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ABSTRACT
Examinations are central to educational systems because they assess knowledge, certify competence and determine access to further opportunities. The credibility of any education system depends on the integrity and reliability of its examination processes. In Cameroon, the General Certificate of Education (GCE) examination remains a major certification pathway within the English-speaking subsystem of education, but its credibility has been challenged by persistent examination malpractice. Since its creation in 1993, the Cameroon GCE Board has implemented various measures to safeguard examination integrity and preserve the value of GCE certificates. This article examines the Cameroon GCE Board’s struggle against examination malpractice from 1993 to 2026. Using a qualitative historical-institutional approach based on documentary analysis of official documents, policy texts and existing scholarship, the study explores the forms of malpractice, institutional responses, achievements and continuing challenges. The findings show that the GCE Board has improved examination management through stronger security procedures, professionalization, monitoring mechanisms, sanctions and technological innovations. However, malpractice persists due to corruption, socioeconomic pressures, weak ethical culture and the emergence of technology-driven forms of examination fraud. The article argues that examination malpractice is not merely an individual problem of student dishonesty but a broader governance challenge involving institutions, communities and social expectations. It concludes that safeguarding examination integrity requires a combination of effective regulation, ethical education, technological adaptation and greater stakeholder accountability.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Education is widely recognized as a foundation for social transformation, economic development and national progress. Beyond the transmission of knowledge and skills, education systems perform an important certification function by determining who possesses the qualifications required for further education, employment and professional advancement. Examinations are therefore not simply academic exercises; they are social institutions that influence life opportunities and shape public perceptions of competence and merit. The legitimacy of examinations depends on the assumption that candidates are assessed under fair, transparent and reliable conditions. When examination processes are compromised through fraudulent practices, the consequences extend beyond individual candidates. Examination malpractice weakens confidence in educational institutions, reduces the value of certificates, undermines meritocracy and affects the quality of human resources produced by the education system (Olatunbosun, 2009).
In Cameroon, the General Certificate of Education (GCE) examination occupies a particularly important position within the national education landscape. Emerging from the British colonial educational tradition, the GCE became the principal certification examination within the Anglophone subsystem of education. For decades, success in the GCE Ordinary Level and Advanced Level examinations has represented an important gateway to universities, professional institutions and employment opportunities. However, like many examination systems globally, the Cameroon GCE system has faced persistent challenges related to examination malpractice. These challenges have included examination question leakages, candidate impersonation, collusion, unauthorized assistance, corruption among examination stakeholders and, more recently, technology-assisted forms of fraud. The persistence and changing nature of these practices have raised concerns about the capacity of examination institutions to preserve integrity.
The creation of the Cameroon GCE Board in 1993 represented a major institutional response to these concerns. Established through Presidential Decree No. 93/172 of 1 July 1993, the Board was designed to provide professional and autonomous management of GCE examinations. Its creation reflected the need to strengthen examination administration, improve credibility and ensure that certificates awarded under the system accurately represented candidates’ academic achievements. Over the past three decades, the GCE Board has introduced several mechanisms aimed at safeguarding examination integrity. These include improved examination security, regulation of examination centres, monitoring procedures, sanctions against malpractice and administrative reforms. Nevertheless, examination malpractice has remained a recurring problem, demonstrating that institutional reforms alone have not completely resolved the challenge.
This article examines the Cameroon GCE Board’s struggle against examination malpractice between 1993 and 2026. It argues that while the Board has achieved significant progress in professionalizing examination management and protecting certificate credibility, malpractice persists because it is embedded within wider social, economic, technological and institutional realities.
The article addresses four major questions:
i. What forms of examination malpractice have confronted the Cameroon GCE Board since its creation?
ii. What strategies has the Board adopted to safeguard examination integrity?
iii. What achievements have resulted from these strategies?
iv. What challenges continue to limit the effectiveness of anti-malpractice measures?

2. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND: THE EMERGENCE OF THE CAMEROON GCE BOARD
The emergence of the Cameroon General Certificate of Education (GCE) Board is closely linked to the historical evolution of education governance in Cameroon and the country’s unique bilingual educational heritage. The GCE examination system developed from the British colonial educational tradition that shaped schooling in the former British-administered territory of Southern Cameroons. After the reunification of Cameroon in 1961, the country retained two educational subsystems: a Francophone subsystem influenced by French educational structures and an Anglophone subsystem that continued to preserve important features of the British model, including the General Certificate of Education examinations (Fonlon, 1969; Tambo, 2003).
