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Abstract 

The paper examined Nigeria’s higher education and the challenge of 
manpower production for economic development. The need for manpower 
development became manifest after independence leading to the 
establishment of the first generation of Universities and subsequently many 
more state, federal and private Universities with the mandate to develop 
manpower for economic growth. The paper however found that more than 
half a decade investment in higher education, Nigeria is still economically 
underdeveloped. The major challenge to the production of the requisite 
manpower it was discovered lies in the failure of the Government to play the 
leading role in the funding of education and in developing appropriate 
policy framework that will facilitate the repositioning of higher education 
for its mandate. The paper recommended among others that government 
should begin to see development from the angle of human capacity 
development rather than foreign direct investment. 

 
Keywords: Higher Education, Challenges, Manpower Production, Economic 
Development. 
 
 
 Issues concerning higher education in Nigeria has long been raised. It was the 
matter of the Ashby Commission of 1959. Which then conducted investigation into 
Nigeria’s needs in the fields of past-school certificate and higher Education. The 
Ashby Commission report had guided educational development in Nigeria and 
provided the framework for rectifying the educational imbalance and promoted a 
unified Educational system.  
 Higher education as defined by the Federal Republic of Nigeria in the 
National Policy on Education (2014:36) “is the education given after secondary 
education in Universities, Colleges of education, Polytechnics, Monotechnics 
including those institution offering correspondence courses”. The goals of Higher 
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education as spelt out by the policy document include among others to contribute to 
national development through manpower training and development. It was and is still 
envisaged that higher institutions in the country will serve as a base for the production 
of high and middle level professionals such as managers, scientists, engineers and 
technicians for the various sectors of the economy for national development. 
 Historically, the need to develop appropriate manpower for economic 
development became manifest after independence in 1960. The case then for 
manpower approach in development planning using higher institutions was 
particularly strong in Nigeria because the overall development of Nigeria then was 
handicapped by shortages of all kinds of specialized manpower. This led to the 
establishment of the first generation Universities namely; University of Nigeria, 
Nssuka, 1960; Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, 1962, the University of Ife, Ile-Ife, 
1962; and the University of Lagos, Yaba, 1962; (Adiele, 2016). They were to 
compliment the already existing University of Ibadan established in 1948 and the 
Yaba College established in 1932 (Adiele, 2016). 
 Between 1960 and 2015 (55 years) many state Universities and Private 
Universities have equally emerged, and as at the last count, Nigeria has a total of One 
hundred and forty seven (147) Universities distributed in the following order:  46 
Federal Universities, 40 State Universities and 61 Private Universities (NUC report 
cited in Alozie & Ohaba, 2015). Fifty five years after independence, there is a general 
consensus that all is not well with Nigeria’s Higher education as it applies to 
developing appropriate manpower to meeting national development challenges. This 
is even clearer when compared with other nations especially Asian countries. Higher 
education in Nigeria has not been properly positioned to achieve its roles for national 
development. Prof. Abel Idowu Olayinka’s post on facebook captures the comparison 
with other nations and the situation in Nigeria better when he observed as follows: 

