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Abstract 

This paper reviews certain developments that have taken place within the 
Nigerian University system and their attendant problems and challenges 
which include inadequate funding, low quality of products (graduates), 
inadequate admission provisions, and ineffective management of resources 
and governance. The paper examines policies and reforms that were 
introduced to address these challenges and problems. The paper further 
discusses the principle guiding these policies and reforms and recommends 
adequate funding, relevance of academic programmes to national and global 
needs, broadened access to University education, effective management and 
governance, education for job creation other than job seeking and 
production of graduates based on national needs and absorptive capacity of 
the economy.  

Introduction 
Nigerian Universities have made' tremendous contributions to the development of the nation 

and indeed the whole world. From the Premier University of Ibadan in 1948, through the 1960's 
second generation to the 1970's to 80's and beyond, including the specialised universities, 
Universities have produced quality graduates that were employable or created employments, applied 
research findings and appropriate and relevant services to the community. From the early to mid 
I970's and during repressive military regimes however, Nigerian Universities started their 
retrogression which had continued unabated till date (Achinewhu, 2001). Unemployed and 
unemployable graduates and those who cannot create employments are now produced. The University 
graduate's qualifications are now suspect, as they are not respected or accepted internationally. 
Examination malpractices, cultism, financial exploitation, sexual harassment, and handout syndrome 
are now the order of the day.  

This paper will therefore briefly review certain developments in the Nigerian University 
system, highlighting its problems and challenges. It will equally examine the policies and reforms 
that have recently been introduced to address these challenges and problems within a global context 
including the principles guiding these policies and reforms. 

The Nigerian University System 
University education in Nigeria dates back to 1948, with the establishment of the University 

College, Ibadan. Two years after independence, the country had five universities with each of the 
regions having its own institutions while the then western region had three. The increase in oil 
revenue in the mid 70's coupled with the need to forge national unity following the end of the civil war 
influenced the creation of a national system of higher education. This was achieved through the 
reconstitution of the National Universities Commission into an autonomous body and charged with 
additional responsibilities and powers in 1974 (Sale, 2005). The development laid the framework for 
the takeover of all the regional Universities in 1975. The widespread University education and 
increased high level national manpower requirement and technological development contributed 
immensely to the establishment of the second generation and other specialised Universities (of 
Agriculture, Technology) and a Military University. 

 

The placement of higher education under the concurrent list in the 1979 Constitution allowed State 
governments to establish Universities. According to Sule (2005), currently there are 23 of such State 
Universities in the country and many more in the planning stages. 

Private sector participation in University education was encouraged in the second republic. In 1993, a 
law which allowed the establishment of Private Universities with spelt-out procedures was promulgated. To 
further widen access to University education, a National Open University was established in 2001 to offer 



education through Open and Distance Learning (ODL) mode. In Sule's (2005) estimation, there is today 65 
Universities in Nigeria, consisting of 26 Federal, 23 State and 16 Private Universities. 

Any casual observer of the Nigerian University System today cannot fail to notice significant changes 
within the system in the past three decades. Notable among such changes are the rapid increase in the 
number of Universities and programmes offered in these institutions. For according to Okebukola (2002), 
there were over two thousand programmes across the entire Universities with a staff strength of about 
25,000. By far, however, the greatest change has been in the explosion in student population and the 
number of aspirants seeking University admissions. The total student enrolment in all Nigerian Universities 
:grew from just over 2000 in 1962 to over 500,000 in 2002 academic session (Okebukola, 2002). According 
to Inegbenegbor (2001), Nigeria has only 296 students per 100,000 of the population, whereas Arab States 
have 1,227 students and Latin America 1,714. Which means that pressure for more growth is s t i l l  very 
possible. Data from Joint Admission and Matriculation Board (JAMB) and Universities have confirmed that 
over I million students sat for the University Matriculation Examination in 2002. Out of this number, the 
entire 52 Universities in Nigeria at that time could only admit about 150,000 students or 15% (NUC, 2003). 

The clear case of underfunding of which has resulted in severe shortages in class room space, lack of 
functional laboratories, over-populated hostel facilities, over-used library facilities and overworked staff have 
taken a great toll on the quality of academic programmes in Nigerian Universities. Employers of labour and 
the general public have expressed concern on the quality of the Nigerian University graduates. The situation is 
glaringly evident when they are requested to take qualifying examinations. Similarly, an increasing number of 
employers are forced to particularly re-train newly recruited graduates to give them the skills that should have 
been acquired in the University, 

This problem is further worsened by the exodus of academic staff from the Universities, popularly 
referred to as 'Brain Drain'. This has largely been as a result of the economic crises of the mid-eighties to early 
nineties in Nigeria, made worse by the devaluation of the naira as a result of the Structural Adjustment 
Programme (SAP). Another dimension to the problem In the 1990s and which is now threatening the very 
existence of the system is the perennial staff strikes with resultant frequent closures of the Universities. 

