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Introduction 
 

No nation has ever achieved sustainable development without a functioning, high-quality system of university 
education. The universities of a nation are its intellectual infrastructure, the institutions that train its doctors, engineers, 
lawyers, teachers, scientists, and policy makers; that conduct the research that drives innovation, economic diversification, 
and evidence-based governance; and that generate the critical thinking, civic education, and leadership formation that 
democratic governance requires. To invest inadequately in university education is therefore not merely to make a mistake 
in educational policy but to undermine the entire architecture of national development, a conclusion that Nigeria's policy 
makers have been slow to internalize despite abundant evidence of the connection between higher education quality and  

In the national development system, the Nigerian University education system occupies a unique strategic 
position, as it is the topmost institution that produces professional and technical manpower, the principal 
institution for research and generation of knowledge, the keeper of cultural and intellectual inheritance and 
the driver of the social mobility aspirations of millions of families in the country. Despite this obvious 
importance, however, Nigeria's university education system has consistently suffered from a severe 
problem that has been present for most of its post-colonial history, namely a quick growth of the quantity 
of universities while their overall quality has been eroded by a steady decrease in funding, physical 
facilities, research output, and the quality of graduates in terms of their employability. The opinion article 
provides an extensive analysis of the history of university education in Nigeria, the development of the 
structure of the sector, the current problems and challenges, as well as some evidence-based 
recommendations for the transformative reform of university education in Nigeria. The difficulties facing 
higher education in Nigeria are not, however, mostly technical or administrative, but are systemic failures 
of governance, funding philosophy, political prioritisation and institutional culture with systemic and 
fundamentally political integrated challenges. The article also contends that the time to make significant 
improvements is rapidly running out, as the effects of underinvestment in education – joblessness of 
graduates, brain drain, social unrest and research isolation – are becoming intractable and endangering 
not only the quality of education but its viability for development of the nation. Comparative evidence 
presented includes evidence that Nigeria's university research output is 14.2 papers per million population, 
compared to South Africa's 118.7, as well as an ASUU history of strikes from 1999 to 2023 which have cost 
Nigerian university students an estimated 36 months of schooling, and university funding level (0.42% of 
GDP) is less than one-third of the OECD average. Specific actionable recommendations are made by 
government, universities, the NUC, the private sector and international development partners. 
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national development outcomes (Saint, Hartnett & Strassner, 2003; World Bank, 2022). 

Nigeria presents one of the most consequential and complex higher education policy challenges on the African 
continent. With over 220 million people, Africa's largest economy, the continent's most populous university system (274 
accredited universities as of 2023), and a youthful population whose educational aspirations and employment expectations 
are increasingly difficult to satisfy, Nigeria's university education sector operates at extraordinary scale under extraordinary 
pressure. The scale is impressive in quantitative terms: over two million students enrolled in accredited universities, 
approximately 50,000 academic staff, and a physical infrastructure of campuses, laboratories, and libraries that represents 
decades of public and private investment (NUC, 2023; NBS, 2023). But the quality dimension of this quantitative expansion 
tells a very different story, one of declining standards, deteriorating infrastructure, chronic underfunding, recurring industrial 
crises, and a growing mismatch between what universities produce and what the economy and society need (Obasi, 2021; 
Okebukola, 2022). 

This article is written from the conviction that understanding this situation, both its historical roots and its contemporary 
dimensions, is an indispensable prerequisite for any meaningful reform agenda. Too often, the debate about Nigerian 
university education is dominated by proximate causes, this year's ASUU strike, this administration's funding decision, this 
ranking outcome, at the expense of the deeper historical and structural analysis needed to understand why the same 
problems persist through decade after decade of different governments, policy regimes, and institutional configurations. 
A historically informed, analytically rigorous, and reform-oriented perspective is therefore not merely an academic exercise 
but a practical necessity for those who seek to move beyond diagnosis to transformation. 

The article is organized as follows. Section 2 provides a comprehensive historical overview of university education in 
Nigeria from colonial origins to the present. Section 3 presents a statistical portrait of the contemporary university system. 
Section 4 analyzes the major structural issues confronting the sector. Section 5 examines specific challenges in detail, 
supported by empirical evidence. Section 6 discusses reform imperatives and international comparisons. Section 7 
advances specific recommendations. Section 8 concludes. 
 
 
Scope and Methodology 

 
The content of this review is based on historical analysis, policy documents, empirical research and institutional 

documents covering the period 2019-2026, with consideration also of earlier historical sources that are necessary for the 
understanding of the development trajectory of the sector. Data sources are from publications of National Universities 
Commission (NUC), Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU), National Bureau of Statistics (NBS), Federal Ministry 
of Education, World Bank, UNESCO, OECD and many peer-reviewed journals of higher education, educational policy and 
development studies. Nigeria's performance indicators are contextualised with comparative information from South Africa, 
Kenya, Ghana and OECD countries, and benchmark models for implementation of reform identified. 
 
 
Historical Background: The Evolution of University Education in Nigeria 
 
Colonial Foundations (1948–1960) 

 
The formal university system in Nigeria was bound up with the history of British colonialism and the particular shape it 

assumed in the colonial enterprise in West Africa. The British Colonial Office in 1943 set up the Elliot Commission to 
advise on the policy of higher education in British West Africa; they proposed that the four colonies of Nigeria, Gold Coast, 
Sierra Leone and the Gambia should have a single University College. The final result, which was partially influenced by 
the concurrent Asquith Commission on higher education in the colonies in 1926, was the establishment of the University 
College Ibadan (UCI) as an affiliate of the University of London, which offers degree courses validated and examined by 
the UK university (Nwokocha, 2021; Saint et al., 2003). 

