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Abstract 
Skills obsolescence in the work environment has become an issue of 
concern in personnel management. This is because of the increasing cost of 
training and the rapidity with which technology and work practices change. 
Skills obsolescence in the school system exists, yet it is not given the 
necessary attention it deserves. This paper surveys the incidence of skills 
obsolescence in the school system in Nigeria and suggests how this can be 
remedied for now and the near future. 

Introduction 
The rapid growth of the school system in the 70s and early 80s as a result of the cessation of the 

civil war, government take over of schools, increasing oil revenue and even the Universal Primary 
Education (UBE) scheme followed by a period of very slow development resulted in a decline in the 
competence and productivity of educational institutions. This is a form of obsolescence. Chauhan and 
Chauhan (2008) observe that with the revolutionary growth of information, rapid technological change 
and tremendous growth of knowledge, the subject of human obsolescence is becoming increasingly 
important for organizations as well as society. Unfortunately, when the subject of obsolescence in 
education is raised, it is usually attributed to technology only. This is a perception • which represents 
an incomplete picture of the situation. Obsolescence in education can refer to several phenomena 
including; technology integration, professional proficiency and the failure of an institution itself to 
recognize the need for change and implementation of goals aimed towards improvement. While these 
other concerns exist and are equally important in learner achievement the -purpose of this paper is to 
examine risk factors and remedies for teacher obsolescence in Nigerian Schools. 

The Nigerian School still operates a traditional system where the teacher is the focus of; 
studies in which is combined knowledge and experience. Through oral presentation this limited 
knowledge base is transmitted (figure la). It is a one way delivery which gradually improved to 
situations where learners recited orally or prepared written work to be evaluated by the teacher. The 
implication of this is that since knowledge or learning depended only on what the teacher could offer,-the 
risks and dangers of possible obsolescence were high and grievous. 

As the population of students in schools increased and pedagogy and learning requirements 
became increasingly more technical and demanding, student achievement began to decline as has been 
observed in this country over the past decades. Yet there is the need for high quality teaching to 
improve learning outcomes and reduce gaps in students1 achievement. 

Skills Obsolescence (a concept) 
Skills obsolescence occurs when skills become less valuable in the production process of a 

firm. Skills can be regarded as the human capital counterpart of physical inputs in a production 
process. Loo, Grip, and Steur (2001) distinguished between two types of skills obsolescence; 
technical and economic. Technical skills obsolescence is the process of skills depreciation due to 
changes in workers themselves due to ageing, illness etc. Economic skills obsolescence on the other 
hand is due to changes in technology such as the introduction of multi-media (computer) in the 
teaching environment. In this case teachers without computer skills suddenly become less 
marketable. 

Teacher obsolescence is a wearing-out process, a decline in the productivity level of a teacher. 
It is a sort of redundancy occasioned by reducing zeal and ability to perform. Obsolescence could be 
aUitudinal, physical or intellectual. The following table highlights the different types of skills 
obsolescence. 

 
 
 
 



Table 1: Types of Skills Obsolescence (adapted from Loo, Grip and Steur (2001)  
Types of skills obsolescence Depreciation of human capital by;  

Technical 
(a)         Wear 
(b)         Atrophy 

Natural ageing process, illness, or injury 

Insufficient practice or use of skills 
Economic 
(a)         Job specific skills obsolescence 
(b)         Skills      obsolescence      by      
market development 

New   skills   requirement   for  the job  due  
to developments in society 
Shrinking          employment           
opportunities (marketability)   due   to   
changes    in    market demand. 

 
From Table 1 above skills obsolescence due to wear and atrophy imply a depreciation of 

human capital because of changes in teachers themselves. Wear refers to increasing inefficiency due 
to natural ageing process, injury or illness. Atrophy occurs when skills are not used at all or only used 
occasionally. Job specific obsolescence on the other hand-arises when job-requirements change. For 
instance, the conventional blackboard is giving way to the over-head projector, multi-media projector 
and more recently the interactive whiteboard. In a competitive environment teachers who do not 
adjust to these new equipments will find themselves less productive. Education is dynamic and 
market forces sometimes determine who gets employed. For instance, while history teachers are out 
of fashion, there is an increasing demand for science and mathematics teachers. The implication here 
is that history teachers are now obsolete. 

