
REFOCUS1NG TERTIARY EDUCATION FOR A SYNERGY OF THEORY AND 
PRACTICE: A CASE OF POLYTECHNIC EDUCATION 

James U. Akajagbor and Augustine O Evue 

Abstract 
In the recent past, the strength of polytechnic education lay in the adequate 
matching of theories with practical. This unique feature made polytechnic 
graduates more acceptable in the industries than their counterparts from the 
universities. But in recent times, education in the polytechnic is gradually 
being skewed towards more of theoretical acquisition rather than practical 
content. This paper examines this current trend with a view to determining 
the extent to which the polytechnics have met the original objectives of 
setting them up. It submits (hat the drift from adequate matching of theories 
with practical has bastardized the essence of polytechnic education and that 
. there is an urgent need to refocus polytechnic education in Nigeria. 
In 

conclusion, (he paper highlights necessary panacea for the polytechnic to 
be refocused to achieve sustainable national development. 

Introduction 
Polytechnic, as the name suggests, is a conglomeration of scientific, technical and 

technological courses designed primarily to give training and impart the necessary skills for the 
production of technicians, technologists and other skilled personnel that are needed to drive the 
industrial sector of the economy. In polytechnic education strong emphasis is placed on scientific and 
technical courses, to the extent that the current policy on admission into polytechnics prescribes 
70% for technology based courses while the remaining 30% is reserved for non-technological 
courses. This strong emphasis on technology is deliberate, because, most nations have come to the 
realization that technology makes a nation and that the level of n country's wealth, military might, 
influence is directly related to the degree of technological advancement. A nation that toils with its 
technological development will remain in perpetual servitude and a dumping ground for other 
countries' discarded and obsolete technologies. Technological growth of a nation is not by 
happenstance, but evolved through conscious planning and effective implementation of its 
technical oriented programmes. 

Historical Perspective 
Nigeria's quest for polytechnic education began in 1947 when a two-man commission was 

set up by the then Colonial Administration to look into the possibility of establishing a higher 
institution of learning. The recommendations by that Commission and Government's subsequent 
acceptance culminated in the establishment of three colleges of" arts, science and technology in the 
then three regions of the country. By 1959, the Ashby Commission set up in September of that 
year recommended the transformation of the three existing institutions into universities. Again, 
the acceptance of this recommendation led to the establishment of University of Ife, University of 
Nigeria and Ahmadu Bello University. However, the metamorphosis of these former colleges of 
arts, science and technology into universities did not obliterate the needs and desires for polytechnic 
education. Resultantly, Yaba College of Technology was established in 1963, while Kaduna 
Polytechnic followed in 1964. Since then, there has been a phenomenal rise in the number of 
polytechnics and monotechnics so much so that by 2006, one hundred and five (105) have been 
established across the nation. 

The Goals of Polytechnic Education 
The philosophy guiding the establishment of polytechnics has undergone a series of evolution 

over time. The colonial government's interest was basically the production of middle level 
manpower through the polytechnics. However, after Independence and given the changing needs for 
the nation's technological development, the then technical programmes were reviewed holistically 
and this, no doubt, resulted in the formulation of a new policy for technical education in Nigeria. 
This policy was first published in 1977. Since then, it has undergone several reviews with the 
latest being in 2004. The specific goals of what is now known as the National Policy on Education 
(NPE) are to: 



(i)         provide full-time or part-time courses of instructions and training in engineering, 
other 

technologies, applied science, business and management, leading to the production of 
trained manpower;  

(ii)        provide   the   technical   knowledge   and   skills   necessary   for   agricultural,   
industrial, commercial and economic development of Nigeria; 

