentsin asubject isdetermined by their attitudesrather
thaninability to study. Thisvaidatestheview of Haimowitz (1989) in Mbugua, et d (2012),
who asserted that the cause of most failuresin school s might not be duetoinsufficient or
inadequateinstruction but by activeres stance by learners. Various studies conducted on
similar issue have validated the assertion that one of the mgjor factors causing poor
performancein Mathematicsisthe negative attitude of the students (Adegboye, 1991,
Osafehinti, 1988 and Osibodu, 1988) citedin (First Tutor 2012), Jackson, (1998). Smilarly,
0j0(1986) and Wiseman (1970) in (Aina2006) attributed it to both teachers and students
attitude towards the subject and added that negative attitude towards M athematics by
students may haveresulted from theteachers own attitude towardsthe subject. Inthe
same manner, Banks (1964) ascited in (Aina, 2006) sumsit up thus. “teacher’sattitude
and effectivenessin mathematics may bethe primedeterminantsof students’ attitudesand
performanceinthe subject”
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Method of teaching: Theway mathematicsistaught in classroom can affect learners
interest init. Sudentsareunwilling tolearn unlessthey are somehow involvedinthe process
of learning. They seldom learn much when they aretreated S mply aspassivereceptors.
Such lack of involvement tendsto underminetheir driveto think for themselves (First
Tutor, 2012). In support of thisnotion, Udousoro (2000) attributesthe low achievement
of studentsin mathematicstotheuseof traditional chalk and talk methods. Hed so attributed
students’ poor performancein mathematicsto lack of problem solving skillsand poor
instructional strategy. According to Akpos (2012), the reason for yearly failure in
Mathematics among secondary school students has been traced to teachers’ lack of
practica skillswhichwould have madethesubject interesting and lessboring. Thisdeficiency
has made studentsto hate this unavoidabl e subject (Mefor, 2011).

Lack of interest: Alebiosu (1997) ascited in First Tutor (2012) statesthat interestisone
of fundamental factorsnecessary for effective Mathematics Education. According to him,
having high ability or skillsdoes not guaranteesthat studentswill perform successfully on
thetask, therefore, they need to have an internal drive and apositive mindset about the
learning task in order to sustain motivation. Thisisin consonancewiththeview of Amazigo
(2000) ascited in Ekwuemeand Ali (2012), who attributes the poor performancein
mathematicsto lack of interest and poor attitude of studentstoward the subject.

Dependencein Examination Malpractices. Dueto theincreasing demand of paper
qudification asparameter for academic achievement, variousillicit and crude meanshave
been employedinachieving success‘ at ago’ (Adesulu 2012, Ahmed 2003, Dora, 1979.This
hasledto collusion andirregular activities, inside and outside the examination hall and
ended in damaging the students study habit and preparation for such examinations(Omede,
2012). Inrecognition of this, Ezekwesili (former Education Minister) revesledandarming
rate of examination ma-practicesaided and abetted by employeesof Minisiry of Education,
subject teachers, invigilators, school principals, supervisors, and even school proprietors
aswell asstaff of examination bodies, etc. Between 2000 and 2006, atota of 232 officids
were caught intheact, below isthe extract:

“Sate by state analysis showed that Abia recorded 11 personnel,

Adamawa 1, Akwa-1bom 10, Anambra 31, Bayelsa 1, Bauchi 2, Benue

7, Cross River 11, Delta 6, Ebonyi 7, Edo 5, Enugu 6, Ekiti 4, FCT 4,

Imo 15, Kaduna 2, Kano 4, Kebbi 4, Kogi 4, Kwara 4, Lagos 3,

Nasarawa 3, Niger 1, Ogun 2, Ondo 14, Osun 4, Oyo 9, Plateau 6,

Rivers 4 and Sokoto 1" (Reported by Dike, 2007).
It must aso be stated that many school proprietors, education administratorsand manager's,
ownersof tutoria centres, parents, compounded issues by conniving with security mento
perpetrate examination mal practicesin favour of some candidates/their children (Adesulu
2012, Ahmed, 2003). Onyechere,the Founder and Executive Chairman of the Examinations
EthicsProject (EEP), dso observed the high rate of examinations mal practice and reported
asfollows:

“When you have an educational system in which almost all the people
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in all the sectors are involved in cutting the corners, not just students

but parents also encourage students; we are talking about teachers,

principals, supervisors and invigilators and we are talking about a

situation whereby there is malpractice in primary schools!” -From

Vanguard Newspaper of Thursday, March 04, 2004.
Thisattitude of dubiousassistancefor candidates and students, often erodethe spirit of
seriousreading and wherethereisstrict surveillancetheresultismassfailurenot only in
mathematicsbut in other subjectsaswell (NUC, 2012). The causal factor for thismenace
has been attributed to mathema-phobia. It isargued that out of fear and anxiety, students
smuggled into examination hallswith prepared notesand textbooks, which usually led to
expulsionor litigation in so many cases (Stephen, 2007 cited in Yahya2012).

