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Nigeria occupies a peculiar position in the continent of Africa. It is the most populous, with a 
population of over 150 million. This confers on it the extra burden of educating this huge population 
and equipping them with the capacity to use their resources to improve their quality of lives. Failure 
to do this is ominious not only to the country but also to her neighbours where the spin-off effects of 
poverty could be devastating. Education, no matter how defined, would come to the rescue and 
provide an antidote to poverty. As one of the major catalysis of development, there is a strong positive 
correlation between good education and the level of wealth and economic growth of nations. Harbison 
and Mayers (1964) in their seminal publication in the early 1960s concluded that the best means of 
developing human capital is through education. It is therefore through education that the critical 
values and skills in a human being are discovered, nutured and fully developed. Also, according to 
Okebukola (2008), education is the main plank and foundation for any lasting economic development. 
Natural resources may abound in a nation but they are a passive or neutral stuff until they are given 
value and drive by the educated human. Going by Zimmermann’s (1958) maxim that “resources are 
not they become”, it is argued that it is the educated human that will make dormant and latent 
resources active and bring some utilitarian values to an otherwise neglected apparatus of 
development. The breakthroughs of the Asian Tigers and other countries like Japan and Korea are not 
based on the quantum of their natural resources but on harnessing the powers of education and 
directing them to the critical areas of development. 

 
It is against this necessity for re-engineering education in Nigeria to enable her achieve 

accelerated growth and development that this paper wishes to argue that unless education is seen as a 
functional engine of growth, its ability in job creation and self productivity will be lost in mere 
rhetorics. In doing this, the address will be organized in sections which comprise: a brief review of the 
state of education in Nigeria, the challenges of refocusing education to provide a template for job 
creation and productivity. Finally, the discourse will examine the gaps that need to be closed to 
purposefully galvanize education in order to provide the required leverage for sustainable economic 
development. 
 
The Changing Focus of Education in Nigeria 

Education in its broad sense is not contaminous with the westernized version of education. 
Fafunwa (1974) has asserted that there is traditional education which emphasizes social responsibility, 
job orientation, political participation, spiritual and moral values. Frankly speaking, this traditional 
education is all embracing in the sense that each social and traditional institution makes the necessary 
provision to educate its citizens to take their rightful place in the community. This form of traditional 
education was able to cope with the demands of the time because it found expression in the age-group 
associations and the success rested solidly on honesty, perseverance and sincerity. Time has changed 
and this form of education can no more cope with changing demands. 

 
The western education came to Nigeria with its agenda and motives. 

Since it was pioneered by the missionaries, the major efforts were centralized on the 
knowledge needed for evangelization. No wonder the focus was on the 3rs of reading, writing and a 
modicum of arithmetic. From the outset, it was obvious that this type of education pursued by the 
early missionaries was heavily religion biased, intensely denominational and of course shallow in 
content. 
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The colonialists who came with the missionaries did not deviate much in their agenda. They 
concentrated on training interpreters and few clerks who would help them in their plundering mission 
(see Rodney, 1966)). There was a proliferation of the so-called Grammar Schools but no Technical 
Schools needed for skill acquisition and self-employment. Technical Schools and technical courses 
were regarded as inferior and attracted very few students. For example, the Yaba Higher College 
established in 1932 experienced great difficulty in getting adequate number of students with sufficient 
background in science and technical subjects. When also the University College, Ibadan was founded 
in 1948, the foundation students were preponderantly in the areas of history, classics, religion and 
related disciplines. The products of this educational system lack the basic skills required of them to be 
self-employed or create employment. 

 
The above scenario is being compounded by the explosion in the number of tertiary 

institutions which are supposed to train high level manpower for the Nigerian market. Some of these 
institutions are ill-equipped to perform the required functions as a result of a number of constraints 
some of which include: poor policy promulgation and implementation, poor funding, dearth of 
instructional facilities, poor teacher quality and quantity and students population explosion far 
outstripping the available facilities. 

 
The Nigerian education system today is expectedly the centre of several criticisms. The 

general belief is that the system as currently conceptualized lacks the vitality and virility to stimulate 
the needed punch required to remove Nigeria from the quagmire of poverty and burgeoning 
unemployment among tertiary institution graduates. Many of these graduates leave the institutions 
experientially and practically impoverished and virtually unsuitable for the world of work.      

