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Abstract

The purpose of the study was to assess the character and learning of
Nigerian graduates and to discuss implications for university education. The
poor character development among most graduates of Nigerian unviersities
is worrisome. University degrees are awarded in recognition of the
recipient’s character and learning,but in Nigeria, the preponderance of
unwholesome practices is quite overt. Whereas our education has proved
effective in cognitive and psychomotor domains, it is ineffective in the
affective domain. The bank executives who loot public treasures for private
gains, the law makers, politicians, public servants and businessmen who
malperform, and the lecturers who extort monies from students and sell
grades all have identity. A good proportion of these individuals are
univeristy graduates. The paper views the problem as that of failed teaching,
assessment and education system. Educational implications were discussed
and recommendations made, including the use of integrated domain
benchmarking assessment and proctors.

Globally, university degrees are awarded in lieu of the character and learning of the recipient.
Learning is an individual’s relatively permanent change in knowledge, skills and competencies not as
a result of native responses or temporary states, but by study, practice or profit from instruction. The
positive change in human behavior that characterizes learning must expectedly be holistic,
encompassing the cognitive, affective and psychomotor domains of human capacity. This implies that
an accomplished educated individual will exhibit virtues in the functioning of his mind, attitudinal
dimension and ability to utilize to an acceptable degree his limbs and body dynamics. Character has
been defined as the mental or moral nature that makes one person different from others (Hornsby,
2000), or the modal personality of an individual (Sting & Wrightsman, 1981). That is, character refers
to an individual’s frequent thinking, action and sense of judgment that make him distinct from others.
The Federal Republic of Nigeria (2004) succinctly stated in section one subsection four (4a,d) of the
National Policy on Education that in Nigeria’s Philosophy of Education, we believe that:

Education is an instrument for national development in this end, the
formulation of ideas, their integration for national development, and the
interaction of persons and ideas are all aspects of education... there is need
for functional education for the promotion of a progressive, united
Nigeria;... (pp.6-7).

The policy document raises the issues of national development through the vehicle of
education and that of functional education for national unity and for relevance. The United Nations
Development Programme (1991) describes development as a process that goes beyond the
improvement of quality of life to include quality education, higher standards of health and nutrition,
poverty reduction, cleaner environment, increasing access to and equality of opportunity, greater
individual freedom, and the facilitation of a richer cultural life, which are all truly desirable ends in
themselves. Each of the listed components of development is of course achievable through functional
education.
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Periodic curriculum revision as a standard educational practice is carried out to address
bottlenecks and challenges that stifle the realization of laudable educational goals. In Nigeria,
“cognizant that the content-based Minimum Academic Standard (MAS) documents were rather
prescriptive, a decision was taken to develop outcome-based benchmark statements for all the
programmes in line with contemporary global practice” (National Universities Commission, 2007).
The committee that developed the stakeholders’ statements for each programme discovered that the
benchmark-style statements were too sketchy to meaningfully guide the development of curricula and
were also inadequate for accreditation purpose. Thus, the merger of the Benchmark style statement
and the revised minimum academic standards into the new enriched document called Benchmark
Minimum Academic Standards (BMAS), an amalgam that crisply enunciates the learning outcomes
and competencies expected of graduates of each academic programme with less prescription and
richer in flexibility and innovativeness consistent with institutional autonomy.

Today, the Nigerian graduate based on section 5 of the Federal Republic of Nigeria (2004) is
expected to manifest: the acquisition, development and inculcation of the proper value-orientation for
the survival of the individuals and society; the development of the intellectual capacities of
individuals to understand and appreciate their environments; the acquisition of both physical and
intellectual skills which will enable individuals to develop into useful members of the community;
and the acquisition of an objective view of the local and external environments. The question is to
what extent is educational practice in Nigeria able to meet with the planned expectations of
educational functionalism and relevance? This is the focus of this paper.

The State of Nigerian Degrees Today

Ohuoha & Ewuzie (2012) reported that certificates issued by Nigerian tertiary institutions
have continued to face quality distrust due to the myriad problems facing the entire educational sector
in the country, and the poor performance of local graduates in the marketplace. They added that
employers of labour are agreed across the board, that in many cases, Nigerian graduates can hardly
justify their certificates when employed.

