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Abstract  

This paper focused on revitalising higher education for a self-reliant nation. It 

highlighted the purpose of higher education, explored what revitalization and self-

reliance are. It traced the nature of higher education from the colonial era and 

exposed the dearth of skills and its consequences. It also indicated how to revitalise 

higher education for self-reliance by proffering six measures which if properly 

implemented will achieve the desired results. It concluded by stressing why self 

reliance should be accorded a pride of place and the relevance of higher education 

in achieving a self-reliant nation.  
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Introduction  

Higher education all over the world offers the highest forms of educational 

attainment. It is this type of education that trains any nation’s high level manpower 

and equips them with skills, aptitudes, knowledge and character to function 

effectively in the society. In other words, higher education receives human beings as 

inputs, and refines, reshapes and remodels them intellectually and sends them back 

to the society as outputs to add value to societal well-being. For this reason, no well-

meaning and serious-minded nation jokes with it. They commit huge resources to 

make it function effectively in serving the needs of the nation. As a result, it is 

constantly reformed to position it in a better pedestal to fit into and align with ever-

changing global realities. Nigerian higher education should not be left out in this 

quest to make them respond effectively to global demands in societal repositioning 

with regards to equipping of skills, aptitudes, values and knowledge.  

 

Higher education is the education received after secondary school, which is called 

post-secondary or tertiary education. According to Federal Republic of Nigeria 

(2004), it is the education given, after secondary education, in Universities, Colleges 

of Education, Polytechnics, Monotechnics (Nursing and Mid-wifery schools, 
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Agriculture, Accountancy etc) including those institutions offering correspondence 

courses. UNESCO in Peretomode (2008) sees it as educational establishments to 

which access is available for people who have completed secondary education with 

her course of study lasting for not less than two years, but more generally from three 

to six years. It therefore follows that higher education is classified according to the 

nature of courses they run and the duration of such courses. Those with more 

advanced courses and longer duration, such as universities, are rated higher than 

others, and their classifications follow accordingly. In essence, higher education 

adds to what other forms of education had offered and supplies something better 

than is provided by them (Peretomode, 2008).  

 

Arising from this articulation, higher education ought to be properly equipped to 

enable it prepare individuals for higher roles, higher living and effective functioning 

in any country. The way this is done determines how effective such countries will be 

in achieving their national goals and objectives. Therefore, national development is 

equivalent to the extent higher education in such nations are made to be functional 

and effective in equipping her citizens with physical and intellectual skills to enable 

them fend adequately for themselves and help others to realize their potentials.  

 

However, as it is presently, Nigerian higher education system is ill-equipped and 

therefore, incapable of imparting requisite skills on the citizens to enable them to be 

self-reliant. As a result, teeming number of graduates roam the streets looking for 

white-collar jobs that have been overstretched and in some cases non-existent. As at 

now, Nigeria is grappling with acute unemployment problems which have 

snowballed into serious security challenges. Unless something serious and drastic is 

done in the higher educational institutions, those who are up there will not be 

learning more than those below and the higher institutions will be in “very real 

danger of closely becoming irrelevant” (Peretomode, 2008, p. 68). It is against this 

backdrop that this paper focuses on purpose of higher education, what revitalization 

and self—reliance are, need for revitalization of higher education and repositioning 

(revitalizing) higher education for self-reliance.  

 

Purpose of Higher Education 

Federal Government of Nigeria (2004) stipulated in the National Policy on 

Education that the purpose of higher education shall include the following: 

1. Contribute to the national development through high relevant manpower 

training. 

2. Develop and inculcate proper values for the survival of the individual and 

society. 

3. Develop the intellectual capacity of individuals to understand and appreciate 

their local and external environments. 
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4. Acquire both physical and intellectual skills which will enable individuals to 

be self-reliant and useful members of the society.  

5. Promote and encourage scholarship and community service.  

6. Forge and cement national unity. 

7. Promote national and intellectual understanding and interaction.  

A close observation of these purposes reveals that the need for self-reliance through 

the inculcation of physical and intellectual skills has long been recognized. What 

needs to be found out is despite the entrenching of self reliance through skills 

acquisition as one of the cardinal goals of our higher education, why no tangible 

result has been achieved in realizing that goal. The products of our higher education 

are still skill deficient which has made them to be perpetual jobs seekers.  

 

In furtherance to this, Peretomode (2008) came out with a more direct and concise 

purpose of higher education which are stated as follows:  

1. Teaching people to think further, broader and deeper than they have been so 

far brought up to do. 

2. Giving each student training of mind and cultivation of independent mind to 

enable him/her think more critically and rationally, understand how 

conclusions are reached and make informed choice.  