     (iii)give   training   and   impart   the   necessary   skills   for   the   production   of   
technicians, technologists and other skilled personnel who shall be enterprising and self-reliant; 
    (iv)train people who can apply scientific knowledge to solve environmental problems for 

convenience of mari; and 
give exposures on professional studies in technologies. (FRN; 2004). These well 

articulated goals are meant to create a reservoir of personnel imbued with sufficient technical 
skills that would be a driving force in the industrial sector of the economy. The Nigerian polytechnics, 
over the years, have played this significant role to a reasonable extent. In the 1970s and (he greater part 
of the 80s polytechnic graduates were in high demand in the labour market. However, by the turn of the 
last century, this trend suffered a rude reversal, and polytechnic graduates began to roam the .streets 
hunting for non-existent jobs. More worrisome is the fact that some employers of labour now 
discriminate against the polytechnic graduates. This growing discrimination has made some of the 
polytechnic graduates particularly those who lack focus and confidence in themselves to seek university 
degrees. The prevailing situation now is that students only seek polytechnic education when they have 
failed to secure admission into the universities. This prevailing situation is an indication that our 
polytechnics have become irrelevant and confusion ridden. This downward slide portends dangers for the 
nation's technological development and if this ugly trend is not timeously arrested, it has the capability 
of jeopardizing the nation's desires for industrialization. 

Contemporary Problems Facing Polytechnic Education in Nigeria 
The assertion that the Nigerian education system is in crisis is incontrovertible. The 

pronouncements and panicky actions of government and that of other stakeholders over the years 
concerning the deplorable state of education is a clear testimony that our educational institutions at all 
levels have not produced the desired outcomes. Kosemani (2003) identified motion without 
movement as a critical feature of our educational system. Policies towards education in this country 
have never been in short supply, but implementation has been the problem, which, unfortunately, has led 
our educational efforts to be marking time on one spot, without moving forward. Owing to this general 
malaise, education systems according to Samoff (1996) that were supposed to initiate and sustain 
transformation by developing new skills and technologies, innovative ideas and new values do not reach 
the target population. Egbo (2005), equally agreed that education in Nigeria is at cross-roads where the 
system is marked by gross under-funding, mismanagement, inadequate infrastructural facilities, 
over-crowded classrooms, strikes, non-payment of salaries, sporadic closure and progressive 
deterioration at all levels. Therefore, it stands to reason that the nation's education that is so bedeviled 
cannot produce the required academic standards that are needed for our manpower development. 
Accordingly Maiyaki (1997) posited that the economy of a nation is directly related to the quality of the 
workforce. Reinforcing this assertion, Akajagbor (2005), observed that the manpower that now drives 
the Nigerian economy are products of institutions with low academic standard. What is immediately 
discernable is a poorly driven economy characterized by corruptions, desires to commit frauds as 
manifested in Advance Fee Fraud (419), unemployment, youth restiveness, insecurity, inflation and 
political instability. These problems as identified are unfortunately being replicated at the polytechnic 
level. More worrisome is the current practice where polytechnic education is consciously being 
skewed towards more of theoretical acquisition rather than practical content of the academic 
programme, which the polytechnics are known for. This unique feature, which has hitherto endeared 
polytechnic graduates to the employer of labour, is being relegated to the background, thereby making 
the products of these institutions unattractive and to compete unfavourably with university graduates. 
In the developed nations, polytechnics employ teaching and learning approaches that differ from the 
traditional academic model. Their courses and methodology connect pedagogy with industry and link 
theory with practice. Polytechnics maintain a close relationship with industry, which enable their 
students to acquire practical skills through industrial attachment. The industrial attachment according 
to Sustainable Network Limited is an essential component of polytechnic education, which 
reinforces the link between theory and praxis, and which also allow graduates to be better integrated 
into the labour market. 

The practice of work experience varies from country to country but essentially they have one 
goal, 1TF (2003). In Egypt, all institutions must give students real life work experience, constructing 
chairs and acquiring experience in electrical and plumbing works. Lecturers are involved in industrial 
activities. In India, small-scale industries are established within (he premises of institutions to provide 
real life situations to students. In the United States of America, students of appropriate faculties are 
given the challenge to design and construct faculty items. In the United Kingdom, the experience of 
the skills centres and the grant system has promoted work experience while the various Training 

(v) 



Boards help in shaping school curricula. In the former USSR, while sufficient provision is made for 
students to acquire relevant practical skills in industry, a long stretch of six (6) months is devoted to work 
experience in industry for students and at least two (2) times during course of study. 