Therefore, the state of the Nigerian University education can be described as that of massive 
explosion in students enrolments, increasing number of prospective new entrants in the face of inadequate 
and obsolete infrastructure and equipment; inadequate academic staff in numbers and quality, lack of 
relevant academic programmes, and generally low quality graduates as supported by many studies and the 
World Bank and the Needs Assessment Survey of the NUC in 2004. These challenges and problems call for 
the re-positioning of the University system in terms of what it should be and how it is expected to play its 
mandatory role in the society. 

 

Challenges and Prospects 
The challenges facing Nigerian Universities loday according to Sule (2005) include: 

i) funding, 
ii) quality, 
iii)        access.  
iv)        governance and management. 

These challenges have acted as obstacles that have obstructed the Nigerian University education to 
contribute significantly to the social and economic development of the country which is globally driven by 
the advancement and application of knowledge. Following years of static higher education policies, recent 
initiatives by the current civilian administration have introduced policies that have identified these problems 
and challenges and are directed at repositioning the system in line with the global higher education realities of 
expansion, differentiation and knowledge revolution (World Bank, 2000). These reforms have been broadly 
classified into two, namely systematic and institutional: but all are geared towards the four major areas listed 
above; 

1) Funding 
Inadequate funding is a major problem of education in many developing countries such as Nigeria. 

Universities seek to supplement their funding with locally generated revenue when public funding becomes 
insufficient to maintain institutional performance. This is also true of Nigeria, but realising the need to 
maintain a tuition free policy that was introduced in 1976, the Federal government set up a policy that 
requires federally funded Universities to at least generate 10% of their total recurrent budget internally. 



According to  Sule (2005), the principles guiding reforms  in the funding of university education in 
Nigeria take a tripartite approach as follows; 

i) increase in government funding,  
ii) cost sharing between stakeholders. 
iii) promoting internal efficiency of Universities through policies of allocation and utilization of funds. 

The first and second approaches are systematic while the third is institutional. 

i) Public Funding 
The amount of funds allocated to Federal Universities has significantly improved within the last five 

years. While arguments have been put forward on the real value of the funds released, the average actual 
recurrent grant her student has increased from N45,323 in 1999/2000 session to N137,457 in 2001/2002 
session (Sambo, 2003). Another major policy initiative on funding was the separation of the costs of academic 
activities from the regular overhead cost (goods and services) through the creation of a separate Direct 
Teaching and Laboratory Cost (DTLC) in 2004. This was meant to guarantee the day-to-day funding of 
academic activities at the departmental level m Federal Universities. 

Other relevant ministries and parastatals are either directly or indirectly involved in funding University 
education through the provision of physical facilities, including buildings and equipment. Major 
parastatals and organisations involved in funding University education are the Education Trust Fund 
(ETF), Petroleum Technology Development Fund (PTDF), Niger Delta Development 
Commission (NDDC), Central Bank of Nigerian (CBN), National Deposit Insurance Company 
(ND1C) among others. These complement the direct funding through the Ministry of Education, ii) 
Cost sharing in University funding Various cost sharing measures, including user charges where 
non-existed before have been 
introduced to take care of enrolment pressures and encourage productivity.  Before this shift, 
the common practice was education for all at all levels. 
Another rationale for cost sharing in funding University education is the issue of equity. The private 

rate of return of University education has been shown to be high and most importantly, a very 
disproportionate number of beneficiaries are from the middle to the upper income families. Therefore, 
if individual students gain from University education and in so far it is not compulsory and universal, it is 
imperative that some form of cost-sharing be put in place. 

Institutional entrepreneurship and philanthropic donations are other forms of cost-sharing that are 
actively promoted by government as a matter of policy. The private sector has also been involved in the 
provision of hostel accommodation through the Private Sector Participation in University Hostel 
Development and Management Initiative introduced in 2001. The basic principles guiding this policy 
according to Okebukola (2003) are to: 

a) encourage private sector participation in the provision of hostels for conducive learning 
environment; 

b) encourage ploughing back of private profit into very critical areas; 
c) channel more University resources towards teaching, learning and research; 
d) ease the problem of acute shortage of hostel accommodation in the university system. 