The premise of the founding of the University of California, Irvine, mirrored the basic conflict between the philosophy 
of higher education in Britain during colonial rule: the educated African elite would be needed to serve the lower levels of 
the colonial administration, and yet the intellectual values and academic standards of the colonial university would be 
introduced into the institution. The curriculum, examination systems, staff and institutional culture of UCI were basically 
imported from the British universities with little adaptation to fit into Nigerian social, economic and intellectual environment. 
It would have a lasting effect on the subsequent history of university education in Nigeria as it would lead to the 
marginalization of indigenous knowledge systems, and focus on university education on professional and administrative 
training rather than on applied development research (Ajayi, Goma & Johnson, 2019; Okebukola, 2022). 

Nevertheless, UCI quickly came to be viewed as a center of academic achievement in a colonial setting, where it 
attracted elite academics, set strict academic standards, and produced a cohort of Nigerian intellectuals who would lead  
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the independence movement and post-colonial Nigeria. The academic standards, although externally imposed, were high, 
and the school produced internationally acclaimed students, a feat that would be hard for the much-expanded post-
independence school to sustain (Ajayi et al., 2019). 
 
 
Post-Independence Expansion (1960–1975) 

 
In October 1960, independence was achieved and there was a massive appetite for university education and new 

political pressure for a rapid expansion of higher education provision. In the first generation of political leaders who were 
well cognizant of the dearth of indigenous professional and technical workers for national development, the establishment 
of universities became a major priority and a symbol of national sovereignty and cultural confidence. In 1960, the founding 
father of the University of Nigeria, Nnamdi Azikiwe modeled it on the American Land-Grant college and established it as 
an indigenous institution dedicated to meeting the needs of Nigeria's development; four new universities were founded 
between 1960 and 1966, each reflecting its own founding ideology: the University of Nigeria, Nsukka (1960), the University 
of Lagos (1962), Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria (1962), and the University of Ife (which became Obafemi Awolowo 
University in 1962) which represented the intellectual vision of the Yoruba-speaking southwest (Okebukola, 2022; Obasi, 
2021). 

The geo-distributed expansion was a reflection of the intricate ethnic, regional and political balances of the Nigerian 
federation, which in later decades would be even more pronounced when the establishment of universities became an 
instrument of political patronage, regional balancing and electoral competition instead of just educational choice. It set an 
ill-advised precedent that has been part of the history of university expansion in Nigeria since then, and which has been 
a major contributor to the problems facing university education in Nigeria today, that universities were founded on political 
and regional grounds, and not on an assessment of educational needs and institutional capacity. 

A second significant period of university expansion occurred during the post-civil war era (1970-1975) due to both the 
oil boom that brought considerable wealth to the country, and the need for national reconstruction and reconciliation 
following the civil war of 1967-1970. During this time, 12 new state universities were created, and the Federal universities 
had a significant amount of capital investment allocated to them for the development of their campuses and equipment. 
The buoyancy of oil revenues created space for a true transformative investment in University infrastructure, with some 
Nigerian Universities briefly becoming some of the best resourced on the African continent (Ajayi et al., 2019). 

 
Table 1. Historical Milestones in Nigerian University Education Development (1948–2023) 

Year Milestone / Event Significance Policy Instrument 

1948 Establishment of University 
College, Ibadan (UCI) 

First university institution in Nigeria; 
affiliate of University of London 

Colonial ordinance 

1960 Independence; UCI gains full 
university status as UI 

Symbolic assertion of educational 
sovereignty 

Federal decree 

1961 University of Nigeria, Nsukka 
(UNN) established 

First indigenous-concept university; 
land-grant model 

Federal legislation 

1962 University of Lagos (UNILAG) 
founded 

Urban/professional emphasis; law, 
business, medicine 

Federal decree 

1963 Ahmadu Bello University (ABU) 
and University of Ife (now OAU) 
established 

Geopolitical spread; north and 
southwest coverage 

Federal legislation 

1970 Post-civil war reconstruction; 
NUC established (1962, 
reconstituted) 

Regulatory framework for university 
expansion 

National Policy on 
Education 

1975–
1977 

12 state universities established Federalization of university ownership; 
state government ownership 

State government 
edicts 

1980 National Policy on Education 
revised 

Curriculum reform; 6-3-3-4 system 
introduced 

Federal policy 
document 
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Table 1 continuation 

1988 SAP and university funding crisis Structural adjustment severely cuts 
university budgets 

World Bank/IMF 
conditionalities 

1999 Return to democracy; private 
university licensing begins 

First accredited private universities 
(Igbinedion, Bowen, Babcock) 

NUC Act amendment 

2004 University Miscellaneous 
Provisions Act 

Autonomy provisions; anti-strike 
measures; ASUU disputes 

Federal legislation 

2020 COVID-19 disruption; 
emergency online learning 

Exposed digital divide; accelerated 
technology adoption 

Federal emergency 
directives 

2023 NUC approves 274 universities 
(45 federal, 59 state, 170 
private) 

Largest university system in Africa by 
number 

NUC strategic plan 
2023–2027 

Note. Data compiled from NUC (2023), Obasi (2021), Okebukola (2022), and Federal Ministry of Education 
historical records. This table presents a representative rather than exhaustive chronology of key developments. 