After Independence in order to build great nation, each country went to work. But 
Nigeria after Independence, our people went to pray and fast so while we were 
praying, Malaysia came to Nigeria and took our palm seedling and built a great 
industry/factory of it, while we were praying, Singapore went into investment in 
technology. While we were praying, India went into ICT, while we were praying 
China went into massive industrialization, while we were still praying, UAE went 
into massive Infra structural development. While, we were binding and casting 
Lucifer, Japan went into technological development. While still praying Denmark 
went into education for her citizens. After our prayers God being a wise God 
decided to reward us according to our labour and efforts in prayer. Today in 
Nigeria, we have more prayer houses and worship places than hospitals and 
schools. That is why people rush to prayer houses for medical and business 
solutions instead of hospitals and business schools. That is why when building by 
our own engineers collapses because of absence of feasibility study, we blame the 
devil. In Nigeria, religiosity has taken the place   of technology infrastructure, 
education etc. (Facebook). 
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Given more than half a century of the establishment of higher education in 
Nigeria, the questions are: what has been the scientific research output in these 
institutions both qualitatively and quantitatively? How have this impacted on the 
economic growth of the nation if any? As observed by Adiele (2016) a nation which 
depends on other nation’s advancement in science and technology either lacks the 
capacity for research or has not given it proper policy attention. It is not surprising 
then that with about 147 higher institutions, Nigeria still experiences epileptic power 
supply, poor educational facilities, bad roads, dependence on used and imported 
vehicles, travel abroad for medical treatments. 55 years of independence, Nigeria is 
yet to record any breakthrough in new products and are yet to create wealth through 
manufacturing and the citizens remain massively unemployed. A situation that has 
given rise to all manner of agitations, violence and criminality.  
 The truth of the matter is that Nigerian higher institutions are yet to brace up 
with the challenge of producing relevant manpower for economic development. They 
are offering the wrong type of education that is not work and technology oriented. 
The education offered in higher institutions as presently constituted are ill-suited to 
meet the country’s development challenges. The education offered today still aims at 
preparing the young adults for white-colar and employable jobs instead of 
conditioning Nigerians to technological development in the various sectors of the 
economy which is indispensable for the overall national economic development. 
 Perhaps the post on the facebook page of an unknown University Professor in 
South Africa explains the danger in Nigeria better. According to the post: 

Collapsing any nation does not require use of atomic bombs or the use of long 
range missiles. It only requires lowering the quality of education and allowing  
cheating in examination by students. The patients dies in the hands of such doctors, 
and buildings collapse in the hands of such engineers and the money is lost in the 
hands of such accountants. And humanity dies in the hands of religious scholars 
and justice is lost in the hands of such judges. The collapse of education is the 
collapse of the nation. 

 
The above picture can better be understood within the context of the Nigerian 
Education system. 
 
Basic Assumptions in Planning Education for Manpower Production for 
National Economic Development 
 The total net-benefits to be derived from any educational pursuit is a potent 
force in the determination of a nation’s decision to provide such education. Thus, 
when education is provided on the basis of human right of citizens and social justice, 
the social demand approach is usually applied, when economic ramifications are the 
major consideration, the cost-benefit approach is applied and when the need for 
manpower production for economic development is the rationale, the manpower 
approach is considered. This later consideration informed the basis of nations using 
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higher education for the production of relevant manpower for their economic 
development. 
 Manpower Requirement Approach (MRP) in educational planning denotes 
attempts to develop a nation’s human resources to meet the demands of her economic 
development (Enaohwo, 1990). Using this approach, educational planning activities 
focuses on the training of the requisite manpower needed in the various sectors of the 
National economy as a basis for planning higher education. The main aim being to 
satisfy present and future manpower needs of the economic system. Emphasis is 
usually placed on the training of manpower relative to the dictates of the labour 
market and the economy. What is needed is a survey of the manpower requirement in 
the various areas and the types of education that would be needed and then tailor the 
programmes of training of higher institutions towards the production of such skills 
labour. 
 The manpower approach in planning higher education is hinged on the 
evidence of research by Harbinson (1973) that human resources or workforce of a 
nation which comprises of men, women, young and old who engage in the production 
of goods and services are the greatest and perhaps the most precious assets of a nation 
and not the machinery. Harbinson (1973) cited in Ekpe & Enyedok (2013:170) had 
noted that: 

Human resources, not capital, not income or natural resource constitute the 
ultimate basis for the wealth of a nation, capital and natural resources are passive 
factors of production, human beings are the active agents who accumulate capital, 
exploit natural resources, build social, economic and political organizations and 
carry forward National Development. 

