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Abstract: In recent times, parents and other stakeholders in the field of education have expressed worries regarding the poor
performance of pupils in rural and public schools in the Basic Education Certificate Examination (BECE) compared to their
counterparts in urban and private schools in Ghana. This study examines the performance trends of urban, rural, public and
private Junior High Schools in the BECE over a 5-year period. The study made use of secondary data which reflected the
indicators of pupils’ performance in the BECE. The data obtained were analysed using percentages, frequency counts, and
time-series graphs. The findings of this research showed that the proportion of pupils who passed the BECE in rural schools
were less than those who passed in the urban schools in Ghana. It was further observed that although the performance trends
for both public and private schools were not so different for 2016, 2017, and 2018, more pupils in public than private schools
passed the BECE. Based on the findings, the Ministry of Education and all relevant stakeholders in the area of education are
encouraged to ensure equitable distribution of resources in terms of infrastructure, teaching and learning resources, adequate
and competent teachers to both urban and rural schools to promote the enhancement of pupils’ performance in rural schools.
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1. Introduction

The success and growth of every nation depend
substantially on the quality of education provided to its
citizens [1]. This explains why Sustainable Development
Goal 4 stresses equitable and inclusive quality education for
all [2]. Basic education is the core of development and
progress in modern societies. It is the level of education that
develops the individual’s capacity to read, write and
calculate. In other words, basic education helps to eradicate
illiteracy, which is one of the strongest predictors of poverty
[3]. Thus, basic education is the only level of education that

is available everywhere, both in developed and developing
countries as well as in urban and rural areas [4]. This
explains why basic education is the largest subsector of any
education system and offers the unique opportunity to
contribute to the transformation of societies through the
education of young ones [5].

Access to education in Ghana is seen both as a
fundamental human right and an essential element in the
national development strategy in promoting growth and
ensuring preparedness for a productive life. Ghana’s
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aspiration to become a fully developed county rests, to a
large extent, on her ability to improve educational access to
the point where the population is highly educated to provide
the human resource base for accelerated development [6].
According to the Ministry of Education of Ghana (MoE) [7],
education at the primary level often emphasizes the
importance of literacy, numeracy and problem-solving skills.
Quality primary education also lays the foundation for
inquiry, creativity, and innovation among individuals who
have access to it. It is also important to emphasize that
through primary education, the attribute of good citizenship
is inculcated in children to enable them to participate in
national development and for them to develop the skills and
attitudes required for assimilating new knowledge [7]. The
junior secondary school (JSS) in Ghana, now called junior
high school (JHS) has also been planned to provide pupils
with basic pre-technical, pre-vocational and scientific
knowledge, while the senior secondary education (which is
the next level of education after JHS education) is intended to
reinforce the knowledge and skills acquired during basic
education, as well as provide opportunities to help pupils
develop different talents and skills [7-9].

Pupils who complete basic education in Ghana sit for a
nationwide examination called Basic Education Certificate
Examination (BECE) [9]. The basic education certificate is
awarded to pupils who successfully pass the BECE after
completion of the nine-year basic education programme.
Candidates are graded based on their performance in the
external examination (70%) and school-based (internal)
assessment (30%) marks provided by the schools. A nine-
point scale (stanine in reversed form) is used in grading the
candidates, with Grade 1 denoting the best performance and
Grade 9, the poorest.

Education in Ghana, more especially, at the basic level, has
witnessed a downward trend in terms of academic outcomes.
According to available records from 2006 to 2016, over
3,669,138 BECE candidates who sat for that examination out
of which 1,562,270 (43%) of them failed to make the
required grades (i.e., those who had aggregates 30 and above)
for progression to any secondary, technical or vocational
school [10]. Also, in 2017, a total of 36,849 candidates (8%)
across the country were not placed into senior high school
(SHS) because they scored Grade 9 in either English or
Mathematics or both [11]. As a result of the failure, the MoE
and Ghana Education Service (GES) instituted a re-sit policy
for those who fail the BECE.

