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Improving Educational Standards in the Arts and
Sciences. Emerging Options and Possibilities

Prof. Joseph S Aliyu
Dr. (Mrs) Mary A. Lakpini
Mrs Hannatu M. Daudu
Institute of Education, ABU, Zaria

Sandards of students have been identified to have fallen particularly across the areas of
language arts, science, and library use. Accelerated steps hare been recommended for
desired language proficiency, participatory learning in the science, increased use of library
resources and concentrated attention to examination.
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trained at the pre-higher institution level, to carry small-scale projects. Such
students are incompetent in working in pairs or individually. Students are
unable to investigate an identified problem, collect data from unsupervised
reading, and derive sufficient substance from such reading. The same
students do not know how to use the various data gathering sources such as
newspapers, journals, enevelopedia, maps and reports. In addition, many do
not know the different between primary and secondary sources of data. Many
of such students do not know how to sift opinions from facts. Most cannot
detect the key words or phrases that help to confirm the fundamental
viewpoint with which a great scholar could be identified. Many of them do not
know how to explore the internet, watch a documentary, earry out an
excursion, just to boost the volume of data considered necessary for a
particular studyv. In approaching such reading, the students are not able to
gauge the amount of time or the volume of effort to be spent on this
specialized tertiary institution-related reading,.

Group Discussion: The students at this Jevel are generally ineffective when
they participate in a group discussion. Many are over-protective of what could
be described as “myv own points” which were acquired through some private
reading. Some do not even have o full grasp of the great potential of a group
discussion. To such student<, “putting their points on the table,” is
tantamount o exposing all the “ammunitions” they might require for
assignments, tests and examinations. To some other students, contributing
effectively during discussions is tantamount to allowing evervbody else to do
better than them. The most reerettable part of this attitude is the failure to
realize that an unrefined or undiseussed point eonld simply amount to the
hoarding of intellectual misconception or undeteeted garbage. Perhaps what
is happening here is an extension of the African cultural disposition. Here the
belief is that you are on vour own and every person protects what he or she
has.

Unproductive Listening Eangagements, Many of the tertinry institution
students do not engage in productive listening. While listening, such students
do not bother take down novel or important points. Many expend their effort

3



on paying too much attention to trivial or peripheral points. Even while
listening to a programme such as “the environment and the consequences of
global warming”, the students do not identify with the presenters, the goals of
the presentation. They do not pin-point the most significant features or points
of elaboration that have emerged from the presentation. They cannot
accurately note the orientation and specialized mput made in the
contribution.
Importantly, most of these students are not capable of discerning the follow-
up reading or consultation or discussion that could emanate from the
experience that has just been had. The technical terms used, the tormat of
presentation, the visual aids that have accompanied the presentations and
their respective significance, could easily be lost on the casual listener. In the
ideal situation, the student watching this programme is supposed to sce
himself as a participant partner of what has been discussed.
Before leaving this section, the following questions could be raised:
) How many types of listeners can the tertiary students be grouped into?
ii) alow have the students been able to cope with instructions given during
listening activities?
iii)  Are there some basic requirements concerning listening in English?

-
Observing the Principles of Effective. Rhetorie. Many of the present
day tcrtia;_v level students in Nigeria enter higher institutions totally oblivious
of the fundamentals of rhetoric. Many of the students are not conversant with
the basic format of rhetoric particularly that is related to academic pursuit.
They underrate or totally ighore the importance of the following:
a) Careful pre-speech planning,.
b) Selection of the correct register, especially lexicon.
c) Familiarization with the amount of time to be given to each section,
d) e The need to bear the audience in mind.
e) The necessity to maintain continuous feedback during and after

presentation.

Twm taking which is an integral part of speech, ;:speciall_\-' in the context of a
dialogue, is sometimes totally ignored by participants in speech event. Often,
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the use of connectors to link the different sections of speech is under-
estimated by current tertiary institution students.

Condition by a Welter of Language Variables. Alivu and Adeove,
(1989) carried out a study on the “Relationship between students’ perception
of the clarity of examination questions and their examination performances”.
What emerged revealed, among others, that students’ performances are often
misplaced and that language variables contribute greatly to the
disappointments encountered by the students. Some relevant segments of the
study are quoted below, The ¢ore of the cited study centred on the following.

