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Abstract 
The study analysed the level of expertise that practicing teachers have on setting essay 
question. The study adopted descriptive research design of survey type. Stratified random 
sampling was used for the study and the sample size was 300. The participants were from 
Colleges of Education, The Polytechnics and Universities in Oyo state and the sample were 
made up of both male and female lecturers of different work experiences from the state. The 
study answered three research questions. Self constructed questionnaire was used for this 
study and it was divided in to three sections. Section A is on demographic variable, Section B 
was on Choice question and Section C was on Ambiguous question. The reliability coefficient 
of the instrument is 0.75 using test-re-test techniques and it has four point rating scale 
response formats. The findings showed that the teachers lack technicalities needed to 
construct error free essay question and that work experience has no significant association 
on the part of the teachers in setting good essay question by not adhering to principles or 
guide lines underlying the setting of essay question. Based on this, the researcher 
recommends that the examination bodies should take the lead in setting error free essay 
question, exact number of question to be answered by the testees be set, and that the question 
to be set should not be ambiguous. Also that in-service training like workshop or seminar 
should be arrange for the practicing teachers to expose them to these principles and the 
teachers in training should be taught by those who are experts in tests and measurement.  
 

Keywords: Missing gap, Setting Essay Question, Teachers in Tertiary Institutions, Choice in 
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Introduction 

It is well established that testing is of great importance in the process of teaching-
learning. Although tests are essential for the purpose of effective teaching and learning, 
however, many teachers are not proficient in test construction, either because they were not 
taught how to construct good tests during their training or they were not taught properly 
(Obemeata, 1999). Many teachers who could have through self help, improved their skill in 
test construction and cannot do so because the available texts are not explicit enough and 
mathematical in nature. 

Roever (2005), said essay question simply is a test item which requires a response 
composed by the examinee, usually in the form of one or more sentences, of a nature that no 
single response or pattern of responses can be listed as correct, and the accuracy and quality 
of which can be judged.  Majority of the teachers including the teachers that are specially 



 

IJED Journals 
International Journal of Education Development  

ISSN: 1119-74-98 University of Uyo 

 

Vol. 22(1)  2018 Page2 

trained in tests and measurement are victims of the major problems of lack of technical 
know-how as far as two of the major principles (setting choice questions and ambiguous 
items on essay type of question) or guide lines to be followed in  setting essay question is 
concern. The researcher observed that all the teachers in secondary schools, colleges of 
education and universities inclusive are setting essay question asking testees to choose from 
among questions written. Apparently, the moment that is done the testees are not facing the 
same examination and that more than an examination had been prepared by such examiner 
simultaneously. Not this alone the some testees might waste their time deciding on what 
question to choose and this could lead to testees’ failure. 

Moreover, some of the essay questions being set seem ambiguous, in the sense that 
when the testees are put into a state of dilemma as regard what questions to select from or the 
way to take in answering a question. That is when there are many ways that one can take to 
answering a question and all the ways if methodologically and properly handled would lead 
to correct answer and all the correct answers are not going to be the same, yet they are all 
correct. For instance in mathematics subject/course essay question: the question like consider 
the raw data above then use it to prepare a frequency distribution table using a particular 
class interval as a question number say “one A” (1a) and a sub question following 1a is 1b 
compute the mean, mode and median without specifying whether these indices should be 
computed from the raw data or from the frequency distribution table constructed in 1a, such 
question could be said to be ambiguous. Ambiguous in the sense that the question stem did 
not specify where the information for answering the second question should come from, 
whether it is to come from frequency distribution table, if the candidate misinterprets the 
provided information such testees will still miss the second question as well. In this type of 
situation, it will be inappropriate for the examiner to assume that the testees suppose to know 
that since frequency distribution table is prepared in 1a, that those indices should be applied 
in answering question 1b. This is the error of the examiner. 

 These anomalies do happen in the process of testing, most especially in the area of 
examining the learners with respect to what they have leant. The rate of failure will continue 
to grow higher and higher if these observations are not checked. In view of what examination 
results are used for these two points (i.e given choice of question in essay and setting of 
ambiguous question) needs to be put into consideration. Most especially, in comparing of 
testees after assessment, if testees were asked to choose from alternative questions during 
examination, the comparison done based on performances on choice essay question and 
ambiguous question type cannot be fair. The results from such cannot make one to compare 
the testees because different exams were sets and the testees were not made to face the same 
examination and level of the difficulty of such paper cannot be ascertained so to say. These 
two problems are frequently occurring in our schools setting starting from primary school to 
university level and worst enough it also reflecting itself among the public examine bodies, 
like WAEC, NECO and NABTEB inclusive. 