It is estimated that over 150,000 graduates from universities, polytechnics, and colleges of 
education are yearly being injected into the labour market with most of them preferring white collar 
jobs probably because they lack entrepreneurial acumen or business intelligence. The questions 
starring us in the face as educationists, planners and researchers here gathered are: How do we reverse 
this trend of education without work? How do we get these school leavers to be job providers and not 
mere job seekers? As we brainstorm on these issues, our focus will be not on education for the sake of 
it but on functional education geared towards job creation and self-productivity. 
 
Education for Job 

One of the principal objectives of education is to prepare the beneficiaries for the world of 
work. This means that any training given is to sharpen the intellect of the receivers to fit into the 
environment and invigorate the resources. This purpose cannot be achieved if the contents of the 
formal and informal education are outlandish. The marriage between education and job can be 
consummated through curriculum modification, capacity building and forging a synergy between 
town and gown. 

 
 Curriculum Innovation/Modification: It is stating the obvious that the world is a global 
village and Nigeria as a country cannot afford to remain a passive observer in the global dynamics. 
Apart from aspiring to meet the key requirements of the Millennium Development Goals of 2015, the 
country has also set for itself a vision of being one of the twenty developed countries in the year 2020 
(i.e. vision 20:2020). Meeting these two goals is an ambitious agenda which can only be achieved 
through a functional education starting with curriculum modification and innovation. Such a 
modification will, among other things, include an update and restructuring of the curricula at all levels 
of our education to meet the demands of the national economy and mainstream science and 
technology especially Information and Communication Technology (ICT). 
 

Although it has been very controversial delving into what constitutes quality education 
(Foster & Rogers, 1980), however, practical economics teaches us that education is of higher quality 
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when it has a greater positive impact on the students as well as the society which education is 
intended to serve.  Education is a consumer good.  In effect, education which has not prepared the 
students to impact positively on their environment is obviously misapplied. According to Trow (1975) 
education is for knowledge and knowledge is for service to humanity. Quality education and 
progressive economy move pari pasu. Overall quality education enhances creativity so that an 
educated person is able to meet the challenges of work and generate solutions to the problems facing 
the environment. These objectives cannot be achieved using anachronistic curricula far away from the 
realities of the moment. In this age of peer comparison and networking, no educational system can 
afford to be an island to itself. Curriculum exchange and modification can be very effective in 
equipping the students and making them fit into several types of jobs and in different locations. Job 
mobility is now in vogue and it is only the equipped, armed with good knowledge and proper skill that 
can benefit from the advantage of job mobility. 
 Capacity Building: An advocate of quality education and job-orientated focus of the 
curricula is made on the premise of the availability of good teacher quality and quantity. The problem 
of a poorly shaven head may be from either the barber or the materials the barber is using for the job. 
This is an old Igbo adage. Put in the context of our present discourse, many bad teachers have 
produced many bad products who leave their institutions without a clear focus about the world of 
work. According to UNESCO (2007), teacher quality exerts extensive effects on their products as to 
where they would fit into on leaving school. Nigeria at the moment is experiencing a serious shortfall 
on the quality and quantity of teachers at all levels of her education system. As much as we applaud 
the approval of many more Universities and other tertiary institutions to absorb qualified candidates, 
the exercise has to be matched against the development of innovative approaches to ensure continuing 
re-tooling and capacity building of the teachers in order to operate at the cutting edge of their 
discipline. Also the phenomenon of brain drain in our education system cannot be wished away very 
easily. It has compounded the problem of teacher quality and quantity. To be sure, capacity building 
requires that the teachers should constantly be improved in their content and pedagogic knowledge in 
order to impact positively and qualitatively on their students. 
 Town and Gown Synergy: In a recent conference organized by the International Bureau of 
Education (IBE) an affiliate of UNESCO, one of the articles of the communiqué is that many 
educational institutions are producing graduates without functional skills. In other words, there is a 
mismatch between what is offered in the institutions and what is required to keep our industries 
working and services running. There is a disconnect between what the industries want and what the 
institutions are offering the students. The students on graduation have not acquired the skills that 
would meet the demands of the industries. Many of our programmes are not closely linked to the 
employers. Frankly speaking, in this era of acute graduate unemployment, it is the employers that will 
dominantly determine the contents of the programme, not the faculty alone. In an ideal situation, the 
employers and the faculty will work together to determine the contents of a programme. This synergy 
could be built through designing many programmes with internships and training components for the 
students to acquire practical skills for employment. No programme designed for training students for 
the world of work will be deemed comprehensive if it does not embrace contemporary issues, take 
cognizance of the environment and be relevant to the people’s culture. A glance at the content of the 
curriculum of studies in the emerging economies of China, Japan and Korea shows a strong tilt 
towards developing a creative mind in quest of knowledge for the advancement of technology. This is 
a challenge to Nigeria if she wants to be a serious participant in the global economy. 
 