During the early post-independence period, GCE examinations were administered within government structures, with technical support and institutional practices inherited from the British examination tradition. This arrangement ensured continuity and maintained academic standards; however, as access to secondary education expanded, examination administration became increasingly complex. The growing number of candidates, examination centres and educational institutions created new demands for stronger coordination, professional management and effective quality-control mechanisms (Tambo, 2003).
By the late 1980s and early 1990s, concerns emerged regarding the effectiveness of existing examination management structures. Issues related to examination security, irregularities, administrative weaknesses and the need to strengthen national ownership of certification processes encouraged the government to consider institutional reforms. The creation of a specialized examination authority was viewed as necessary to improve efficiency, enhance transparency and restore confidence in the credibility of GCE certificates.
In response to these concerns, the Government of Cameroon established the Cameroon General Certificate of Education Board (GCE Board) through Presidential Decree No. 93/172 of 1 July 1993. The decree formally created an autonomous institution responsible for organizing, administering and regulating GCE examinations in Cameroon (Republic of Cameroon, 1993). The establishment of the Board represented a significant transformation in examination governance because it transferred responsibility for GCE examinations to a specialized body with a clear mandate to protect examination standards.
The responsibilities of the GCE Board included the preparation and administration of GCE Ordinary Level and Advanced Level examinations, supervision of examination centres, recruitment and training of examination personnel, evaluation of candidates and the awarding of certificates. Through these functions, the Board became the principal institution responsible for ensuring that GCE examinations reflected fairness, reliability and academic competence (Cameroon GCE Board, 2020).
The establishment of the Board also marked an important stage in the struggle against examination malpractice. By creating a dedicated institution, the government sought to strengthen examination security and develop mechanisms capable of preventing fraud, detecting irregularities and sanctioning offenders. The Board introduced procedures aimed at improving confidentiality in examination preparation, strengthening centre supervision and regulating the conduct of candidates and examination officials.
However, the creation of the GCE Board did not eliminate examination malpractice. Instead, malpractice evolved alongside broader social changes, including increasing competition for educational opportunities, economic pressures and technological developments. Consequently, the Board’s history since 1993 can be understood as a continuous struggle between institutional efforts to protect examination integrity and the changing forms of academic dishonesty. Therefore, the emergence of the Cameroon GCE Board represents more than an administrative restructuring of examination management. It reflects a broader attempt to preserve educational legitimacy, protect the value of academic certificates and maintain public trust in Cameroon’s education system.
3. CONCEPTUAL AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
This study is grounded in three key concepts: examination malpractice, examination integrity, and institutional governance of examinations. 
Examination Malpractice
Examination malpractice refers to any intentional or unauthorized act committed by candidates, examination officials, or third parties that violates established examination rules and is aimed at obtaining an unfair advantage in assessment outcomes. Scholarly literature generally conceptualizes it as a form of academic dishonesty that undermines the validity, reliability, and credibility of educational assessment systems (Olatunbosun, 2009; Anderman & Murdock, 2007). In practical terms, examination malpractice includes a wide range of behaviours such as cheating during examinations, impersonation, collusion among candidates, possession of unauthorized materials, leakage of examination questions, and the use of digital technologies to access or share answers. In contemporary contexts, it also extends to cyber-enabled forms of cheating facilitated by mobile phones and social media platforms (Cameroon GCE Board, 2020). Scholars emphasize that examination malpractice should not be understood only as individual moral failure but also as a socially embedded practice influenced by institutional weaknesses and societal pressures (Merton, 1938).



Examination Integrity
Examination integrity refers to the extent to which an examination system is conducted in a fair, transparent, and trustworthy manner, ensuring that all candidates are assessed under equal conditions and that results accurately reflect their true academic abilities. According to educational governance literature, examination integrity is a core component of educational quality assurance because it determines the credibility and legitimacy of certificates awarded by educational institutions (Stromquist, 2012). From a policy perspective, examination integrity involves the enforcement of standardized procedures, secure handling of examination materials, ethical conduct by examination officials, and compliance by candidates with established rules. It also requires institutional accountability mechanisms that prevent, detect, and sanction malpractice. In this sense, examination integrity is not only a technical requirement but also an ethical and institutional commitment to fairness and meritocracy within the education system.
Institutional Governance of Examinations
Institutional governance of examinations refers to the system of rules, structures, procedures, and enforcement mechanisms through which examination bodies regulate assessment processes and ensure compliance with standards. It encompasses the organizational capacity of institutions such as the Cameroon GCE Board to design examination policies, supervise implementation, accredit examination centres, monitor conduct, and enforce disciplinary measures. Drawing on Institutional Theory, governance is understood as the process through which organizations seek legitimacy by aligning formal rules with operational practices (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). In the context of examinations, effective governance requires not only formal regulations but also consistent enforcement, transparency, and resistance to corruption or external interference. Weak governance structures often create opportunities for malpractice to emerge and persist, particularly in high-stakes examination environments.
