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Abstract

Higher educational institutions world over are fondly regarded as citadels of
learning, the fountain of intellectualism, and the most appropriate grounds for
grooming of leaders of tomorrow. Teachers are the major stake holders in the
educational sector for they are the goose that lay the golden egg. Teachers
form labour unions to protect members from employer arbitrariness and
enhance their conditions of service. Industrial action as strike is employed by
labour unions when their conditions of service seem deplorable and
agreements with employers are not followed. In Nigeria, the Academic Staff
Union of universities (ASUU), the Academic Staff Union of polytechnics
(ASUP) and the Colleges of Education Academic Staff Union (COEASU), are
the major labour unions in our higher institutions of learning. These unions
more often than not, down tools in industrial action to protest poor condition
of service and persuade government in order to reposition the institutions for
greater responsibilities and national development. However, the aftermath of
lecturers’ industrial action is many, schools are shutdown for months on end.
School calendar and curricular are jeopardized as lectures are disrupted.
Students spend unending years to pursue their academic programmes. Some
lecturers are frustrated out of the job as the best brains travel abroad for
greener pastures in what has become brain drain syndrome. Consequently, the
country’s policy of using education as per excellence for development of the
individual and society is increasingly becoming a mere dream with the
unending strike actions in our higher institutions. The tradition of industrial
action cannot provide our lecturers with the professionalism or the
competencies necessary to impart on students the appropriate skills and
values to adapt and compete in the immediate and global world which is the
focus of modern functional literacy and education.
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Introduction

Historically, labour unionism has been part of Nigeria’s industry since 1912, when
the labour union at the time was used to champion the course for political independence.
From 1914, the labour union came to be known and called the Nigeria Union of Civil
Servants (NUCYS) after the merger of Northern and Southern protectorates (Trade Union Act;
2004). Today the unions or labour organizations operate under two major umbrella
organizations; the Nigeria Labour Congress (NLC) and the Nigeria Trade Union Congress
(NTUC). In the higher institutions, the Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU), the
Academic Staff Union of Polytechnics (ASUP) and the Colleges of Education Academic
Staff Union (COEASU) are affiliates of the Nigeria Labour Congress (NLC). The affiliated
unions have been the platforms for protecting and promoting the interests of members for
better conditions of service. These unions have been partnering with government in the task
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of trying to bring sanity to the Nigeria educational system to reposition the institutions for
greater responsibilities of using education as per excellence for national development Okolie
& Agbafe (2020).

However, the pursuit of the objectives of the academic unions is not without
challenges mostly from government quarters. Government/s more often than not accuse the
academic unions of insensitivity in their demands for improved conditions of service while
the unions blame government for non commitment to educational development with the lack
of political will to fund higher institutions (Business Day; 2010). The suspicion between the
academic unions and government have done more harm than good in the development of
higher education in Nigeria as such altercation always end up in strike action by lecturers.

Strike actions by lecturers in universities, polytechnics and colleges of education in
Nigeria have brought tremendous setbacks in educational development. There is
hardly a full academic session without labour crises. When lecturers embark on industrial
action, academic programmes including workshops and conferences are put on hold and this
stalls the professional growth of lecturers in the task of raising students with the intellectual
competencies to be useful to themselves and the society.

In any event of industrial action, students are mostly affected; course programmes
are extended with extra years spent on campuses. Disruptions of academic calendars and
programmes result in extension of study years. Consequently, students’ academic
performances become so low resulting in various forms of examination malpractices
Awoseye & Adedigbe (2017). As the labour unions and government try to justify their stance
in each of the industrial action, it is necessary that a more workable solution be provided for
functional education in Nigeria.. The effects on government are as well enormous; school
infrastructures are abandoned to dilapidate and in most cases vandalized by criminals which
amount to economic waste.

What is industrial action?