3. Develop in student positive attitudes, emotional integrity and interpersonal 

skills. 

4. Providing an ethical education, that is, a person who is not just a thinking 

creature, but one who is refined and knows the difference between right and 

wrong.  

5. Developing in students a capacity and interest in serving others.  

There is every indication that the core purpose of higher education as pointed out is 

to transform lives for the benefit of the individual and society. Higher education can 

only achieve these goals if it is made functional, well equipped and has the capacity 

to add value to human lives by making students better and more sophisticated at 

their exit point (Akuegwu, 2013). Therefore there is need to revitalise higher 

education by adequately positioning it to inculcate self-reliance skills and attributes 

on her products.  

 

What are Revitalisation and Self-Reliance all about?  

Revitalisation is putting new life into something, in this case, higher education. 

Broadly, it means injecting new life or adopting new method of providing higher 

education by institutions vested with that responsibility through redesigning and  

modifying their programmes to equip their students with skills for individual 

survival, self-independence, creativity and problem-solving. It is only through this 

that the over-dependence on government jobs can be reduced to the barest minimum. 
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Therefore, Kotecha (2008), stressed that revitalization should not be taken as a game 

of “catch up”, but rather as accelerated transformative leap. It has to depend on the 

development of a country’s answers to her unique problems in her unique context, 

rather than launching an undifferentiated scramble to measure up to global forces. 

Revitalisation of higher education in Nigeria depicts that there is shortcoming on the 

part of this level of education. Thus, shortcomings inform revitalization. It is meant 

as a remedial measure to correct some lapses observed in our higher education. It is 

a way of adding new life to higher education by updating their knowledge and 

capacity to tackle challenges and meet the demands of the present realities.  

 

Self-reliance means depending on oneself for social and economic survival. It 

involves not looking at anybody to supply our personal needs. Thus, it is 

synonymous with self-sufficiency. Emendu (2013) sees it as doing things for 

ourselves rather than having things done for us. It does not mean that we do not need 

others in our lives; only that the help we ask of others is the kind of help that makes 

us better able to care for ourselves. Self-reliance focuses on believing in oneself and 

caring for one’s needs. It is driven by a desire to assert one’s capability, 

independence and showcasing innate talents, abilities and solving one’s problems 

personally. It is important because it builds the kind of character necessary to live 

both independently and freely in community with others.  

 

Self reliance goes with appropriate skills to make it succeed. It does not achieve 

anything on its own. It is skills that promote it and give it the desired meaning. 

Therefore, without skills, self-reliance can result to self-destruction.   

 

According to Ndan (2005), self-reliance involves a set of activities geared towards 

self-realization through the organisation of the general activities of the people into 

definite sets of preferences and priorities in which one set may be admitted when 

other more important alternatives are not pressed. According to him, the concept of 

self-reliance rests on collective and individual feelings or the urge for self-

preservation through the independent use of available human and material resources 

for the purpose of meeting individual and group needs. The onus of creating self-

reliance awareness rests on higher educational institutions. This is because higher 

educational institutions are domiciled and patronized by youths who are desirous of 

achieving the best in life. Therefore, they are expected to equip the youths with the 

necessary tools with which to be self-reliant and become useful members of the 

society. These tools will enable them to perform certain tasks independently 

(Nwangwu, 2007).  

 

Self-reliance hinges on the following philosophies outlined by Ogundowole in 

Oderinde and Ekpo (2005, p.59).  
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1. Creating a new cultural and productive environment which will promote pride 

in primitive work and self discipline.  

2. General awakening to the rights and obligations of citizens to the nation. 

3. Encouraging people to take part actively and freely in discussions and 

decision affecting their general welfare.  

4. Promoting new sets of attitudes and culture for attainment of the goals and 

objectives of the Nigerian state.  

5. Acquiring new sets of universal values for global citizenship.  

The failure of higher educational institutions to inculcate these philosophies in 

students has resulted to wastages of monumental proportions in terms of human and 

material resources because their products are not equipped with the skills to excel in 

life (Nwangwu, 2007). This underscores the need to revitalise higher educational 

institutions to be able to play the roles expected of them. By this, higher educational 

institutions will be prepared adequately towards the challenges of the 21
st
 century.  

 

The Necessity of Revitalising Higher Education for Self-Reliance 

Nigeria has 121 Joint Admissions and Matriculation Boards (JAMB’s) accredited 

Universities, 88 Polytechnics, 49 Monotechnics and 101 Colleges of Education and 

a sizeable number of other degree and sub-degree awarding institutions (JAMB, 

2014). Interestingly, none of the 121 Universities for instance is ranked among the 

first 1000 in the world in terms of quality of their academic programmes and 

products (graduates). The same will also be applicable to other higher institutions 

listed above. The implication is that while the number of our higher institutions is 

growing astronomically on regular basis, there is no corresponding improvement in 

the quality of the training they offer. Even at that, our higher educational institutions 

still reflect colonial legacies to the detriment of impartation of self-sustaining skills. 