Employers of labour in contemporary competitive society require their employees to be
technically competent in their chosen fields and to manifest equipment with complementary skills in
reflective and critical thinking, interpersonal and team skills, as well as effective communication and
organizational skills. In the midst of growing unemployment in Nigeria, education stakeholders and
experts have been wondering about the worth of Nigerian degrees today as well as what teachers and
education managers are doing to address the problem.

Employers of labour often complain about the poor skills displayed by the so-called graduates

of Nigerian universities, and some institutions running post graduate programmes have introduced
internal examinations as pre-admission requirement. This certainly implies skepticism about the
quality of Bachelors degree obtained from the nation’s tertiary institutions.
There is apparent consensus among human resource managers, parents, educationists, and policy
makers in their verdict that the Nigerian degree has lost its spark, and that the sooner government and
stakeholders address the problem, the better for the country’s labour force, for employers, and for the
reputation of the educational system.

Experts recommend closer collaboration and ties between degree awarding institutions and
other industries and developmental organizations, including employers of labour to clean up the rot in
the system. The debate follows recent empirical evidence indicating that many Nigerian graduates are
not empowered with the requisite skills needed to perform effectively on the job.
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Okebukola, Executive Secretary of National Universities Commission in Onuoha & Ewuzie
(2012) averred that the worth of a university degree is the depth of knowledge, skills, attitudes and
values associated with that degree, which the graduate bears as a consequence of his or her training.
He added that any degree earned through sloppy training cannot endow the holder with respectable
knowledge and skills for the world of work, or for graduate studies. “The absorptive capacity of the
labour market in Nigeria has shrunk significantly in the last ten years, making it increasingly difficult
for graduates to secure public and private sector employment”. He said this has translated into about
30 percent of graduates of Nigerian universities being unemployed or under-employed.

Sofiri Peterside, a lecturer in Political Science department, University of Port Harcourt noted
in Ohuoha & Ewuzie (2012) that the quality of education in Nigeria started to decline during the
military era, and continued till date. He enumerated the problems of the education sector to include
poor funding, brain drain due to poor welfare. For staff, poor students-teachers ratio, with institutions
admitting more than their carrying capacities, as well as corruption which bedevils the entire society.
To undertake a graduate programme abroad, a first degree holder of Nigerian university is first given
an internal test or examination which casts aspersions on the quality of Nigerian degree.

The Nigerian government has taken one positive step to address this problem, through
granting of university autonomy...contributing to this subject, Professor Mba, a professor of strategic
management stressed that the Nigerian degree is not worthless in terms of academics, but is worth
very little in practice because the academic contents in the country’s institutions often do not address
the real needs of the society. He lamented that these graduates are not groomed for successful living,
because they passed through a system that encouraged dishonesty, corruption, mediocrity and other
vices, problems that need urgent redress (Ohuoha & Ewuzie, 2012). Some view that the students are
not to blame, but the system. Undue teacher-student relationship, systemic threat to the faculty by
cultic pressures and the nationwide corruption typical of the Nigerian environment are responsible for
this anomaly. Others point to poor teacher quality in the secondary schools, asking why Nigerians
tend to do better outside than within the nation.

Writing on “the state of Higher Education in Nigeria”, Chikwem (2006) cited the World and
UNESCO’s findings confirming the degradation of the Nigerian educational system. Whereas the
nation had produced world-class university graduates characterized by hard work in the past, that has
become history. It is ironical that Nigerian education was more functional in the early years of its
political independence when the national economy was less buoyant and was driven by agriculture.
Today, in spite of the huge oil revenue, the family structure has collapsed and most parents have
failed to be in control of their children’s behaviours. Family values and respect are now things of the
past, as most parents chase after wealth. Consequently, they prefer to buy admission for their children
rather than get them prepare for their examinations through effective study.

