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Abstract  

Development is critical and essential to the 
sustenance and growth of any nation. A country is 
classified as developed when it is able to provide 
qualitative life for her citizenry. Nigeria like other 
countries of the world recognises education as the 
major instrument for effecting national 
development. Education is critical for social, 
economic and political development of Nigeria. 
The nation (Nigeria) is facing a dramatic dilemma 
of ensuring a high quality system of education 
quickly or face development regression. However, 
the paper attempts to identify some nagging 
issues/challenges that plague the Nigerian 
educational system which can be evidently 
observed as low quality of education. The author 
recommends that Nigerian government should 
meet up with the 26% education spending as 
recommended by UNESCO (Asiyai, 2013: 159). 
Other recommendations were also proffered.   
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Education is believed to provide 
knowledge and resources that hold potentials for 
economic empowerment for better livelihood and 
social development. For this reasons access to 
education has been the prime objective of 
everyone. This also explains why education is 
seen as a fundamental human right. According to 
Mbagwu and Ekwelum (2006) cited in Egenti 
and Omoruyi (2011), the increased need for 
higher education was first expressed during the 
oil boom era of the 1970s in Nigeria which led to  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

the establishment of many Universities, 
Colleges of Education and Polytechnics in the 
country. Interest in higher education 
programme is accentuated by the desire to 
acquire knowledge, skills and values that would 
enable recipient cope with everyday changes in 
the environment or social milieu in which the 
individual finds himself or herself (Egenti and 
Omoruyi, 2011:131).  

A major part of the responsibility for 
transforming our youthful population into 
higher skilled and competent citizens, capable 
of competing globally lies with our tertiary 
institutions. The development of any nation like 
Nigeria is dependent on the quality of her 
education, while the quality of education is 
hinged on the caliber of her teacher (Ezedi, 
2009:1).  

Higher education which is also referred 
to as post secondary or tertiary education is the 
education given after secondary education in 
Colleges of Education, School of Nursing and 
Midwifery, Polytechnics and Universities. 
Defining higher education in terms of the levels 
and functions of the educational experience 
offered Bernett (1977) citied in Asiyai 
(2013:159) sees higher educational institutions 
as unique institutions which is differentiated 
from others in terms of research and its 
managers are designated as Provost, Rector, 
and Vice-Chancellor.  

Higher education has been recognized 
as a fundamental instrument for the 
construction of a knowledge economy and the 
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development of human capital all over the world. 
According to Peretomode and Chukwuma (2007), 
higher education is the facilitator, the bedrock, 
the power house and the driving force for the 
strong socio-economic, political, cultural, 
healthier and industrial development of a nation 
like Nigeria as higher education institutions are 
key mechanisms increasingly recognized as 
wealth and human capital producing industries. 
The quality of knowledge which is generated in 
institutions of higher learning is critical to 
national competitiveness. It is only quality 
education that can sharpen the minds of the 
individual and help transform the society 
economically, socially and politically. Nigeria 
can achieve sustainable development by 
improving through training in higher level, the 
skills of their human capitals. From a global point 
of view, higher level manpower training has been 
recognized as a primary tool for national 
development. Such high level educational 
provision enables the citizens to acquire skills 
and techniques which are ploughed into human 
productivity, creativity, competences, initiative, 
innovation and inventiveness (Ehiametalor, 1988 
cited in Asiyai, 2013:160). Having discussed the 
concept of higher education; it is pertinent to 
identify some of the goals of higher education in 
Nigeria.    
 
Goals of Higher Education in Nigeria  

Tertiary Education is the education given 
after Post Basic Education in institutions such as 
Universities and Inter-University Centers such as 
the Nigeria French languages Village, Nigeria 
Arabic Language Village, National Institute of 
Nigeria Languages, Institutions such as 
Innovation Enterprise Institutions, and Colleges 
of Education, Polytechnics, Monotechnics, and 
the National Teachers’ Institute (NTI). The goals 
of Tertiary Education as stated by Federal 
Republic of Nigeria (FRN, 2013) and Mbachu 
(2014:35) shall be to:  

