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Abstract

The origins of university education in Nigeria wera associated with the dialectics and problemsubénomy
and control but by the 70s the calls for autonomynany spheres of the nation’s university systers arathe
crescendo. Indeed, the search for autonomy in Migamiversity system has been a protracted corfoerine
university community but every effort aimed at s@ugy autonomy, particularly in the area of acadefréedom,
has not achieved any absolute result. Thus, thd fitseautonomy has remained an unending quest geriin
university education. This paper is directed aalgsthing the political circumstances that remotaytributed
in the circumvention of the autonomy of the uniVi@s in Nigeria via the National Universities Colission
(NUC).The paper notes that the extant regulatongtions of the NUC covertly or overtly stifles thatonomy
of university education. Therefore, it advocataesdaeturn to the initial mandates of the NUC ifuamsities are
to gain back the internal control and autonomy thiege enjoyed.
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Introduction

In spite of the remarkable growth of the universip)stem in Nigeria, the system still lacks autonofiiye lack
of autonomy in the nation’s universities no doutmttibutes to the inability of the university systén realizing
the principle business of the university educatiwhich are the development academic contents, iteg@nd
research. The world over, university autonomy ghhi a significant substructure that is integrathe idea of a
university. Universities have always regarded tfeaias indispensable for effective university systdowever,
university autonomy in this discourse is limitedthe concept that implies freedom of universitiesf external
control in matters relating to academic policied @gnogrammes. This is because the best universitiesrding
to recent rankings are very autonomous (Weber, 20DGe universal idea of the university is thatisita
community of scholars, free to pursue knowledgéhauit undue interference. So for the university exysto
succeed in the accomplishment of its cardinal goatsurriculum development, teaching, learning aeskarch
the system requires to be autonomous because amyooeates a more flexible and responsive system of
university in the areas of teaching and researchddlbt, many universities in Nigeria today aretoated by
government but in spite of some statues of autonemyenched in the laws setting up these univessiti
government and its agencies continuously assumpavers of the universities and according to Ekyndand
Adedokun (2009), this usurpation of the power oivarsities in Nigeria came to play with the intration of
the National Universities Commission (NUC).Thusistktudy investigates the role of politics in afl this
development.

An overview of theinfluence of politicsin NUC

The Ashby Commission strongly recommended the &skabent, by the Federal Government, of a National
Universities Commission, similar to the UK UniveysGrant Commission. To this end, the Federal Govent

in October 1962 established the National UnivegsiCommission (NUC). Initially then, the NUC wasated

by administrative order as a unit of the cabinétefadvisory body directly responsible to the RriMinister, to
advice government and develop guidelines for thestmefficient system of university development
(Idachaba,1995; Babarinde,1994). However, in 19@ing to the immediate secession of the eastelionmethe
federal government created States and increaseccehial control of the nation’s resources and gyoli
formulation. Consequently, the organs of the feldgoaernment got more powers than they ever had.NUC
was one of such organs of government so affectefhin as the increased federal powers weakened the
resources of the States, the federal government farmed to increase its role in the sustenancehef t
regional/state universities. This development thrsught all the universities in the country undee direct
influence of the NUC. This means that from 196@, HUC acquired more powers and prominence in tfadraf

of the universities. But these powers were acquiaglininistratively by the force of existing politica
circumstances and not by law. Therefore, the dstabkent of a statutory NUC increasingly became eppa

159



Journal of Education and Practice www.iiste.org
ISSN 2222-1735 (Paper) ISSN 2222-288X (Online) J,'—,i_.l
\ol.4, No.23, 2013 ||S E

(Kosemaniand Okorosaye-Orubite, 1995). Consequentt968, the NUC was reconstituted in an inteoasis.

But much more significant was that in 1974, the NBuired a regulatory status with the promulgatbn
NUC Decree No. 1 of 1974 which became effectivd 975. Hence, the mandate of the Commission became
extremely modified by the aforesaid Decree.

The reorganizations of the NUC beginning with theci2e No 1 of 1974, did not only alter the original
intentions for establishing the NUC as advisory Yoath matters that could prompt the developmenthef t
university system, the changes in the status ofNUE to that of a regulatory body had some consetiple
implications for the NUC itself. First, for the NUGQhe membership of the Commission which initially
comprised a chairman, a fulltime secretary, an hamyoadviser and ten other members gradually became
expanded (lke, 1976). Section 2 (C) of Decree N 1974 provided for the appointment of six mensben
individual merit on a national basis to represeminmercial, industrial, professional interest andhsother
national interests. This means that other divenserést groups that had nothing to do with the @sscof
university education and its products became repted in the Commission (Kosemani and Okorosayésitéru
1995). In fact, when the NUC decree No 1 of 1974 fwather amended as decree No 49 of 1988 it wviths st
aimed at the expansion of the membership of the Mo&d (Okojie et al 2011). A major consequentctftd

this development was that it gave rise to the dooas political appointees cum interests in the @Gussion
(Fafunwal971).