  
The human capital theory was further corroborated in studies by Danison (1962) 

and Agrawal  and Lal (1980) which established a link relationship between 
investment in appropriate human resources and economic development. Their study 
revealed that 90 percent of the growth in American national economic output between 
1910 and 1960 were attributable to the residual factor to which education and training 
were the significant factors. 
 Conversely, in the case of African countries (Nigeria inclusive) World Bank 
(2009) report on wealth creation in Africa shows that African nations have low 
capacity for wealth creation when compared to developed nations due to over 
dependence on natural resources rather than actual production engineered by skilled 
human resources, 
 A major consideration by nations in planning higher education is basically to 
ensure that it is used to produce manpower to fix their economies. Nations, (Nigeria 
inclusive) need home grown technicians, scientists, economist, entrepreneurs, 
engineers etc in diverse areas. All these can be massly produced using higher 
education. A key aspect of planning procedure will have to do with a radical 
adjustment in existing programmes of Higher education, examine their relevance and 
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embark on programmes that have the potency to yield the most beneficial economic 
result for national development. 
 
Higher Education and the Challenge of Manpower Production for Economic 
Development in Nigeria  
 Higher institutions of learning in Nigeria are very much left behind in the 
production of manpower in the relevant areas of the economy for national 
development when compared to their counterparts elsewhere in the world. A lot of 
factors account for this. They include and even exceed poor and irregular funding; 
unclear policy directive; brain drain, poor infrastructural base, inadequacy of 
personnel, heavy teaching workload, lack of university-industry linkage, obsolete 
research facilities, low motivation, corruption etc (Yusuf, 2012; and Adiele, Obasi 
and Ohia 2017). These hindrances constitutes serious handicaps and challenges to the 
development of manpower by higher institutions in Nigeria. 
 Bako (2005) had observed that the decline in the quality of manpower 
produced by Nigeria higher institutions started in the late 1980s. The period marked 
the onset of the decay in tertiary education. During the period, research grants, 
equipment, good library facilities, started fading away from the system due to poor 
funding so much that between 1981 and 1995 the volume of scientific research in 
tertiary institutions in Nigeria had drastically dropped to 711 as against 1,062 in 1981 
(Akwuegwu and Bassey, 2016). Between 2001 and 2004 Nigeria had dropped to 5th 
position among eight selected African countries in scientific publications, see table 1 
below. 
 
Table 1: Research Output in Eight African Countries Between 2001-2004 
Country   Total Publication Output 
South Africa - 14,809  1st  
Egypt   - 9,895  2nd 
Morocco - 3, 535  3rd 
Tunisia  - 2,857  4th  
*Nigeria - 2,309  5th  
Kenya  - 2,067  6th  
Ghana   - 641  7th  
Senegal  - 618  8th  
Source: Oyewole cited in Yusuf (2012: 325). 
  

