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Abstract 

In many countries in sub-Saharan Africa an official language is used as either a second or 

foreign language. In the case of Cameroon English is used as a second language by the 

English-medium population from pre-nursery to university. Instruction apart English 

language is employed for formal, informal and government situations. What is more it is the 

language for career prospects. This is not easy especially for young children who are still in 

the process of developing in their L1. English language competence therefore most often is 

related to academic success and progress. 

This article analyses the examination content of the First School Leaving Certificate (FSLC) 

in Cameroon. The general argument is that the English language competence and 

performance of successful primary school graduates still falls short of expectation. A number 

of reasons have been given for this low level such as use of the Communicative Language 

Approach, the young ages of pupils and inadequate resources. By analysing the content of the 

examination from 2014-2015 indicators may be drawn with regard to the appropriateness to 

expected skills and abilities. Discussions are made further in the light of similar contexts and 

suggestions are drawn to inform ESL/EFL summative assessment practice of Young Learners 

world-wide. 

Keywords: First School Leaving Certificate (FSLC); ‘sequence’; Young Leaner (YL); 

Communicative Language Approach; discrete point and structural testing, authentic or real 

tasks. 

 

Introduction  

English as a Second Language (ESL) developed in Cameroon as a result of historical events. 

The British and French took over from the Germans Kamerun after World War I as Trust 

Territory of the League of Nations and following World War II the two western nations 

continued their rule of Cameroon as Mandated Territory under the United Nations (Ngefac, 

2010) 

Officially today Cameroon is a country bilingual in English and French. Despite over 240 

Home Languages (HLs) only English and French are recognised as languages for instruction, 
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media, business and government (Bobda, 2004).  The 1998 Law No. 98/004 of 14th April was 

passed organising the Cameroon educational system into two subsystems, English-speaking 

and French-speaking. Article 15 (2) states that “the two educational systems shall co-exist 

with either maintaining its specificity in methods of assessment and certification”.  

This study is concerned with the English-speaking subsystem that has been greatly influenced 

by British educational systems. The primary cycle lasts 6 years from Class 1 – Class 6. At 

age 5/ children generally begin primary education even though older children especially in 

rural areas are many, same as ‘late starters’ those who first work with families as house-help 

and late may be sent to school, usually at an older age. The majority of pupils finish primary 

school aged between10 – 13. The medium of instruction of all the 17 subjects is English 

except for French which is taught to Anglophone children as a second official language. The 

importance of English language in the school curriculum is seen in the distribution of the 

teaching periods for the whole primary level as shown in Appendix 1.   

The academic year is made of three terms running from September to June. The school day 

begins at 08.00am to 15.30pm and there is only one person to a Class who teaches all the 

subjects. The 6 years are divided into 3 Levels; Level 1 (Class 1 and 2), Level 2 (Class 3 and 

4), Level 3 (Class 5 and 6). In government schools a class is supposed to take 70 pupils at 

most but this more often is not the case because of continuous enrolment rate as a result of 

the UN Education For All (EFA) Programme (UNESCO, 2002  and 2014). Government in 

trying to cope with the upsurge in primary enrolment made automatic promotion to the next 

class within primary Levels but pupils may be required to repeat from one Level to the next. 

There is no provision for compensatory teaching nor are there any support staff to help in the 

classroom. The educational system is centralised despite government policy of devolving 

power to local councils. The result is that despite legislation that guarantees the English-

speaking sub-system of education it has never really had a free rein (Nwana, 2000)).  

 

Teaching-learning of English language 

The syllabus for primary English language in Cameroon is a combination of notional-

functional, topic-based, cross-curriculum and communicative approaches. The general goals 

are clearly stated thus: 
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The English Speaking Cameroonian Primary School pupil after six years of 

schooling would be able to:  

 communicate his feelings,  ideas and experiences both orally and in 

writing, listen attentively to utterance, stories, news items, 

instructions, poems and songs, and respond correctly to them orally 

and in writing,  

 communicate correctly his/her ideas, feelings and experiences 

orally,  

 read and understand authentic documents,  

 write correct sentences or/and texts,  

 further his/her education,  

 pass the FSLC [First School Leaving Certificate] and Common 

Entrance examinations, 

 integrate actively in society with ease,  

 behave well individually and in a group (National Syllabuses, 2000, 

p.1). 