NUC and itsimplicationsfor university autonomy and control
The political circumstance that informed the reglistatus of the National Universities CommissiotU@ vis-
a-vis the regulatory powers that government arexdyad the Commission also had far-reaching effentshe
autonomy of the universities. First, the generaiteots of Decree, NO 1, 1974, which forms the bfmithe
contemporary functions of the NUC, meant that theas a complete centralization of university colaation,
funding and control. The implication of this wasththe sanctity of the autonomy of the universitiess
compromised because, beginning with the aforesaitd® universities have to work under the stripesuision
of the NUC. By this development also, governmerliaitly moved power away from the universities tas
itself.
In the functions of the NUC, it is observed thatversities lost their financial autonomy to the Guission as it
has the powers to receive block grant from the Fddgovernment and allocate the fund to universiiie
accordance with formula spelt out by the federalegoment. Suffice it to that the designing or spgllout of
such formula is, as Akinsolu (1990) notes, ususllgjected to elements of politics that have neafibenefit to
the actual financial needs of the universities. Gharacteristics of such politics could therefotplain why “the
federal government also made direct release to smnversities from approved budget/allocation imsoyears
without reference to the NUC.” (NUC, 2012). Thuse formula for financial allocation and grants aatye to
each university is largely beyond the control o tmiversities. The obvious implication of thistl&t since
universities don’t determine the funds to be atdddor them meaningful academic planning beconiiéisult.

Furthermore, the Decree 16 of 1985 and Decred 4988,which initiated the powers for NUC to close
down academic programmes and to establish minimeadeamic standards for all universities as welloasatrry
out accreditation of their degrees and academicdayhad sweeping effects on the universities.rBylication,
these laws did not only subtly empower the NUC sarp the functions of Senate, Council, Faculty Beasf
universities and professional accreditation bothiey implicitly also ensured a covert control of timiversities
by the Nigerian state. An appraisal of the effedtthis pattern of control system is so criticalarrant quoting
Enaohwo (2001:77-78) extensively: He wrote:

In the first place, the issue of accreditation @ the business of the NUC in an actual

atmosphere of academic freedom and autonomy. Tdsponsibility rests squarely on

professional bodies, such as the Nigerian Medicaluil (for medical education),

Council for the Regulation of Engineering in Nige(COREN), for engineering education,

and other registration councils set up by governnienthis purpose. Also included in this

task are professional associations, such as NMgghkn Medical Association), Nigerian

Society of Engineers, Nigerian Union of Teachesgnention a few. It is these or similar

bodies that are equipped to maintain standardsdrious disciplines/courses offered by

universities, and not the NUC, which tends to tagaaccreditation as the only function to

justify her existence. If one may ask, in thosentrias such as the United States where a

body like the NUC does not exist, who ensures diateon of programmes? Or do we say

that because of the existence of NUC, with herattaristic over-bearance, standards in

tertiary education in Nigeria are higher than thenitéd States, where accreditation is the

job of professional councils and associations? \&ebd much
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The foregoing is therefore a pointer that the rolethe NUC in the formulation, guidance or co-
ordination of academic policy for academic minimetandards in the universities meant that univessitiould
not really have the independence of organizingrthairicula, except with the approval of the NUChis
fundamentally negates part of the provisions oftiSed (63) of the National Policy on Education wiistates
that “tertiary institutions are to determine thentemt of courses” (FRN, 2004:37). In view of thesademic
development has therefore been tied to the apromgstof the NUC, leaving the universities as rutdiamps in
their primary assignment. This obvious castratibrthe powers of universities to absolutely deteemtheir
academic contents compromises the worth of theeusities on one hand and the contents of university
education on the other hand. This is in concurremitie the affirmation of Okoli (2003:59) that “anstitution
that is incapable of designing its own curriculadoes not deserve the title of a university”.

Likewise, it was only expected that the statutpowers of the NUC were such that it could hardly
avoid a disharmonious interface and conflict witthes governing and administrative bodies (withire th
university system) that are in one way or the otagtdled with the duties of the planning and caratibn of
university development such as the Councils andatesnof individual universities, the Committee até/
Chancellors, etc. Surely, the time and energy dispeé in such conflicts do not inject efficiencythe university
system. But more bothersome is that the internaligidtrative mechanisms of the university systemain
subservient to the NUC in the face of such cordlickhis is attested to by Ifeonu (2006) who notes,t
whenever the NUC’s position conflicts with that thie senate and experts within the university systtm
opinion and powers of the NUC usually prevailedisTis further substantiated by the recent threaid a
filibuster from the incumbent NUC Executive Secretarof Julius Okojie, to close down universitiesréspect
of accreditation of academic programmes when h&adst:

This time, the President has given us a marchingeorthat any Vice-
chancellor who runs any programme that is not aditezl will go. If the

Governing Council makes it difficult for us to fsach a VC, we will dismiss
the Council and fire the VC.(The Guardian,2013)