Workablestrategiesfor improvement over poor performancein mathematics

Themathematica centreAbujahasamong othersembarked on thefollowing measuresto
improvetheteaching and learning of mathematics: (www.nmcabuja.org).

Mathematical gamesfor primary and secondary schools

The production of mathematics gamesisone of the numerous strategiesbeing employed

by the centretoimprovetheteaching and learning of mathematicsin both the primary and

the secondary school levels. The objectives of the mathematical games are stated in

behavioura, clear and unambiguousmanner and arerdated to thetopicscontents. Materids

used for the gamesinclude cards, cardboard, marking pencil, cardswith numbers etc.

Some of the advantages of mathematica gamesto the study of mathematicsinclude:

0) Enriching themathemeticsvocabularies

if) Introducing new ideas

i) Allowingforindividud differences

iv) Use of mathematical gamescan aid thereview variety of skillsandtoreinforce
them;

V) Generation of interest and excitement about |earning mathematics

Vi) Improvement of study habits;

Vi) Deve oping positiveattitudeand

vii)  Developing sense of competitivenesswith mathematical motivational potency as
well asskillsinto competitive strategy.

Teaching modules: The centre hasdes gned the mathemati csteaching modul esto address
the problems of what to teach and how to teach mathematicsin secondary and primary
schoals. They arelesson notesguiding theteechersin effectiveand efficient teeching reveding
the background information of thetopics, teaching material s needed, teaching procedure
and evaluation procedure. The modul es have been adjudge to be capabl e of enabling
teachershand eteaching more effectively andimprovethe students' performancethrough
improved strategies and to arouse and sustain theinterest of teachersand studentsinthe
teaching and learning process.
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Thenational incentive schemeproject: Theincentive schemewasintroducedin 1991/
92 with aseed grant of N1.25million by the Federal Ministry of Education (National
Mathematical Centre Abuja (www.nmcabuja.org)). Thiswasinformed by the urgent
need to arouse and motivate theinterest of pupils, students and teachersin theteaching
andlearning of matheméticsat dl levels. Theschemeincludestheincentivessuch aspartia
scholarship awards, certificate of merit, book prizesetc for pupils, studentsand teachers
of mathemati csingtitutionsthat have attained ameasure of excellenceintheteaching and
learning of mathematicsat all levels. Under this scheme, the centre conducts an annual
national competitive examination at primary, post primary and tertiary levels and
undoubtedly, thishas made mathematics more popular in recent times.

Mathematicsby Televison: Thisprojectisaimed at improving theteaching and learning
of mathematicsthrough television. The mathematicsby Televison project isdesigned to
demystify mathematics asamonster; present it as students—friendly assist students
performance considerably better in their examination and to assist students’ better cope
with the demands of the subject in order to enhance career prospect and devel opment.
The centre believesthat the this programmewill assist in devel oping the students and
teacher/school interest in mathematics; reverse the negative attitude of the studentsto
mathematics, define and influence of mathematicsineveryday life, and assist studentsin
appreciating mathematicsasacritica subject intheir education pursuits.

Themathematical sciencelibrary project: Thisisthevisua library in practiceandisan
exposureto apool of learning resourcesinavirtua redlity through e ectronic connectivity.
The centreintendsto extend anetwork to the primary and secondary schoolsfromthe
centreinvirtua eectronicformat.

Mathematical facilities: The centre has made provision for adequate mathematical
facilitiesin primary and post primary school sto enhance adequate preparation of students
for examinations.

CONCLUSIONAND RECOMMENDATIONS

The usefulness of mathematics cannot be overemphasized; itisworrisometo seetherate

at which studentsfail mathematicsin public examinations. Hencethis paper addresses

someof the problemsfaced by the studentswith aview toimproving on the performance.

Thestrategiesfor improvement above areinexhaustible; other useful onesto be adopted

for amdioration of performanceinclude:

i) Thegovernment should give necessary encouragement to teachersof primary and
secondary schoolsintheform of study |leavel/leave of absent for further study and
sponsor them to mathemati csworkshop and congresses.

i) Theheed teacher/principa should liaisewith professiona organizationsto organize
seminarsand symposiums, aswel | asconferencesfor teachersto creste awareness
and developmental needsin mathematicsfor nationa development.
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