The study is supported by two main theoretical perspectives. Institutional Theory explains how organizations seek legitimacy through formal rules and procedures, but may face gaps between official regulations and actual practice due to enforcement challenges and external pressures. Merton’s Strain Theory argues that individuals may engage in deviant behaviour when they experience pressure to achieve socially valued goals, such as academic success, but lack legitimate means to achieve them. Together, these frameworks explain examination malpractice in Cameroon not only as individual misconduct but also as a result of institutional weaknesses, social pressures, and structural inequalities within the education system.
4. EVOLUTION AND MANIFESTATIONS OF EXAMINATION MALPRACTICE IN CAMEROON GCE EXAMINATIONS
Examination malpractice in the Cameroon General Certificate of Education (GCE) system has evolved significantly since the establishment of the GCE Board in 1993, reflecting broader changes in educational pressures, institutional capacity, and technological development. Rather than remaining static, malpractice has progressively adapted to reforms introduced by the Board, moving from simple individual acts of cheating to more complex and organized systems of academic fraud. In the early period following the creation of the GCE Board in 1993, examination malpractice was largely characterized by traditional and physically observable practices. These included copying during examinations, collusion among candidates, impersonation, and the use of unauthorized written materials such as prepared notes. In some cases, malpractice also involved irregular assistance from examination personnel, particularly in contexts where supervision was weak or inconsistently enforced. During this phase, the GCE Board focused primarily on institutional consolidation, standardizing examination procedures, and establishing credibility in the management of national examinations.
As the system developed into the mid-2000s and 2010s, examination malpractice became more structured and increasingly organized. It was no longer limited to isolated individual behaviour but began to involve coordinated networks within and sometimes beyond school environments. One of the most significant developments during this period was the emergence of examination leakage, where question papers were allegedly accessed and circulated before official examination sessions. In addition, some schools reportedly developed internal arrangements that facilitated collective cheating, including coordinated assistance and compromised invigilation in certain centres. These developments reflected the growing pressure on students and institutions to produce high success rates in a competitive academic environment (Olatunbosun, 2009).
From the 2010s onward, examination malpractice in Cameroon entered a new phase strongly influenced by digital technology and social media platforms. The widespread use of smartphones and internet connectivity introduced new channels through which fraudulent practices could be organized and disseminated. Social media platforms such as Whatsapp, Facebook, and Telegram became tools for the circulation of fake examination papers, misleading “leakage” claims, and fraudulent promises of guaranteed success. These developments significantly changed the nature of malpractice by extending it beyond physical examination centres into virtual spaces, often targeting students’ anxiety and desperation during examination periods (Cameroon GCE Board, 2020).
In addition to digital deception, there has also been an increase in the commercialization of examination fraud. Individuals and groups have emerged who claim to provide examination assistance, including access to supposed answers, result manipulation, or even counterfeit certificates. The Cameroon GCE Board has repeatedly warned the public that such services are fraudulent and not recognized within the official examination system, emphasizing that authentic certificates can only be obtained through regulated procedures (Cameroon GCE Board, 2020).
More recently, particularly in the 2020s, examination malpractice has continued to evolve in both sophistication and complexity. Reports of examination paper leaks and breaches of confidentiality have highlighted vulnerabilities in examination security systems, prompting stronger regulatory responses. For example, in 2026, confirmed incidents of examination paper circulation on social media contributed to disruptions in the examination timetable, with the minister of secondary education, Pauline Nalova Lyonga rescheduling affected papers to restore order and credibility in the system (Journal du Cameroun, 2026). 
Plate 1: Minister of secondary education, Pauline Nalova Lyonga
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In response to such challenges, the GCE Board has intensified surveillance, strengthened sanctions, and increased its reliance on technological and administrative control measures to protect examination integrity.
Overall, the evolution of examination malpractice in Cameroon’s GCE system demonstrates a continuous adaptation to institutional reforms and societal changes. While early forms were largely individual and opportunistic, later manifestations became organized, technologically enabled, and increasingly embedded in broader social and economic pressures. This evolution underscores the need to understand examination malpractice not only as a disciplinary issue but also as a dynamic governance challenge that reflects deeper structural conditions within the education system.