This is a statement not only devoid of the culgintonation for which the academia as an enadwedvility is
noted for but a demonstration of the overlord peAdC wields over and above university functiorsrie

Furthermore, the erosion of the autonomy of thigarsities could also be identified and demonstrate
in the reversal of the pattern communication betwtee universities and government. Benjamin (2Chls
argues that with the change from of the statushefNUC from being an advisory body to governmenato
regulatory agency for universities made the dicmghmunication between the universities and the igowent
ineffective. Before 1974, the Vice Chancellors hadimited access to the government but dating ftbm
promulgation of Decree NO1, 1974, NUC has beemgdas buffer between the government and the uritivexs
The implication as Ade-Ajayi (2002) accentuates what the universities were cut off from direct
communication from the government. With the gapcommunication, universities were no longer duly
consulted by government in policy-formulations thtiected the universities. Such gap in commurocatin the
other hand also blurred the understanding whichegowent used to have for the academic needs of the
universities just as such rift in communication Voot allow universities come to terms with cléaents of
the government for the universities.

It is also known that the laws establishing the QNhade its regulatory powers ubiquitous on all
universities in Nigeria. Again, this left some logi implications for the independence and autonoingtate
universities when the state governments startegtablish their own universities beginning from 29With the
powers vested on the NUC to lay down minimum steshslaand accreditation of degree courses and other
academic awards for all universities in the federgtit becomes obvious that such were not onlyaictfons to
the 1979 Constitution that ceded autonomous poteetbe states to establish and run their own usities,
they invariably robbed the state universities @itlseparate powers to independently plan and dmate the
affairs of their universities without recourse ke tNUC. This anomaly is no doubt rooted in the dogjof the
pseudo structure of Nigerian federalism. Ade-Ajd@83:13) agrees with this, noting that:

Many of the problems of university co-ordination Niigeria have arisen from the

transposition of a system of co-ordination desigteedperate within a unitary system

of government to the federal system of governmeniigeria, where university

education was a concurrent responsibility of thethbd-ederal and the State

Governments.

The aftermath of this is that state universitiesld be surreptitiously run by the federal governmaa
its agency, the NUC. This allusion is supportedNayachuku (1977) who infers that “The state govemtse
hate to think that their universities are being fnam Lagos”- Lagos referring to the former capitithe federal
government and the former headquarters of the NU@ effects of NUC's infraction of the constitutadn
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powers conferred on states to own and run theiveusities becomes very consequential bearing irdrttiat
neither the states nor their state universitiesstnengly represented in the NUC. It is obviousiythe light of
this that Ukwu (2002) observes that the Nationakoksation of Pro-Chancellors of Nigerian Univeesti
(NAPCNU), under the chairmanship Prof Ayo Banjd]ethfor the review of the composition and funcgoof

the NUC to accommodate the interests of the stateersities which are not adequately protectedhie t
structure of the Commission.

The preceding here affirms that the establishroénhe NUC was initially well intentioned but theview of

the status of the Commission had some grave eftectie control and autonomy of the university eystThe
periodic amendments of the laws establishing then@ission were although all in attempt to definerdkes
nevertheless every successive statutory mandateasiagly made the Commission more powerful to the
universities. The amendments to the original deeveee thus to suit the political wimps and caprioéshe
government. Ade-Ajayi (2003) lends an analysish® éffects of these on university education bynpthat
through the NUC, the government was more inclire@gsert its powers than to consult and establishdb
basis for evolving base policies on university edian. This eventually dragged the university syste into

the dictates of the Commission and by extensiorgtheernment. Instead of helping in the developnudrihe
university system, the Commission became an alreaage tool through which the government imposes its
policies on the institutions. The ever imposingi\diiés of the Commission only stifled the autonomfythe
university system, much as it left a gulf in thewl of communication between the government and the
universities.

Conclusion and Recommendations

The politics of centralization of the universityssggm as it affected the activities of the NUC hat augured
well for the development of university educatiorcdmgse the external influence exerted on the sybteihis
development definitely affects the performance ha system in academics and internal managemertieof t
system. It is not enough to announce by the wofdsmauth or even by the passing of law, through the
Universities (Miscellaneous Provisions) (Amendmeitj, 2003, that government has granted autononifig¢o
universities. Government must find the unfettereditipal will to respect the letter and the spiitthe law on
university autonomy. Government policies and refotowards effective autonomy for the universitibewdd
start by the reversal of the functions of the NWCthe original advisory and facilitating role foniuersity
development rather than maintaining the contemposaperimposing regulatory functions of the Cominiss
For autonomy to be fully practiced there shouldnbedictation from outside the universities as tcatvtheir
standards should be. The system must have theofre¢al run its own affairs without external intedace; it
must have the right to organize its internal affaito make decisions and to establish its own amade
programmes. Autonomy must imply the protectionhaf Nigerian university system from any form or shap
control from the government and its agencies.
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