Obsolescence: a Visible Phenomenon 
In subjects or levels of education where the production of new knowledge is fast and where 

new methods and equipments are continuously introduced, teachers may have problems coping and 
thus easily become obsolete. Sven (1990) opines that there appears to be a curvilinear relationship 
between age and productivity. He argues that productivity expands with increasing age and reaches a 
peak when workers are in their late 30s and early 40s and then declines. 

Similarly generational gap also plays a part in determining who becomes obsolete and when. 
For instance, regardless of age, later vintage (generation) of scientists maybe more productive than 
earlier vintages if they are in fields in which theoretical knowledge changes rapidly or in which 
research techniques change. An example is found in high energy physics in the 1960s when S-matrix 
theory was replaced by quantum field theory. Those physicists trained at a time when S-matrix theory 
was popular found themselves with an obsolete stock of intellectual capital and thus may have 
become less productive because of their vintage and not of their age (Sven 1990). 

Obsolescence in any particular level of schooling becomes apparent when one examines the 
age of a specific teacher. According to Loo, Grip, and Steur (2001) it is expected that older staff run a 
higher risk of job specific skills obsolescence due to the fact that they received their initial education 
earlier and therefore are more likely to possess outdated qualifications. Secondly, a variable that they 
defined as the distance between a worker's age and the average age in the profession at a specific 
level is a pointer to the increasing risk of obsolescence for that worker. Workers that are relatively 
old compared to their younger colleagues are expected to have a higher probability of encountering 
job-specific skills obsolescence. 

In addition to declining productivity due to age, Branson (1990) shows that productivity also 
changes due to the number of years of service. 
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Experience (years of service) 
The argument here is that though the numbers of years in service provides more experience, 

the productive engagements of such senior officers in actual leaching starts reducing from between 10 
- 15 years due to issues like; engagements outside the school system to augment the salary package, 
family and home town commitments or even the increasing need to be more relevant in the wider 
society. 

Globalization 
It is increasingly becoming apparent that because of developments in globalization which is 

gradually enforcing a convergence of the curriculum in terms of learning objectives, contents; mode 
of instruction and evaluation techniques, some teachers who are slow in adjusting may flow from 
employment to unemployment or non-participation due to market dynamics. This trend however, is 
more observable in the private schools where workers are employed under flexible labor contracts 
than the public schools where redundancy and obsolescence are carefully hidden away in the 
hierarchy of seniority or inactive departments and sections. 

Governments and institutions around the globe are constantly endeavoring to formulate, fund 
and implement the very best educational process for their citizens. Yet sometimes the latest goals set 
for a nation may already be obsolete (Fleenor 2006). Furthermore, beyond professional resistance to 
change, there is resistance within the society itself. Many parents and governments alike give the 
appearance of being satisfied with the status quo. This attitude according to Fleenor (2006) is self 
defeating as it derives itself from a position of comfort and rest in a time when challenges must be met 
with thoughtful contemplation and fierce development of new and improved strategies. The initial 
resistance to the introduction of Sex Education in schools is a typical example of this. Yet, unless  
new ideas and concepts are explored, the education system of a nation will forever remain in a state of 
obsolescence. 

Risk Indicators (causes) of Obsolescence 
It is difficult to blame any single agency for the level of obsolescence in the personnel of the 

school system in Nigeria. If one analysis teachers one sees they are bound and limited by the 
structures and calendar of the schools. Administrators are bound by maintaining the day to day 
operations of the school and enforcing existing and sometimes irrelevant statutes. No agency or entity 
is charged with fundamental improvement in education on a regular basis. Most agencies that exist 
only ensure compliance to findings and methods that may already have lost currency or significance. 

Consequent upon the lack of an agency to continuously seek for new ways and means of 
ensuring improved teaching service, reorganization and changing management system can have 
dramatic influence on job content and may therefore increase the risk of job specific skills 
obsolescence. One typical example of this is seen in the desire to move the Junior Secondary School 
(JSS) to cap the primary school under the Universal Basic Education (UBE) scheme. While this  
 scheme is laudable in itself, it however opens up a risk situation as many teachers of JSS would not 
have liked the move to primary schools. They saw in it a lost of prestige. This is a clear case of 
obsolescence due to changing work environment. 