Industrial action is workers’ refusal to work as a protest for poor condition of service
or poor remuneration. Industrial action can come in different forms. It is a strike action
when workers refuse to work for the employer, work to rule when employees perform their
duties strictly to the letter of their contract without additional duties Ezeaku (2019). Strike
action also called labour strike or industrial action is a work stoppage caused by the mass
refusal of employee(s) to work. Strike can as well be defined as the temporary stoppage of
work in the pursuance of some necessary demand/s. A strike usually takes place in response
to employee grievances. Strikes are sometimes used to put pressure on government to change
polices. In most cases, strikes are often part of a broader social movement taking the form of
a campaign of civil resistance. Strike became important during the Industrial Revolution,
when mass labour became important in factories and mines Isamah (2004). In most countries,
strike was made illegal, as factory owners had far more political power than workers.
Industrial action can also come in form of “go slows”, overtime bans, call outs or lock-outs. It
also includes picketing, product boycotts, sit-ins and other actions that seek to disrupt
production process Kazeem (2021). It is used to remedy grievances or resolve disputes of any
matter of mutual interest between employer and employee.

By law, unions are supposed to give seven days notice to employers to hold a ballot
and any other information the union believes will help employer make plans. Industrial action
gives unions the bargaining power to drive fair and meaningful negotiations. A notable
example is the stoppage of work by the indigenous railways workers in (1932) led by Pa
Michael Imodu during the colonial era and the first general strike of (1945) in Nigeria
Elechi(2013). Since 1970 to present time, workers demand for improved condition of work
and wages have increased the number of strike actions as management most times would not
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accurately satisfy the needs and requests of employees even in the face of economic
recession. Strikes are the most significant aspect of industrial conflict. In practice however it
has been difficult to separate strike from other forms of expression of industrial dispute as
employer lock out workers and workers themselves embark on strike action. It is more useful
to view both phenomena as part and parcel of the conflict situation, not as opposite. Rarely
does a strike occur over a single issue for an obvious cause may be linked with several other
issues that not immediately apparent to the observation that have caused dissatisfaction
because solutions to them have been long in coming Okechukwu (2021). The actual
occurrence of strike depends on several factors including prevailing circumstances. This also
goes to show that few strikes occur spontaneously especially as there is no way of
guaranteeing that strike actions instead of the other forms of industrial action would be
decided upon by workers involved. However, each time strike occurs substantial man hour is
lost. Presently, there have been Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU), Academic
Staff Union of Polytechnics (ASUP) and the Colleges of Education Academic Staff Union
(COEASU) strikes where universities, polytechnics and colleges of education in the country
were closed for couple of months which has caused set back in the tertiary institutions
academics programmes.

Teachers’ unionism and higher education in Nigeria

Teachers unions in Nigeria are affiliates of the Nigeria Labour Congress (NLC)
whose main objectives are to bargain and lobby employers especially government/s for
improved conditions of service on behalf of members. The academic unions are tutorial staff
in academic institutions that form pressure groups for the main objective of negotiating better
conditions of service for members. Such better conditions of service among others includes;
good working environment, job security, personnel protection, health and safety. In Nigeria,
the Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU), the Academic Staff Union of
Polytechnics (ASUP) and the Colleges of Education Academic Staff Union (COEASU)
represent the major academic unions in the higher institutions. As of may 2022, there are
one hundred and fifty two (152) accredited colleges of education in Nigeria, one hundred and
fifty nine (159) polytechnics of which seventy six (76) are private (University World News:
2022). There are as well one hundred and seventy (170) universities of which (76) are
private of which one hundred (100) are universities affiliated to ASUU( Business Day;2022).
These academic unions champion the courses of member unions in pursuit of welfare of
members and in extension the overall interest of educational development.

Teachers’ unionism in Nigeria has been characterized by lingering crises and
altercation with government over near neglect of public educational institutions. The unions
in most cases accuse government of encouraging brain drain by not enhancing the
remuneration of academic staff which has made the best brains to be relocating to schools
abroad for greener pastures. On the part of the Colleges of Education Academic Staff Union
(COEASU), the union is protesting the non release of N15 billion 2010 agreement of
revitalization fund, among other failed agreements by federal government (University World
News; 2022). The Academic Staff Union of polytechnics (ASUP) continued strikes borders
on non attention to some infrastructure development, review of laws and acts governing
polytechnics education in Nigeria and non regulation of the lingering dichotomy in salary
scale of degree holders and Higher National Diploma certificates (Ezeibe 2022),. The
Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU) prolonged strike among others has been their
opposition to Federal Government use of the Integrated Pay Roll System (IPPIS) for payment
in public universities against the University Transparency Solution (UTAS) innovated by
ASUU. The union (ASUU) had maintained that UTAS is a response to directives to
ministries, departments and agencies to engage indigenous professionals in the planning,
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design and execution of national security projects( Premium Times; 2022). This is why
ASUU chose UTAS as indigenous Nigeria made university Transparency Accountability
System. ASU has also maintained that the continued strike by members is to persuade
government to restore Nigeria universities to an enviable position with other universities
across the globe through immediate, massive and sustained financial intervention and to
ensure genuine university autonomy and academic freedom (SchoolDrillers.com).

