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Abstract 
National development generally has of late become the focus and aspiration of 
all developing countries, including Nigeria. Education acts as a catalyst for the 
process of national development. This is because; it equips man with the 
intellectual capacity with which to gain knowledge, mastery and control over 
nature in order to achieve contented life. Although this is expected, the 
contributions of University education in Nigeria have not only been very 
unimpressive but indeed, in some cases, it has been very negative. This 
article incisively discusses and analyses the concrete role of University 
education towards sustainable national development and the challenges it 
may encounter. Far-reaching recommendations on how to refocus 
University education in Nigeria towards sustainable national development are 
suggested. 

Introduction 
The issue of sustainable development is increasingly becoming a holistic concept for the 

attainment of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), NEPAD framework, and for expressing a 
nation's commitment to the new world order of market economy and democracy. It became an 
international concept at the global conference on Sustainable Development in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil in 
1992. Ollawa, in Ofoeze (1996:128) defines sustainable development as: 

. . . the qualitative realization of a stale of affairs, characterized by adequate and 
equitable distribution of social and material services and well-being, free 
individual participation in the affairs of the stale and an overall human mastery 
of his environment in a structurally transformed society. 

The World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) as was reported in Fubara (2006) 
sees it as: "Development that meets the needs of (he present without comprising the ability of the 
future generations to meet their own needs1'. 

Even as there are dissenting views as to the desirability of this definition, it is generally 
accepted that the concept is tri-dimensional; Economic, Social and Environment. In order words, 
sustainable development is a function of socio-economic and environmental concerns by urging the 
present generation to utilize natural resources without harming the ability of the future generation. 

The pursuit of this development strategy itself challenges nations to reassess basic systemic 
structures such as education, technology, good governance, and health in line with required standards, 
While these factors are independent, the one with the most impact is education. Education has been 
described as "the key that unlocks the door to modernity". It does not only enhance the citizens 
capacity to create the relevant material goods, services and values, which satisfy their political, 
economic and socio-cultural needs and aspirations but also and indeed more importantly, enables 
generality of the citizens to develop the intellectual and psychological predisposition necessary to bring 
about the emergence of socio-political and economic orientation of achievement as against ascription. 

The criticality of education as key driver of sustainable development was recognized in the 
Stockholm Conference on Human Environment of 1972. Principle ! 9 of (he Stockholm Declaration 
provides that: 

Education in environmental matters for the younger generation as well as 
adults, giving due consideration to the under privileged, is essential in order to 
broaden the basis for an enlightened opinion and responsible conduct by 
individuals, enterprises and communities in protecting and improving the 
environment in its full human dimension. 

As a result, the importance of education cannot be over-emphasized. Education has been described as 
a human activity and tool that stimulates development. In Nigeria, education is generally 
accepted as the major ingredient for the achievement of a more rapid socio-economic, political and 
technical development.  In other words, education is a pivot for national development. 

This view is firmly articulated in (he National Policy on Education (2004) where it states that; Not 
only is education the greatest force that can be used to bring about redruss, it is also the 
greatest instrument that the nation can use for quick development of its economic, political, 



social and human resources, ... it is the most important instrument of change. 

Subsequently, the importance of education for sustainable development was stressed in the 
following international conferences: Tbilisi International Conference on Environment Education 
organized by UNESCO and UNEP in 1977, Rio de Janeiro Conference in 1992, UNESCO Sponsored 
Jomtien World Conference on Education For All in 1990, UN Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) in 2000, The Dakar Framework for Action in 2000, The NEPAD Environment Initiative in 
2001, and The World Summit for Sustainable Development (WSSD) (Fubara, 2006). 

The greatest acknowledgement of the role of education was the declaration of 2005 - 2014 by (he 
UN General Assembly at its 57th Meeting in 2002 as the United Nations Decade of Education for 
Sustainable Development (UNDESD). 

Education for Sustainable Development 
Chapter 36 of Agenda 21 of the World Commission on Environment and Development 

(WCED) identifies the following four important areas of education for sustainable development. 
These include: 
I) Promoting access to and improvement of quality of basic education. 
2} Reorienting education towards sustainable development. 
3) Increasing public awareness and 
4) Promoting training. 

Drawing from the above provisions, De Rebello (2003) sees education for sustainable 
development as: 

A dynamic concept that utilizes all aspects of public awareness, education and 
training to enhance an understanding of the linkages among issues of 
sustainable development and to develop knowledge, skills, perspectives and 
values which will empower people of all ages to assume responsibility for 
creating and enjoying a sustainable future. 