By 2007, the situation had deteriorated to the level where no Nigerian 
University was listed among top 1,000 best Universities around the world in terms of 
research output (internet lab 2007). A major reason for the observed deterioration lies 
in unclear government policy towards higher education in Nigeria. The concerns of 
various governments in Nigeria has been how to attract foreign direct investment 
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(FDI) to Nigeria rather than investment in education. After several years in economic 
wilderness, due to inability to properly direct the education system in the production 
of relevant manpower, the country now needs to reconnect with developed nations 
that have developed their own manpower to get Nigeria’s economy out of the 
doldrums and on the path of growth. So between 1999 and 2015 succeeding 
presidents have toured the world in a bit to attract investors. What we have today 
therefore is an economy that is driven by manpower otherwise called expatriates 
trained and developed by higher institutions in foreign countries like China, America, 
Japan, India etc. These nations have invested billions of dollars in Nigeria in diverse 
sectors of her economy ranging from oil and gas, construction and 
telecommunications to textiles, agriculture and pharmaceuticals so much that between 
1999 to 2003, the number of Chinese nationals residing in Nigeria jumped from 
10,000 to 50,000. Within the same period Chinese president, Hu Jintao visited Nigeria 
twice (Mileage Magazine, 2007) Nigeria serves as a ready market for dumping both 
semi-skilled expatriate staff and all amount of unimaginable products from China 
even those produced by Primary and secondary school students in China and Japan. 
 The Chinese believe that since they are the largest population on earth, they 
should be the leading economy in the world, that if manpower translates to 
industrialization, then, they have the biggest manpower and therefore should be 
leading other economies of the world. For this reason China has massively invested in 
the economies of other countries of the world including United States of America. 
 Conversely, Nigerian leaders idea of development is in the volume of trade in 
oil export and the import of finished products from developed countries. Policy 
directive for economic development in Nigeria has never considered the abundant 
human resources as an economic asset, but has always focused on attracting more 
investors to the vital sectors of the Nigerian economy. In telecommunication sector, 
Nigeria is considered as the fastest growing telecom subscriber in the world. In fact 
all the countries providing such services are reaping massively from Nigeria. Nigeria 
is considered Africa’s largest phone market (Mileage magazine, 2007). 
 Nigeria’s electricity technology is provided by China-Shenzhen Star 
Instrument Company Ltd - a Chinese pre-paid metering company hired in 2006 to 
provide pre-paid meter services. In the Agricultural sector, the Chinese produces for 
Nigeria tractors and chemicals fertilizers. The Chinese are also building Nigeria’s rail 
ways that will traverse the country’s coastal towns and major commercial cities. 
China through its technological advancement has been able to feed its huge 
population of about 1.6 billion people, (which is a quarter of the world population), 
while Nigeria with abundant human and material resources is still struggling to feed 
its population of about 170 million. 
 Among the Asian countries, emphasis are now placed on improving the 
quality of tertiary education for human capacity development. Malaysia for example 
considers the education of its citizens vital to its development needs, hence have 
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heavily invested in higher education, and specialized research (Adiele, 2016). 
Malaysia has to its credit over 42 training and research institute providing research 
and development support to its palm oil clusters. Today, Malaysia palm oil is the 
leading agricultural produce and the largest export earner for the country. The 
Malaysian case is more pathetic when we realize that their first palm seedling were 
raised from Nigeria. 
 In Nigeria, there has not been any discernable effort by the government to 
create enabling environment for sustainable research in higher institutions of learning. 
This phenomena has been passed from one regime to the other and has become so 
endemic and cancawormic that tertiary institutions are glorified certificate awarding 
centres, with no direct bearing with industrial, commercial, technological and 
scientific development of the country. The end result is that in Nigeria, we have a 
government, but not an economy. The Nigerian economy for long   has been an 
appendage of foreign economies such as China, India, Japan, Korea and the USA. 
These countries bring in their own technologies, developed by their own manpower, 
trained by their own higher institutions in the name of investment, they reap 
bountifully and repatriate the profit to their countries. To pacify us, they call us 
emerging economy. The question begging for answer is, how long will it take us to 
emerge as an economy? 
 The real challenge in manpower development for national economic 
development in Nigeria is not the inability of tertiary institutions to develop the 
appropriate manpower, but the failure of Nigerian government to adequately fund 
tertiary education. Failure to develop is the direct result of many years of government 
neglect of the education sector generally. Nigeria’s hope of emerging as one of the 
leading economies in the world may remain hopeless if steps are not taken to fashion 
out policies that will radically improve the country’s wealth creation capacity through 
appropriate human capacity development 
 