i. contribute to National Development 
through high level manpower training;  
ii. provide accessible and affordable 
quality learning opportunities in formal and 
informal education in response to the needs and 
interest of all Nigerians;  
iii.  provide high quality career counselling 
and lifelong learning programmes that prepare 
students with the knowledge and skills for self-
reliance and the world of work; 
iv. reduce skill shortages through the 
production of skilled manpower relevant to the 
needs of the labour market;  
v. promote and encourage scholarship 
entrepreneurship and community service;  
vi. forge and cement national unity; and  
vii.  promote national and international 
understanding and interaction.  
Tertiary Education Institutions shall pursue 
these goals through;  
i) quality teaching and learning; 
ii)  research and development  
iii)  high standards in the quality of 
facilities, services and resources;  
iv) staff welfare and development 
programmes;  
v) provision of a more practical based 
curriculum relevant to the needs of the labour 
markets;  
vi) generation and dissemination of 
knowledge, skills and competencies that 
contribute to national and local economic goals 
which enable students to succeed in a 
knowledge-based economy; and  
vii)  access to training funds such as those 
provided by the Industrial Training Fund (ITF) 
Tertiary Education Trust Fund (TETFUND) 
(FRN, 2013:52 – 53) and Mbachu, 2014:36).  
 
Challenges of Quality in Higher Education 
in Nigeria  

Several factors pose as challenges of 
quality in higher education in Nigeria in the 21st 
century. The treats facing the development of 
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higher education in Nigeria generally are 
numerous and these treats are highlighted and 
briefly discussed below:  
Understanding: Tertiary education in Nigeria 
generally and in the South-South Zone in 
particular is seriously underfunded not because of 
the economy that is not developing as expected 
but because of low interest of government in 
education. Inadequate funding is the most critical 
challenge that has threatened the attainment of 
good quality higher education in Nigeria. 
Onokerhoraye, (1995) cited in Asiyai, (2013:163) 
opined that a major constraint to attaining 
academic excellence in Nigerian higher 
institutions is financial constraint which made 
academics and non academics to be working 
under difficult circumstances. Many institutions 
of higher learning in Nigeria were unable to build 
lecture halls, students’ hostels, equip laboratories 
and workshops and payment of staff salaries, 
research grants, allowances and medical bills. 
 
Inadequate Teaching Staff/Poor Quality of 
Teaching Staff  

Another big challenge to the attainment 
of quality higher education in Nigeria is the lack 
of academic staff. According to Coombs (1970) 
in Asiyai, (2013:164), teachers are the hub of any 
educational system. Teachers determine the 
quality of education because they transmit 
educational policies into practice and action. The 
importance of teachers cannot be over 
emphasized. Despite the importance of teachers 
in the attainment of good education, institutions 
of higher learning in Nigeria are short of lecturers 
to adequately handle teaching and learning 
activities. The institutions because of inadequate 
funding are not able to employ additional 
lecturers. The few available lecturers are 
seriously over worked. Even in some institutions 
of higher learning in the country, because of 
shortage of lecturers their programmes are not 
accredited by the accreditation agencies. Baniro, 
(2012) in Asiyai, (2013:164) attributed the 

problem of de-intellectualization of the 
academia to low quality of staff of some 
institutions of higher learning in Nigeria.  
 
Production of Half-Baked and 
Unemployable Graduates  

The productions of poor graduates that 
can neither read and write nor produce quality 
articles and letters are the major attributes of 
poorly managed educational resources. There 
exist today, several issues emanating from the 
quality of graduates that are daily produced in 
the country. A recent test organized for 
graduates of first class and second class upper 
degrees from our educational institutions by an 
oil company revealed that over eighty percent 
(80%) of the applicants scored below the pass 
mark (Imonivwerha, 2013:15).  

This performance according to them 
(educationist) and stakeholders) is an indication 
of the dwindling performance of our graduates 
and indeed our educational institutions. Betiku, 
(1998) in Imonievwerha, (2013:15) opined that 
educational institutions are now said to produce 
unemployable graduates. Some of our trained 
teachers can neither speak correctly nor teach 
the subjects for which they have been prepared. 
The graduates produced by some higher 
institutions of learning to take over the 
transmission of knowledge are too old and in 
some cases very close to retirement. The 
doctoral certificates so awarded are merely for 
prestige and to add to their ego among their 
friends (Imonivwerha, 2013).  
 
HND and B.Sc Dichotomy  

The difference between HND and B.Sc 
certificates in a false and artificial difference 
which is being maintained by the government 
and private employers of labour in order to 
downgrade the skills of a section of the 
population so they can pay cheaply for it. This 
explains why HND certificate holders doing the 
same job as B.Sc holders are paid less and have 
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less chance of ascending to the top of their career.    
 