The Nigerian university system, like others globally, is committed to the training of
individuals for occupation of the nation’s highest level manpower offices and needs, in terms of men
of tested learning and character, and possessing acclaimed professional skills and social intelligence
(Adelowo, 2004), Adegoroye, Ayodele & Babatunde (2013) argued further that to succeed in tertiary
education, professional skills and character training which constitute social intelligence are expected
to mix, that is the graduate is expected to be found worthy in character as in the ability to remain stoic
and resilient as in conducting himself to exhibit a respectable personal lifestyle by maintaining high
values, morals, social rules and regulations (Abiri, 1981; Fafunwa, 1987). This they argue had made
the first generation world universities, like Oxford and Cambridge appoint proctors who served as
monitors to ensure students understand, internalize and personalize the virtues of observing and
obeying social rules. Regrettably, in addition to the infrastructural challenge facing Nigerian
universities today, the problem of anti-social behaviours, a decline in ethical and moral values, as well
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as other similar threats have come to the fore, making the need for the services of mental health,
counseling, and allied experts very imperative and complementary in the administration of modern
tertiary education (Ipaye, 1979).

Successes and Failures of Nigerian University System

A re-examination of the training of Nigerian university graduates reveals a picture of an
education system characterized by partial paralysis. Yet it is characterized by some successes and
failures. A report from the Federal Radio Corporation of Nigeria (FRCN) on 5" March, 2013
revealed, quoting United States Media that Alhaji Aliko Dangote is the richest man in Africa and the
richest man from the manufacturing sector in the world. This is a rare feat attained by a product of the
Nigerian education system.

Indeed “many clean matters have come out of the black pot” Samson (2012). Professor Wole
Soyinka, a Nigerian had won the Noble Laureate Prize as a literature guru of global recognition.
Professor Chinua Achebe, a Nigerian is yet another expert of African literature of World class. As a
nation, Nigeria won the 1996 Olympic gold medal in football, beating football giants like Brazil,
Argentina, Spain, France and England.

In engineering, Philip Emeagwali, referred to by Bill Clinton as the “Bill Gates of Africa” is a
super computer genius, who played a major role in making today’s internet a reality. He was one of
the two winners of the 1989 Gordon Bell prize, for his use of a connection machine super computer to
help analyze petroleum field. His achievements were quoted in a speech by Bill Clinton as an example
of what Nigerians could achieve when given the opportunity (Dare, 2011).

Dr. Elizabeth O. Ofili was the first woman President of the Association of Black
Cardiologists, specialized in echocardiography, the use of sound waves to study the heart and its
functioning. She won international recognition receiving the Young Investigator Research Award
from the American Society of Echocardiography among other awards. Professor Olukoye Ransome
Kuti, Nigeria’s one-time minister of health and human services had served as chairman of the World
Health Organization’s Executive Board (1991 — 1992).

Gani Fawehinmi, a Nigerian author, publisher, philanthropist, social critic, politician and
Senior Advocate of Nigeria (SAN) was without doubt the scourge of irresponsible governments, and a
champion of the interest of the masses.

Agbani Darego born 1983, a Nigerian model is best known for being the first black African to
be crowned Miss World (in 2001). Ngozi Okonjo-lweala, Nigeria’s World Bank Magnate is the first
Nigerian woman to serve in the capacities of finance minister (2003 — 2006) and foreign minister of
Nigeria (2006) the only Nigerian woman ever considered as a possible replacement for former World
Bank President, Paul Wolfowitz. Later (in 2007), she was appointed Managing Director of World
Bank.

In education, Nigeria’s Paula and Peter Imafidom became the youngest kids ever to pass A
and AS mathematics papers at record age of seven (7), and above all, also passed the University of
Cambridge’s Advanced Mathematics paper at the puzzling age of eight (8). Thus, they are set to make
history as the youngest persons to gain admission into High school. In sports, Kanu Nwankwo was
said to be the most decorated African footballer in history (Dare, 2011). The list of Nigerian educated
achievers is indeed endless. These seem to confirm that Nigeria is not doing badly at all except in the
affective development area. There is a lot to worry about in the affective domain of the profiles of
Nigerians than cause for celebration.
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One major challenge to the Nigerian success story is corruption, a hydra-headed virus that has
polluted all that Nigerians try to achieve and further stains the nation so badly that even the saints are
perceived to be sinners both at home and abroad. This is particularly true because there are several
cases of criminals disguising themselves in the dress codes of the clergy to commit horrible atrocities.
Corruption has been viewed from different perspectives and so there is a diversity of definitions for
the concept. Broadly, it is viewed as perversion or simply a change from good to bad. Specifically,
corruption is the violation of established rules for personal gain (Sen, 1999: p. 275), effort to secure
wealth or power through illegal means, or simply the misuse of public power for private benefit. Dike
(2002) rightly observed that the upsurge of corruption in Nigeria is worrisome, and the damages it has
done to the polity are astronomical, leading among other things to the slow movement of files in the
offices, police extortion, slow traffic on the highways, port congestion, queues at passport offices and
fuel stations, ghost workers syndrome and election irregularities. Most perpetrators of these crimes are
graduates of Nigerian schools. Were they not taught religious instruction, social studies, citizenship
education and other morally-backed disciplines? Were they not certified successful in these courses?
There is indeed corruption in every nation, but the degree varies, and that of Nigeria is unacceptably
embarrassing. Corruption takes the variants of bribery, fraud (trickery, swindling, counterfeiting or
racketeering), embezzlement, extortion (extraction of money or resources by coercion or threat)
favoritism and nepotism (undue favour to kit or kin).