A one-time Minister of Education (Mrs Obiageli Ezekwesili) once lamented that the 

high level of unemployment in the country was a direct result of the poor education 

system inherited from the colonial masters, adding that the British education focused 

more on training individuals to be all-round gentlemen without inculcating in them 

the necessary skills to enable them survive in a highly competitive world (Shaibu, 

2006).  

 

The nature of our higher education attracted similar concern from Ikejiani in 

Abaribe (2002, p.4) that:  

Our present education has been consumptive instead of 

productive in order to enable our school leavers and 

graduates to solve fundamental problems of living. Our 

education has been barren; so that very soon we shall face 

the problem of having many “educated” people but none 
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qualified to do the work needed for the welfare of the 

people.  

We are already having many educated people but none qualified to do the work 

needed for their individual and societal well-being. The fallout is large number of 

graduates churned out on yearly basis who acquired the notoriety of roaming the 

streets in search of non-existent white-collar jobs. Babalola (2007) reported that a 

study conducted by the Federal Ministry of Education found that majority of higher 

institution students learn through lectures and academic textbooks and are 

academically sound but have limited opportunities of acquiring practical experience 

by using machinery, equipment and practical techniques associated with their 

professions. 

 

Furthermore, the type of higher education provided by the Nigerian system is purely 

“academic education” or literal education which prepares its recipients for white 

collar jobs or paid employment. This type of education is certificate-conscious and 

places much emphasis on knowledge of content and passing of prescribed 

examination while skill acquisition is given little or no attention (Okoh & Onwuadu 

in Emendu, 2013). This type of education is lacking in knowledge, skills, 

competences, and mindset needed to create jobs through conceiving ideas and start-

up new business. The beneficiaries graduate with take-a-job mentality, depends on 

government, parents and right condition to make a living. They are more of 

instruction takers, process followers, job takers and seekers, and risk-averse people. 

More worrisome is the fact that employment into the Nigerian work-force is purely 

based on certificate obtained and not on what the individual can do or the skills 

possessed by him/her. This crave for certificates has resulted to the neglect of skill 

acquisition and has contributed tremendously to the production of graduates who 

lack appropriate skills and competencies necessary for self-employment, self-

reliance and economic development of the nation (Udogu in Emendu, 2013).  

 

Sanusi (2012) decried that the Nigerian university system has been churning out 

graduates in all disciplines who were not conditioned to innovation and creativity 

which have been the defining elements of human progress. According to him, the 

stark reality is that students are taught and made to regurgitate theories and concepts 

for the purpose of passing examinations only. The same scenario is obtainable in 

many other disciplines in the physical sciences, engineering and technology. Thus, it 

is common feature of higher educational institutions turning out graduates in such 

disciplines as computer science without a functional computer science laboratory. 

Similar opinion was expressed by Okonjo-Iweala (2012) that graduates who have 

never used computers before are common features, which made Nigerian universities 

to be no longer citadels of learning they were once known to be.  
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The need for revitalization of higher education has further been accentuated by the 

deplorable general public attitude which regards technical education as somewhat 

inferior to other types of education. The reason is the wrong notion that any 

worthwhile and valuable education should be of literary type. Thus, technical 

education has not been able to acquire the pride of place like those institutions 

imparting literary type of education, except for the degree courses in technical 

education run by the universities (Thakur & Ezenne, 1980).  

 

Given the state of our higher education where academic programmes provided and 

run by them and the poor training given are bereft of skills for self-reliance, there is 

urgent need to save higher education by revitalising them for the purpose of 

adequately preparing them to impart self-reliant skills on their students.  

 

How to Revitalise Higher Education for Self-Reliance  

The need to reposition our higher education to embrace the present realities of 

equipping students with skills to fend for themselves has long been established. 

Consequent upon this, higher educational institutions have to adopt proactive 

measures to enable their students fit into the needs of the society.  

1. The curricular of higher education should be reformed to embrace 

entrepreneurship education on wholesale capacity. The importance of 

entrepreneurship education is underscored by its capacity to offer functional 

education for the youths so as to enable them to be self-employed and self-reliant; 

offer graduates with adequate training that will enable them to be creative and 

innovative in identifying novel business opportunities, support them to establish a 

career in small and medium sized businesses, enable them acquire skills to meet the 

manpower needs of the society, stimulate both individual and economic growth of 

rural and less developed areas, and inculcate the spirit of perseverance in the youths 

and adults which will enable them to persist to the management and operation of 

small business centres (Paul, 2005). To realize these objectives, higher educational 

institutions should establish their own Entrepreneurship Development Centre 

(EDCs) with the main purpose of providing experiences that encourage students to 

use their own judgement, creativity, idea generation, goal setting and problem-

solving skills. With this centre in place, students are likely to shift focus from 

searching endlessly for non-existing jobs to creating jobs for themselves, and so 

nurse create-a-job or make-a-job mentality.  