 

These are goals that should guide the formulation of learning objectives including teaching 

and assessment. Furthermore all the skills are emphasised in the Preamble (National 

Syllabuses, 2000, p.1): 

 

 [T]he primary pupil must acquire good command of the 

language at four levels: listening, speaking, reading and 

writing. All four language skills should be developed to avoid 

training pupils who could master reading and writing well but 

not be able to express themselves orally with efficiency. This 

English syllabus tries to cater for the three domains of learning 

i.e. the cognitive, the psychomotor and the affective and also 

stresses the importance of participatory methods. 
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While the general curriculum policy is clearly stated its implication is not. The teaching-

learning condition makes it difficult for translating curriculum goals into appropriate practice 

(Fouda, 2014).  For example, lack of accommodation as a result of heavy enrolment. Scarcity 

of learning resources, lack of properly trained teachers, little or no teacher development, a 

homogeneous methodology for all subjects on the curriculum, and poor teacher remuneration. 

Total absence of modern technological equipment as well as other constraints resulting from 

a heavily loaded curriculum, a disrupting and time-consuming regular 6-weekly (‘sequential’) 

assessment system (Tante, 2007) and two high stakes, plus promotion examinations. 

The educational system is exam oriented (Ngoh, 2000; Kucha, 2013). Kucha (2013) argue 

that of the four aims embedded in the framework of the National Syllabuses (2000) related to 

examinations, selection and certification would seem preponderant because parents, teachers, 

schools and the Cameroonian society as a whole are more inclined to rating the value of the 

schooling acquired by performance only in the two end-of-course examinations than they 

would be with the actual abilities of young learners to interact properly in society. 

The only national examinations are during the final year. The Common Entrance 

Examination is taken by children who aspire to enter secondary, commercial, vocational and 

technical schools while the First School Leaving Certificate Examination (FSLC) is written 

by all the pupils to gain the primary cycle certificate. Those who do not progress beyond the 

primary school level would require the FSLC for most jobs and apprenticeships. This study, 

therefore, analyses the content of the FSLC Examination English language paper between 

2014 and 2015 to find out if there are any indicators that may be drawn with regard to the 

appropriateness of expected skills and abilities as may be questioned (see Appendices 2 and 

3). 

Methodology 

A qualitative design was chosen for this study. Documentation in the form of examination 

papers was the main instrument. The question papers for 2014 and 2015 were chosen for 

content analysis because of two reasons. First, the word limit of an article prevented me from 

doing the indepth analysis over a longer period. The analysis is therefore indicative than 

conclusive. Second, currently a prescriptive homogeneous teaching method is been 

introduced to schools nationally (competency-based approach) for about past four years. It is 

relevant then to select examination papers which are as recent as possible. 

Data Analysis 
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To gain insights into the English language paper at the FSLC Examination from 2014 – 2015 

it was content analysed. The results of Paper I is presented in Table 1. 

Table 1: Content analysis of the FSLC English language Paper I 2014 – 2015  

Year Dictation Handwriting Guided Writing Composition Writing 

2015 Activity: 

Writing a text 

Mark: 10 

Time:  15mins. 

Activity: 

Copying a 

passage 

Mark: 10 

Time: 

15mins. 

Task: 

Gap-filling with selected 

words from a list 

Mark: 10 

Time: 15mins. 

Task: 

Choosing one of two 

topics and writing a 

composition of about 150 

words. Guidelines 

provided which 

candidates may use. 

Mark: 20 

Time: Not indicated 

2014 Activity: 

Writing a text 

Mark: 10 

Time: 15mins 

Activity: 

Copying a 

passage 

Mark: 10 

Time: 

15mins. 

Task: 

Rearranging 10 sentences in 

logical order so that they 

make sense. 

Mark: 10 

Time: Not indicated 

Task: 

Choosing one of two 

topics and writing a 

composition of about 150 

words. Guidelines 

provided which 

candidates may use. 

Mark: 20 

Time: Not indicated 

     

 

As can be seen from Table 1, English language Paper I, has duration of 1 hour 15 minutes in 

2014 but for the same number of subtests 65 minutes (4 subtests on dictation, handwriting, 

guided writing and composition). 
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Section A: Dictation 

For the years under study only the passage of 2015 is available to the researcher (Appendix 

4a and 5a). One reason for this is because only a copy is usually available to the reader. In 

addition, there was no spare copy in the examination department due to poor cataloguing of 

documents. However, the assumption is that the passage of 2015 is similar to the others. This 

section begins with elaborate instructions to the candidates on the process of the subtest. The 

dictation passage is made up of seven sentences with oblique lines to indicate pauses in 

reading. It is timed for 15 minutes with a score over 10. 