Generally however, changes in any system are inevitable. For instance, new technologies 
require new or other skills within the same job. A clear example of this for the teacher is the 
increasing use of information technology (IT). Another important tendency in society (though to a 
lesser degree) that reshapes skills requirement is the increase in globalization which is gradually 
bringing about a convergence in the school curriculum. Any teacher that does not accept and flow 
with the trend above soon finds himself obsolete and may not be able to accommodate the changes in 
the teaching-learning situation in schools. 

Training prepares people for job placements. But because of the regular changes in job 
requirements, there is the need for regular retraining of individuals to remain relevant and productive. 
Without this the risk of obsolescence occurs. This risk is higher for older employees since they 
received their initial education earlier than their younger colleagues (Loo, Grip & Steur 2001). 
Similarly, as Groot (1998) posits, virtually all studies on training particularly have shown that 
learning ability decreases with age, making the risk of skills obsolescence for older workers even 
more acute and sometimes irredeemable. 

The type of initial training provided to teachers is sometimes more of a handicap than an asset 
as it reduces their capacity for further training and thus leads to early obsolescence. A training (skill) 
for instance that is acquired through a mere acceptance and reiteration of facts and information, 
devoid of research or inquisitive questioning of the source ^bf information is a danger to the recipient. 
Such training reduces the capacity and willingness of trainees for further training. Loo, Grip, and 
Steur (2001) agreed with this when they decided that, "the ability to acquire new skills is determined 
by the quality of learning skills and by the knowledge already available". The teacher who knows 
how to learn and had pursued his initial training through curiosity, research, and enquiry develops a 
high capacity to learn and adjusts easily to new methods of achieving a desired end. For such a 
teacher the risk of early obsolescence is very much reduced. 

Pedagogic Obsolescence:  A curious phenomenon within the tertiary institutions is that, while,  
instructors are willing to share and consult with their colleagues about their research efforts or 
professional publications they are hesitant about sharing their lecture notes, teaching methods or 
lesson plans with their colleagues. Yet it is these that impact directly on their students. The 
unfortunate consequence of this is that obsolescence in teaching methods creeps in and soon engulfs 
whole faculties as the teaching personnel ages. 
In the secondary and primary schools on the other hand experienced teachers who should have been 
available to mentor or provide relevant advice to their younger colleagues are placed in administrative 
positions of Principals or Headmasters.  By necessity such administrators soon become pre-occupied 
with issues of accountability and are drawn away from the practicalities of teaching and learning in 
classrooms.    MacNeil and Cavanagh (2006) believe that "principals are in danger of pedagogic 
obsolescence as the pressure to focus on the administrative component of their jobs deprives them 
of the opportunity to teach".    Resnick and Glennan (2002) had earlier noted that principals have 
a diminishing influence on teachers' pedagogic practices. They argued that; Principals spend relatively 
little time in classrooms and even less time analyzing instruction with teachers.  They may arrange 
time for teachers'  meetings and professional  development but they rarely provide intellectual 
leadership for growth in teaching skill (p. 35). 

This view is supported by Downey, Steffy, English, Frase and Poster (2004) in their study of 
the supervision system of American schools. They showed that principals actually spend only 2.5 to 
10% of their time in the classrooms while upto 80% of their time is used up in the office and 11% 
away from school. If this is also true of Nigeria, it means younger teachers are denied the pedagogic 
experience of such principals. And the teaching skills of the principals soon recede into obsolescence. 

Policy Change and Reversals: The Ministry of Education and its associated agencies are charged 
with policy making and recommendations. And often policies are made with the aim of increasing 
educational requirements for teachers, improving students' academic performance and even changing 
the number and contents of subjects in schools. Such policy changes which are accompanied with an 
increased demand on the responsibilities of teachers and students often come without the necessary 
resources or capabilities to meet the new requirements. For instance, the change over to the 6:3:3:4 
system about two decades ago is still not fully understood nor implemented by teachers because the 
training and retraining which should have preceded the policy change was lacking. 

Obsolescence of skills is the dire consequence of policy changes or reversals without 
accompanying new skill acquisition to implement the policy. 

It is a form of obsolescence too if a young graduate trained to be a professional teacher 



abandons his calling for a more lucrative job offer in the private sector. 

Remedies and Controls (solutions) of Teacher Obsolescence 
From the foregoing, it is realized that the risk of teacher skills obsolescence is ever present in 

the school system, even though it is neither desirable nor easily visible. Because of this, efforts must 
be made to reduce such risks to the barest minimum. Below are some definite strategies that maybe 
made to combat obsolescence. 