 
 
The Crisis Decades (1980–1999) 
 

The 1980s and 1990s are the most devastating era in the history of university education in Nigeria and the country 
seems not to have come out of it yet. The decline in oil prices in early 1980s, the advent of Structural Adjustment Programs 
(SAPs) enforced by the World Bank and IMF as conditions for debt rescheduling and the mismanagement and corruption 
of the successive military government resulted in a catastrophic reduction in financing for universities, leading to a loss of 
in less than ten years the physical and human capital accumulated over the previous three decades (Obasi, 2021; Osagie, 
2020). 

Real budgets of the universities were cut by an estimated 60-70%, and student enrollment increased due to population 
pressures and the lack of other options for education, over the period 1980-1995. The results were inevitably disastrous: 
laboratory apparatus became dilapidated and were not replaced; Library collections were outdated because journal 
subscriptions were discontinued; The physical facilities decayed due to neglect; Senior academic staff started leaving in 
droves leaving behind the place (which later became the source of the brain drain that is endemic in Nigerian higher 
education to date); those who stayed were increasingly demoralized and financially strained (Obasi, 2021; Osagie, 2020). 

Established in 1978, the Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU) was the main body through which academic 
staff voiced opposition to the aforementioned conditions, launching a series of more and more prolonged and acrimonious 
strikes against the government's underfunding and poor working conditions. The strikes of the ASUU in 1988, 1992 and 
1996 were the defining moments of the Nigerian university experience, and the permanent fixture of the national 
consciousness of the potholed nature of public education in that country at that time. The military government's attitude 
towards the University, characterized by the proscription of ASUU in 1988, deployment of security personnel on campuses 
and the sacking of academic staffs, also exhibited an attitude of confrontation between government and the university, 
which has continued in various forms to date (Obasan & Adediran, 2022; Okorie, 2021). 
 
 
Democratic Era Reforms and Private University Expansion (1999–2023) 

 
The transition to democratic rule in 1999 ushered in an opportunity to reform university education which was used but 

not fully exploited. The Buhari-Umaru Emmanuel administration (1999-2007) was buoyant in university development with 
the NEEDS Assessment Program and signed several accords with ASUU that led to some positive developments in the 
academic staff conditions, but these accords were poorly implemented and were followed by more industrial actions. More 
significantly to the future framework of the sector, the Obasanjo government facilitated the liberalisation of University 
establishment, including the first time since democratic rule that private universities were accredited. In 2023, the number 
of accredited private universities had reached 170 (62% of all accredited universities) with an unprecedented influx of 
private funds into the higher education sector, which has contributed to the greater accessibility of higher education, but 
has also raised questions regarding quality assurance, regulatory capacity, and equity (NUC, 2023). 

The relationship between quantitative expansion and quality maintenance has remained strained during the period 
under review (2010-2023) with intermittent ASUUs industrial actions, the most recent of which was the 2020 strike (eight 
months), the 2022 strike (eight months) and the 2013 strike (five months), which collectively denied millions of Nigerian 
students about 36 months of academic instruction, from 1999 to 2023 (ASUU, 2022). The COVID-19 pandemic of 2020,  
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which compelled a hasty and unexpected shift to emergency online learning in the global higher education systems, 
underscored the lack of digital educational infrastructure in Nigeria and the extent of the digital divide between Nigerian 
students and their peers in the rest of the world (Ghouse and Newman, 2020; UNESCO, 2022). 
 
 
Statistical Portrait of Contemporary Nigerian University Education 

 
A comprehensive analysis of the Nigerian University education is needed at various aspects, including the number of 

students enrolled, funding, staffing, research output, infrastructure, and outcomes of the education, among others, to 
understand the current status of the education sector in Nigeria. This section outlines and discusses the statistical 
evidence available, which comes from authoritative sources and has been complemented with comparative evidence from 
peer countries. 

 
Table 2. Key Performance Indicators: Nigerian University Education in Comparative Perspective (2022–2023) 

Indicator Nigeria 
(2023) 

South 
Africa 
(2023) 

Kenya 
(2023) 

Ghana 
(2023) 

OECD 
Average 
(2022) 

No. of accredited universities 274 26 74 22 ~80 per 
country 

Gross Tertiary Enrollment Ratio 
(%) 

18.4 21.6 10.3 18.2 68.4 

Public expenditure on HE (% 
GDP) 

0.42 0.96 1.12 0.78 1.51 

University library budget (% inst. 
expenditure) 

2.2–3.8 5.1 4.3 3.9 6.0+ 

Student-to-lecturer ratio 35:1 19:1 24:1 26:1 15:1 

Internet access in HEIs (% 
institutions) 

58.3 94.2 72.6 68.4 98.7 

Research output (papers/million 
pop.) 

14.2 118.7 48.3 29.4 1,200+ 

PhD-qualified academic staff (%) 38.4 56.7 48.2 44.3 72.6 

Graduate unemployment rate (%) 47.3 31.2 38.7 29.4 8.4 

World university rankings (QS top 
1000) 

1 (UNILAG, 
rank ~800) 

4 
institutions 

2 
institutions 

0 Majority 

Note. Nigeria data from NUC (2023), NBS (2023), World Bank (2022). South Africa from DHET (2023). Kenya 
from KNQA (2023). Ghana from NAB (2023). OECD averages from OECD Education at a Glance (2022). 
Student-to-lecturer ratio for Nigeria based on NUC census data. Research output from Scimago (2023). Internet 
access based on UNESCO ICT in Education survey. 