These structural faults in setting essay question keep on occurring in all areas of 
Nigeria educational system. According to Fehintola (2009) the problem is very rampart: 
consequently, a lot of forced errors and avoidable have been recorded, some of them quite 
disastrous with respect to students’ grades. There are reported cases where poor award of 
marks has led to students failing courses and in some extreme cases, responsible for student 
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dropouts. Research evidence has shown that lecturers in tertiary institutions are found 
culpable. The lecturers themselves do not know they are committing serious error and since 
the students may not see their examination scripts after marking they just believed any 
outcomes that comes their ways, either pass or fail, they take it in good faith. Because there is 
no feedback or correction of errors when students fail an examination there is no any 
opportunity of knowing causes of the failure. 

The implication of this problem is that higher achievers in some examination are not 
truly the higher achiever and vice versa. Also, some students that did not pass very well or 
withdrew from the programme are victims of circumstances and this phenomenon keep on 
occurring day-in-day-out unchecked and un-noticed. The problems experienced here is a 
borne out of the fact that teachers are not applying the correct principles of test construction. 

Purpose  of the Study 

The main purpose of this study is to know whether the teachers are aware of the 
principle of setting the essay question and to know whether they make use of it when setting 
essay question. Specifically to know whether the practicing teachers are aware that students 
should not be given a choice question to answer. Also, to know whether the practicing 
teachers are aware that ambiguous essay question should not be set for the students to 
answer. Finally to know if there is any association between the work experiences of the 
participated teachers and the act of setting essay questions.  

Research Questions  

RQ1)Are the practicing teachers aware that the students should not be given choice of 
questions to answer in an essay question type? 

RQ2) Are the practicing teachers aware that essay question could be ambiguous in nature and 
should be guided against? 
 

RQ3) Is there any association between the work experience of the teachers used in the study 
and the knowledge of setting essay question? 

Methodology 
This study made use of descriptive research design of survey type which does not 

involve direct control of any variable or any experimental manipulation. The target 
population for this study consists of all lecturers in the tertiary institutions in Oyo state with 
about 3355 lecturers of various cadres. The study is restricted to all colleges of education, the 
polytechnics and universities including federal, state and private own tertiary institutions in 
Oyo state. The sample for this study was made up of three hundred and fifty lecturers in 
various fields with fifty-five percent of them from colleges of education and faculty of 
education from university sampled using stratified random sampling procedure to select 
participants. One instrument was used in carrying out this study but divided into three 
sections Questionnaire on Missing Gap in Setting Essay Question among Teachers in 
Tertiary Institution (QMGSEQTTI) was used in data collection. Section A was made up of 
demographic information of the participants. Section B was on missing gap in setting essay 
question based on setting more than the number of questions the examiner expected the 
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testees to answer. This section contains 14 items on the subject matter. The structuring of the 
instrument was based on a four point summated ratings scale of Strongly Agree= 1, Agree= 
2, Disagree= 3 and Strongly Disagree= 4. This instrument was trial tested on 50 teachers in 
tertiary institutions in neighbouring Osun state. The trial test showed no ambiguities in the 
instrument. Cronbach alpha (an estimate of content validity and internal consistency 
reliability of the items) was computed and it yields a reliability coefficient of 0.72. Section C 
was on missing gap in setting ambiguous essay questions. The scale is made up of 12 items 
in the area of missing gap on setting ambiguous essay question. The self reported instrument 
has four point summated ratings scale of strongly agree = 1, agree =2, disagree = 3 and 
strongly disagree = 4. The scale has been trial tested and found to be reliable with reliability 
coefficient of Cronbach Alpha of 0.84.  

This instrument was designed through a review of the tests and measurement 
textbooks most especially on principles guiding the setting of essay question type. The 
instrument was validated by three experts in tests and measurement field. This questionnaire 
solicited information about the missing gap in setting ambiguous essay question among 
teachers in tertiary institutions. Respondents to this instrument are lecturers that are working 
in tertiary institution in Oyo state. The lecturers that participated in study were briefed about 
the purpose of the study and they were given copy of the questionnaire to fill. The 
administration and filling of the questionnaire was not tedious on the basis that the set of 
participants used are lettered and filling of questionnaire was not new to them and the 
collection of data were done for four weeks in 10 different tertiary institutions in Oyo state. 
In addition past essay questions set by the participants were observed by the researcher so as 
to cross check the information given by the respondents.  
Results 

Research Question1) Are the practicing teachers aware that students should not be given a 
choice question to answer under examination condition? 