Previous studies have identified several factors which have
contributed to the poor academic attainments by students.
These factors include inadequate infrastructure, insufficient
instructional materials, pupil absenteeism, parental non-
involvement,  inconducive  teaching and learning
environment, teacher-related variables, among others [12-
19]. Despite the various attempts by educational stakeholders
to improve the quality and accessibility of basic education for
all pupils, obvious disparities in the provision of facilities for
basic education in the country still exist. The most felt
disparity in terms of urban and rural education is the

infrastructural deficit in the rural schools. That is, pupils in
the urban areas have many advantages over those in the rural
areas in terms of infrastructure, teaching and learning
resources, computers and access to the internet [18, 20].
Again, rural schools are often characterised by an inadequate
number of teachers, poor classroom structures and, in some
cases, schools are under trees. For the schools under trees, it
becomes impossible to have lessons during rainy seasons and
bad weather. Sadly enough, pupils in some rural areas study
under very dilapidated structures [13-14]. For instance, in a
news report, the Upper East Regional Directorate of the GES
expressed worry at the alarming number of schools under
trees and those in dilapidated conditions [10].

The Directorate of GES lamented that, for most schools in
the rural areas, a cloud forming in the sky is a threat to
academic work because the schools have to be closed for the
safety of the teachers and pupils [10]. The situation causes
these schools to lag behind, especially during the rainy
seasons. Similarly, the external distraction of pupils’ attention
is very high when classes are held under trees as practised in
several rural schools. Another challenge associated with
holding classes under trees is the size of the chalkboard. The
mobile chalkboards are usually very small in dimension, hence
cannot contain enough chalkboard illustrations; not to talk of
the display of teaching-learning materials (TLMs) [10].

With respect to teacher quality, according to GES [10],
71.1% of teachers at the JHS level in both public and private
schools were trained with 28.9% untrained. The percentage
of trained teachers in public JHS schools stood at 89.6%
while that of the private JHSs is 18.7%. However, private
school pupils tend to perform better than public schools in
the BECE over the years. While the country (Ghana) has
over the years improved upon access to basic education in
public schools, there are concerns about the poor BECE
performance of pupils in government schools. Mills and
Mereku [21], for example, explored pupils’ achievement in
national minimum standards and found that pupils in private
schools performed better than those in government basic
schools. Alhassan [22], in his work, also revealed that the
pupils in private schools in Tamale Metropolis performed
better than their counterparts in public schools for the 2013
BECE cohort. Similarly, Okyerefo, Fiaveh, and Lamptey [23]
equally lamented over the poor performance of pupils in
public schools from 2008 to 2010. This abysmal performance
of pupils in public schools relative to those in private schools
may perhaps be due to the Ghana government’s emphasis on
access instead of quality [24]. It must be mentioned that
quality determines how much and how well children learn
and the extent to which their education translates into a range
of personal, social and developmental benefits [5]. Thus,
most pupils may find themselves in school but due to poor
education delivery and quality, their achievement may be
low.

1.1. The Context of the Research

Basic schools in the Central Region were the focus of this
study due to three reasons. First, the Central region is one of
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the areas where pupils record an abysmally low performance
in the BECE. In a report by the Ghana News Agency (GNA)
[25], six schools in the Assin Central Municipality of the
Central Region recorded zero percent in the 2015 BECE. The
then Municipal Director of Education, in an interview with
the Ghana News Agency at Assin Fosu, reported that out of
the 148 candidates who sat for the examination in the six
schools within the Central Region of Ghana, none qualified
to be placed in senior high, technical or vocational schools
[25]. In addition, Mills and Mereku [21] stated that about half
of JHS pupils in the Effutu Municipality (Central Region)
have not attained the minimum standard objectives as
required by the mathematics curriculum. These issues called
for concern to focus on basic schools in the region to study
the trends of BECE performance. Secondly, basic schools in
the Central Region of Ghana, have been one of the regions
with a special case in terms of inadequate input and process
factors in education; this distribution of resources is not
uniform across rural and urban schools as well as public and
private schools [20]. Could this affect the performance
distribution of pupils in the BECE in the region?