 
The overview provided in this comparative data in Table 2 is very clear of the depth and multi-dimensionality of the 

problems of university education in Nigeria. The gross tertiary enrollment ratio, although up from 4% in 1990, is still far 
short of the OECD average of 68.4% and points to the fact that the vast majority of the Nigerian population of university 
age do not access formal higher education. The ratio of students to lecturer is 35:1, significantly higher than the 
international standard of 15-20:1, which makes classes unsuitable for individualized teaching, quality research oversight 
or for the type of close academic contact that is an important part of good university education. Public funding for higher 
education at 0.42% of GDP is less than a third of the OECD average (1.51%) and significantly lower than for other African 
nations like South Africa (0.96%) and Kenya (1.12%). 

One of the most telling comparisons is the number of papers produced: Nigeria produces around one eighth of the 
number of papers produced in South Africa (118.7 papers per million of population) and just 1% of the average of research 
output in OECD countries (more than 1,200 papers per million). It is not just an academic vanity measure, but it affects 
Nigeria's ability to generate world-class scholarship (NAS, 2022; Okebukola, 2022) and to have a national research system  



Inter. J. Acad. Res. Educ. Rev.                          100 
 
 
 
based on universities that have the capacity to produce world class research. The Nigerian University education system 
is irrelevant and irrelevant quality, as the unemployment rate of graduates is 47.3% (NBS, 2023), which is a human tragedy 
for millions of young Nigerian graduates and an indictment of the irrelevance and poor quality of Nigerian university 
education. 
 
 
The ASUU Crisis: Quantifying the Academic Cost 
 

The impact of the regular ASUU industrial action which has characterised and undermined University education in 
Nigeria for more than three decades, cannot be ignored in any statistical profile of the sector. In the 24 years between 
1999 and 2023, ASUU went on strike about 16 times, totaling a loss of estimated three academic years to industrial action 
by Nigerian university students (Obasan & Adediran, 2022; ASUU, 2022). The impact of this extraordinary disruption is 
far-reaching and multi-faceted, academic calendar anomalies which threaten the integrity of the various degree 
programmes; psychological trauma and disorientation to affected students; delayed graduation and access to job market; 
loss of academic momentum and study habits as the strike drags on; and international isolation of Nigerian universities, 
which is now being perceived as unreliable collaborators for degree programmes and student exchanges. 

The economic cost of the eight-month-long ASUU strike of 2020, which coincided disastrously with the COVID-19 
lockdown, was estimated to be at least ₦2.4 trillion, representing a loss in economic productivity of the nation's delayed 
entry into the labor market by students, the loss of foreign direct investment (FDI) in the education-linked sectors, and the 
accelerated migration of both academic staff and high caliber students to foreign institutions by Obasan and Adediran, 
2022. Of necessity, these projections are only approximate, but they are a clear example of the macro-economic 
importance of industrial stability in higher education, which federal government budget negotiators have never given 
sufficient consideration before deciding on funding. 

The causes of strikes by ASUU have been consistently found in the literature to be government's failure to implement 
the negotiated agreements in the areas of academic staff welfare, university funding, infrastructure development, and 
renegotiation of the 2009 ASUU-FGN Agreement, the original contract that governs relationship between the federal 
government and academic staffs that has been partially implemented, renegotiated and never fully honored by successive 
governments (ASUU, 2022; Okorie, 2021). This is a lack of will to make funding for university education a constitutional, 
contractual right, and not a discretionary expenditure based on the budget. 
 
 
Structural Issues in Nigerian University Education 
 
The Funding Crisis: Structural Underfunding and Its Consequences 

 
The challenge of structural underfunding of university education in Nigeria is the biggest and most intractable challenge 

it faces. The funding of the federal universities comes mainly from Nigeria's annual budgetary allocation, which is always 
unreliable, subject to arbitrary change and invariably below the projected amount needed to sustain, let alone raise, the 
quality of education. While the Education (National Minimum Standards and Establishment of Institutions) Act set the 
national budget allocation for education at 26%, which is part of the UNESCO recommendations as widely cited by 
education advocates, the federal government has never been able to spend above 6-8% of its total expenditure on the 
education sector in recent years (Obasi, 2021; UNESCO, 2022). 

The allocation to education is also further broken down into support for basic, secondary and tertiary education, which 
further marginalises the university sector. Another World Bank (2022) estimate indicated that Nigeria's per-student spend 
at university is in the thousands of dollars annually, compared to South Africa ($9,800), the UK ($25,000) and the United 
States ($33,000). This per-student funding gap is not only due to income level differences but to differences in the 
underlying national investment in the level and quality of university education. Nigeria is spending substantially less on its 
university students in real terms than other countries at similar income levels such as Ghana, Kenya, and a number of 
Southeast Asian countries, and their educational and research results are clearly better. 

The continuing lack of funding is evident in all aspects of the University's operation, including the aging and inadequate 
buildings and other physical facilities; the continued deterioration of the library's collection, largely the result of failure to 
replace books and other materials, including some which were destroyed or lost during the war; the obsolescence of 
laboratory equipment, which is frequently broken or missing; the inadequacy of student to staff ratios, which makes it 
impossible to provide one to one instruction in many cases; the inability to attract and keep the quality of academic staff 
required for good University education. Okebukola (2022), who conducted a survey of the physical infrastructure in 62 
universities in Nigeria, observed that less than 30% of the teaching spaces in the universities had acceptable levels of 
quality for University teaching, while over 40% of the laboratory facilities were not in working order or less than 50% of  
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their capacity due to equipment failure. The facts and circumstances described above make the production of good 
graduates and useful research in practice impossible, even if faculty and students are of high caliber and committed. 
 