Section B: Handwriting 

This subtest carries 10 marks and is written for 15 minutes. In 2014 candidates were required 

to copy neatly in the space provided 4 simple sentences using either the cursive or unjoint 

script pattern. The same requirements were made in 2015 but the paragraph was longer, with 

a variety of sentence types (simple, compound and complex) (Appendix 4b and 5b) 

Section C: Guided Writing 

Guided writing is 10 marks and no stated duration. In 2014 candidates are expected arrange 

the descriptions in logical order of a pupil’s chores before the beginning of classes at 

07:30am. A list of sentences is then jumbled up. In 2015 candidates are presented with a 

paragraph of gap-filling exercise. They are asked to fill in the blank spaces with correct 

words from a list (Appendix 4c and 5d). 

Section D: Composition 

In both years of this study composition is the last subtest of Paper I. For both years candidates 

are supposed to write a composition of about 150 words on one of two topics. Guidelines are 

provided which candidates may use if they choose. This subtest carries a score of 20 marks 

but duration is not mentioned in both years (Appendix 4d and 5c). 

English Language Paper II 

English Language Paper II is written in 90 minutes and carries a score of 60 marks (Appendix 

4e and 5e). There are three subtests, Grammar and Vocabulary (Section A), Reading 

Comprehension (Section B), and Listening Comprehension (Section C). It is noted that the 

appendices for Sections A and B in the 2015 sessions are absent because they are similar to 
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that of 2014. In both years under study Section A comprised 20 items for grammar which 

required candidates to fill in the blanks with correct words from a list of multiple choice 

options A-D. In 2014 the subsection on vocabulary the first 5 questions were on collective 

noun. Candidates were required to fill in blanks with correct words from a list of multiple 

choice options A-D. Then the next five had words which required candidates to choose the 

right antonyms from a list of words A-D. In the vocabulary subsection was vowels. 

Candidates were asked to circle words A-D that has the same vowel sounds as those in the 

underlined words. 

The 2015 edition had the same exercise in grammar as that of 2014. For vocabulary, the first 

five items were on antonyms; the next five dealt with living things (Column A) and sounds 

they produce (Column C), to be matched in Column B. The last five items asked candidates 

to match masculine nouns to the feminine nouns. 

Section B: Reading Comprehension 

Reading comprehension in 2014 was a letter talking about environmental problems. From the 

passage of 141 words10 open-ended questions are posed. In 2015 the expository passage of 

151 words describes Ebola followed by 5 open-ended questions.  

Section C: Listening Comprehension 

The last subtest of Paper II was listening comprehension. In both years the passages are about 

150 words on topical and familiar issues. The questions are 5 in number. 

From the analysis of the FSLC Examination under the study period it is seen that the English 

language test comprises two papers. Paper I, made up of dictation, handwriting, guided 

writing and composition, while Paper includes grammar, vocabulary, reading comprehension 

and listening comprehension. 

Discussion  

The analysis of the FSLC in English language examination indicates that all the skills but 

speaking is tested. This could be concluded then that the expectations from the syllabus are 

significantly reflected in the test. There is indication, therefore, why the speaking ability of 

primary school graduates is very low. A cursory observation shows that like in Thailand 

(Khamkhien, 2010) teachers and major stakeholders do not consider speaking skills as 
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important as reading and writing. Pupils could master reading and writing well but not be 

able to express themselves orally with efficiency (National Syllabuses, 2000, p.1). 

Testing communicative abilities is one and testing them appropriately with proportionate 

balance is another. A look at the dictation passage of 2015 does not seem to indicate what 

area of language ability that the subtest is measuring. However, from oblique lines, it is 

possible that knowledge of punctuation is being tested. This may be a similar case with 

capitalisation, spelling, and listening skills are also probably being assessed. It may be argued 

therefore that the main language ability in the dictation subtest is likely the measurement of 

linguistic competence. This situation could occur in similar contexts where English is learnt 

as an L2 but lacks expert to construct the test. In the same vein the testing of handwriting 

questions its relevance. Would it not be better to test handwriting under drawing (see 

Appendix 4b and 5b) or limit it to classroom assessment. 

Two forms of guided writing are presented for 2014 and 2015. In 2014 the subtest seems to 

be measuring linguistic ability rather than writing skills (see Appendix 4C and 5d). That of 

2015 probably is testing textual organisation more than writing skill. That is knowledge that 

helps to determine how sentences are organised to form a text. Composition subtest for both 

2014 and 2015 provides two topics each which are familiar to pupils’ experiences and other 

subjects studied at school (see Appendix 4d and 5c). The subtest apparently is testing creative 

writing skill including linguistic abilities. It also apparently indicates the various degrees 

these skills and abilities are elicited. Generally, the tendency is for expository, descriptive and 

narrative texts most often. 