Re-Positioning Nigeria’s Higher Education for Manpower Production for 
Economic Development 
 The advancement of any economy is directly linked to its level of 
industrialization, and the level of industrialization is a function of advancement in 
science and technology which is equally contingent on the level of manpower 
produced from its education institutions (Adiele, 2016). In Nigeria, advancement is 
needed in Information Communication Technology (ICT), medicine, agriculture, 
electricity, environmental technology, industrialization, banking, alternative source of 
energy, boosting the non-oil sector, corporate governance etc. Equally important are 
measures to be targeted at reducing literacy level, enhancing human capacity 
development, improving level of productivity of citizens, reduction on the level of 
dependence on extractive industry (oil), reduction of unemployment and abject 
poverty among others. 
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 To achieve the above targets for economic development, higher education 
programmes must be planned to be relevant and responsive to the demands of the 
economy. We need to produce our own medical equipments, cars, spare parts, farm 
machinery, office equipments, tricycles etc and not importing from industrialized 
countries. 
 Repositioning Nigerian higher education for manpower production for 
economic growth is a function of leadership and determination by the political class 
to re-examine the place of higher education in global and knowledge driven economy. 
It will require will-power from the political class to come up with response strategies 
that will compel and drive higher institutions towards total commitment to sustainable 
human development as a core value of higher education (Obanya, 2007). The major 
driving force should be to achieve the following as indentified by Obanya (2007:247) 
� Knowledge creation through research. The focus here should be development 
oriented research in the areas of technical, economic and the industrial sector. 
� Education/Teaching that should focus on broad based knowledge curriculum, 
lifelong and learning skills 
� Knowledge dissemination that will serve society’s development, tailored 
towards indigenous technology or home grown technology. 
 The political class must first be convinced that Nigeria need skill engineers to 
design and install new improved equipments, technical skills personnel to plan and 
manage production and to service products. Nigeria need scientist and technologists 
to conduct research for newer and better product in all sectors of the economy. The 
economy need personnel for basic, applied and action research because as observed 
by Ahiakwo (2007) these are the mainsprings of progress in science and technology, 
and economic growth. This understanding should be the force that should drive those 
in government toward economic growth. They should further be guided by the 
following questions: 
� Are the present higher educational and training services offered by higher 
institutions of learning qualitative and quantitative enough to meet the technological 
and scientific needs of Nigeria for economic growth? 
� How can changes be made or improvement brought about in curriculum 
content and teaching method to refocuses higher education to meet national 
development needs. 
� What are the needed changes that will make higher education in Nigeria to be 
more development-oriented 
� How can fund be raised to finance the desired education? 
� What are the alternative policy choices to be made to achieve the desired 
result? 
 It must be noted that the bulk of task to reposition higher education for 
national development lies with the political class. This is so because while it is the 
role of education t o produce the critical mass of trained manpower vital for national 
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development, the political class provides the support base (human and material 
resources) for the development of higher education itself. It is those in authority – the 
government that determines the growth, direction and dynamism of the educational 
development process (Adiele, Obasi and Ohia, 2017). 
 
Conclusion 
 A major policy thrust of higher education in Nigeria is the development of 
relevant manpower for economic development. It was envisaged that higher education 
in Nigeria will develop the critical mass of human resource needed for national 
development. However, more than half a decade after independence, Nigeria is still in 
economic doldrums and far from being on the path of growth. Major economic 
consideration of those in Government has been how to attract foreign direct 
investment (FDI) for economic development. This is irrespective of the avowed 
policy of higher education performing the role of human capacity development. 
Government action towards reversing the trend and repositioning higher education for 
manpower development has not yielded much result due to poor funding of Education 
generally. A major conclusion of this paper is that higher education in Nigeria can 
actually be repositioned to perform its relevant function if only the relevant 
Government authorities live up to their funding and over sight responsibilities in 
refocusing higher education 
 
Recommendations  
 Based on the indentified lapses, the following recommendations are made 
1. Regular retreat for the political class at all levels of government on what 
development and development indices are. 
2. Government should get refocused and begin to see development in terms of 
human capital against attracting foreign direct investment for development purpose. 
3. There should be new policy alternative to funding of higher education for 
manpower production for economic development.  
4. Tertiary education should emphasis more on economic ramifications and 
development oriented programmes than consumption education. 
5. There is urgent need to restructure higher education toward development 
oriented programmes than mere centres for the award of diplomas and certificates. 
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