5. ACHIEVEMENTS OF THE CAMEROON GCE BOARD IN SAFEGUARDING EXAMINATION INTEGRITY (1993–2026)
Since its establishment in 1993, the Cameroon General Certificate of Education (GCE) Board has recorded several important achievements in its continuous effort to safeguard examination integrity and maintain the credibility of the GCE system. These achievements can be understood in terms of institutional consolidation, improvement of examination security, enforcement of disciplinary measures, and gradual modernization of examination administration. One major achievement has been the institutionalization and professionalization of examination management. The creation of the GCE Board through Presidential Decree No. 93/172 of 1 July 1993 marked a shift from fragmented administrative arrangements to a centralized and specialized examination authority responsible for coordinating all aspects of GCE examinations in Cameroon (Republic of Cameroon, 1993). This institutional restructuring improved coordination, standardized procedures across examination centres, and strengthened administrative accountability.
A second important achievement is the strengthening of examination security and procedural control. Over the years, the Board has introduced measures aimed at protecting examination materials, regulating the distribution of question papers, and ensuring confidentiality in the preparation and transmission of examination documents. These measures have contributed to reducing large-scale leakages and improving confidence in the examination system, even though challenges persist.
Plate 1: Ndi Bernadette Head of the GCE Transition Board
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A third achievement relates to the development of monitoring and enforcement mechanisms. The GCE Board has established supervisory structures to oversee examination centres, train invigilators, and ensure compliance with examination regulations. The enforcement of sanctions such as cancellation of results, disqualification of candidates, and disciplinary actions against implicated individuals has served as a deterrent against malpractice. These punitive measures reflect the Board’s commitment to maintaining fairness and credibility in assessment outcomes.
A fourth achievement is the gradual integration of technology into examination management. The digitization of administrative processes, improved data management systems, and enhanced communication channels have contributed to more efficient examination organization. While technology has also introduced new risks, it has simultaneously strengthened administrative transparency and operational efficiency within the Board. Finally, the GCE Board has contributed to the preservation of public trust in the GCE certification system. Despite recurring cases of malpractice, the GCE certificate remains widely recognized nationally and internationally as a valid academic qualification. This continued recognition reflects the relative success of the Board in maintaining a functioning examination system under complex social and institutional conditions.
6. CHALLENGES FACING THE CAMEROON GCE BOARD IN COMBATING EXAMINATION MALPRACTICE
Despite notable achievements, the Cameroon GCE Board continues to face significant challenges that limit the effectiveness of its anti-malpractice strategies. These challenges are structural, institutional, technological, and socio-economic in nature, reflecting the complexity of examination governance in contemporary Cameroon. A major challenge is the persistence and evolution of examination malpractice practices. While traditional forms such as copying and collusion remain present, new and more sophisticated forms have emerged over time, particularly digital and network-based fraud. The increasing use of smartphones and social media platforms has made it easier to circulate false examination materials and organize cheating networks, often beyond the physical control of examination supervisors.
Another critical challenge is the involvement of multiple actors in malpractice networks. Examination malpractice is no longer limited to students; it sometimes involves teachers, invigilators, school administrators, and external actors. This networked dimension of malpractice complicates detection and enforcement, as it reflects broader institutional vulnerabilities and potential conflicts of interest within the education system (Olatunbosun, 2009). A further challenge is the pressure from socioeconomic and academic competition. In Cameroon, success in GCE examinations is closely linked to access to higher education and employment opportunities. This high-stakes environment creates strong pressure on students and families, which may encourage some candidates to resort to dishonest means to secure success. Merton’s strain theory helps explain how structural pressure combined with limited legitimate opportunities can foster deviant behaviour (Merton, 1938).
In addition, the Board faces institutional and logistical constraints. These include resource limitations, uneven enforcement across examination centres, and difficulties in maintaining consistent supervision in all regions. In some cases, the effectiveness of examination monitoring depends on local administrative capacity and integrity, which may vary significantly. Finally, there is the challenge of technological vulnerability. While technology has improved administrative efficiency, it has also created new opportunities for malpractice, including cyber fraud, digital leakage, and online impersonation. The rapid pace of technological change often outstrips institutional capacity to regulate and control its misuse in examination contexts.
7. EXAMINATION MALPRACTICE AS AN INSTITUTIONAL AND SOCIAL GOVERNANCE PROBLEM
The persistence of examination malpractice in Cameroon’s GCE system demonstrates that the issue cannot be fully understood as a simple problem of student dishonesty. Rather, it reflects a broader institutional and social governance challenge involving multiple levels of interaction between individuals, institutions, and society. From an institutional perspective, the Cameroon GCE Board has made significant efforts to strengthen examination integrity through rules, monitoring systems, and sanctions. However, Institutional Theory suggests that formal rules alone are insufficient when enforcement is inconsistent or when institutions face external pressures that undermine their effectiveness (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). The gap between formal regulations and actual practices at examination centres highlights the challenges of ensuring uniform compliance across a complex national system.