Education for Self-Productivity 

As already mooted at the outset, one of the fundamental problems of the structure of 
education inherited by Nigeria from her colonial masters, is that despite the quntum of growth in the 
number of tertiary institutions and the number of students admitted, the country has been deficient in 
running an educational programme that adequately prepares her citizens for self-employment and job 
creation. This is a major component of education to which adequate attention has not been paid. There 
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have been major lapses in preparing students for self-employment, small business creation and 
productive work. 

 
Initially, Science and Technical Education (STE) was designed to fill this gap but it went the 

same road of underfunding, lack of relevant and knowledgeable instructors and endemic anti-science 
and anti-technology culture in the Nigerian society. Therefore, the rescue mission undertaken by 
Technical Colleges has been shortlived. College products with technical knowledge are looked down 
upon in employment especially in the public service, and their technical abilities hardly recognized 
and appreciated. The International Labour Organization (ILO) on recognizing this unfortunate trend, 
pioneered the process of designing an entrepreneurship education programme for vocational/tertiary 
institutions in Nigeria. This adventure was meant for students in all disciplines. This is the birth of 
entrepreneurship education meant to encourage and enable students choose entrepreneurship as a 
career option. This concept of entrepreneurship or self-productivity is now gaining a resurgent 
popularity in virtually all tertiary institutions in Nigeria (see Okafor, et al. 2011). There is no 
gainsaying the fact that government and other employers of labour have failed to meet the 
employment requirements of the country’s teeming graduates. Most graduating students are 
consequently and sometimes unemployable, they are merely job seekers instead of job creators. If 
education is to be relevant in the present circumstance, self-employment and self-productivity which 
are encapsulated in entrepreneurship may provide a saving grace. The term entrepreneur is believed to 
have originated from French and first used by a French economist, Jean Baptiste Say in about 1800. 
He defined an entrepreneur as “one who undertakes an enterprise, especially a contractor, acting as 
intermediary between capital and labour”, in its simplest definition entrepreneurship is a process of 
planning, operating and assuming the risk of business venture (Inegbenebor and Igbinomwanhia, 
2008). It is these principles that will be incorporated into entrepreneurship education to operationalize 
self-employment and self-productivity by creating in the students a sense of vision supported by a 
mission of pulling resources together and adding value to them. 

 
The need to include entrepreneurship education in the curriculum of our tertiary institutions in 

order to expand opportunities for self-productivity has come up very strongly and is spreading 
irresistibly. For example the University of Benin has since recognized that one of the ways of 
equipping her students for challenges of the world of work is to introduce a mandatory 
entrepreneurship course broad enough to bring in Know-About-Business Package. It is intended that 
the knowledge so acquired will form the basis for the beneficiaries sustaining themselves outside the 
fields of paid employment. This University of Benin experiment has worked and many other 
institutions have taken a cue. Fortunately, the National Universities Commission (NUC), the National 
Commission for Colleges of Education (NCCE) and the National Board for Technical Education 
(NBTE) have shown interest in entrepreneurship education. The Federal Government has recently 
directed that all Nigerian University undergraduates would be required to offer a compulsory course 
in entrepreneurship in their degree programmes and making entrepreneurship and self-employment a 
career option to our students. The gains accruing from this are multiple but only a few can be singled 
out for mention. These include: 

 
 Creation of an Enterprise Culture: Self-employment strives on the shoulder of creating an 
enterprising spirit. This spirit can be initiated, nurtured and consolidated by providing to the students, 
early enough, awareness of some practices of the opportunities, challenges, characteristics, attitudes 
and skills needed for successful entrepreneurship. This culture, if acquired early in life, sustains the 
individual through the challenges of the world of work. There is also an internal satisfaction from 
starting and succeeding through self-effort. 
 