The NEWS, in its July 11, 1999 issue for instance wrote on “the face of a liar”, reporting
forgery and perjury committed by a onetime speaker of Nigeria’s House of Representatives, Alhaji
Ibrahim Salisu Buhari who amassed wealth in millions from working with the National Electric
Power Authority (NEPA) and used the wealth to bribe his way into office as Speaker of the National
Assembly. The paper concluded that such cases were common in Nigeria where crooks were placed
on leadership stools.

Expectedly, the national corruption has spilled over to the school system. This is because the
school is a ‘proper subset’” of the nation and so whatever happens in the larger society may likely
happen to its sub-unit unless a proper portioning of the sub-unit is ensured. Today, our universities are
bedeviled with examination malpractice. Universalization philosophy of education globally and its
associated demand of student access results in population explosion in the universities to the extent
that many institutions admit above their carrying capacities. Consequently, lecturers grapple with the
problem of student control, both during instruction, continuous assessment and examinations.
Impersonation and variety of forms of cheating behaviour are consequently exhibited by our students.
Lecturers are also overstressed and compelled to have excess workload. The faculty is further
challenged by threats from deviant students who are on the increase. These include cultists principally
who use their membership of antisocial groups to threaten some lecturers to obtain pseudo grades,
thus rubbishing educational assessment. There are also some few lecturers who sell grades to willing
students through extortion, sorting and other similar methods. Many universities, including the Cross
River University of Technology have demonstrated readiness to tackle staff corruption, but sometimes
students decline to give evidence, thus aiding and abetting crime.

Dress code among Nigerian graduates is another issue of concern because of its moral
implications. Yet, the culture of dressing is learnt largely in school. Undergraduates today exhibit
different modes of dressing, some of which are beyond tolerance level. The universities in Calabar
have joined other Nigerian universities to sanction poor student dressing. Consequently, poorly
dressed students are denied entry into the university by watching security officials at the university
entrance. Nude dressing could attract rape, prostitution and similar assaults from the opposite sex.

Oyewale (2013) raised very critical issues on the low rating and plight of the Nigerian
graduates today. It referred to a ‘recent’ edition of Guardian newspaper containing a full advert by
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Aliko Dangote Group seeking to employ and train two thousand (2000) graduates for its newly
established Drivers Academy. The initiative generated heated debate in Nigeria’s highly critical
cyberspace. Dangote has perceived that the initiative will help to uplift the operating standards in road
transportation industry, among other merits. Oyewale then asked whether illiteracy and lack of tertiary
education is the cause of the inhuman behaviour of Dangote’s and other truck drivers. He added that it
can be argued that anyone who passed through the four walls of a tertiary institution is expected to be
more refined in attitude, but this is only partially true, for there are several Diploma (OND) and
perhaps higher order graduates among the reckless drivers on our highways. Furthermore, this
certainly constitutes under-employment.

Failure of Teachers Assessment Skills

In principle, a learner is certified successful if his demonstrated performance and achievement
meet the assessor’s minimum standards. What standards do out teachers set in the Nigerian
environment? What instruments do they use to measure students’ learning outcomes? Are the learning
objectives set by Nigerian educators different from those set by other contemporaries in the western
world? These questions are critical at this point in time.