The lingering dispute between ASUU and Federal Government kept strike since
February 14, 2022 to September 2022 to press home the demand for improved funding for
universities and a review of salaries of lecturers.

Causes of teachers’ industrial action in higher institutions in Nigeria

In recent times, many reasons have been adduced as causes of industrial unrest in
higher institutions in Nigeria. In the perspectives of the union leaders, the governments have
abdicated its responsibilities of making the higher institutions a citadel of learning through
inadequate funding of the institutions Obansa (2022). The above development has earned the
campuses the name glorified secondary schools for lack of basic learning infrastructure.
Nevertheless, the continued pressure on government for more funds for the revitalisation of
higher institutions made government/s to have reached understanding with the unions for
more funds for educational development.

The Colleges of Education Academic Staff Union (COEASU) for instance has
consistently embarked on strike to press home the demand for release of N15 billion
revitalization funds, among other failed agreements by federal government with the union.
The same is for the Academic Union of Polytechnics (ASUP) whose strikes according to
Olawale & Suleiman (2022) borders on demands for infrastructure development, review of
laws and acts governing polytechnics education in Nigeria and regulation of the lingering
dichotomy in conditions of service and the overall need to reposition technological education
for development. (Business Day March 23, 2022). The Academic Staff Union of Universities
(ASUU) on the other hand has been on strike since February 14, 2022 to press home its
demand for improved funding for universities and a review of salaries of lecturers. The union
underlined the lack of autonomy and dehumanizing working conditions of members in public
universities (Premium Times; 2022). It accused government of not honoring agreements with
unions in addressing issues and problems of higher education. According to ASUU, a
negotiated agreement with the Federal Government in 2009 for better funding of universities
was reneged. The essence of the agreement among other things was to:

o Reverse the decay in the university system in order to reposition it for greater
responsibilities and national development.

o To reverse the brain drain, not only by enhancing the remuneration of academic staff,
but also by disengaging them from encumbrances of a unified civil service wage structure.

o To restore Nigeria universities, through immediate, massive and sustained financial
intervention and to ensure genuine university autonomy and academic freedom (University
World News; 2022).

The Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU) has given instances where the
government has displayed no political will towards educational development through non
commitment to agreements. The Gray Longe commission set up by the Federal
Government in 1990 to review the post independence Nigerian Higher education
recommended among other things, 90% funding level for higher education for the next fifteen
years 1992-2007. But despite Federal Government initial adoption of the recommendations,
the government has baulked in its implementation.
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The academic unions have also argued that since those in authorities send their wards
abroad for education, those in authority do not see education as a priority but rather a burden
to government. The government see education funding as charity to institutions they have no
stake. The consequence has been enormous as the basic learning needs and resources are not
provided. Teachers have gone on Industrial actions several times and this ugly trend is not
expected to end in the shortest possible time if drastic step and measures are not taken
urgently.

Teacher unionism, industrial action and the prospects of functional education in Nigeria

Teachers have remained indispensible stake holders in the educational industry. The
teachers as custodian of knowledge have the intellectual competencies of transmitting
knowledge, skills and values of formal education to future generations. The pivotal role of
teachers in educational development places on them the onerous responsibility of effective
coordination of their role as a body for effective teaching service delivery. Academic unions
in the higher institutions have thus been established not only to protect members from
arbitrariness of employees but also to be partners with government and other stake holders in
educational development. The unions have overtime proved to be watch dogs on government
on issues that border on educational development. The academic unions have on several
occasions stood as mouth piece in addressing the basic challenges in educational
development whenever the government ignores or refuses to adequately address such basic
issues(Ezeaku;2019).