Governance, Autonomy, and Political Interference 

 
Governance in Nigerian universities is a space that is between the ideals of institutional autonomy which are considered 

vital for academic freedom, research integrity, and the responsiveness of institutions to scholarly standards, and the reality 
of political control that has consistently defined the relationship of Nigerian government authorities and public universities. 
All these aspects of the governance environment in which university vice-chancellors are appointed by government, 
dominated by government-appointed external members of university governing councils, and institutional academic 
planning subservient to government budget cycles and political priorities, and the use of security forces to quell industrial 
action on campuses, are all indicative of a governance system that is fundamentally at variance with the conditions 
required for excellence in university (Osagie, 2020; Saint et al., 2003). 

The NUC was constituted in 1962 and recreated in 1974 and has regulatory powers over all universities in Nigeria in 
its accreditation, quality assurance and minimum academic standards functions. The NUC's regulatory functions are 
necessary and its technical competence has improved considerably over the last few years especially in curriculum 
development, accreditation procedures and the incorporation of digital governance tools; however, the Commission has 
been criticised for being overly prescriptive, stifling institutional academic freedom and innovation, for having an 
institutional interest based regulatory process that dampens quality enforcement efforts, and for failing to have adequate 
capacity to effectively regulate the rapidly growing private university sector (NUC, 2023; Okebukola, 2022). One of the 
greatest challenges in governance design of higher education in Nigeria is the balance between control and autonomy. 
 
The Brain Drain Crisis 

 
The exodus of highly qualified Nigerian academics and professionals dubbed ‘brain drain' has surged since 2015 and 

is now threatening the foundation of the university system. According to the International Organization for Migration (IOM, 
2022), more than 400,000 Nigerian professionals, such as medical doctors, engineers, lawyers, and academics, had 
emigrated permanently from Nigeria, with the United Kingdom, the United States, Canada, and Australia being the main 
destinations for the period of 2015 to 2022. In the academic community specifically, Obasi (2021) discovered that around 
28% of the respondents from Nigeria's academic staff had either already emigrated or were planning to do so within two 
years; which translates to a structural loss of intellectual capital of a magnitude never seen before. 

The factors that drive academic brain drain are very much known and numerous: salaries in Nigeria are extremely low 
and irregular, ranging from N350,000–500,000 per month, compared to offers from universities in developed countries of 
N100,000 or less, multiplied by the purchasing power differential; working conditions at the university are substandard, 
with inadequate research facilities, heavy teaching loads, and insufficient university services; the psychological impact of 
the ASUU strikes and associated career uncertainty; limited funds for research and the resulting inability to pursue 
meaningful scholarship; and the availability of competitive offers from foreign universities and health systems seeking 
Nigerian talent. IOM identified the United Kingdom's relaxation of requirements for health workers and academics from 
Nigeria in 2020-2022 as one of the key factors that led to the recent spike in the brain drain in those years (IOM, 2022; 
Obasi, 2021). 

 
Contemporary Challenges: An Evidence-Based Analysis 
 

Table 3. Major Challenges in Nigerian University Education: Severity, Prevalence, Consequences, and 
Evidence Base (2021–2023) 

Challenge Area Severity 
(1–5) 

Prevalence (% 
institutions 

affected) 

Primary Consequence Key Evidence 

Chronic underfunding 4.9 94.7 Deteriorating 
infrastructure; brain 
drain 

NUC (2023); World Bank 
(2022) 

ASUU strikes / labour 
disputes 

4.7 100.0 Academic calendar 
disruption 

ASUU (2022); Obasi 
(2021) 
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Table 3 continuation 

Overcrowding / 
inadequate facilities 

4.6 87.3 Reduced learning 
quality 

NBS (2023); Okebukola 
(2022) 

Graduate 
unemployment / skill 
mismatch 

4.5 , Economic waste; social 
instability 

NBS (2023); ILO (2022) 

Corruption & 
examination 
malpractice 

4.4 76.8 Credential devaluation WAEC (2022); Okorie 
(2021) 

Brain drain of academic 
staff 

4.4 82.4 Loss of research 
capacity 

Obasi (2021); IOM 
(2022) 

Digital divide & 
inadequate ICT 

4.3 79.6 E-learning 
inaccessibility 

UNESCO (2022); NUC 
(2023) 

Weak industry-
university linkage 

4.2 88.1 Graduate 
unemployability 

Obasan & Adediran 
(2022) 

Inadequate research 
funding 

4.6 91.2 Low research output NAS (2022); TETFUND 
(2022) 

Gender equity in access 3.8 , Underrepresentation of 
women 

NBS (2023); UNESCO 
(2022) 

Note. Severity ratings (1–5) reflect mean assessments by an expert panel of 24 higher education scholars and 
administrators. Prevalence figures where shown represent percentage of institutions reporting the challenge as 
significant. Sources as indicated in the final column. 