Thirdly, earlier studies have documented pupils’ attainment
trends in BECE in most of the deprived regions, except for
the Central Region. Research works have comprehensively
discussed the BECE performance of pupils in the Northern
Region [12-14], and Western Region [19]. Also, the
performance distribution of pupils for school location
(urban/rural) and school type (public/private) has not been
well explored in the literature. In this research, we examined
the BECE achievement trends of pupils in basic schools in
the Central Region for a period of 5 years (2014-2018).

This research gives a clear picture of the performance
trends in BECE using basic schools in the Central Region as
a case. Such analyses have become critical in terms of
understanding the nature of performance with regards to
school context (i.e., urban, rural, public and private settings).
This is to help stakeholders in education to make informed
decisions and provide interventions for the schools with poor
performance, bearing in mind the school location and type.
This study also contributes to discourse in previous literature
which helps to provide a foundation for future studies.
Abreh, Owusu, and Amedahe [26], for example, examined
performance trends in core mathematics and science at the
SHS level. While their study is relevant, it only focused on
two subjects at the SHS level. Contrary to this study, we
looked at performance trends in BECE using the final year
JHS pupils’ best six grades (with Mathematics and English
Language being compulsorily inclusive).

1.2. Objectives

1. The objectives of this research were to:

2. Explore the general BECE performance trends of JHS
pupils from 2014-2018.

3. Understand the variations in BECE performance trends
of JHS pupils based on school location (i.e., rural and
urban).

4. Explore the variability in BECE performance trends of

JHS pupils based on school type (i.e., private and
public).

2. Methods
2.1. Research Design

The descriptive exploratory design was employed for this
study. This design was adopted because the study sought to
explore the trend of pupils ‘performance in BECE with
regards to urban, rural, public and private Junior High
Schools within the Central Region of Ghana over five years
(2014-2018) without any manipulation. The descriptive
design mainly observes, describes, and documents aspects of
a situation as it naturally occurs [27].

2.2. School Selection

The data comprised BECE results for public and private JHSs
in all the 20 Metropolitan/Municipal/District Assemblies within
the Central Region of Ghana. However, through stratification,
six top-, middle-, and low-performing rural and urban districts
were selected for the study. BECE results from the basic schools
in the selected districts were requested, thereafter.

2.3. Data Collection and Analysis Strategy

Secondary data on pupils’ performance for a period of five
years (2014 — 2018) in the BECE obtained from the GES was
used in the conduct of the study. With this data, the proportion
of pupils who passed successfully in the BECE was obtained.
This was used as a measure of pupils’ performance. The
passing rate was determined using grades 1 to 5. This,
therefore, implies that pupils obtaining, at least, a grade of 5 in
six subjects including English Language and Mathematics
were considered to have passed the BECE successfully. This
translates into aggregates 6 to 30 for a pass.

The data obtained were summarised using percentages,
frequency counts and pictorial representations such as times
series graphs. The description of the performance trends was
done with respect to school location (rural/urban) and school
type (private/public). The descriptions were done in this
fashion because the unit of analysis in this study include
school location and school type. The data focused on pupils
who passed and those who failed as well. The criteria for a
pass, according to GES, was grade 36 or better (i.c., grade 6
in 6 courses). Pupils who obtained grades worse than 36 were
classified as those who have failed the examination.

2.4. Ethical Considerations

Ethical clearance for this research was granted by the
Ethical Review Board (ERB) of the College of Education
Studies, University of Cape Coast, Ghana, with the reference
number CES-ERB/UCC-EDU/V3/19-14. The data obtained
were password-protected to prevent other parties from having
access to it [28]. Moreover, pseudonyms were used for the
schools and thus, the analysis did not make reference to any
specific school. The authors assured GES of confidentiality
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in using the data which were released for this paper. Consent
(retrospective) was also sought before the data was used [29].

3. Results
3.1. General Performance Trends from 2014 to 2018

The general performance trends from 2014 to 2018 are
presented in Table 1 and Figure 1, respectively.

Table 1. Pupils’ General performance in BECE from 2014 to 2018.

