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ABSTRACT

Nigeria has a total of 93 approved universities, with 27 (29.0%) belonging to Federal Government, 32 (34.4%) funded by private organizations. There was a widely held fear that, with the proliferation of private universities, academic standards was likely to fall. This study compared the academic standards in these three categories of universities, using results of the May 2005, Nov. 2005, Nov. 2006 and Nov. 2007 accreditation visits to these Institutions. The study showed that, contrary to fear of lowering standards, the private universities performed very competitively and, in fact, recorded the least percentage of denied accreditation status in the programmes visited during the three-year study period. The study further showed that the older private universities distinctly performed better than the new private universities, probably suggesting that, with time, the private universities will clearly over-take the Government Universities. Finally, the paper advises the need for institutions to strengthen their own internal quality assurance mechanisms without waiting for seasonal promptings from regulatory agencies.

INTRODUCTION

The term accreditation, as used in this paper, means a system of evaluating academic programmes as having met the provisions of the minimum academic standards document of National Universities Commission (NUC). The Legal basis for accreditation of Academic Programmes in Nigerian Universities is derived from Decree No. 16 of 1985 section 10 of the Decree as amended and incorporated in section 4 (m) of the National Universities Commission Amended Decree No. 49 of 1988 empowers the Commission to “lay down minimum standards for all universities in the Federation and to accredit their degrees and other academic awards…” Apart from ensuring that programmes do not fall below benchmark minimum academic standards, accreditation exercise also serve to assure employers of labour, and both local and international community that Nigerian graduates have attained an acceptable level of competence in  their areas of specialization.
It is of interest to note that one of the most propelling reasons for intensive accreditation visits to Nigerian Universities was the fear that private universities may compromise the high standards of Nigerian Universities System (NUC, 2002). This fear was further raised by the interest shown by many private agencies to set up universities. It was therefore generally believed that a government regulatory agency was necessary to maintain and enhance standards of university education in Nigeria in view of the expected rise in numbers.

One must admit at the onset that accreditation performance is just one out of, at least, twelve criteria for assessing academic performance of universities. Other performance indicators include: compliance with carrying capacity (admission quota), proportion of the academic staff of the university at full professional level, foreign content (staff), foreign content (students), proportion of staff with outstanding awards, internally generated revenue, research output, student completion/dropout rate, Ph.D graduates output, stability of university calendars and students to computer ratio.

However, in order to ensure uniform standards for comparism, this study is based on the results of accreditation visits to these universities. Moreover, NUC accreditation criteria include elements of almost all the other performance indicators, Accordingly, results of NUC accreditation visits of May 2005, Nov.2005, Nov. 2006 and Nov. 2007 have been used for this assessment.

CURRENT STATUS OF NIGERIAN PRIVATE UNIVERSITIES

At present Nigeria have a total of 93 approved universities, owned by the Federal Government, various State Governments, and private institutions (Table 1). The first Federal Government University was established in 1979, and the first private university was only established in 1999. But now the number of private universities has exceeded both Federal and State Government–owned universities. However, the numerical strength of these private universities does not reflect the extent of student enrolment. Despite the high number of private universities, they are currently contributing only 3.4% of student enrolment (Table 2). Obviously, this is because these universities are still growing cautiously, taking time to avoid the mistakes of the older universities.
The major complaints against the private universities are that their fees are exorbitant. On the average, the private universities at present are charging so much, generally between US $3, 400.00–US $4, 200.00 tuition fees, which is 30 – 40 times more than what obtains in the government owned universities. Increasing tuition fees in the government universities has become so politicized ever since the 1980’s when government tried to make university education tuition-free. In retrospect, it is pertinent that the policy was a grave miscalculation for university education in Nigeria.

Another complaint against the private universities is that their academic staff disposition is top-heavy with retired professors.  This is because of the problem of recruiting young academics, who have a strong preference for government owned universities for the perceived job security as well as the fear of high handedness on the part of proprietors of private universities.
Table 1: Age Distribution of Nigerian Universities
	Year of Foundation
	Federal
	State
	Private

	1948 – 1975
	13
	0
	0

	1976 – 1998
	12
	11
	0

	1999 – 2008
	2
	21
	34

	Total 
	27
	32
	34


Adapted from NUC (2008)

Table 2: Contribution of Private Universities to Student Enrolment (2007)
	Ownership 
	No. of Students
	Percentage (%)

	Federal
	610,645
	55.7

	State
	448,392
	40.9

	Private
	37, 275
	3.4


Adapted from NUC (2007b)

ACCREDITATION CRITERIA IN NIGERIAN UNIVERSITIES SYSTEM

Programmes are evaluated and scored based on the following criteria:  staffing (32%), academic content (23%), physical facilities (25%), library (12%), funding (5%) and employers rating (3%) (NUC 1999).  Detailed break-down of the scoring criteria is presented in Table 3.  Scoring is done by an adhoc accreditation panel of professors in the relevant programmes with an NUC staff in attendance, for guidance.