In 2014 and 2015 the grammar subtest is structural multiple choice and assesses different 

grammatical feature such as spelling, tense, parts of speech and clausal relations. A worry 

here is the possibility that candidates may succeed through cram work or may not be able to 

use these aspects in effective communication. The same could be said of vocabulary testing. 

These components of linguistic ability are tested in a structural fashion, what one would 

expect in a proficiency test rather than a test on achievement. 

The reading comprehension and listening comprehension subtests have mostly recall and 

comprehension question types. There is a little on synthesis and evaluation. The question 

types are a sure way of testing candidates’ critical skills. These are essential for candidates’ 

continuous learning. 

Analysis of the 2014 results (Appendix 2) indicates that pupils have not been prepared well in 

line with the syllabus. The result is emerging evidence that candidates are fairly good in 
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discrete point test but fall short of communicative tasks. Again the issue of reliability and 

validity of the results may be raised. 

 

Conclusion 

From analysing the content of the FSLC Examination for 2014 and 2015 some comments and 

suggestions may be made. In a context like that of Cameroon examination for Young 

Learners should be designed not only by experts in children language pedagogy but also test 

constructors who are professionals. There is an apparent divergence between the English 

language curriculum and English language test. While the syllabus is notional-functional, 

cross-curricular and communicative a significant fraction of the test is discrete point and 

structural. More of the test items could be made more authentic so that learners are not 

confounded in real communication situation. Some tasks are decontextualised and when set 

in contexts they are limited by length which would not provide sufficient evidence of the skill 

or ability been measured. 

What is more the test would seem to have no underlying guiding principles in its 

development. This arises probably because there is no document that maps out the testing 

policy. With this kind of testing, reliability and validity may be a problem. But for few 

exercises and tasks a good majority of them are not challenging enough considering the kind 

of competence and ability expected in post-primary education. It could be surmised then that 

without an official testing document on the English language in the FSLC it may be difficult 

to draw a precise framework. However, using the syllabus this analysis tries to draw what 

functions the FSLC Examination serves, apart from certification. It does try to develop the 

language skills of YLs but it must be added that more could still be done to construct a better 

test for pupils. 
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Appendix 1: Distribution of subject time table in primary school 

  

Subject 

 

One shift system 

 

Two shift system 

 

Observation 
Morning Afternoon 

1 English language 6h 30 min 5h 30min 5h 30min Classes 1-6 

 

2 

Mathematics 6h 30min 5h 30 min 5h 30min Classes 1-6 

 French  4h 30min 5hour 30 min 5h 30min Classes 1-6 

4 General Knowledge 1 hour 1hour 1hour Classes 1-3 

5 History 1h 30min 1hour 1hour Classes 4-6 

6 Geography 1h 30min 1hour 1hour Classes 4-6 

7 Citizenship (Civics, Human 

Rights, Moral Education) 

2 hours 1hour 1hour Classes 1-6 

8 Science (Health Education, 

Environmental  Education) 

2 hours 1hour 1hour Classes 1-6 

9 Home Economics 2hours 1hour 1hour Classes 3-6 

10 National Culture (Music, 

Drawing, Drama, Arts & Craft) 

1h 30min 1hour 1hour Classes 1-6 

11 Physical Education 1h 30min 1hour 1hour Classes 1-6 

 Total 30hours 22h 30min 22h 30min  

 Recreational Time 4h 30min 1h 40min 1h 40min  

 

Appendix 2: 2014 FSLC English language analysis  
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 Appendix 3: Number of candidates for the FSLC Examination 2011-2015 

Session No of candidates 

2015 27, 500 

2014 25, 954 

2013 25, 206 

2012 25, 745 

2011 26, 051 

Appendix 4a: FSLC Examination in English Language 2014 Paper Appendix 4b: FSLC Examination in English Language 2014 Paper I 
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Appendix 4b: FSLC Examination in English Language 2014 Paper I 
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Appendix 4d: FSLC Examination in English Language 2014 Paper 

I  
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Appendix 5a: FSLC Examination in English Language 2015 Paper I 
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Appendix 5b: FSLC Examination in English Language 2015 Paper I 
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Appendix 5c: FSLC Examination in English Language 2015 Paper I 
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Appendix 5d: FSLC Examination in English Language 2015 Paper I 
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Appendix 5e: FSLC Examination in English Language 2015 Paper II 
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