In essence, it involves education for poverty alleviation, human rights, gender equality, 
primary health care, cultural diversity, international understanding and peace. In order words, 
Education for Sustainable Development is life-wide and life-long endeavour that challenges 
individuals, institutions and societies to view tomorrow as a day that belongs to all of us, or it will not 
belong to anyone, Sawyeer (1981), in (Fubara, 2006). 

To education practitioners in Nigeria, this means redesigning the educational curricular for 
more proactive problem solving so that learning becomes more relevant to development. This also 
implies that solutions to our problems must be mainstreamed into our educational system. According to 
Fubara (2006), the centrality of education to sustainable development is two-pronged. One is the need 
for mass literacy aimed at raising awareness in best practices for natural resources utilization and the other 
is the need for human capital development (i.e. experts, specialists, technologists, engineers, scientists and 
other professionals) for effective natural resource-based management, conservation and systemization. 
In a nutshell, education for sustainable development means equality education in the right discipline - to 
reduce underemployment, mass technical / vocational education to impart the right skills. 

University Education for Sustainable National Development 
The role of the University towards sustainable national development is better discussed within the 

context of the objectives of the higher education system in Nigeria. According to Section 6 of the National 
Policy on Education (2004), the goals of higher education include to: 

a)          contribute to national development through high relevant manpower training 

b) develop and improve proper values for the survival of the individual and society; 
c) develop the intellectual capability of individuals to understand and appreciate their 
local and external environments; 
d) acquire both physical and intellectual skills which will enable individuals to be self- 
reliant and useful members of the society; 
e) promote and encourage scholarship and community service; 
f) forge and cement national unity; and 
g) promote national and international understanding and interaction. 

 



Specially, Section 6, sub-section 50 states that University Education shall make optimum contribution to 
national development by: 

a) intensifying and  diversifying  i t s  programmes  for the development of high  
level manpower within the context of the needs of the nation. 
b) making professional course contents to reflect our national requirements; 
c) making all students, as part of a genera! programme of all-round improvement in 
University education, to offer general study courses such as history of ideas, philosophy of  
knowledge and nationalism. 

In addition, University education is expected to serve as power houses and think tanks for the 
continuous advancement of knowledge, the generation of innovative ideas, the development of the 
minds of the young and old and continuous engagement in issues concerning the survival of 
humanity. In carrying out his mission however, the Universities have willingly or unwillingly 
enlarged and elaborated on the charter given them. For example, they certify their graduates as 
persons found worthy in "character and learning", even though no visible effort is known to have been 
invested in moulding the character of students (Obanya, 2002). 

Nigerian University cannot in honest, be said to have succeeded in achieving these laudable 
objectives for relevance and sustainable national development in Nigeria. This is in-spite of huge 
sectoral allocations made to University Education as evident in the various National Development 
Plans, (NDP). Notwithstanding these huge sectoral allocations however, the contributions of 
Nigerian Universities to sustainable national development in certain areas have not only been 
unimpressive but have become negative. Thus, in-spite of huge annual turn out of students from the 
Nigerian Universities, there s t i l l  exist even in more acute terms, such social vices as lack of national 
consciousness, lack of patriotism, squandamania of public funds, low productivity, acute 
unemployment, socio-economic and political instability, gross indolence, lack of creativity, ethnicity, 
god-fat her ism, hero-worshipping, misappropriation of public funds amongst others," on the part of 
Nigerian University graduates. 

These negative contributes of University education to national development in Nigeria stem from 
a number of factors among which are: 
a) Poor infrastructures. 
b) Educational curricular do not address immediate societal problems since they are designed to 

provide the clerical manpower needs of some colonial administrators. 
c) Poor linkage between scientists and entrepreneurs. 
d) Human capital flight. 
e) Poor conditions of service relative to institutions elsewhere. 
f) Corruption by University administrators, and poor accountability as the bane of under-funding 

by governments and other fund providers. 
g) Mediocrity   replaces   excellence,   and   meritocracy   is   thrown   overboard   (e.g.   

special 
scholarships or awards for best students). 

h) Incessant students' unrest and staff-on-strike action. 
i) Increasing rate of social vices on campuses such as female students prostitution, indecent  

dressing, unethical behaviours, and cultism. 
j) Poor reading habits by students leading to high failure rates and consequent promotion of  

'sorting' syndrome. 
k) Declining students1 welfare and students - focused activities. 
1) High poverty rate among students. 
 

m)         Wishy-washy manner of exam preparation relying on easy-made type of handouts. 
n) Very high student-lecturer ratio of more than 70:1, which is four times more than the  

acceptable standard. 