A critical observation of our school system shows that the issue of students’ assessment is not
given the priority it deserves. The Federal Republic of Nigeria (2004) avers that assessment is an
integral part of teaching, thereby making the business of assessment every teacher’s responsibility.
Yet, many teachers are yet to understand the concept of assessment in terms of the requirements of
school-based assessment (SBA). To date many educators in our nation still conceptualize student
appraisal in terms of Assessment of Learning (AOL) instead of Assessment for Learning (AFL).
Whereas the former is done just for its own sake, the latter is done for diagnosis of learners’ strengths
and weaknesses for the purpose of improving instruction, teaching methods and resources, as well as
for achieving better results. A learner is only supposed to be certified learned if he or she exhibits
desirable holistic behavioural changes spanning the intellectual affective and psychomotor domains.
Assessment in this context is akin to filtration. When the residue is allowed to pass through the filter
paper unchecked then the product is unequivocally impure. Only a faulty filter paper, probably full of
artificial holes can exhibit such anomalies. When a teacher applies best assessment practices, the true
score will be obtained and errors of measurement minimized. The use of test construction principles,
table of specification, test tryout and administration, item analysis and revision constitutes quality
assurance procedure in educational assessment.

The fact that many Nigerian graduates to a great, extent exhibit high level of poor character
development indicate failure of teaching, learning, assessment and education. There is a failed valued
orientation, manifesting in misplaced priorities in the form of pursuit of unwholesome practices like
cultism, kidnapping, Boko Haram, examination malpractices, rape and other social vices capable of
further under-developing the nation. Perhaps, the teachers only assessed the cognitive domain of their
products, without paying attention to the development of the affective characteristics of their students.
This is why even a Ph.D. holder could still be a thief or armed robber and a graduate could still
engage in acts that undermine our corporate integrity.

School-based Assessment (SBA) is a typology which addresses students’ assessment by
employing a diversity of appraisal modes including teacher assessment, students’ self assessment,
reports from parents, churches or mosques and peer assessment. The aggregate of these assessment
may be more realistic and revealing than any single version of assessment. It has been the view of
some scholars that a learner should only be considered successful if he meets acceptable benchmarks
in all of cognitive, affective and psychomotor domains (Bassey & ldaka, 2008). This advocacy is
called integrated domain benchmarking. If teachers prioritize the integrated domain assessment over a
long time and learners get enculturated into this requirement, the behaviour of Nigerian graduates may
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turn around for the better. The failure of assessment implies failed teaching, since assessment is an
integral part of teaching. Furthermore, a teacher is expected to be exemplary as a model in the society
and in the school. But come to think of it. Are there no teachers among the socially maladaptive? Are
there no teachers among cultists, kidnappers, drug barons, Boko Haram, armed robbers, extortioners
and examination cheats? If there are, then what do we expect of their students?

Educational Implications

The despicable character of most Nigerian graduates predicts a gloomy future for the Nigerian
nation since it is these ill-equipped youth that will take up the leadership of the nation in future. A
popular maxim says that the blind cannot lead the blind. The choices of leadership certainly require
the well-groomed, both in character and learning to match plans with actions that will produce results
of national relevance for the good of the vast majority. Poor character is a serious national threat that
calls for the quick intervention of all the three tiers of government, federal, state and local as well as
non-governmental organizations (NGO’s) and the private sector to address through value re-
orientation, organization of workshops, conferences and seminars. Participants should be convinced
on the threat of behavioural problems of Nigerians to our nationhood, as well as the prospects of
behavioural change in the positive direction.

Teachers are recruited trained personnel charged with the responsibility of providing
instructional facilitation, thus quickening the learning process and providing guidance in the
instructional arena. In the universities, lecturers are charged with the responsibilities of teaching,
research and community service. When graduates exhibit unacceptable behaviours, then it is either
that they were not taught or they were poorly taught. Surely inability of graduates to act in a socially
desirable manner calls to question the quality of instruction. Consequently, by the theory of
instructional accountability, teachers of such graduates should account for the tax payers’ funds they
received as instructional remuneration. They have to justify their pay by ensuring that the learners
entrusted in their care are transformed into actualized persons characterized by holistic development
in character and learning. Where this is not done, the teacher has failed to meet social expectation.
Perhaps the teacher should have simply measured the learner’s achievement level accurately by
certifying him unfit for graduation or rather qualified for extension of learning period through
carryover of courses or repetition of courses until he meets set standards in character and learning. But
when instead he lets go the unfinished learning product, he has erred.