However, the continued neglect of government in the provision of basic learning
infrastructure in the institutions of higher learning is evident in the campuses. The demand
by the academic labour unions that government has to live up to her responsibility of
educational provision for quality education remain the bone of contention between labour
and government (Olawale & Suleiman;2022). Adequate  funding of education and
corresponding provision of basic learning infrastructure for teaching and learning has thus
remained paramount in labour demands. Adequate funding will help reposition higher
education for greater responsibilities in line with global role of education as a tool for
national development.

Non commitment on the part of government in the provision of such appropriate
learning needs such as; decent offices, enough hostels, classroom blocks and instructional
equipments, lecture room/workshops et cetera has made the institutions to be labeled
glorified secondary schools(Obansa;2022).

However, the effects of neglect of welfare of teachers have been enormous on
teacher retention. The outcry against the exodus of professionals abroad for greener pastures
IS a case in point. The brain drain syndrome has already caught up with institutions of higher
learning with the best brains seeking for teaching appointments in overseas universities
Olawale & Suleiman (2022). The exodus of middle-class and highly skilled Nigerian
lecturers abroad for greener pastures dwindles the objective and philosophy of using
education par excellence for overall development of the individuals and the nation at large.
Regular industrial action in the universities is palpable signs that the teaching labour for in
the higher institutions lack motivation for effective performance of their duties Okechukwu
(2021).

It is an axiom that teachers are the goose that lay the golden egg. Therefore, quality
functional education becomes feasible  only with a dynamic and professional teaching
workforce equipped with the training and competencies for functional education Abiodun
(2020). But the truth has to be told that a continued labour unrest in higher institutions
dampen the interest and morals of lecturers and this stifles both the intrinsic and extrinsic
motivations of teaching as a career. The tradition of industrial action cannot provide our
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lecturers with the professionalism or the competencies necessary to impart on students the
appropriate skills and values to adapt and compete in the immediate and global world which
is the focus of modern functional literacy and education.

The incessant rift or lack of understanding between government and academic
community on development of education which often result in deadlock disrupt the academic
calendar of schools. As the saying goes, when two elephants fight, the grasses suffer.
Incessant strikes negatively affect academic performances of students. As teaching and
learning is suspended each time lecturers embark on strike, students’ interest in learning
always go down. Knowledge acquired before schools are closed is often forgotten by
students. The development has made students more of certificate seekers rather than
knowledge seekers. When students are not in school or not being taught by teachers, learning
cannot take place (Olusoji, Olukemi & Onokala; 2012).This is one major cause of producing
unqualified graduates who are deficient in their fields of studies.

Generally, continued and incessant strikes by the academic labour unions have done more
harm than good more especially in student achievement. As a result of the regular strikes,
most students resort to venturing into town for opportunities to earn stipends, some of them
end up securing employment with big organizations without developing the necessary
competencies for employed labour (Okechukwu (2021).

Many schools of thought have criticized teachers’ use of industrial action as option
for resolution of conflict with government. They have viewed constant teacher engagement
in union activities at the expense of their primary responsibilities as a breach of trust and
contract Uvah (2005).However; the above observation depends on the objectives of unionized
teachers in embarking on industrial action. When unions selfishly pursue union interests and
become rent-seekers, there is the likelihood that the goals and objectives of education will be
at stake.  Rent-seeking unions lobby government/s solely for their better conditions of
service and higher salaries at the expense of the goals of education. When the unions become
rent-seeking, the objectives of education become secondary. When unionism pursue only
the interest of members at the expense of organizational objectives, industrial actions would
become a tool for destabilization and teacher output will be poor with that of student
achievement.

However, there is another school of thought who believed that industrial action by
teachers has little or no negative effect on teaching and learning. They argue that teachers
make up for work stoppages to ensure that total instructional time is unchanged and overall
student learning unaffected. In that perspective, teacher productivity is hinged on other
variables such as unobserved school characteristics that influence education production
function Omonijo (2011). They are factors such as: managerial and administrative
effectiveness of school heads. However, the observation does not agree with the view shared
by Ayodamole & Aderegbigbe(2017) that  effective learning and enhanced academic
performance is achieved by successful covering of the course outline timely and before the
examination. This is rarely achieved with industrial action in place.