A full accreditation status is achieved by a programme when it has a total overall score of 70% and above, in addition to scoring at least 70% in each of the core areas of staffing, academic content, physical facilities and library.  A full accreditation status implies that the programme will not be re-visited for 5 years.  On the other hand, a programme is awarded interim accreditation status when it has a total overall score of 60% or more but less that 70% or an overall total score of less than 70% in any of the four core areas already listed.  Interim accreditation status lasts for 2 years, after which they will be a re-visitation.  A programme falls into denied accreditation status if the overall score is lower than 60%.  A denied accreditation status implies no further student enrolment until the programme is re-visited and re-accredited.  The re-visitation is on the invitation of the institution because if a programme scores back–to–back denied status, such programme is advised to close down.
TABLE 3: Breakdown of the scoring criteria
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MAXIMUM

ACTUAL

1.0
ACADEMIC CONTENT
1.1
Philosophy and objectives


2


1.2
Curriculum




3

1.3
Admissions




3

1.4
Academic Regulations


2
1.5
Test and examination


3
1.6
Evaluation of student’s work

3

1.7
Practical/project work


3

1.8
Student course evaluation


2

1.9
External examination system

2








            23

2.0
STAFFING
2.1
Teaching Staff

2.1.1
Staff/student ratio


10

2.1.2
Staff mix by rank


6

2.1.3
Qualifications


3

2.1.4
Competence



3

2.2
Administration



5
2.3
Non-Teaching staff



3

2.4
Staff Development 



2




32


3.0
PHYSICAL FACILITIES
3.1
Laboratories etc

3.1.1
Space




5

3.1.2
Equipment



5

3.2
Classrooms
3.2.1
Space




4

3.2.2
Equipment



3

3.3
Office Accommodation


5

3.4
Safety and Environment


3



25

4.0
FUNDING




5

5.0
LIBRARY
5.1
Holdings



8

5.2
Currency



4

6.0
EMPLOYER’S RATING


3


TOTAL SCORE




100
Source: NUC (1999)
PERFORMANCE OF PRIVATE UNIVERSITIES
Fig 1, 2 and 3 are presentations of accreditation performance of the Nigerian universities system (NUC) from 2005 to 2008.  Fig. 1 compares percentage scores for full accreditation in Federal, State Government and private universities.  Fig. 2 does the same comparison with percentage scores in interim accreditation category while Fig. 3 is that same comparison for denied accreditation category.
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Fig. 1: Percentage of programmes with full accreditation status for May 2005 (1), Nov, 2005 (2), Nov, 2006 (3) and Nov, 2007 (4)
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Fig. 2: Percentage of programmes with interim accreditation status for May 2005 (1), Nov, 2005 (2), Nov, 2006 (3) and Nov, 2007 (4)
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Fig. 3: Percentage of programmes with demand accreditation status for May 2005 (1), Nov, 2005 (2) Nov, 2006 (3) and Nov, 2007 (4)
Contrary to the initial fears that private universities will bring down standards in NUS, the results show that the private universities have performed creditably, comparing favourably with the government owned universities in terms of percentage scores in full and interim accreditation status.  Apart from 2008 accreditation visit, when private universities had relatively more denied programmes (6.7%) than the government owned), the  private universities had the least percentage of denied programmes. Indeed, in the two visitations in 2005, the private universities did not lose a single programme. Over the three years study period the private universities had the least mean percentage of denied programmes.  

Another highly interesting observation is that when old and new private universities are compared, the older private universities showed clear-cut better performance.  Table 4 compares the performance of old (1999 – 2003) and new (2004–2007) private universities.  All the programmes in the older 7 private universities scored 100% full accreditation in the 2007 accreditation exercise. The four new private universities had a mixture of full, interim and denied accreditation status for their programmes. This observation tends to suggest that these private universities will be improving with time.

Table 4: No. of Private Universities With 100% Full Accreditation In 2007
	Year of establishment
	No. of Universities presented for accreditation
	No. with full accreditation
	% full accreditation

	1999 - 2003
	7
	7
	100

	2004.2007
	4
	0
	0


Adapted from NUC (2007b)

CONCLUSION

Nigeria is made up of 36 States. A total of 32 States out of the 36 (89%) already have State Universities. In addition, 27 out of 36 States (75%) have a Federal Government University located in them. Impliedly, both the Federal and State Governments have almost reached their peaks in establishment of new universities. Already over-burdened with enormous maintenance costs of these universities, government can only, at best, establish just a few more universities. Yet the access to university education in Nigeria is a mere 6%, far below the world average of 16%.

The bulk of the challenge of satisfying the yearning for university education in Nigeria is now shifting to private institutions. Many developed countries were at this point several decades ago. The feared fall in standards of private universities vis-à-vis government universities has turned out to be a false alarm. There is a generally held view that government is not a good businessman. Private institutions have a conspicuous edge over government institutions in terms of focus, adaptive flexibility, freedom from undue political interests, prudent resource utilization, innovativeness and, of course, accountability. Rigorous accreditation visits by a Government regulatory agency (NUC in the case of Nigeria) must be maintained to ensure that standards are not compromised for commercial profit. Finally, to have a competitive edge, the private universities need to take the initiative of evolving more effective ways of strengthening their own internal quality assurance mechanisms, without waiting for seasonal promptings by NUC.

Thanks for listening.
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