In an attempt to bridge the gap between theory and practice in engineering and technology in the 
Nigerian tertiary institutions, the Industrial Training Fund (ITF) initialed "Students Industrial Work 
Experience Scheme" (SIWES) in 1973. The Scheme was designed to provide the much-needed 
on-the-job practical experience for the students undergoing all courses that demand exposure in 
industrial activities during their college programme. The Scheme is essentially designed to enable 
students acquire sufficient confidence and competence for their easy transition from school to the 
world of factory. In recent times, the scheme has been confronted with several operational problems, 
which, in effect, have almost rendered the entire scheme prostrate. Prominent amongst the problems as 
identified by ITF (2003), are: 

(i)         Employers' collaboration - especially the acceptance of students for attachment 
becamemore difficult to secure. 
(ii)         Industrial outfits with suitable facilities for meaningful  Industrial Attachment were 

in short supply. 
    (iii)In spite of Government subvention for the scheme, the large number of students 
participating still created problems as the money provided was inadequate to fund the Scheme 
effectively. 
    (iv)There was inadequate supervision of students on attachment by institutional staff. Some of the 
institutions1 supervisors only met the students during payment periods. This fed to laxity on the part of 
some students, who tended to portray the Scheme as vacation employment. 

Tripartite problems of inadequate training facilities in the nation's polytechnics, the weak 
economy that cannot support industrial training for students and failure of its graduates to secure 
employment because of poor training background, have all combined to cast doubt on the relevance of 
polytechnic education in Nigeria. There is no gainsaying the fact that industrialization is a veritable tool 
for sustainable social, economic and political development of any nation. And since 
industrialization can only be attained through conscious application of technical / technological skills 
obtainable from the polytechnics, it implies that a threat to its survival is a threat to the nation's 
economy. 

The need to reinforce the imperatives of polytechnic education, at a time like this is therefore, 
significant and timely at this time when standard of polytechnic education has been compromised and 
bastardized. Regrettably, government's lackadaisical attitude towards effective monitoring and control 
of standards before now has manifested according to Akajagbor (2005) in poor quality education with 
attendant negative impact on the social-economic development of the nation. 

Polytechnic Education and Globalization 
In the last one decade, the world through revolution imposed by the information technology 

has been constricted into one big village. This improvement in communication technology has no 
doubt presented better opportunities for the human race. Internet services across the globe have 
broken down existing barrier of ignorance and misconception that has hitherto characterized our lives. 
Mostly affected is the educational sector, where Information and Communication Technology (ICT) 
has been adopted to drive education especially in the developed nations. This phenomenon has 
expanded the frontiers of knowledge resulting in capacity building for individuals and nations. 



Despite the attractions offered by this development, Nigeria's education at all levels of pedagogy has 
not cashed in on this unique opportunity to improve the standards of education in the country. 
Government has not evolved a definite policy towards the adoption of Internet and other associated 
services with information technology. As a result, some miscreants have subjected its application to 
abuse, especially in the areas of advance fee fraud (419) and pornography. 