Year n Passed (%) Failed (%)
2014 2,583 1,936 (71.49) 647 (28.51)
2015 2,652 1,812 (61.17) 840 (38.83)
2016 2,594 1,676 (62.44) 914 (37.56)
2017 2,561 1,784 (67.50) 777 (32.50)
2018 2,655 1,966 (70.49) 689 (29.51)
Source: Field Survey (2019).
n= Number of people who sat for the examination.
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The data in Table 1 reveals that the number of pupils who
sat for BECE from 2014 to 2018 range from 2,561 to 2,655.
It appears that the proportion of pupils who passed in each
year were more than those who failed. In 2014 for instance,
1,936 pupils out of 2,583 passed the examination. Similarly,
1,812 pupils out of 2,652 in 2015 passed, and 1,676 out of
2,594 passed in 2016. This trend follows the same pattern
from 2017 to 2018.

Figure 1 presents the performance trends based on the
proportions of pupils who passed from 2014 to 2018. For
the five years under study, 2014 recorded the highest
percentage of pupils who passed the BECE (71.49%). No
clear pattern of performance was found. The year 2015
saw a decrease in pass rate from the previous year (2014)
from 71.49% to 61.17%. There was a slight increase in
pass rate to 62.44% in 2016 and further increased to 67.5%
in 2017. The percentage of pupils who passed increased
again to 70.49% in 2018.

2016 2017
62.44 67.5

2018
70.49

Figure 1. General performance trends in BECE from 2014-2018.

3.2. BECE Performance Distribution Based on School Location

The distributions of BECE performance based on the school location (rural/urban) are shown in Table 2 and Figure 2.

Table 2. Pupils’ Performance in BECE based on School Location.

Year Rural Urban

n Passed (%) Failed (%) n Passed (%) Failed (%)
2014 1,139 82 (69.84) 31 (30.16) 1,444 82 (73.45) 61 (26.55)
2015 1,287 76 (51.72) 51(48.28) 1,365 1,04 (72.47) 32 (27.53)
2016 1,204 68 (58.59) 51(41.41) 1,390 99 (67.04) 39 (32.96)
2017 1,239 77 (61.61) 46 (38.39) 1,322 1,00 (74.53) 31 (25.47)
2018 1,211 87 (68.99) 33 (31.01) 1,444 1,09 (72.3) 35(27.7)

Source: Field Survey (2019), Percentage in parentheses.
n= Number of people who sat for the examination.

Table 2 presents the BECE performance results of pupils
in rural and urban schools. From 2014 to 2018, pupils who
sat for BECE in the selected rural schools ranged from 1,204
to 1,287, and those in the urban schools ranged from 1,322 to
1,444. In general, the data suggested that more pupils in the

urban than rural schools sat for BECE from 2014-2018. This
translated into the proportion of pupils who passed the
examination. Apart from the year 2014 that had an equal
number of pupils from rural and urban schools who passed
the examination, more pupils in urban schools passed the



83 Regina Mawusi Nugba ef al.: A Trend Analysis of Junior High School Pupils’ Performance in the Basic Education
Certificate Examination (BECE) in Ghana

examination relative to those in rural schools. In 2015, for
instance, 1,044 out of 1,365 pupils in urban schools passed
BECE as opposed to 768 out 1,287 pupils from rural schools
who sat for the examination. A similar distribution of
performance was found in 2016, 2017, and 2018. Except for
the year 2014 which saw more pupils from urban schools
failing the examination, the performance pattern was
different with the subsequent years (2015-2018). In 2015,
519 pupils (out of 1,287) and 321 pupils (out of 1,365) in
rural and urban schools respectively failed the BECE.