Poor Policy Implementation  

This is a challenge to quality delivery in 
education. The poor quality delivery is 
responsible for the abysmal low performance of 
graduates of institutions of higher learning in 
Nigeria in their world of work and the alarming 
incidence of examination malpractice. Anyakoha, 
(1994), Obebe, (1983) in Asiyai, (2013:164) 
argued that our policies are written by 
knowledgeable writers who have foresight and 
believe strongly in what they write for the future 
but the problem arises when it comes to 
translating theory into practice by implementers. 
However, little attention is paid to teaching 
effectiveness of academic staff in Nigeria 
institutions of higher learning because of the 
“publish or perish” syndrome which places more 
emphasis on research makes lecturers to be more 
committed to research paper writing.   
 
Infrastructural Repair and Development  

There is an average of four (4) 
abandoned projects per institutions of higher 
learning in Nigeria with negative consequences 
for classrooms, laboratories, students’ hostels, 
and staff accommodation. Poor infrastructure 
adversely affects teaching, research, learning and 
students’ health and safety (Imonivwerha, 2013). 
Quality higher education is dependent on the 
quality and quantity of human and material 
resources put in place in institutions of higher 
learning. The lack of infrastructures such as 
science laboratories, workshops, students’ 
hostels, libraries and electricity will affect the 
quality of education. For good quality delivery, 
these facilities must meet the minimum standard 
specified by the National Universities 
Commission (NUC), the National Board for 
Technical Education (NBTE) and National 
Council for Colleges of Education (NCCE). For 
quality teaching and learning the class size must 
be small for effective students/teacher interaction. 

Unfortunately, most institutions of higher 
learning in Nigeria, the lecture halls are 
overcrowded with majority of the students 
standing at the corridors during lectures. The 
acute shortage of educational facilities in 
institutions of higher learning in Nigeria has led 
to decline in the quality of higher education in 
the country. For examples in most tertiary 
institutions, the science laboratory and 
vocational and technical education workshops 
are empty, lacking the equipment needed for 
effective teaching and learning. Students of 
institutions of higher learning in Nigeria are 
learning in dilapidated buildings which are 
poorly ventilated, illuminated, furnished and 
environmentally depressing and disabling 
situations (Asiyai, 2013:165).  

 
Frequent Labour Disputes and Closures of 
Higher Institutions of Learning  

Another big challenge to quality higher 
education in Nigeria is the incessant staff union 
disputes and subsequent closures of the 
institutions. Closure of the institutions affects 
staff productivity and the realization of 
educational aim and objectives. The disruption 
of academic programmes of institutions of 
higher learning affects students learning 
outcomes, since lecturers find it difficult to 
complete the course work. In most cases a 
semester’s course work is sandwiched to few 
weeks during which lectures are rushed to 
accommodate the time lost.  
 
Cultism and Other Vices  

Another big challenge to quality in 
higher education in institutions of higher 
learning in Nigeria is the increasing activities 
of secret cult groups, kidnappers and other 
vices. The higher education institutions in 
Nigeria are under siege barded and almost 
ruined by secret cults (Onoyase and Onoyase, 
2005). As a result of the activities of cult 
groups and kidnappers majority of students, 
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lecturers and their families live in perpetual fear. 
Some of these cult groups indulge in arm 
robbery, rape, assassination and infrastructure 
destruction. They cheat in the examination openly 
and threaten lecturers when caught. While 
academic and senior staff of higher institutions in 
the country are being hunted by kidnappers and 
those kidnapped are made to pay he sum of 
money as ransom before they are released tend to 
generate negative impacts on quality of higher 
education in Nigeria (Asiyai, 2013:168).  
 
Brain Drain  

A big challenge to the quality of higher 
education in Nigeria is the problem of brain 
drain. Over the past decades, there has been mass 
exodus of brilliant and most talented lecturers to 
other sectors of the economy. Some of the 
lecturers left Nigerian higher institutions to join 
the business world, some joined politics while 
some others left the shores of Nigeria for better 
and “greener pastures”. Many experienced and 
young lecturers are fleeing Nigeria from the 
frustration of higher institutions life into more 
rewarding and more challenging sectors of the 
economy and even to overseas countries. There is 
diminishing scope of mentoring junior 
researchers by seasoned and senior lecturers in 
Nigeria due to brain drain. Brain drain has led to 
decline in research outputs from institutions of 
higher learning in Nigeria vis-à-vis the 
disappearance of research centers in Nigeria 
higher institutions. Research brings about 
improvement in teaching and learning but when 
there is exodus of brilliant and seasoned 
academics from institutions of higher learning, 
the quality of education delivery is being 
threatened (Asiyai, 2013:168).  
Other challenges of quality in higher education in 
Nigeria include the following:  
1. lack of information communication 
technology facilities;  
2. lack of vibrant staff development 
programmes;  