“The six questions used for this study were those set for the final examination
in the course, "ED202: Sociology of Education” (SOE) for the Nigeria. The
course (SOE) was compulsory for all Bachelor of Education (B.Ed.) Part’ 11
students, except {8r those students who were studying Physical and Health
Education. The students selected for the study were B.Ed. students of
Advanced Teachers™ College (ATC) of the Ahmadu Bello University (ABU) in
Kano, Nizeria, and all of these students took the 1987 sessional examination”.

Factors responsible for the disparity were traced. “A close look at the
6 questions showed that Question 2, 4 and 6, with over 70% clarity rating,
were perceived as “extremely clear”. Further scrutiny revealed that these
“popular” questions shared these features.

i They were all discussion questions;
b.  Thevall had two or more parts to them;
e They all demanded some expression of personal views;

d.  Theyvall had keyv words intended to guide the students.

In the students minds, no particular attention seemed to have been paid to
the special requirements of each of the three questions, despite the students’
stated perce’ved elarity. which was expected to guarantee comprehensibility”,

“A further consideration of the sample of students’ examination seripts

indicated that even the most promising students answered only segments of
the questions.

"I
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Overall the meticulous reappraisal of the students’ performances in Questions
2, 4 and 6 exposed these features.

1. Their misjudgment of the clarity of the questions;
- Their inability to distinguish substance from trivia;
3. Their insensitivity to key concepts and operative words.

An intensive survey of a sample of the students’ examination script revealed
different patterns of performance among students, and they mostly avoided it
(only 13 students attempted it). The students’ explanation that the question
did not fall avithin the scope of the course was later confirmed by the course
lecturer. The students’ general performance on this question was extremely
poor. Its inclusion is illustrative of one of the weaknesses of nonstandardised
tests. It lacked content validity.”

For the development of examination questions, examiners could use the
following guidelines to evaluate the adequacy of their questions:

O The language of the question: is it ambiguous or non ambiguous? if
ambiguous, how many interpretations are possible?
2. The type of question: is the question one of discussion or

"argumentation? Is it two-sided or multi-sided?

3 The types ‘of examples (if required): are the examples to be local or
universal? Are they to be statistical or historical?

4. The personal view: is the presentation of a personal view optional or
compulsory for the question?

Ways of Improving Students’ Performance in Science.

In the following section some critical changes are recommended for bringing
about improvement in science learning. Science as a subject has gained
prominence in the school curriculum and in admission policies of Nigerian
tertiary institutions. The importance attached to science has been triggered by
the emphasis and increased awareness of the role which science and
technology play in the development of the nation (Jegede, 1996). Acquiring
skilled manpower in science and technology to occupy different aspects of
national development has given impetus to the importance attached to
science subjects (Okoro, 2000).

&B. 1A
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In Nigeria for nearly 50 vears, numerous parents, teachers and even
institutions have become anxious to get their wards and pupils into related
areas in science not minding the capability, aptitude and the interests of the
students in the sciences. This trend has had some negative effect not only on
the individual students involved but also on the country. This is simply
because many of those who have found their way into studying science and
science-related subjects are there by default and not by natural inclination.
There are students who have been foreed to read science or science related
courses stich as engineering, medicine, pharmacy, textile science, dentistry
and the like and have come out unfulfilled with their career choices. In some
instances many of them have fallen by the way-side not completing the
courses they had been foreed to study which was meant to satisfy the parents’
ego.

The level of advancement and development of a nation is measured by the
extent of technological advancement. Technological advancement can not be
achieved without corresponding inve<tment in the development of science
and technology. For such developiant 1o become evident in any nation,
investment in science must begin from the primary school level which forms
the foundation upon which other higher levels of education are built in
present-day Nigeria, although the awareness of attaining scientific
development is strong, many public schools and several private ones have no
sufficient back-up facilities to record Ludable achievement in science.

Lawal (2007) stressed that there is direct relationship between the quality of
science education at the primary level and the development of science and
technology. A nation with wobbling education foundation like Nigeria will
find it difficult to take its rightful position among nations of the world who
have invested huge fortunes in development their educational foundation. In
most science classes teachers assume rightly or wrongly that when the subject
matter is verbally taught with the aid of textbooks and chalkboard it will be
understood by the learners who heard and read the teachers’ notes. The
effects of instructional strategics on the academic achievement of students at
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various levels have been investigated by various scholars. The point earlicr
stressed is worth repeating-academic success can only be achieved through
the interplay of variables which include active student participation and
commensurate language proficiency.