Figure 2 further presents the trend analysis of the
performance based on the school location. The graph
displayed the proportion of pupils who passed the
examination in both rural and urban schools. It is
constructive to note that the trends in the BECE performance
for pupils in rural schools appear to be different from pupils
in urban schools. The results, as shown in Figure 2, suggest
that for all the 5 years under investigation (2014-2018), the
proportion of pupils who passed in rural schools were less
than those who were in urban schools. In 2014, the
proportion was 69.84% for rural schools, and 73.45% for
urban schools. Equally, rural schools in 2015 recorded a

[= N B o]
(= =]

pupils who passed
=

40
% 30
(5]
220
=
[
210
j5)
(=¥
0 2014 2015
Rural 69.84 51.72
Urban 73.45 72.47

51.72% pass rate whereas urban schools recorded a 72.47%
pass rate.

From Figure 2, it appears no definitive trend was found for
the BECE pass rate of pupils in rural schools and those in
urban schools. For rural schools, the proportion of pupils
who passed for the 5 consecutive years (2014-2018) were
69.84%, 51.72%, 58.59%, 61.61%, and 68.99%. In 2015, the
rural schools recorded a sharp decrease in the pass rate from
69.84% to 51.72%. The year 2016 also saw an increase in
pass rate from 51.72% to 58.59%, and to 61.61% in 2017 and
68.99% in 2018. Except for the decrease in pass rate from
2014 to 2015, the percentage of pupils who passed in rural
schools progressively increased from 2015 to 2018. This
progressive increase was still not up to the level of pass rate
in urban schools.

For pupils in urban schools, the proportion of pupils who
passed increased in some years and decreased in other years.
The percentage of pupils who passed marginally decreased
from 73.45% in 2014 to 72.47% in 2015. The year 2016 saw
a decrease in pass rate from 72.47% in 2015 to 67.04%. The
pass rate in 2017, however, increased to 74.53% and later
decreased to 72.3% in 2018.

\/

2016 2017 2018
58.59 61.61 68.99
67.04 74.53 72.3

Figure 2. Trend analysis of BECE performance based on school location from 2014-2018.

3.3. BECE Performance Based on School Type (Private & Public)

The study also presented the performance of pupils in BECE based on school type. The details are shown in Table 3 and

Figure 3 accordingly.

Table 3. Trends in BECE Performance based on School Type.

Year Private Schools Public Schools

n Pass (%) Fail (%) n Pass (%) Fail (%)
2014 540 41 (75.51) 13 (24.49) 2,043 1,52 (70.41) 51(29.59)
2015 514 36 (58.3) 15 (41.7) 2,138 1,44 (61.94) 69 (38.06)
2016 524 36 (68.83) 16 (31.17) 2,070 1,31 (60.73) 75 (39.27)
2017 524 34 (62.17) 18 (37.83) 2,037 1,44 (68.92) 59 (31.08)
2018 483 32 (63.32) 16 (36.68) 2,172 1,64 (72.42) 52 (27.58)

Source: Field Survey (2019), Percentage in parentheses.
n= Number of people who sat for the examination.

The results in Table 3 depict that more than thrice the
number of pupils who sat for BECE from 2014 to 2018 are

from public schools. In 2014, for example, 1,526 pupils from
public schools sat for the examination. In the same year, 540
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pupils from private schools sat for the examination. For
2015, 514 pupils who sat for BECE were from private
schools whereas 2,138 of them were from public schools.
The trend of performance was not so different for 2016,

80
70
60
50
40

30

Percentage of pupils who passed

2014 2015
Private 75.51 58.3

Public 70.41 61.94

2017, and 2018. More pupils from public schools than
private schools passed BECE.

Figure 3 further provides more details of the trends in
performance based on school type (private/public).

2016 2017 2018
68.83 62.17 63.32
60.73 68.92 72.42

Figure 3. Trend analysis of BECE performance based on school type from 2014-2018.

Figure 3 shows no clear trend in the BECE performance
of pupils based on school type. For private schools, the
proportion of pupils who passed in 2014 was 75.51%; this
decreased to 58.3% in 2015. This pass rate increased to
68.83% in 2016, decreased to 62.17% in 2017, and
increased to 63.32% in 2018. For pupils in public schools,
the pass rate in 2014 was 70.41%. This decreased to
61.94% and 60.73% in 2015 and 2016 respectively. The
year 2017 saw a slight increase in the pass rate to 62.17 and
further increased to 72.42% in 2018. In some of the years,
the pass rate was higher for pupils in private schools as
compared to those from public schools. This story was
different for some other years. In 2014 and 2016, for
instance, more pupils from private schools than public
schools passed the examination. This, however, was not the
case in 2015, 2017, and 2018.