The third implication of the Nigerian graduate character problem is the failure of the other
fundamental agencies of education, namely, the home and the church or mosque. History of education
has revealed the prominent role of these agencies in character molding of the individual. Mother,
father and other caregivers have the divine mandate to guide and direct the child from birth to
independence. King Solomon admonished biblically “train up a child in the way he should go, and
when he grows up, he will not depart from it” Proverbs 22:6. In contemporary society, especially in
Nigeria, most parents are public servants or businessmen, so engaged that there is no time left to give
the child some attention. The child is therefore either to fend for himself or at best left in the hands of
an uneducated caregiver. The result is poor character development, language absurdities, and
sometimes avoidable deformities or death. When parents fail to play their role, they lay a foundation
for failed character development. For when we fail to plan, we plan to fail. Religious establishments
are also expected through spiritual development to influence human character. Unfortunately, many
spend more time at school and home than in the church or mosque. School peers, teachers and parents
have more access to the individual than the church. Yet, hypocrisy and ‘the gates of hell” continue to
fight against successful character development of the human person.

Furthermore, the contention with graduate character problem can only be meaningfully done
if handled simultaneously with the parent problem of national corruption. Solving the problem of
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graduate character without the nation-wide corruption will amount to putting new wine in old wine
skin, risking an explosion. Of course since the graduates live within the society, both must be
sanitized to win the war against affective under development.

One of the associated outcomes of poor education and universities insensitivity to the
environmental needs of Nigerians is the mismatch between university curriculum and the needs of the
labour market. This challenge makes the advocacy of the implicit rather than explicit curriculum
absolutely indispensable. Needs of the labour industry should be carefully studied and included in
school curricula to avert inadequacies in the labour industry and to also serve as a mechanism for
assurance of employability of university graduates.

Conclusion

The paper concludes that whereas Nigerian education has succeeded in cognitive and
psychomotor development of the university students, very little has been achieved in the affective
domain. The challenge of poor character development of the Nigerian graduates has featured
prominently in literature and has caused the nation a very high degree of embarrassment both at home
and abroad. Whereas the national university minimum standards expect Nigerian graduates to exhibit
among other things proper values-orientation, this is hardly realizable as one observes graduate abuse
of education through irresponsibility and other acts of wanton destruction of live and property.

Failed character development means failure of the teacher, assessment and indeed of the
education system. Unless something urgent is done, the future of the Nigerian state is in jeopardy as
more of the poorly trained graduates take up leadership positions.

With the wealth of natural and human resources, coupled with the feat the nation has attained
in other areas, Nigeria will experience a remarkable level of development in all ramifications if the
character cog and the wider national corruption are addressed.

Recommendations

The application of the integrated domain benchmarking as the condition for graduation of students in
university and pre-university programmes is highly recommended. To certify a learner successful, he
should meet minimum set standards not only in the paper-and-pencil tests which constitute the
cognitive assessments, but should incorporate desirable learning outcomes in the affective and
psychomotor domains.

Prioritizing affective assessments in university education should include the use of proctors to closely
monitor behavioural manifestations of the students so as to properly discipline erring students and
help nib maladaptive behaviour in the bud prior to student graduation.

Student orientation upon admission into university should include the signing of a bond by each
student to be of good behaviour and an expression of readiness to quit the system upon failure to
comply with the condition. This should be done under a solemn, legal environment to accord the
exercise the seriousness it deserves.

University graduates should be told in their undergraduate days that the award of university degrees is
in lieu of character and learning. Consequently, they should be ready as ambassadors of their
respective universities to defend the goodwill of their institutions at all times, within and outside the
universities, knowing that the university has the right to withdraw the certificate already awarded
when the holder fails to live up to expectation.

Character moulding of students at all levels should be a collaborative effort of all: students, parents,
teachers, school, church or mosque, guidance counsellors, proctors and everybody in the
neighbourhood. When everybody shows concern for morality, a normal individual could re-think over
doing evil.
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6. Government sponsored public workshops, conferences, seminars and other allied fora of re-
education are imperative to address the character problem of Nigerian graduates. Good behaviour
should be rewarded and poor behaviour sanctioned to serve as a deterrent.
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