In recent times, the products from our institutions of learning have often found it difficult to fit 
into global competition for jobs and further education. The Information and Communication 
Technology (1CT) that is lacking in our educational set-up is a major impediment towards making our 
graduates relevant in the global competition in general. In the last interactive session held between the 
former Minister of Education (Mrs. C. Obaji) and the Co-Heads of the Polytechnics, the Minister 
informed the gathering that absence of 1CT input in our educational systems has made it impossible for 
the products from the nation's tertiary institutions to find relevance in the international circle. 
Therefore, for our educational system to be lifted from the cocoon of near isolation, occasioned by 
lack of ICT input, there is urgent need to infuse ICT components at all levels of the nation's 
educational development. After all, Egbo (2005) suggested that ICT should be mandatorily adopted to 
facilitate immersion into and participation in the world community. She however, cautioned that 
countries in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) / Nigeria should not implement ICT in schools at the same 
level as Western societies given the limited availability of resources, but that even the most 
rudimentary kind would be a step forward provided it is introduced as necessary component of the 
curriculum. The recent intervention of Education Trust Fund (ETFJ through its Technical and 
Vocation Education (TVE) project especially for the tertiary institutions is a welcome development. 
However, it is suggested that government and other stakeholders emulate the good example of ETF by 
formulating policies that would ensure that academic programmes are ICT driven.  

The Way Forward 
It has become evidently clear that Nigerian polytechnics, given the plethora of problems 

confronting them, cannot provide the much-needed technical skills that are necessary for the 
industrialization of the economy. Due to poor industrialization Nigeria now operates "buying and 
selling" economy, which has not been economically sustainable. This no doubt has created problems of 
mass unemployment, youth restiveness, abject poverty, insecurity, etc. In her effort to tackle these 
problems, government has introduced programmes such as NEEDS, SMEDAN, Poverty Alleviation 
Programme (PAP), etc. as instruments to revive the economy. Regrettably, these efforts are not 
yielding the desired results due to lack of appropriate technical skilled personnel to drive these 
programmes that are mostly technically oriented. Therefore, if the economy must survive, through 
rapid industrialization, the need to inject well-trained and skilled personnel has become imperative. 
And if the polytechnics must play this all-important role of nation building and technological 
development, intervening measures must be taken to position polytechnic education for the challenges 
of technological development in the twenty-first century. 

I.   Matching of Theories with Practical 
In the recent past, the strength of polytechnic education lies in the adequate matching of theories 

with practical - a unique feature that makes polytechnic graduates more acceptable in the industry. 
Nowadays, the scale of preference has tilted towards more of theoretical acquisition than practical.  
Lack of adequate infrastructure, equipment, occasioned by poor funding has been cited as primarily 
responsible for this development. Added to this is the weak practical background of most lecturers 
teaching in the polytechnics. About 90% of lecturers in the polytechnics are university graduates who 
have not been sufficiently exposed lo practical due to one reason or the other. Therefore, theoretical 
acquisition that form the basis of their education at the university is carried over to the polytechnic. 
This poor orientation coupled with the weak practical background of lecturers will definitely impact 
negatively on the practical trainings of students. As a remedy the "train the trainer" programme that 
would provide intensive practical trainings for lecturers for one academic session should be made 
compulsory for the would-be lecturers at the polytechnic level. This programme should be controlled 
and managed by the National Board for Technical Education (NBTE) so as to ensure efficiency and 
uniformity of curriculum. There is no doubt; this programme will promote the following; 
( i)      Purging the lecturer of his inherent bias for theories. 

(ii)      Inculcating sufficient technical skills. 

The award of postgraduate diploma in technical education (PGDTE) at the end of the 



programme would serve as a necessary incentive than the one being canvassed by Teachers' 
Registration Council of Nigeria. 

As earlier mentioned-, the relevance of polytechnic education is derived essentially from the 
practicality of its programmes. This important component is being neglected and this is posing a 
threat to the very essence of polytechnic education in Nigeria. It has become imperative that for the 
polytechnic to sustain its relevance and to also restore its past glory, the practical component, which is 
crucial to the development of technical skills, must be given priority over theories. The present NBTE 
guidelines where practical component of a technical course attracts 40% during examination 
should be reviewed upward so as to emphasize the importance of practical in the training of the 
would-be technicians and technologists. 