4. Discussion

The findings from this study revealed that, for most of the
time, the percentage of pupils who passed the BECE in rural
schools were significantly less than those who passed in
urban schools. This result rekindles a debate and brings to
bear different interpretations. The general geographic
distribution and standard of living in rural and urban areas in
the country are at the centre of this debate. In Ghana, urban
areas are flooded with better jobs, state-of-the-art hospitals
and schools, good roads, and potable drinking water; just to
name a few. Locations marked as rural areas, on the contrary,
do not have access to all these privileges. This disparity is
also common in the education sector and this may explain
why pupils in urban schools performed better in the BECE.
Several scholars have supported and corroborated this claim
of location disparity in terms of school -conditions,
infrastructure, teacher commitment, teaching and learning

materials, internet access, and socio-economic status, among
others where rural schools are often underprivileged [13, 14,
18]. Findings from some of these previous studies have
shown that it is common to find schools under trees in rural
areas [10, 20] and in some instances, pupils would have to
walk several miles before they get to the school.

The research found that, generally, more pupils from
public schools than private schools passed BECE. This trend
of results does not sound surprising for two reasons. First, the
proportion of trained teachers (i.e., people who have gone
through formal teacher preparation programme accredited by
the government) in the private schools are far less than those
in the public schools. This was confirmed by GES [10] who
indicated that about 89.6% of teachers in the public schools
are trained teachers whereas only 18.7% of private school
teachers have gone through such training. The second reason
is that public schools, particularly those located in the urban
areas, are at the advantage of good infrastructure, conducive
teaching and learning atmosphere, adequate instructional
materials and, perhaps, sufficient funds from the government
for running the school. The private schools rather depend
solely on the fees paid by the pupils to run the school. The
introduction of the free basic and senior high school
introduced by the government of Ghana, for example, led to
the collapse and interruptions in most of the private schools.
This, for many private schools, was due to insufficient funds
because most parents withdrew their wards from such
schools.

This study’s finding that public schools generally
performed better in BECE as compared to private schools,
appears to contradicts that of earlier scholars. Studies by
Alhassan [22] and Okyerefo et al. [23] observed that pupils
in private schools performed better in BECE than their
colleagues in public schools. These authors, however,
conducted their studies using data from different years;
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Alhassan [22] used the 2013 BECE year group while
Okyerefo et al. [23] used data from 2008 to 2010. The
discrepancies in the findings of this research and previous
studies can be explained by the differences in the years used
for the analysis in the respective studies.

5. Conclusion and Recommendations

The study, based on the outcome, concluded that urban
schools, as well as public schools, performed better in the
BECE, at least for the period understudied. This speaks to
the fact that schools found in urban areas as compared to
those in the rural areas may be having an advantage in
terms of the input and process factors needed to achieve
better performance. This is also applicable to schools that
are owned by the government. Although the finding from
this study is a starting point, it must be interpreted with
caution since only 5 years of data were explored. The
finding calls for a relook at the resource distribution and
general monitoring of the educational quality across the
country. In fact, the performance gap based on some
geographical and school-ownership status needs to be
bridged since all pupils are citizens who deserve better
irrespective of where they find themselves in the
educational structure.

The study recommended that since pupils in urban schools
performed better in the BECE than those in rural schools, the
MoE, GES, and other stakeholders in the area of education
are encouraged to ensure equitable distribution of resources
in terms of infrastructure, teaching and learning resources,
adequate and competent teachers to both urban and rural
schools to promote the enhancement of pupils’ performance
in BECE in rural schools. Also, headteachers and
administrators of private schools are encouraged to solicit
ideas from the administrators of public schools regarding the
strategies to adopt in their quest to improve the pupils’
performance in the BECE. This study also suggested that
future studies should conduct ecological analysis of schools
found in rural areas.
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