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Abstract 

Nigeria’s tertiary education has been bedevilled by inadequate funding, 
under estimation of the cost of educational programmes, wastage or 
diversion of the fund meant for education, among others. To worsen the 
scenario, the country’s dwindling oil revenue due to fluctuation in the 
international market has become a big constraint in the provision of fiscal 
resources for educational development. Human resource development, 
which is the primary responsibility of the universities, is now being 
hampered by inadequate funding. Private initiative in Nigeria’s university 
funding is therefore a welcome development. Meanwhile, it has been 
established the world over that marginal productivity can only come about 
from an optional utilization of university products. However, this 
managerial and technological efficiency could only be best nurtured by 
private institutions. The thrust of this paper is to appraise the relevance of 
private university funding towards the development of Nigeria’s human 
resources for sustainable development in the 21st century. The paper puts 
forward suggestions on how the universities could further enhance human 
resources development in Nigeria’s university system 
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The National Policy on Education (2004) stated that, “Education is aimed at training of the 

mind in the understanding of the world around and the acquisition of appropriate skills, abilities and 
competencies … for the individual to live in and contribute to the development of his society.” It must 
be stated that the economy of the country, which is already in a dwindling state because of the 
dwindling oil prices in the international market has become a big constraint in making this policy a 
reality. It is always a truism that good fiscal policy is crucial to educational development and in spite 
of high proportion of the annual budget on education, there is still an overwhelming shortage of funds 
to manage education. 

The world over, there has been increase in the number of private initiatives in tertiary 
education. This was as a result of the fact that there cannot be economic development without a 
knowledge – based university system. Today, many economies have decided to move away from the 
normal situation where knowledge was pursued purely for the sake of knowledge to one in which the 
generation, exploitation, dissemination, and sharing of knowledge has come to play a very important 
role in emerging economies (Ramkissoon, 2008). Cader (2008) also asserts that “today’s most 
technologically advanced economies are truly knowledge based”.   

Meanwhile, the Nigerian educational system has been growing over the years but it has not 
been developing to the expected standard (FGN, 2006). Any nation that failed to develop the skills 
and knowledge of its people through a technologically motivated educational curriculum may not be 
able to have any technical development, and at the long run, would not be able to utilize them 
effectively for national development. 

Nigeria sees higher education as “the education given after secondary education in 
universities, colleges of education, polytechnics, and monotechnics including those institutions 
offering correspondence courses” (FRN, 2004:36). The National Policy on Education (FRN, 2004:38-
43) clearly distinguishes between the traditional university education and other types of higher 
education. Nigeria expects the university system to contribute optimally to development of high level 
manpower within the context of the needs of the nation by increasing and diversifying its 
programmes, making professional course contents to reflect national requirement, inculcating 
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community spirit in students through team projects and action research, and by making all students to 
offer liberal or general study courses. 
 
Challenges Facing Nigeria’s Tertiary Education 

According to Okebukola, (2002), “an all round education is supposed to emphasize 
knowledge, skills, attitude, values and morals, therefore, any education, which fails to include all 
these is mis–education. The university system has not done much to impart these basic things into the 
students because of some factors, which include inadequate funding, industrial actions by academic 
staff, and students’ unrest, just to mention a few and the resultant effects are half–baked students, 
cultism, which breeds violence and barbarism; demonstrations and rioting and the inevitable 
disruption of schools’ calendars (Ajayi and Haastrup, 2009). Ochuba (2001) opined that the university 
as a major agency for tertiary education has not been able to fully develop students’ morals, values, 
and attitudes. He went further to say that it is worrisome to note that Nigeria’s tertiary institutions are 
fast decaying because all the resources required for education production process are in short supply: 
lecture halls, laboratories, students’ hostels, library space, books and journals and office spaces are all 
seriously inadequate. 

Moreover, the Presidential Visitation Panel, which looked into the operations of all federal 
universities between 1999 and 2003 reported that physical facilities in the universities were in 
deplorable conditions (NUC, 2004).  

Inadequate funding of tertiary education has become recurring phenomenon in the polity, as 
almost everybody seems to agree that funds allocation to the sector cannot meet the sectoral and sub-
sectoral needs in view of the monumental decadence in the education sector (Ezekwesili, 2006). This 
was also attested to by Ibukun (1997), Oyeneye (2006) and Adegbite (2007). Ajayi and Ayodele 
(2002) argued that there was an increase in the proportion of total expenditure devoted to education, 
but this has been considered to be rather grossly inadequate considering the phenomenal increase in 
student enrolment and increasing cost, which had been aggravated by inflation.   
 
The Emergence of Private Initiatives in University Education 
 Meanwhile, the emergence of private initiatives in tertiary education as a business enterprise 
is a recent phenomenon in Nigeria. It is a non – public or independent institution that is solely owned, 
financed, and managed by private individuals, socio – religious organizations or corporate bodies. 
Between 1979 and 1983, the first attempt was made in establishing private universities in Nigeria. 
However in 2003, the regime of Major General Muhammadu Buhari that toppled the Alhaji Shehu 
Shagari – led democratic government, put an abrupt end to this. It was not until 1999, when a new 
democratically elected government came into power that the private initiatives were reintroduced.  
 