Table 1: Item-by-item Analysis of Mean and Standard deviation of the Response of Teachers 
in Tertiary Institution on Essay Choice Questions  

S/
N 

Items Mean  Std Dev 

1 Essay question is very easy to administered compare to objective test  3.69 1.12 
2 Setting of essay question is easier compare to multiple choice test  3.66 1.15 
3 I have ideas of principles of setting essay question. 3.64 1.08 
4 Given students a choice of questions to answer will waste some students’ time 

trying to decide which questions to answer. 
3.59 1.48 

5 Given students a choice of questions to answer, will not allow the examiner to 
know whether all students are equally knowledgeable about all the topics 
covered on the test 

3.57 1.30 

6 It is better to examine students on essay question than objective question  3.55 1.17 
7 Setting exactly the number of questions you want your students to answer 

leads to students failure 
3.52 1.22 

8 Given students a choice of questions to answer, the test could be unfair to 
answer since some questions are likely to be harder than others. 

3.41 1.42 

9 Tests and measurement is more of statistics and calculation than rules on dos 
and don’ts in setting essay questions 

3.27 1.51 

10 Essay question is easy to pass compare to objective questions  3.27 1.41 
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11 There is nothing  wrong in asking testees to pick out of many questions 3.07 1.53 
12 Testees are not being tested on the same footing when students are given 

chance to make a choice of questions. 
3.04 1.49 

13 Chosen to assess testees using essay questions cover all area of bloom 
taxonomy of cognitive domain as its being measured in essay question 
compare to items in multiple choice test questions 

2.90 1.54 

14 Setting more than number of questions you would like your testees to answer 
violates the rules of essay question setting 

2.83 1.54 

 Grand Mean 3.36  

 
The results from Table 1 showed that nearly all the participants in this study are victims of 
given students a choice of questions to answer without knowing that there are three 
drawbacks in giving students a choice. The grand mean is 3.36 which indicated that the 
participants disagree with those information in the items in the research instrument above. 
The participants do not know that giving students a choice question could lead to waste of 
time trying to decide which questions to answer. Secondly, they do not know that students 
are not equally knowledgeable about all the topics covered on the test when students are 
given a choice question to answer. Thirdly, the participants are not aware that the test could 
be unfair since some questions are likely to be harder than others.  

Research Question 2) Are the practicing teachers aware that ambiguous essay question 
should not be given to students to answer under examination condition? 
 
Table 2: Item-by-item Analysis of Mean and Standard deviation of the Response of Teachers 

in Tertiary Institution on Setting Ambiguous Question 
S/N Items SA A 

1 Ambiguous question is applicable to essay question alone  2.81 .94 
2 An item that states, “from the information above use it to answer questions 1, 2, 

and 3” could be tagged to be ambiguous 
2.69 1.09 

3 Ambiguous question subjected the testees to dilemma of how to tackle a 
problem  

2.88 .77 

4 Ambiguous question could lead to failure if care is not taken. 2.85 .88 

5 Ambiguous question could lead to two or more answers or solutions that are not 
the same but that all the solution could be correct 

3.04 .53. 

6 Failure could set in as a results of Ambiguous question when the question is 
Ambiguous  

2.77 .86 

7 Question that specifying the approach to be used is refer to as Ambiguous 
question 

2.77 .71 

8 Setting of ambiguous question is a clear indication that the examiner is not well 
groomed in the dos and don’ts of rules governing the setting of essay question.  

2.88 .59 

9 The only way to overcome the problems of selection of questions out of many 
and setting of ambiguous is through seminar and workshop for practicing 
teachers as parts of millennium goal. 

2.35 1.06 

10 Ambiguous question could lead to alteration of marking guide in the final 
analysis. 

3.46 1.03 
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11 The major  purpose of essay questions are to assess student’s understanding of 
and ability to think with subject matter and  to assess students writing abilities 

3.62 0.64 

12. To develop reliable and fair scoring for grading students’ response to essay 
question is frustrating in essay question. 