 
Graduate Unemployment and the Skills Mismatch Crisis 
 

The high rate of graduate unemployment in Nigeria, which the NBS (2023) reported to be 47.3% of university graduates 
were unemployed six months to a year after graduating, seems to be one of the most socially impactful failures of university 
education and the most pressing to the university system to address. A graduate unemployment rate at this level can 
hardly be viewed as a personal tragedy for those who have suffered it, but as a national economic disaster—an economic 
loss for years of public and private spending on education, a social problem that leads to frustration and dissatisfaction 
among a talented and highly educated but economically excluded population, and a political issue of the legitimacy of 
investment in university education as a development pathway. 

There are many and complex factors that contribute to the problem of graduate unemployment in Nigeria. The 
knowledge gap between the universities as stated by the Manufacturing Association of Nigeria (2021), and employers 
stated by the Nigerian Employers' Consultative Association (NECA, 2022) is quite large, with the university curricula being 
dominated by soft skills and theoretical academic knowledge and the employers emphasizing on soft skills, critical thinking, 
communication, team work, and problem solving as their prime employability criteria. A survey conducted by NECA (2022) 
on 248 major employers revealed that 71.4% of employers considered recent Nigerian university graduates to be 
'inadequately prepared' for immediate productive employment with the major areas of weakness identified as critical 
thinking (74.3%), digital skills (68.2%), communication (62.7%) and technical applications of theoretical knowledge 
(58.4%). 

The structural unemployment context, in which the insufficiently diversified and dynamic economy of a country does 
not absorb even a smaller number of well-trained graduates, is also a major component of the graduate unemployment 
rate, and the inability of a university curriculum to solve this problem lies beyond the control of the education sector and 
has a macroeconomic and political-economic dimension. However, this paper goes further to argue that universities have 
the capacity and obligation to do much more to prepare their graduates for meaningful economic participation in the 
Nigerian context, such as doing more to develop skills in entrepreneurship education, digital competency, industry-oriented 
practical training, and the adaptability and lifelong learning skills required to cope with the fast-changing labor markets. 
 
Examination Malpractice and Certificate Fraud 

 
The problem of examination malpractices which is the distortion of academic/assessment exercises of academic 

standards at every level in the Nigerian education system is a serious issue that has far reaching effects in all the academic  
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institutions of the country. According to the West African Examinations Council (WAEC, 2022), the number of candidates 
who had their results cancelled due to examination related offences is 89,422 but this is likely an underestimate as 
malpractices are only sanctioned when they are detected. At the university level, grade manipulation, contract cheating, 
degree certificate fraud and selling academic results are systemic breaches of the integrity of the credential and are 
pernicious on a number of fronts: they undermine the legitimacy of university degrees, mislead employers and harm the 
social contract between universities and the communities they serve (Okorie, 2021). 

The root causes of examination malpractice are structural, with an extremely competitive tertiary admission system 
where one exam result determines access to highly limited tertiary places in universities creating significant pressure on 
students and families to game the exam process in any way they can; a perception that university success is less 
dependent on academic achievement than on ethnic group, money, and connections; and a lack of proper consequences 
for any detected examination malpractice, such as soft sanctions by institutions and little to no legal repercussions, 
meaning they are less likely to deter potential examination malpractitioners. However, the solution to examination 
malpractice cannot be limited to stricter invigilation, but must go deep into the incentive mechanisms that influence 
examination behaviour and academic integrity across the board in the education system. 
 
The Digital Divide and Online Learning Inequity 

 
The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 starkly highlighted the extent and impacts of Nigeria's digital education 

divide. The convergence of several constraints on access to digital education, namely, having an internet connection that 
is only accessible via smartphone, very high costs of accessing data using cellphone (Nigeria's data prices are among the 
highest in Africa relative to income, ITU 2023), lack of electricity to sustain device use, and absence of LMS infrastructure 
for the organized delivery of online education in many universities, prevented the majority of Nigerian university students 
from engaging meaningfully and effectively in digital education during the period of the closures of higher education 
institutions (HEIs). 

NUC (2020) conducted a rapid-response survey during the pandemic and revealed that less than 23% of Nigerian 
university students were able to attend reliable synchronous study online classes and the average study time for those 
who had tried to take online classes was 8.4 hours per week, which is lower than the 32 hours of study for those learning 
in a traditional/hybrid mode. These statistics reflect not only a temporary, but a structural vulnerability of the Nigerian 
education system to digital disruption events that will only grow as digital technologies are integrated into the system 
across all its facets, and that needs systematic investment to overcome. Digital inequities are also highly differentiated – 
students with more affluent families and more reliable devices, Internet connections and electricity service saw a dramatic 
difference in performance during the pandemic, creating a digital divide that is also an educational divide and a social 
equity crisis. 
 
Pathways to Reform: International Lessons and Nigerian Imperatives 
 
Lessons from the South African Higher Education Transformation 

 
Although the higher education landscape in South Africa has undergone transformation since the end of apartheid in 

a different political environment, lessons can be learned, especially in the three areas of higher education funding 
transformation, quality assurance and access extension and equity. In response to the adoption of the White Paper on 
Higher Education and the Education Acts, South Africa created a differentiated higher education system: research-
intensive universities, universities of technology and comprehensive universities, allowing for the pursuit of certain 
missions within the higher education sector that do not necessarily have to follow a single model of a research university. 
Nigeria's differentiated system of 274 public universities, all of which have the same comprehensive university mission, is 
less successful at achieving both improved access and quality of research than South Africa, because its missions are 
not differentiated and are further complicated by the problem of differentiated funding (DHET, 2023; Tise & Raju, 2020). 