Change Training Modes: The way teachers are trained in Faculties and Colleges of Education must 
change. Hitherto they were taught to be the center of information and knowledge dissemination. 
They source for knowledge, process it and give it to the students (figure la). This, to say the least is 
archaic, inefficient and not particularly different from the-oral tradition of antiquity. Similarly, the 
tradition found in tertiary institutions where teachers spoon-feed students and only encourage them 
through assignments to search for information and knowledge in the library is still not suitable for the 
Information Communication and Technology (ICT) age. There has to be a radical change in the 
training of teachers so they can search for information actively, form their own opinions about issues, 
yet be ready to accept superior facts, knowledge, and reason. The way teachers are taught is usually 
the way they teach when they are employed. 

 

 
Figure la Oral tradition model of teaching 
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Figure Ic Technology based Model of Teaching 

Branson (1990) presents a scheme that shows the evolution of teaching. He believes that 
technology can be used within the school system to defeat teacher obsolescence. According to him a 
new mode of interaction in the school system must be designed. This new design must address 
learning requirements to; 

Improve the self concept of students; 
increase quality, quantity and speed of feedback; 
improve the quality of instructional materials; 
incorporate a performance based progression system; 
design course ware to integrate curriculum within cross content domains; 
pace instruction according to student capabilities; and 
accumulate improvements through evaluation and revision. 

He (Branson 1990) argues that the new design will increase both the quality and quantity of 
interactions between the student and the knowledge and experience bases. One such approach is the 
technology based model presented in figure Ic above. It represents a fully interactive and mixed 
initiative process of instruction. In this case each student interacts with the data base and expert 
system, the intelligent tutor, and formally with other students without the teacher presenting an 
instruction first. In this new model the teacher is more of a facilitator or a coach. And because it is 
learner centered, performance paced and adapted to each student the risk of teacher obsolescence is 
very much reduced. Furthermore, the gains of this technology based model of teaching do not 
dissipate as a result of time or staff turn-over. 

Encourage the Sharing of Teaching Schemes / Lesson Plans: While it is easy and fashionable to 
share research papers and materials with colleagues in schools and at professional conferences, 
teachers especially at the tertiary level find it difficult to discuss and share teaching methods, lesson 
plans or scheme of work. The result of this is that each teacher feeds upon himself and his ideas. He 
may thus not realize when his methods and ways become obsolete. To avoid this teachers at all levels 
must be encouraged to share their lesson plans, scheme of work and ideas about teaching methods.  

Mentoring: Mentoring is the process whereby a skilled and experienced staff works closely as a 
guide, counselor or confidant to a new and inexperienced staff. In this relationship experiences and 
ideas are shared for mutual growth and development. Braimoh (2008) agreed that 

mentoring has long been recognized to be a highly effective and proactive 
means of professional development for Junior and inexperienced academics, 

 

Figure Ib Current Model of Teaching 



the world over. It serves to enhance not only their pedagogic effectiveness 
but their scholarly productivity in meeting global academic standards (p. 6). 

For our purpose here, Shoemaker (2003) has the more specific opinion that when; 
veterans and novices work together in a nurturing relationship, each gets 
something of real value from the other.   Veterans gain energy, and renewed zeal, 
while novices gain inspiration.   Isolation fades, connection flourishes, and pains 
turn into wisdom (p. 18). 

It is for this reason that mentoring is perceived to reduce obsolescence among the older 
generation of teachers. There is thus the need to encourage its formal acceptance into the school 
system. 

Upgrade Personnel and Physical Structures: Teachers must maintain a constant struggle with 
regard to avoiding obsolescence. Educators must constantly increase their knowledge to keep up in 
the ever shifting environment. Fleener (2006) warns that "advances in technology, new ideas for 
instructional techniques, and the introduction of varied standardized evaluation procedures are just as 
likely to leave the lethargic teacher behind as they are the lazy student". Aside from technology, 
general knowledge itself changes over time, so teaching professionals must keep up with new 
information as well as developing technologies. 