The outcome of several studies showed that the use of activity-based methods
of instruction help learners to have foundational understanding of scientific
concepts of instruction (Oyedokun, 1998; Olorukooba, 2001; Lawal, 2005 and
Lakpini, 2006). Tcaching students using expository methods will not allow
Nigeria to attain the most sought after scientific, technological development
and better performance required on the part of the students. The National
Policy on Education (2004) has as one of objectives the building of a strong
and self-reliant nation. If this objective is to be achieved then there is a need
to move from teaching factual knowledge o a situation where students are
actively involved in gaining knowledge which will in turn dramatically
improve the performance of students in science.

In order to improve students’ performance there is a need to teach for
relevance. According to Abiola (1977) science will become meaningful to the
African Child if what is taught in school science has direct link with home
activities. According to him, if school activities are not connected to home
activities the child will have a distant view of science. Connecting school
science activities to real life problems will go a long way to improving the .
performance of students in science. Lochhead (1990) reported in one of his
studies that as many as 90% of enginecring major students find it difficult to
relate the preparation to real life. "
A study conducted to appraise students performances over a peried of four
session is given below;
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Table 1:  Analysis of Performance of Diploma in integrated
Science Education Students according to Level of Pass.

Year Total No Level of Pass% Merit %Pass Fail
of Students  Distincetion Credit

%Fail

99/2000 26 0 7 9 61% 10 38%
00/2001 62 0 5 - 9% 57 91%
2001/2002 83 0 10 36 55% 37 45%
2005/2006 57 1 18 6 44% 32 56%

Table 2:  Analysis of Performance of Diploma in  Physics
Education Students according to Level of Pass.

Year Total No Level of Pass% Merit PPass %Pass Fail
of Students Distinction Credit

%Fail

99/2000 38 o o 3 8% 15 92%
00/2001 17 0 5 | 1 53% 8 47%
2001/2002 87 (4] 21 11 40% 52 6o
2005/20006 56 u ) 8 1 34% 37 66%

From the analysis of the results of the students in both Integrated Science
Education and Physics Education, it can be seen that a large percentage of the
students who registered for the course performed poorly over the years. From
interaction with the students, it w. - ' overed that performance in the
Diploma programme was partly determined by their interest in the course and
partly due to the fact that some of them were drawn into studying science as a
result of pressure from their parents. In addition to the factors mentioned
above, it was also discovered from interaction with them that they held
qualifications which they did not work for making it difficult for them to cope.
These problems are compounded by teaching methods which are teacher-
centred, neglecting the acting participation of students.

" Inview of the factors identified above:



1. There is a need for teaching and learning to be participatory with the
students interacting actively with the teacher, introductional materials
and with themselves.

2. Prompt feedback should be given to students after every assessment
excrcise such as tests, laboralory work, activities, reports, mdividual
and group assignments.

3. Peer tutoring among students should be encouraged sinee it will
produce a friendly and tension-free atmosphere which will help to
arouse their interest and enhance achievement (Lakpini, 2000)

4. Students should be encouraged to participate in intra-departmental
and inler-institutional debates in order to develop a sprit of healths
competition which will promote learning,

Improving Educational Standards through the use of Library
Information Service. FFor centuries, the libran has been recognized as the
repository of ideas, opinions and viewpoints. 1t is the acclaimed field where
scholarly disputations compete for attention. Such concepts can be inhaled by
those who care to venture into the minds of others.
As far back as 1625, Bacon (1561 — 6126) wrote.
“Some books are to be tasted, others to be sweallowed and some few to
be chewed and digested.” (* studies”, Essays, 1025)

These lines exemplified the primary of place accorded the area of reading o
point that has been emphasized and re-echoed in this paper. True, the role of
the library has witnessed some changes over the vears. Yet, its contribution to
all = round and specialized knowledge has remained undiminished. If
amything the function of the library has become move diversified. From this
joint study, the library has been identified as play complementary rele to the
student whether in the Arts or Science.

In journals, textbooks, files, reports and documents issues are encountered.
Some are argued out while others simply chronicle achievements or findings
recorded in specifie field. Interestingly, most sources contain alternative
references that readers could retreat to.
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In libraries that are computerized and have access to the internet, there are
period workshops on hoe to conduct search in the internet, students who care
to learn will benefit more than those who go to the cyber-café because there is

ready assistance from staff whose responsibility it to see to the satisfaction of
their users.