It is worth noting that the National Research Foundation (NRF), which funds research in a structured way and allocates 
competitive research funding to university researchers through a transparent peer-review exercise, is a model that the 
Nigerian institutions such as the TETFUND and Petroleum Technology Development Fund (PTDF) have not emulated yet 
in terms of being transparent, competitive and research impact oriented. The system of independent, internationally 
benchmarked researcher assessments by the NRF has contributed to developing a culture of research excellence in South 
African universities, unmatched in Nigeria (NAS, 2022). 
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The Rwanda Higher Education Reform Model 

 
Rwanda has seen a higher education reform track than would be required by Nigeria's challenge, but it is an example 

of what a determined political will to improve educational quality can accomplish in a relatively short period. The Higher 
Education Policy of 2010 introduced by Rwanda, and sustained by the government's commitment in partnership with 
international stakeholders, created clear quality standards, linked higher education to national development priorities with 
the Vision 2020 framework and invested heavily in digital infrastructure for higher education, with 100% internet 
connectivity in all accredited universities achieved by 2017 (Government of Rwanda, 2020). 

The Rwandan experience brings home a lesson heard so often in the international comparative literature on higher 
education reform: it is not the availability of resources that matters, Rwanda is much poorer than Nigeria, but the political 
will, policy coherence, and institutional commitment to make education a national development priority. Aside from not 
having the political will to prioritize and sustain the level of investment in education necessary for system change, Nigeria 
has the financial capacity, institutional framework, professional skills and intellectual capacity to transform its university 
system (Saint et al., 2003; World Bank, 2022). 
 
 
Industry-University Partnership Models 

 
In a number of studies, the disparity between the skills demanded by the Nigerian economy and those acquired at the 

university level of education has been cited as a major cause of unemployment among graduates and an industrial 
competitiveness shortfall in Nigeria. Experience from the international sector, such as the German dual program, the 
polytechnic-industry integration in Singapore, and the technology university-chaebol collaboration in South Korea, shows 
that continued, mutually accountable collaboration between universities and industries can lead to graduates who are 
much more equipped for the world of work and industries with access to research and innovation capacity that promotes 
competitiveness and growth (OECD, 2023; World Bank, 2022). 

In Nigeria, the Industrial Training Fund (ITF), the Students Industrial Work Experience Scheme (SIWES) and other 
accreditation requirements for professional bodies are existing mechanisms that have attained some level of success but 
are yet to be integrated in a systemic way that can bridge the scale of the skills mismatch problem. The differential in the 
depth of productive alignment gap between Nigeria and the other countries is clearly reflected in the rate of formal 
engagement of Nigerian employers with the development of university curricula (34.7%) compared to that of employers in 
South Korea (78.3%) and Germany (82.4%) as obtained by NECA (2022). Establishing and refining industry-university 
connections (through new SIWES frameworks, industry-funded chairs, co-designed professional training programmes and 
industry-informed curriculum development processes) will demand an attitudinal change in universities towards external 
engagement and a policy shift. 
 
 
Recommendations 

 
The findings, analysis and international comparisons discussed herein point to an all-encompassing reform programme 

for Nigerian university education. The recommendations presented here are grouped into five strategic areas: Funding 
transformation, Governance reform, Curriculum and quality improvement, Research ecosystem development, and Equity 
and access enhancement. 
 
 
Funding Transformation: From Chronic Crisis to Sustained Investment 

 
Improved public funding with all the institutional structures required to translate increased funding into improved quality 

is the most pressing and fundamental reform that is required in Nigerian University education. The Federal Government 
of Nigeria should make it a constitutional moral obligation to allocate 26 % of the annual budget to education as 
recommended by UNESCO, and index the provision for universities to growing enrolment and cost inflation to ensure that 
the real-terms budget of the universities does not diminish following a nominal budget increase as it has done in the past. 
A separate University Excellence Fund, based on the principle of the Research Excellence Framework in the UK, should 
be created to supplement funding that is awarded competitively on the basis of improving research output, employability 
of graduates and physical facilities. 

The chronic ASUU dispute is not just a labour relations problem; it is a governance problem, the federal government's 
failure to implement negotiated agreements has turned what should have been a manageable collective bargaining 
relationship into a recurring crisis of the legitimacy of the institution. The federal government must give clear and explicit  
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commitment towards the realization of all the obligations contained in the 2009 ASUU-FGN Agreement and its 
renegotiations, which include the Integrated Payroll and Personnel Information System (IPPIS) dispute resolution, the 
implementation of the University Transparency and Accountability Solution (UTAS) and the revitalization fund for public 
universities in full and timely manner. The ASUU's strike weapon should be taken off its hands by creating a standing 
independent arbitration body that would be able to resolve future disputes, instead of the government. 
 
 
Governance Reform: Autonomy, Accountability, and Transparency 

 
Nigerian universities require a fundamental restructuring of their governance frameworks to achieve the institutional 

autonomy, accountability, and transparency that quality higher education requires. The Universities (Miscellaneous 
Provisions) Act should be comprehensively revised to strengthen institutional autonomy provisions, depoliticize governing 
council composition and vice-chancellor appointment processes, mandate transparent financial reporting and external 
audit for all universities, and establish independent institutional review processes that assess educational quality rather 
than merely regulatory compliance. The NUC's regulatory role should be refocused from prescriptive curriculum control 
toward outcome-based quality assurance, evaluating what graduates know and can do rather than whether specific 
teaching hours have been allocated to approve syllabi, enabling institutions to innovate in their academic programs while 
maintaining outcome accountability. 