2.  The curriculum for technical and vocational education has to be revived and 

implemented. This is because such education is more practical-oriented and has the 

capability of producing graduates with hands-on experience and better equipped for 

self-employment. In addition, it has the aims of providing trained manpower in 

applied science, technology and commerce, technical knowledge and vocational 
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skills necessary for agriculture, industrial, commercial and economic development, 

giving training and imparting the necessary skills leading to the production of 

craftsmen, technicians and other skilled personnel who will be enterprising and self-

reliant (Thakur & Ezenne, 1980). The emphasis on technical and vocational 

education is likely to shift focus from literary education to skill-oriented education 

where students are equipped with functional skills to enable them cater for 

themselves and contribute meaningfully towards national development.  

3.  Still on curriculum, higher educational institutions should embark on 

diversifying theirs to include core skills such as verbal and quantitative reasoning, 

Information and Communication Technology fluency, intrapersonal and 

interpersonal skills. This has the tendency to produce dual benefits of emphasizing 

functional education and enabling students to stand the chance of getting 

transformed through exposure to a curriculum that assures the full development of 

their intelligence including cognitive, emotional and imaginative (Obanya, 2012). A 

transformed graduate will only think of how to create wealth and jobs, instead of 

waiting for white collar jobs that have been exhausted, and which provide little room 

from self-realization and empowerment (Akuegwu, 2013).  

4.  Skill-oriented education cannot be divorced from quality infrastructural 

facilities. Therefore, provision of quality infrastructural facilities should be top 

priority. The science, engineering and technology-based courses lack the requisite 

facilities such as functional workshops, tools, machines, equipment and other 

practical-oriented gadgets. Consequently, these should be provided in the right 

quantity and quality. These facilities have the wherewithal to promote acquisition of 

practical skills, knowledge and independent learning. In addition, there should be 

massive investment in knowledge economy such as Information and 

Communication Technology (ICT) and so, the provision of ICT facilities becomes 

imperative. These facilities can engender the acquisition of manipulative skills and 

contribute tremendously towards the establishment of ICT-based ventures.  

5. A good product is a function of reasonable amount of money spent on it. To 

this end, funding of higher education in particular and education in general should 

not be treated with levity. Developed countries do not take their higher education for 

granted. They spend reasonable amount as funding to make them stand the test of 

time. A country’s development is tied to the quality of her higher education. Nigeria 

as a nation should show serious commitment towards funding education. With 

adequate funds at the disposal of institutional leaders, they are empowered to shop 

for the best brains as lecturers, state-of-the-art facilities and equipment. Funding 

makes available material and human resources needed to add new life and value to 

higher education. Higher education of the twenty-first century must be properly 

funded to enable her play creditably the roles expected of her. The dark days in the 

lives of our higher education where lecturers must resort to strike actions before 

government does the right thing on funding education must not be allowed to repeat 
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themselves. Nigeria must not allow her higher education to lag behind by starving 

her of funds.  

6.  Another means of revitalising higher education for self-reliance is by 

investing in high calibre teaching personnel. There is no education that can rise 

above the quality of her teachers. This is so because no teacher (lecturer) can give 

what he/she does not have. Consequently, higher education must be empowered to 

attract the best brains as lecturers and constantly update the knowledge, skill and 

experience of the serving ones through professional development to expose them to 

latest developments in their fields of endeavour. Every other input cannot achieve 

the expected result if the human factor does not act on them.  

 

Conclusion  
Self-reliance has become the key for survival in a developing country like Nigeria. It 

is what makes individuals to realize their potentials and contribute towards effective 

functioning of the society. It cannot make any meaningful contribution if higher 

education is made to be dysfunctional. This paper has shown that higher education 

adds something higher than other levels of education, and so new life should be 

injected into it by reforming and diversifying the curricula to embrace 

entrepreneurship education, rejuvenate technical and vocational education and 

emphasize the impartation of core skills. The availability of infrastructural facilities 

has proved to be a sine qua non in the provision of education for self-reliance. 

Above all, funding is the chief resource that must be made available because every 

other thing is tied to it. The human factor must not be swept underground if we are 

to make any headway in revitalising our higher education for a self-reliant nation.  
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