The library in some countries has become a shadow of its past. Due to poor
availability of journals, rare books and specialized resources, students need to
intensify their efforts in the use of the internet as current resources. With the
looming presence issue of economic depression, libraries are going through
serious financial crisis hence it is almost impossible for small libraries to
subseribe consistently to local journal let alone foreign ones. Bigger libraries'
subscription power has reduced to only few local journals. The absence of
current journals and up-to-date reference materials can adversely affect
educational standard. Most journals that are found on the library shelves are
out-to-date. They will make little impact in the educational pursuit of
particularly science students who need current information in their field and
even in the arts. Some of the journals that bare found in some libraries today
include:-

- Inter..ational journal of Mathematics Education 1983

- International journal of Science Education 1990.

- Journal of Teacher Education 1975

- British journal Educational Studies 1977

- British journal of Educational Technology 1985

Despite the decline in their supply, students are hardly diligent in utilizing the
available materials. Many relevant studies have pointed at students’
deficiencies in key foundation subjects like English, Mathematics, physics,
Chemistry, Geography, Literature and History. Yet the general reading tempo
has virtually disappeared.

Since most of the journals are gencrally obsolete students do not consult them
and therefore they are just in the library gathering dust. There is no driving
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force to the reading of these materials and other sources of information that
are out of date.

Interest in reading is one of the key factors in reviving the standard of
education. Conscious efforts should be made to provide current reading
materials both print and non-print. Basics skills in the use of library resources
by the library will also boost the reading interest of students. Libraries should
train students to know how to enrich themselves through the use of
bibliographies, indexes, abstracts and scarch engines in research.

Most students find it difficult to find relevant materials to assist them in their
write-ups, This accounts for the low level of academic output. Students only
rely on lecture notes to pass exams. Bibliographies, indexes and abstracts are
good directions to resources that can produce mature academic work. Year in
year out, instead of students improving in their academic performance, they
are declining.

Apart from improving on class work and notes, the use of bibliographies,
indeses, abstracts and internet search engines can assist students to cultivate
the ability of doing citation in a scholarly manner which is an indication of
sound academic achievement. As a critical element of any article ot write-up,
referencing or reference citation is a very essential and necessary component
of literary work especially academic work. There are various styles of
reference citation such as:

« American Psychology Association of America (APA)
¢ Keith Turabian style

¢« Modern Language Association of America (MLA)

¢ The America Medical Association (AMA)

¢ The Chicago style. |

Each of these styles has its methods of citing reference from books.

Books, journal or magazines articles, newspaper articles, encyclospedia article

and website articles. . -
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Students should be able ta use these on their own without the assistance of
their supervisors.

The use of specialized reference materials such as specialized encyclopedia
and specialized dictionaries can improve the level of understanding of
students in their subject areas. Specialized reference materials will have a
specific approach 1o issucs because the issues will be treated in a professional
point of view, There is no gain-saying that such resources can improve the
educational attainment of students.

Conclusion: Improving standards in Arts, Science and Library use is a
three- cornered task that can only be tackled by the student, the lecturer and
the institution’s administration. The major study referred to, the results cited
and the condition of the libraries decribed all confirm the same reality: the
declining of standards.

Language deficiency and poor classroom techniques, especially in science
teaching, have made classroom activities teacher-centred. The habit of
thirsting for glamouwr courses hive increased have been worsened by the
unpreductive formats of group study formats. Perhaps some of these
saddening happenings recommend the reinvention of the tuterial system. The
students might on their part look inwards. There is no earthly reason why
peer tutorial could not be given more verve.

Despite the downturn in most national economies the place of the library
must not be usurped by frivolities. The few texthooks provided should be
complemented with a respectable collection of journals, reports and sets of
encyclopedia. Respectable newspapers could also be accommodated.

Most importantly, students, teachers and the institution must see themselves
arc joint ¢ollaborators in a treasured enterprise. Despite the threatened swing
faced by the enterprise rescue could be garnered through re-orientation. What
is needed can only be attained through manifest re-energizing to be seen in
extended time on task by students, cultivation of novel interactive teaching
techniques and a re-injection of worthwhile resources into the system. Unless



these steps are taken there shall be no halt to the palpable descent to the
precipice of mediocrity.
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