Private universities, which now constitute 62% of the sector, require more rigorous and better-resourced regulatory 
oversight than current NUC capacity can deliver. The NUC should establish a dedicated Private University Regulatory 
Division with significantly enhanced staffing, site-visit capacity, and enforcement powers, including the authority to 
withdraw accreditation from institutions that consistently fail to meet minimum standards. A student protection fund should 
be established to provide contingency support for students of institutions that lose accreditation unexpectedly, a consumer 
protection mechanism common in higher education systems globally but currently absent in Nigeria. 
 
 
Curriculum Reform and Quality Enhancement 

 
A comprehensive national curriculum reform initiative should be launched, convening NUC, university academic 

planners, industry representatives, professional bodies, and student representatives to redesign degree programs across 
all disciplines for the demands of the twenty-first century economy. This reform should mandate the integration of 
entrepreneurship education, digital competency development, critical thinking and communication skills, and work-
integrated learning components into all undergraduate degree programs. SIWES should be strengthened and expanded, 
with increased industry participation requirements, enhanced supervision quality standards, and explicit competency 
outcome assessments, to ensure that industrial training produces genuine workplace readiness rather than ceremonial 
compliance. The graduate attribute framework should be revised to include digital literacy, entrepreneurial mindset, 
intercultural competence, and sustainability literacy as standard graduate outcomes across all disciplines. 
 
 
Research Ecosystem Development 

 
Nigeria's catastrophically low research output, 14.2 papers per million population compared to South Africa's 118.7, 

reflects a systemic research ecosystem failure that requires systemic solutions. A National Research Council of Nigeria 
should be established, independent of the Ministry of Education, with a dedicated annual budget of not less than 1% of 
GDP, charged with administering competitive research grants through transparent peer-review processes across all 
academic disciplines. TETFUND's research grant program should be substantially expanded and its grant decision-making 
processes depoliticized through an independent expert review panel. A National Open Access Mandate should require 
that all publicly funded research be deposited in institutional repositories within twelve months of publication, increasing 
the global visibility of Nigerian scholarship and facilitating research collaboration. Dedicated academic sabbatical 
programs with international research placement components should be established to rebuild the international research 
connections that decades of brain drain have eroded. 
 
 
Equity, Access, and Digital Infrastructure 

 
Achieving equitable access to quality university education across Nigeria's diverse geographic, socioeconomic, and 

demographic landscape requires targeted investment in both physical and digital infrastructure. The Universal Service  
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Provision Fund (USPF) and TETFUND should collaborate to establish universal broadband connectivity in all accredited 
universities within five years, a clear, measurable, and achievable target that would transform the digital learning 
environment. A National Student Loan Program, whose legislative framework has been established but whose 
implementation has stalled, should be urgently operationalized, providing income-contingent loans that enable students 
from low-income backgrounds to access university education without the immediate financial burden that currently 
prevents many from enrolling or completing their studies. Gender equity targets should be established for female 
enrollment in STEM disciplines, with dedicated scholarship programs, mentoring networks, and safe campus environment 
investments to increase women's participation in historically male-dominated fields. 
 
 
Conclusion 

 
This opinion article has presented a comprehensive, historically grounded, and empirically rigorous assessment of 

university education in Nigeria, from its colonial origins through the crisis decades of structural adjustment to the complex 
contemporary landscape of 274 accredited universities, 70% graduate unemployment, and 36 months of academic time 
lost to industrial action. The central argument advanced throughout is that Nigeria's university education crisis is not an 
inevitable. Consequences of poverty or post-colonial institutional weakness, and preventable outcome of deliberate policy 
choices, the choice to allocate merely 0.42% of GDP to higher education when the sector requires at least 5%; the choice 
to repeatedly negotiate and fail to implement agreements with ASUU; the choice to use university establishment as a tool 
of political patronage rather than educational strategy; and the choice to treat library development, research infrastructure, 
and faculty welfare as dispensable luxuries rather than foundational investments in national intellectual capital. 

The reform agenda advanced in this article is comprehensive, evidence-based, and drawn from both international best 
practices and deep engagement with the specific institutional and political context of Nigerian higher education. It is not a 
utopian wish list but a realistic, sequenced, and resourced program of action that could, if implemented with sustained 
political will and institutional commitment, produce measurable improvements in university quality, research productivity, 
and graduate employability within a decade. The funding required, while substantial, is easily affordable within the 
framework of Nigeria's national budget, particularly given the country's petroleum revenues and the economic returns that 
improved university education would generate through enhanced human capital, reduced graduate unemployment, and 
increased research-driven productivity. 

What Nigeria requires above all, is to transform its university education system and not more policy documents, more 
commissions of inquiry, or more negotiated agreements that are promptly forgotten once the immediate political pressure 
has passed. What it requires is a fundamental reorientation of political priorities, a genuine national commitment to treating 
university education as the strategic development investment that generations of evidence demonstrate it to be, and to 
holding accountable those political, institutional, and individual actors who have treated the education of Nigeria's most 
talented young people as a political footballer rather than a sacred public trust. The academic community, students, faculty, 
librarians, administrators, and researchers, has demonstrated remarkable resilience and commitment in the face of 
extraordinary institutional adversity. They deserve a government and a society that matches their commitment with the 
resources, the policies, and the political commitment and resolution that the education enterprise demands. 
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