 Transfer and/or Adaptation of Technology: The Know-About-Business philosophy is an 
incubator for adaptation of technology. Although the debate about transfer of technology is not rested, 
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entrepreneurship education can teach how to adapt an existing or imported technology to suit the 
vicissitudes of the environment. The success made by entrepreneurship education in such countries as 
China, Malaysia and Japan is legendary. The Nigerian economy needs this indigenous technical 
innovation and adaptation of technology.  If that technology cannot be transferred to us from the 
developed economies  Nigeria’s informal sector can be reinvigorated through entrepreneurship 
education (Okafor, 2011). This sector of the country’s economy carries the heavy burden of 
employment. 
 
 Abolition of Under and Disguised Unemployment: Overt unemployment is a familiar 
phenomenon. More hidden, however, is a situation where there is under-employment simply because 
the resources and the energy of the worker are underutilized or misapplied. Most hidden is an 
unfortunate situation where someone is pretending to be employed while in actual fact he/she is not 
usefully engaged. A chewing stick seller for example, whose total ware amounts to less than a 
thousand naira could be seen traversing the city pretending to be usefully engaged. This is 
unemployment in disguise. Entrepreneurship education is designed to sharpen the bottled ability of 
the beneficiaries and to enable them fit properly into employment. A spin-off of employability is a 
direct reduction of poverty in its many ramifications. 
 

All said, self-productivity thrives on the quality of training given to an individual to discover 
his/her innate potentials in order to meet the challenges of the environment. The quality training is 
premised on the enabling environment which a purposeful educational system would provide through 
both   formal and informal channels. In concluding this presentation, it is pertinent to mention in brief 
what apparatus that will provide the enabling environment for innovative education capable of 
producing graduates with functional skills. 
 
Conclusion  

The main theme for this all important conference is very topical. It is topical because the 
general view is that the standard of education in Nigeria is falling and needs re-engineering. Re-
engineering will be effective if it is holistic including the teacher, the taught and the institutions for 
operating the system. Perhaps, it is the nature and quality of the micro and macro institutions that will 
guarantee quality and return from the investment on education. Proliferation and undue expansion of 
educational institutions may not provide an answer to the problem of quality and functional education. 
The answer may be found in strengthening the institutions that support education in Nigeria. The 
Ministry in charge of education, the Inspectorate Division of that Ministry and the curriculum will all 
be put to test. A functional education is the one which passes the acid test of producing job creators 
and not job seekers. 

 
The participants in this conference have an array of sub-themes to deliberate upon. However  

variegated the discussion may be, let us go home with a resolve to re-engineer our educational system 
to meet the challenges of this global village, the 21st century, and Nigeria’s vision 20:2020. 
 

References 
Fafunwa, A.B. (1974) History of Education in Nigeria, London, George Allen &Unwin Ltd. 
 
Foster, F. & Rogers, J. (1980) “Quality of Education and Students Earnings” Higher Education, 9,21-

37. 
 
Harbison, F.H. &Mayers, C.A. (1964) Education, Manpower and Economic Growth, New York, 

McGraw Hill Book. Co. 
 
Inegbenebor, A.U. &Igbinomwanhia, O.R. (2008) “Entrepreneurship in a Developing Society” in 

Okafor, F.C. et al (eds) Entrepreneurship A Practical Approach, Benin City, Mindexpp 1-10. 

Education for Employment and Self-Productivity in Nigeria 



6 
 

Okafor, F.C. et al (2011) Entrepreneurship: A Practical Approach, Benin City, Mindex. 
 
Okafor, F.C. (2011) “Entrepreneurship Education: Its Role in Job creation and Sustainable 

Development”, Journal of Teacher Perspective, 5(2),162-168. 
 
Okebukola, P. (2008) Education Reform Imperatives for Achieving Vision 20:2020 Senate Committee 

on Education National Summit, Abuja, Dec. 10-11 
 
Rodney, W. (1966) How Europe Underdeveloped Africa, London, Oxford University Press. 
 
Trow, M. (1975) “The Public and Private Lives on Higher Education”, Daedalus, 2,113-127 
 
UNESCO (2007) World Education Report, Paris, UNESCO 
 
Zimmermann, E.W. (1958) World Resources and Industries, New York, Harsper& Row. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Prof. Francis C. Okafor  