Under this policy, each University provides the land on lease basis and an agreement is  
entered with the provider under a Build Operate and Transfer (BOT) basis. 

iii)        Promotion of Internal Efficiency 
A number of policies and guidelines that were introduced by the NDC to promote and support 
efficiency and fund allocation and utilization within each Federal University include: 

a) 60:40 recurrent grant allocation between personnel and overhead costs. 
b) at least 60% of total recurrent grants be allocated to Direct Teaching Units. 
c) other guidelines include; 

Library, at least 10% of total recurrent expenditure. 
Research grant, at least 5% of total recurrent expenditure. 
Central pension fund, at least 1% of the total expenditure. 
These policies were put in place to ensure adequate allocation of funds to academic and research 

activities in each University rather than to routine administrative functions. The observance of these 



guidelines as were assessed by the NUC is represented in table I. 
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Quality Assurance 
To promote quality in University education, the NUC law as amended gives it powers to lay down 

minimum academic standards and accredit the academic awards of all Universities in Nigeria. This will 
ensure the implementation of a' basic minimum curricula by each University irrespective of ownership. Since 
the promulgation of the law and the production of the Minimum Academic Standard (MAS) documents, 
seven cycles of accreditation have been conducted by NUC. The MAS documents according to Sule (2005) 
have recently been reviewed to accommodate new developments and needs of the market. The NUC now has 
the authority to suspend admission into programmes with Denied accreditation status which already has 
affected 8 Universities covering 21 programmes. Based on a study conducted by the NUC on the carrying 
capacity of each programme across Nigerian Universities, directives have been issued to institutions that have 
over-enrolled beyond their carrying capacities not to grow until enough resources (human/material) are 
provided to cater for the student load. 

Other quality promotion and enhancing policies put in place include the prescription -of pyramidal 
structure of academic staff, special programmes that promote staff competence like Virtual Institute for 
Higher Education African PEDAGOGY (VIHEAP) and the Nigerian Expert Academics in Diaspora Scheme 
(NEADS). Nigeria Expatriate Supplementation Scheme (NESS) was also put-in place to promote-the 
attraction and retention of foreign expert academics In critical areas of need in the Nigerian University 
system. Similarly, the Best Practices in University Teaching Performance (BESTPUT) was introduced to 
promote the dissemination of teaching by identified experts in particular fields across the University 
system. 

Access to University Education 
Expansion and diversification in higher education, driven by the demands of an upwardly mobile 

population and the needs of a globalised economy formed important factors underlying the rising demand 
for University education. The major contributory factors to this expansion according to Sule (2005) include 
high population growth, expansion of basic and secondary education and the number and rate of growth of 
students that elected University education. The entire University system in Nigeria can only accommodate 
about 15% of those seeking admission. This situation will likely worsen when graduates of the Universal 
Basic Education Scheme (UBE) come on stream. To address this situation, several policies have been put in 
place. They include; 

a) entrenchment of admission policies that take into account merit "catchments    area"   of   an 
institution and educationally less developed states. 

b) institution of remedial programmes to cater for the needs of those with    fairly       inadequate 
entry requirements into Universities. 

c) mounting of part-time programmes in established Universities. 
The most significant policy initiatives that will reduce pressure in students admission are the licensing 

of 16 Private Universities within the past six years (1999 to date) with many more in the pipeline, and the 
establishment of a National Open University. The establishment of more Universities by State 
governments has further complemented the efforts of the federal government. 

Governance and Management 

Ineffective governance has become a major symptom of the Nigerian University system over the years. 
Without effective management and governance at the institutional level, systematic reforms will have very 
little impact. Realising this fact, government introduced the concept of granting full autonomy to Federal 
Universities. As a result an autonomy bill that sought to grant Universities academic, administrative and 
financial autonomy and make them more accountable to their students (clients) and community at large have 
been promulgated after wide consultation with all stakeholders. At the institutional level, the NUC has 
been promoting efficient management through institutionalizing strategic planning, holding of regular 
workshops for top University managers, annual best awards to best Vice-Chancellors and Councils using 
jointly agreed parameters, 

Conclusion 
University Education in Nigeria, like other social -sectors have been undergoing reforms lately. 

The ultimate objective of these reforms is to make Nigerian Universities responsive, efficient towards the 



production of competent and globally competitive, entrepreneurial and self-reliant graduates. The NUC 
has been and will continue to be repositioned in collaboration with the Universities to address the 
challenges facing University Education in Nigeria. 

Recommendations 
The University education reforms in Nigeria can only be successful if they are guided by the 

following recommended broad principles; 
1) Broadening access to University education through expanding the admission capacities of the 

existing Universities and licensing of   more     private Universities. 
2) Promotion of quality in teaching, learning and research and putting mechanisms for its  

assurance in place. 
3) Promotion of relevance of academic programmes to national and global   needs. 
4) Increasing the quantum of funds that go into the system through substantial      injection      of 

public funds and the promotion of cost   sharing with other stakeholders while retaining a free tuition 
policy     and       equity. 

5) Enhancement of internal efficiency through effective management and governance. 
6) Initiate policies that would emphasize the concept of education for job    creation  other than 

job seeking. 
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