3. poor leadership/political instability in 
Nigeria;  
4. absence of effective educational and 
career counselling at all ladders of school 
system to help the teaming youth and adult 
population in our higher institutions of 
learning;  
5. mass failure, poor academic 
performances and cheating behaviours in 
examinations.  
6. Substance abuse and students’ unrest  
7. Poor parenting/guidance, and a host of 
others not mentioned  
 
Conclusion  

This paper has attempted to highlight 
some of the fact that higher education is the 
education given after secondary education in 
Colleges of Education, School of Nursing and 
Midwifery, Polytechnics, and Universities. It 
also highlighted as a fundamental instrument 
for the development of human capitals all over 
the world. The paper also spelt-out the goals of 
tertiary education as stated by FRN (2013).  
This paper has attempted to highlight the state 
or challenges of quality in our tertiary 
education in Nigeria in the 21st century. This is 
with the hope that collectively we would plan 
and develop road map for the future of this 
country – Nigeria. The first step is planning, a 
strategy planning of higher education is an 
antidote to most of the challenges we have 
experienced in recent times with higher 
education in Nigeria. According to Obanya 
(2012) cited in Effiong, Ayang and Anangabor 
(2013), strategy planning is most likely to help 
in:  
1. ensuring orderly development of 
education;  
2. long term and holistic view of the 
system;  
3. aligning educational development more 
intimately with other areas of development;  
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4. focusing on strategies and challenge 
areas of educational development;  
5. prioritizing potential high impact areas;  
6. engaging stakeholders in policy 
dialogues and ensuring their ownership of 
educational development endeavours; and  
7. channeling resources to areas of greater 
need.  
Finally the paper also proffers some 
recommendations on the way forward reduce 
these challenges of quality in higher education in 
Nigeria in the present dispensation.     
 
Recommendations  
Based on the aforementioned challenges 
bedeviling our higher educational system in 
Nigeria, the following are recommended for 
higher education policy makers.  
1. Identification of areas of individuals 
academic and career interests and help them to 
adjust satisfactorily in that particular area so that 
they can do well in school and achieve success in 
life.  
2. Government of Nigeria should place high 
premium on education by meeting up the 
recommended 26% educational spending 
prescribed by UNESCO, to help revitalize the 
higher education system.  
3. Enabling environment should be created 
for staff through improved conditions of service, 
provision of basic infrastructures, virtual libraries 
and information communication technologies and 
internet connectivity.  
4. Institutions of higher learning in Nigeria 
should set up internal quality assurance and 
monitoring of lecture units to enhance good 
quality delivery.   
5. To improve quality, lecturers and non 
lecturers should be motivated to make them more 
dedicated, devoted and committed and effective 
in their jobs.  
6. The unions should also help to manage 
their members and discipline bad eggs amongst 

them to bring pride and progress to their 
individual professions.  
7. To discourage cheating behaviours in 
examinations among students, counsellors 
should make sure that they involve parents, 
teachers and the students’ personal 
characteristics while assisting students to 
choose courses of study that are in line with 
their personal qualities such as their interests, 
aptitudes and abilities so that they can do well 
without having to employ illegal tactics of 
passing examinations.  
8. To wage a successful war against 
cultism, drug abuse, fighting, robbery, 
prostitution and a host of others, the students 
affairs units in our higher educational 
institutions should work cooperatively with the 
counselling units in these institutions for the 
dispensation for rehabilitative counselling to 
those who are found guilty of involvement in 
the nefarious act.  
9. Professional counsellors at the higher 
educational institutions in Nigeria should take 
lead in collecting, processing, storing and 
disseminating adequate, valid and useable 
academic, career, personal and social 
information to the students and lecturers. This 
strategy can help in checking the high rate of 
unemployment by making sure that the courses 
of studies by students and the eventual career 
they hope to enter are in congruence with the 
needs of the society.  
10. There is need to increase the grants for 
research development  
11. Basic Instructional Communication 
Technology (ICT) equipment and ICT gadgets 
should adequately be made available.    
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