Perhaps the most difficult area to accept in the concept of obsolescence in education is the 
perception that the institutions themselves sometimes act as anchors, holding back the vessels of 
change. The design of school infrastructure is not being improved at all. Fleenor (2006) observes that 
many classroom spaces today are still not designed with the intent for technology integration; they are 
not made adaptable for this purpose. Planners and architects are not thinking forward. He (Fleenor) 
argues that classrooms should be constructed in size and orientation which may be adapted many 
times to accommodate changing requirements both known and unknown at this time. This context of 
designing physical structures to meet future challenges builds in the teacher a mindset that easily sees 
and acknowledges the need for personal improvement and preparedness for such evolution. This way 
the teacher can keep one step ahead of obsolescence. 

The New Technology: According to Fleenor (2006), many educators agree that the human race will 
have to change more in the next 25 years than it had in the last 25,000 years. This is true in nearly 
every profession, but especially true of education. If technological changes will be so rapid, then the 
Nigerian school system must be ready to accommodate them. Not every teacher will be able to keep pace 
with the changes in technology and still remain current in his primary subject area. Thus there is the 
need to develop service departments in each school. One of such departments should be an 
instructional or educational technology center where experts in ICT would be able {with subject 
teachers) to capture issues, ideas, and data into digital format, so that students can assess them  

 
whenever they feel disposed to. If this is done properly then the constrain for the teacher to constantly keep 
up with changing technology becomes reduced thus giving him more time to devote to curricular matters. 

The Curriculum:    Very often teachers especially in the primary and secondary schools are not 
involved in designing the curriculum which they are expected to implement, neither is proper 
publicity or adequate orientation provided to them. This is wrong as in several cases curriculum 
changes often catch these implementers unawares, thereby making the teachers disagreeable and 
unwilling to accept the new changes. Teachers work in the active section of education. They know the 
difficulties and gaps that need to be filled, their involvement in curriculum innovations increases their 
commitment, and adherence to new knowledge and implementation strategies, consequently reducing the 
risk of obsolescence. 

Motivate Fresh Graduate Teachers: A number of measures can be taken to retain more teachers in the 
profession in Nigeria. Motivation factors such as wages, allowances, and other benefits must be increased 
to a level comparable to private sector earnings of similarly qualified graduates. Mathematics and 
science graduates, in particular, currently receive more attractive offers in non-teaching careers 
(Mihans, 2008). Similarly, hard-to-staff schools such as the ones in rural areas or crisis ridden 
locations must be made more attractive by-awarding special allowance to teachers who agree to go there 
to teach. Such schools if not awarded a special status succeed in retaining only a sprinkling of old 
indigenous staff, who soon relax to the burden of obsolescence. This must not be. 



 
 

  
 
 
 

 

 
Conclusion 

According to Abati (2008), Nigeria's national productivity index is one of the lowest in the 
developing world, if this is true then there is the need to guide against reducing it further. This 
calls for the proper management of our skilled personnel. The teaching profession must lead the 
way in this. Skills obsolescence is a visible trend in the school system and as at today no concerted 
effort is being made to tackle it, yet there is the call for increasing the retirement age of teachers from 
60 to 65 years. But unless the risk of obsolescence is reduced there would be no benefit in 

  



increasing the retirement age. 
There are several ways of reducing this risk. Foremost among these is the need for regular 

training. Re-fresher courses could be made mandatory for teachers in the service every five years. 
During such re-fresher programs trainees should be allowed to explore their areas of interests within 
a wide field of options. 

While it is expedient to promote only professional and experienced teachers to head 
schools as principals, there is the need not to totally remove them from active teaching. This can be 
done by reducing their administrative duties through providing professional administrators (as a 
Registry) in the secondary schools system. If this is done then they will be available to mentor 
younger teachers and still put their valuable skill to use for the benefit of students. 

Policy changes or innovations in the school curriculum must always be preceded by a 
training program for teachers to prepare them for the new program. The success of any program is 
always determined by the officers charged with its implementation. Thus is the need to involve 
teachers in any curriculum design or introduction of a new technology in the school system. 

Evidence (Sven 1990) has shown that older staff members are more prone to absenteeism, 
as they are more likely to invest their time in other areas of interest, or responsibility such as family 
and community or in work external to school; this is usually seen as a more effective way of 
increasing one's prestige and/or income. While this may be understandable it is not acceptable as it 
takes them away from their place of primary engagements. However, the Government should 
examine the salary structure of teachers across the three tiers with the aim of a review. An 
appropriately motivated teacher puts his best into the profession and positions himself to accept, 
adopt, and retrain for new skills in preparation for the inevitable changes that will continue to come 
in the field of education. 
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