Justification for the Private initiatives in University Education 

The Federal Government’s decision to approve the establishment of private universities was 
therefore a welcome development because it became clear that government alone cannot effectively 
fund human resources development whose economic yield is in a long term (Cordesria, 2005). There 
is no gainsaying that investment in human resources development always translate to real manpower 
development in which new grounds would be broken in technology; new frontiers of knowledge 
created; and the creativity of individual learners as well as their ingenuity enhanced. 

Education experts have adduced the following factors to be the reason behind the emergence 
of private initiatives in University education. These are Public Failure Theory, The Demand – 
Absorption Theory and the Choice Theory (Ajayi and Haastrup, 2006). The dwindling fortunes of the 
country’s major foreign exchange earner (crude oil) have continued to make the fiscal allocations to 
education in the yearly budgetary allocation to be minute as compared to UNESCO’s benchmark of 
26% of total annual budget (Osagie, 2009). In the 1970s, Nigerian Universities compared favourably 
with their counterparts from anywhere in the world, and they laid justifiable claim to remarkable 
impact on the socio – economic and political development of the country. They boasted of the best 
facilities and teachers and these translated to the production of graduates who could stand shoulder to 
shoulder with their counterparts anywhere in the world. However, in recent times, the reverse has 
been the case. Ibukun (1997) and Adalemo (2001) asserted that today’s university education in 
Nigeria is nothing but crises management and it is therefore, a manifestation of public failure or 
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institutional inadequacies. The table below shows the ranking of Nigeria’s five top universities in 
global ranking in 2010. 

S/N Name of University World’s ranking 
1 University of Ilorin 5,846 
2 Obafemi Awolowo University 6,228 
3 University of Ibadan 6.396 
4 University of Jos 7.000 
5 University of Lagos 7,246 

        Source:hyyp://www.webometrics.info 
 

 Inadequate funding of the public universities, poor infrastructures, the brain – drain 
syndrome, incessant strike actions and other factors have been attributed to Public Failure theory and 
the justification for the private initiatives (Osagie, 2009).   

The second factor, Demand Absorption Theory in support of the Private initiatives states that 
despite the domination of the public universities in the higher education landscape of Nigeria for so 
many decades, their failure to cope with the ever growing demand for admission by applicants in 
Nigeria is regrettable (Osagie, 2009; Ajadi, 2010).  
 

 
 

This shows that the rate of placement of university admission seekers in the Nigerian tertiary 
education varied from as low as 8.4% (2005/06) to as high as 33.3% (2012/13). It is against this 
background that the emergence of private initiatives in university education, and indeed the entire 
tertiary education could be appreciated. 
 Meanwhile the Choice Theory takes the position that private universities offer the admission 
seekers choices beyond what is available in, or that can be offered by public universities (Osagie, 
2009; Jaiyeoba and Okediran, 2007). Private universities’ admission is therefore seen as an issue of 
choice for the students whose parents are willing to pay. 
 
Conclusions 
 It has shown that the federal government no longer has the financial capacity to fund the 
public universities for an efficient and effective delivery system as expected by UNESCO’s standard. 
Even when the states government came in by establishing fee paying universities, there was still a 
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large vacuum left. The result was the explosion of private universities. As at February 2015, the 
number of approved private universities stood at sixty (60) with the recent licensing of additional 
eleven (9) by the Nigerian Universities Commission (NUC). Thus, with forty federal universities, 
thirty – nine state universities and fifty – nine private universities, Nigeria now has one hundred and 
twenty – eight (148) universities (NUC, 2015). 
 Against this background, the place of private initiatives in university funding can best be 
appreciated in the following context. How far have they succeeded in addressing the supposed failure 
of the public universities in the following areas: 
√  The supply of admission places for admission seekers; 
√  The funding of university education; 
√  The issue of infrastructures; 
√  Response to skills demand of the labour market through a well developed curriculum system; 
√  Provision of differentiated education, among others.      
 The private universities have gone a long way in solving most of these problems highlighted 
above but a lot more still needed to be done, especially, in the area of provision of differentiated 
education for students because many of the private universities are only specializing in certain areas 
of the university education system. Most of them only have courses in those areas that appeal to them. 
Secondly, the academic manpower of most private universities is mostly still being sourced from the 
public universities as part – time teachers. 
 
Recommendations 
 Despite the achievements of the private universities in the area of placement for admission 
seekers that the public universities could not adequately absorb, the enlargement of the scopes of 
these universities in terms of more faculties and courses is desirable. 

In addition, despite the fact that these private universities are business enterprises, the 
proprietors should not see profit–making as the priority. University education and education in 
general is a long – term investment. Gains and profits should not be expected fast. This means that the 
policy of ploughing back of financial gains should be uppermost for now. 

 The recruitment of academic manpower should as a matter of urgency, be of utmost priority.  
The TETFUND should also define a means of creating financial empowerment for the private 
institutions by giving loans to them which they would repay in long term. The TETFUND should 
mandate the various universities to gear these loans towards staff recruitment and infrastructural 
developments. 
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