Another reason often cited why practical is not being effectively conducted is the population 
explosion of students admitted into classes that have limited capacity to promote efficiency and 
adequacy in the practical acquisition. More often than not, the holding capacity of class is far 
exceeded by the number of students admitted into such programmes. The capability to conduct 
practical is overwhelmed and (he few available equipment are overstretched beyond their capacity. 
As a result, practical (hat supposes to serve as bedrock for technological development is relegated 
thereby causing inadequate technical skills to be imparted. 
2. Managing SIWES for Effective Performance 

The role of SI WES as an intervention scheme which is designed essentially to promote the 
exposure of students undergoing training cannot be over emphasized. However, the relevance of the 
scheme has been threatened in recent time, due to: 

(i) Population explosion of students participating in the scheme; 
(ii) Inadequate funding; 
(iii) Lackadaisical   attitude  of polytechnic   authorities,   perceiving   the   
scheme  as  an unnecessary burden and distractions. 

3. Counterpart Funding 
These enumerated problems as identified would definitely not have salutary effect on the 

sustainability of the scheme. Therefore, for (he scheme to be efficient and sustainable on the long 
run, counterpart funding is being suggested to address the problems identified above. The 
introduction of this element where the polytechnics a r e  mandated (o contribute certain percentage 
to support the scheme will definitely moderate (he tendencies of polytechnics to admit students 
far above their holding capacities for such courses. 

Secondly, Jack of interest hitherto shown by the school authorities towards the scheme will 
change for better and lastly the incessant complaint of inadequate funding from ITF will be solved 
and remedied. 
4. Establishment of Cottage Industries 

Over the years, students on industrial attachment have often found it difficult to get 
placement. The few industries in existence cannot match the large numbers of students seeking 
placement, therefore most students remained unattached during the four months earmarked for the 
programme. The establishment of cottage industries, as it is being practiced in India, would go a 
long way to address the problems of students' placement. The cottage industries should be such that 
will encourage students to acquire relevant technical knowledge. The adoption of this suggestion 
will enhance the generation of internal revenue that could be committed into the development of the 
polytechnics, rather than relying on (he inadequate funds being provided by government or 
stakeholders. 
5. Introduction of Courses that would Create Self-Employment for Polytechnic Graduates. 

The desire of any student in training is to secure employment after graduation.    

The ease with which such graduates get employed in the time past was the general attraction for 
going through higher institution. Those were the glorious days when the jobs were there for the 
asking. However, that trend has changed for the worse. Our teeming populations of graduates 
are daily being confronted with unemployment and joblessness. This hydra-headed problem, 
according to Akajagbor (2005) is exacerbated by the fact that most qualifications paraded by these 
Polytechnic graduates are not properly tailored towards self-employment, hence the phenomenal 
rise in unemployment which has created a lot of social problems. Courses that will lead to 
self-employment of graduates should be given utmost priority. Certain courses, such as Fashion 
and Clothing Technology, General Art, catering and Hotel Management, Welding and 
Fabrication, Polymer Science, Foundry Technology,printing Technology, Fishery, Agriculture and 
many others should be introduced and be given pre-eminence over and above other COURSES. THE 



National Board For Technical Education (NBTE), the agency that regulates the programmes and 
curricula for polytechnics should, as a mailer of urgency, review the existing curricula holistically 
to accommodate inputs that would make the polytechnic graduates employers of labour rather than 
job seekers. This policy shift, if properly implemented, would produce graduates who are not 
certificate conscious but professionals who have genuine desires to excel in their chosen career 

Conclusion 
For the past Forty-five (45) years, Nigeria as a nation has always haboured such erroneous 

belief of being the giant of the African continent. This aspiration no doubt, has largely remained at 
the realm of imagination of her leaders. It is quite surprising that a country that does not have 
demonstrable technological ability and who also relies heavily on other countries' technology for 
survival could habour such belief. There is no gainsaying the fact that technology is the bedrock of 
any country's influence, strength, wealth, etc. Therefore, if Nigeria must exercise this influence in the 
African continent, there is urgent need to revive and strengthen the technological base of the country. 
Consequently, the polytechnics which have been the engine house for technological development 
must be restructured and properly funded so as to offer effective service delivery, especially in the 
twenty-first century, 
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