There is therefore, a strong linkage between the quality of university education
delivery and a stable university environment. A stable university environment avails students
of course programme regulated in time for completion and lecture hours. These are
conditions for quality and functional education delivery. When academic programmes in the
higher institutions of learning become stable with teachers who are motivated to teach, then
the prospect of functional education will become feasible. That will guarantee sharing of
knowledge, using technology as an interface in producing students who will functional
literate to be useful to themselves and the society at large. It is on that note that the problem
of industrial action in higher institutions of learning should properly addressed. All hands
should be on deck therefore to ensure that education become a potent tool for empowering
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all learners against the tripod enemies of ignorance, poverty and disease.
Conclusion

Presently, the continued industrial actions in higher education in Nigeria have not
created the learning environment to provide the opportunities for students and teachers to
achieve the noble objectives of higher education. The gloomy situation in higher institutions
of learning due to industrial actions has become a cause for worry as the future of any nation
depends on the knowledge, skills and values bequeathed on future generation through
education. Constant industrial action erodes the enviable place of institutions of high learning
as centers for learning. Whenever schools are closed, a backlog of academic programmes is
brought to bear on students in credit overload which does not give room for learning. The
development has increased examination malpractices on the part of lecturers and students to
pass examinations.

The role of labour unions in keeping government on their toes in the development
of higher is seen as commendable as such demands go beyond the welfare of members.
Government on their part has continued to engage labour in meaningful dialogue and with
honest commitment to it is expected that both labour and government should see themselves
as partners in progress in development of higher education. When dialogue between labour
and government are done without intimidation from both parties, acceptable solutions to the
lingering crises in the educational sector will easily be resolved.

Industrial ~ action should also be used as a last resort in resolving labour
disagreements. It is equally improper to withhold the salaries and entitlement of striking
teachers after strikes since whatever academic programmes suspended are covered after
strikes actions. All stake holders in education should strive to meet up with the UNESCO
standard of 25% minimum threshold in educational funding for sustainable educational
development. Such commitment will create room for teacher professionalism through regular
training and retraining of lecturers for better e performance.

Professionalization of teaching provides teaching competencies for teachers to help
equip students with appropriate knowledge, skills and values for functional literacy and
education. Functional education are the relevant learning skills that enable students build the
capacity to adapt to his/ her socio-economic and political environments. The best time to
find a permanent solution is now to make the higher institutions take their pride of place in
the developmental course of modern society.

Recommendations

The following recommendations are made to ensure that Nigeria higher educational
system takes its pride of place as an indispensable sector in the country’s development.
1) Government should scale up the budgetary provisions to the educational sector of up
to 25% UNESCO recommendation for education. This is because adequate funding of higher
education is a prerequisite for the provision of educational environment that would keep
students well grounded in their areas of studies.
2) The academic labour unions should find alternative conflict resolution other than
strike action to keep our education going even in times of economic down turn. To allow
incessant strike action to bedeviled higher institutions can only turn out poorly trained
graduates.
3) Membership of academic unions should be made voluntary and non members need
not be compelled to be part of any industrial action when it is embarked upon by members.
This will help in keeping a stop to total closure of campuses in time of industrial action.
4) The academic staff unions should be seen as professional groups who have spent
several years of their life in self development. A commensurate and adequate salary structure
is necessary for lecturers as in other professions. The restiveness on the part of lecturers stem

Multidisciplinary Journal of Research Development, Volume 32 No 1, February, 2023 -ISSN 1596-974X



Gilbert Onyemachi, Victoria Udoette and Benjamin Odey
from the fact that they produce graduates who come out better paid than they are after years
of meritorious service
5) Recruitment of lecturers into the higher institutions need to be guided by merit
instead of the present selection and appointment from powers that be that has brought wage
and rent seekers into the educational system whose objective is to use unionism as a platform
to enhance their influence and possibly get into the main stream of secular politics.
6) Government on its part must start to lay broad policy guidelines that can consistently
enhance education and improve industrial relations; it must also engage policy experts,
supervisors and implementers to guarantee mutual trust, confidence and universal
harmonious relationship
7) The government as a matter of importance, must learn to honour, implement and keep
to the terms of agreements as collectively resolved. Government should always promptly
review, negotiate and implement collective agreements in line with international practices
on improvements in general working conditions, rights to freedom and collective bargaining.
(8) The curriculum of higher education should be reviewed in line with global educational

trend of education that should go beyond theory to practical application of life- long
learning

and skills that are objective and goal oriented to make beneficiaries useful to themselves
and the society.
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