Directly linked with these are such problems as: 
i) Shallow Nature and form of Education Provided 

This includes acute insufficiency in depth and breadth of our education with the result that the 
recipients are grossly deficient in knowledge due to the shallowness and superficiality of the 
curricula and methodology. Recipients of this form of education do not have adequate skills, 
ideas and creativity for development. 



i i) Faulty Principle and Philosophy 
In Nigeria, educational goals are tied to self-gratification with its corresponding 'pleasure 
principle', with the result that education is seen to have 'private value' instead of possessing a 
social value. Education in Nigeria has most recently, assumed some ornamental and utilitarian 
values. Recipients of such education see it as an instrument of personal aggrandizement both in 
terms of wealth and power, rather than for the betterment of the entire society. This has led to 
such social vices as inter-ethnic conflicts, intellectual bankruptcy, get-rich-quick syndrome 
among the recipients resulting in under-development. 

i i i j          Policy of 'Federal Character' and 'Quota System1 
In Nigeria, this is the basis for admission into Federal and State Universities as well as 
employment and promotion into federal services and appointment into top government 
positions including those of headship of the armed forces. This does not only encourage 
mediocrity, but discourages meritocracy. Square pegs are intentionally placed in round holes 
under this arrangement. These discriminatory policies develop in the Nigeria University 
graduates, negative sentiments against the nation state and its institutions. As a result, rather 
than being patriotic and nationally conscious, they become ethnically sentimental. 

iv)         Corruption 
The issue of corruption enables ill-prepared students and half-baked graduates to pass through the 
Universities. Such ill-baked graduates cannot in any way contribute to the country's 'national 
development effort.' In fact, they instead resort to subverting the process through fraudulent 
practices. 

v) Unemployment 
In the opinion of Ukeje (1986:16): 

One of the most disturbing paradoxes of our times is the situation whereby 
millions of people among the educated class are unemployed while millions of 
jobs are awaiting to be done because people with the right education, training 
and skills cannot be found. 

This aptly describes the Nigerian labour market situation. In a country like Nigeria, 
educational expansion should not be carried out for its own sake. The expansion must be carefully 
planned and geared to meet the relevant needs of the society. Sharing in this sentiment, the 
Manufacturers Association of Nigeria (MAN) in Ake (1983:3) argues, "it is better not to be educated at 
all than to be educated and remain unemployed". 

The Challenges for the Future 

Much has been said of sustainable development but it all seems too abstract. In reality, the approach 
has also been more academic than practical yet, proponents claim it is the most pragmatic 
development strategy. The future of sustainable development therefore, lies in its practical 
orientation and simplicity in transforming societies. The role of education in this respect according 
to Fubara (2006) is clear. More emphasis on practical, vocational and technical education 
towards self-employment capabilities, less emphasis on paper certificates, more institutional 
support for research and development, ensuring that University products are tailored to meet the 
needs of the employment market, and more linkages between scientists or (inventors) and 
entrepreneurs. 

This certainly requires a firm commitment by government (o improve our decaying 
infrastructures, to encourage people to pursue intrinsically satisfying non-university degree-based 
careers and to institute a system that ensures continuity of government policy, plans and programmes 
because, sustainable development is about continuity. For according to Wolfensolf (1996), in (Fubara, 
2006): 

Sustainable development is about empowering the disenfranchised and 
those at the 'fringes' and swing them to a real slake in (he society in order 
to give them the key to building strong institutions for longer term. 

Recommendations 
1. JAMB should be restructured.  Universities should be given the latitude to determine 

modalities   for admission of their students through such process as written exams and 



interviews. 
2. The Nigerian University education goals, principles and philosophy must be restructured and 

directed towards societal development rather than personal self-aggrandizement. 
3. Efforts must be made to eliminate such discriminatory policies as 'quota system', 'federal 

character7 and ethnicity in admissions into federal educational instiiutions, and employment 
into and promotion in federal establishments throughout the country. 

4. For improvement in instructional facilities, Universities should be properly funded and be 
encouraged to embark on vigorous revenue generation drive through endowment fund  
launchings, commercializing of municipal and consultancy services. 

5. Lecturers conditions of service should be enhanced to attract more matured, emotionally- 
stable and positively disposed people into the University system.   Enhanced conditions of 
service would minimize the brain drain phenomenon and lecturers attrition (turn-over). 

6. Enhanced condition of service would equally reduce academic fraud and   'hand outs'  
syndrome. 

7. Students ’ enrolment in areas of science, engineering, technology and agriculture, the 
productive sectors of the economy should be encouraged through preferential 
scholarship/bursary awards and adequate resources allocation. 

Conclusion 
University education contributions to National Development in Nigeria have not been very 

impressive in spite of the huge resources invested in it .  This could be due to the apparent faulty 
philosophy and principle that encourage the recipients towards personal aggrandizement 
problems. For University education to contribute meaningfully to development efforts in Nigeria, it 
must be restructured and refocused in terms of its philosophy and goal. There must be a firm 
commitment by government to make resources available. 
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