From a sociological perspective, examination malpractice is closely linked to societal expectations and structural pressures. In contexts where academic success is perceived as the primary pathway to social mobility, students experience intense pressure to succeed. According to Merton’s strain theory, when legitimate means are perceived as inadequate to achieve socially valued goals, individuals may adopt illegitimate means to attain success (Merton, 1938). This helps explain why malpractice persists despite awareness of sanctions and moral disapproval.
Furthermore, the evolution of malpractice into organized and digital forms indicates that it is increasingly embedded within broader social networks. These networks sometimes include actors beyond students, suggesting that malpractice is not merely an individual moral failure but a systemic issue influenced by economic incentives, institutional weaknesses, and technological change. Therefore, the struggle of the Cameroon GCE Board against examination malpractice should be understood as a continuous governance process rather than a finite problem to be solved. Effective solutions require not only stronger enforcement mechanisms but also broader reforms aimed at improving educational equity, strengthening institutional accountability, and promoting a culture of academic integrity.
8. CONCLUSION
The struggle of the Cameroon General Certificate of Education (GCE) Board against examination malpractice between 1993 and 2026 reflects a broader institutional effort to preserve the credibility and legitimacy of public examinations in Cameroon. Since its creation through Presidential Decree No. 93/172 of 1 July 1993, the GCE Board has made significant progress in professionalizing examination administration, strengthening security systems, enforcing disciplinary measures, and maintaining the national and international recognition of the GCE certificate. However, despite these achievements, examination malpractice remains a persistent and evolving challenge. Over time, it has shifted from simple individual acts of cheating to more complex, organized, and technologically enabled forms of fraud. This evolution demonstrates that examination malpractice is not merely a disciplinary issue but a dynamic phenomenon shaped by institutional weaknesses, social expectations, economic pressures, and technological change.
The analysis in this study shows that while enforcement and sanctions are necessary, they are not sufficient to eliminate malpractice. Sustainable examination integrity requires a broader governance approach that combines institutional strengthening, ethical education, stakeholder engagement, and structural reforms within the education system. Ultimately, the experience of the Cameroon GCE Board illustrates that safeguarding examination integrity is an ongoing process rather than a final achievement. The future of credible examinations in Cameroon depends on the ability of institutions, schools, families, and society to collectively promote a culture of honesty, merit, and academic responsibility.
9. RECOMMENDATIONS
The persistence of examination malpractice within the Cameroon GCE system suggests that safeguarding examination integrity requires a multidimensional response that goes beyond punitive enforcement. While the Cameroon GCE Board has strengthened examination management over time, sustainable improvement depends on addressing institutional weaknesses, social pressures, and technological vulnerabilities in a coordinated manner.
A first recommendation is the strengthening of preventive measures through academic integrity education. Schools should integrate structured programmes on ethics, academic honesty, and the long-term consequences of examination malpractice. Such programmes should target students from early secondary education in order to shape attitudes before high-stakes examinations create intense pressure.
A second recommendation concerns the professional development and accountability of examination personnel. Invigilators, supervisors, and other examination officials should undergo regular training on examination ethics, security procedures, and malpractice detection. At the same time, accountability mechanisms must be strengthened to ensure that any complicity in malpractice is identified and sanctioned consistently across all examination centres.
A third recommendation is the enhancement of examination security through technology. The GCE Board should continue to invest in secure systems for printing, transporting, and distributing examination materials. In addition, digital tools such as surveillance systems, encrypted communication channels, and secure verification platforms can help reduce opportunities for leakage and fraud. However, such technological solutions must be accompanied by strong ethical oversight to avoid misuse.
A fourth recommendation is the strengthening of institutional transparency and public communication. The Board should regularly publish reports on examination malpractice cases, sanctions imposed, and measures taken to improve integrity. Increased transparency can reinforce public trust and serve as a deterrent to potential offenders.
A fifth recommendation is the promotion of collaborative governance involving schools, parents, and communities. Examination integrity cannot be sustained by the GCE Board alone. Schools must reinforce discipline and academic standards, parents should discourage dishonest practices, and communities should support merit-based achievement as a social value.
Finally, addressing the socioeconomic pressures that drive malpractice is essential. Broader structural issues such as unemployment, unequal access to quality education, and high competition for limited opportunities contribute significantly to examination fraud. Long-term reforms aimed at improving educational quality, expanding opportunities, and reducing inequality are therefore necessary to reduce the incentives for malpractice.
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