3.35 1.09 

 Grand Mean 2.69  

 
The results from Table 2 showed that the grand mean is 2.69 which indicated that the 
participants disagree with all the items on the research instrument. Therefore, the result 
indicates that the participants do not even know that there is anything called ambiguous 
question. 

Research Question 3:  Is there any association between the work experiences of the calibre 
of the teachers that participated in the study and the act of setting choice essay question and 
the setting of ambiguous question? 

Table3: Chi Square Table Showing the Association between Teachers’ Work Experience 
and Setting of Questions that Violates Principle of Setting Essay Question Type 

Work 

experience 

Violating the 

Rules 

Keeping to 

the Rules 

df Chi-Square P 

0 – 4 yrs 125  67 3 3.035 0.386 

5 – 9 yrs   54  30    

10 – 14 yrs   13    2    

15 – 19yrs     6    3    

 
The results from Table 3 showed that there is no significant association between work 
experience of the teachers that participated in the study and the act of setting more than 
required number of questions and the ambiguous. The Chi-square value is 3.035, df = 3 and p 
= 0.386, since p > 0.05 it indicates that there is no any significant association between the 
work experience of the caliber of the teachers that participated in the study and the act of 
setting more than required number of questions and the ambiguous.  
 
Discussion of Findings 

 The response to first research question indicates that the respondents or the 
participants are not aware that it is against the principles of tests and measurement to allow 
testees to make choice of questions in essay type of question in an examination 
atmosphere.this clearly shown in the response of the teachers that participated in the study 
that they are not aware of this principle and the problem attached to it that such could to 
wasting of time of the testees in deciding on what question to answer, also that since 
questions are not of the equal in the level of difficulty it makes the question unfair and that 
through knowledge of the testees are not being tested on the subject matter. This finding 
corroborate with the finding of Osiki (2017) on the paper presented at orientation for the 
newly recruited teaching staff at the University of Ibadan. He pointed it out that the three 
duties of teaching staff are teaching, research and community services and that so many 
things are attached to teaching and that part of it is question setting. He reiterated that wrong 
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thing has become the order of the day and it is very funny seeing the teachers in higher 
institution most especially in faculty of education allowing their testees of make choice in 
essay type of question, he condemned it completely. Also, Obemeata(1999) in a paper 
presentation to some sets of teacher lay emphasis on issue of giving examinees the choice to 
make in essay question that it is wrong and should hence forth stopped. 

The participants’ response to second research question showed that the teachers do 
not know anything called ambiguous question on essay question setting. Because, the 
participants used cannot even define what an ambiguous essay question is all about. This 
finding is line with findings’ of Obemeata(1999) and some other authors of textbooks on 
tests and measurement that the idea of setting ambiguous essay question could lead to mass 
failure if the examiner is not lenient in marking. Because in a situation whereby a question is 
ambiguous and lead to many answers if the examiner is not ready to amend its marking guide 
to accommodates all correct workings or answers and become gulled to the already prepared 
marking guide majority of the students will eventually failed.   

The results from third research question showed that work experience has nothing to 
do with knowing how to set essay question. All the participated teachers in respect of their 
years of service are not different from one another. This finding is against the findings of 
Salthouse (1997) and Quinn (2011) that older workers with more work experience always 
have a higher knowledge, knowledge tends to increase as cognitive ability improves as result 
of long stay at work. Anderson (2004) discovered that positive effect of job experience can 
be directed towards basic cognitive processes or job performance. Finally, it is worth noting 
from those previous studies that experienced workers were at least as productive as young 
workers, the results for the different work experience groups were found to be the same in 
jobs demanding skill and speed.    
 
Conclusion 
Based on the findings of this study it is confirmed that the practicing teachers are not 
properly trained on the principles of setting essay question. It is glaring that teachers do not 
know that it is wrong of them to set choice essay questions for their students to make choose 
from under examination condition. Also, it is clearly shown that the practicing teachers are 
not aware of what is meant by ambiguous question. Finally, it shown that what the tests and 
measurement experts taught the practicing teachers were not put in to practice.   
 
Recommendations 
Based on the above findings the researcher recommends that  

1. All the practicing teachers should be exposed to in service training to right the wrong.  
2. The tests and measurement experts should try as much as possible to show 

themselves as role models in following the guiding principles of setting essay 
question.  

3. Seminar and workshop should be organized for the teachers in all fields on essay 
question setting.  

4. Standard textbooks on educational tests and measurement should be made available 
in the entire school library and should be made available to teachers so as to update 
themselves on principles of tests and measurement.   
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