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Policy, Expectations and Shortfalls 

Nigerian Views  and Experiences 

A Jones Akinpel u 

Preliminary 
The focu s o f thi s chapte r i s o n explici t governmen t polic y an d it s 
context. The perspective from th e English-speaking Caribbean was one 
with a  stres s o n th e internationa l natur e o f universitie s an d o n th e 
issues associated  wit h reifyin g internationa l aspirations . Th e perspec -
tive from India is that of a large and complex national system already in 
some internationa l demand , wher e underlyin g polic y thrust s ca n b e 
seen bu t wher e ther e i s n o over t expresse d nationa l policy.  Nigeria , 
which ha s als o a  develope d highe r educatio n syste m (thoug h o n a 
smaller scale), does have an expressed governmen t policy. This chapter 
gives a  brie f accoun t o f it s impact , possibl e tension s betwee n suc h a 
policy an d concept s o f institutiona l autonomy , an d th e ga p betwee n 
expectation and practice. 

It i s an extrac t onl y fro m a  longe r pape r whic h include d a  detaile d 
survey of foreign studen t flows into Nigeria. 

The international inheritance 
As wit h th e Caribbea n an d India , universit y educatio n i n Nigeri a 
started o n an internationa l note , in accordance wit h th e perceived tra -
ditional universal nature of universities. The first universit y institution , 
which wa s th e Universit y College , Ibadan, was in specia l relationshi p 
with the University of London, and thi s opened it s doors to a variety of 
scholars from differen t part s of the world. This would see m to have set 
a pattern fo r the ready acceptance of the concept of internationalisatio n 
of the university campus in Nigeria. 
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Since those modes t beginnings , ther e ha s been considerabl e expan -
sion in the number o f universitie s in the country, from on e in 1948 , to 
two in 1960, five in 1962 and 3 1 in 1991. This chapter deals mainly with 
the student aspec t of the internationalisation o f the Nigerian universit y 
campuses, with a  vie w t o findin g ou t th e degree o f th e international -
isation, what are the facilitative or constraining factors, and wha t could 
be further don e to promote greater and smoothe r foreig n studen t flo w 
between th e developin g countrie s o f th e Commonwealth , a s wel l a s 
between th e develope d an d th e developin g countrie s o f th e 
Commonwealth. 

In orde r t o stud y th e policie s o f governmen t concernin g foreig n 
students an d academi c exchange , informatio n wa s sough t fro m a 
number o f agencie s (se e Note  at th e en d o f th e chapter) . I n orde r t o 
study policy implementation, a sample of nine out of the 31 universities 
was used. Six were selected from th e oldest or first-generation universi -
ties, since they have had a  longer period i n which to build u p interna -
tional links , an d thre e other s wer e surveyed , o n accoun t o f thei r 
proximity t o neighbourin g countries , whic h expose s the m t o studen t 
flows fro m acros s th e borders ; th e latte r ar e liste d a s Borde r 
Universities (see Note). 

Government and institutional policies 
The national an d institutiona l policie s on foreign student s are positive, 
friendly an d reciprocal . Th e governmen t o f th e Federatio n welcome s 
students fro m al l part s o f th e glob e an d i n fac t ha s a  se t admissio n 
quota reserve d fo r foreig n students . This has been increase d fro m tw o 
per cent to five per cent of the annual enrolment of each university. The 
universities ar e supportiv e o f th e governmen t policie s o n foreig n 
students, i n tha t the y accep t application s fro m an y par t o f th e world . 
The actua l determinatio n o f who m t o admit , however , rest s squarel y 
with each university , where students ' admission i s generally based o n 
academic entr y requirements , availabilit y o f course s applie d for , th e 
admission quot a fo r each course, as well as the adequacy or otherwis e 
of the human an d materia l resource s for eac h course . In consideratio n 
of al l these , a  universit y ma y o r ma y no t b e abl e t o admi t foreig n 
students u p t o fiv e pe r cen t o f it s annua l studen t enrolment . O n th e 
other hand , i t shoul d b e note d that , occasionally , th e Federa l 
Government ma y us e th e nationa l selectio n machiner y se t up throug h 
the National Universitie s Commission (NUC) and th e Joint Admissions 
and Matriculatio n Boar d (JAMB ) t o plac e on e o r tw o student s i n a 
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university. I n suc h case s th e universit y ha s n o choic e bu t t o admi t a 
student onc e he/she i s qualified. Thi s happens especially with refuge e 
students who are received a s part of an agreement wit h a  UN or othe r 
refugee agency . 

The principa l actor s i n an y chang e i n polic y o r negotiatio n fo r 
exchange scheme s ar e th e Vice-Chancellor s an d th e Federa l Ministr y 
officials o n behalf o f thei r Ministers. In the case of bilateral agreement s 
which involv e educational , scientific , economic , cultural an d technica l 
exchanges, official s o f th e relevan t Ministrie s lik e Education , Scienc e 
and Technology , Information , Financ e an d Economi c Development , 
Foreign Affair s an d th e Presidenc y pla y activ e role s i n an y polic y 
change or negotiation. 

The Nigerian 'climate ' is generally protective of foreign student s and 
the Federal Government is interested in encouraging the flow of foreig n 
students int o th e country . It s interes t stem s fro m a  dynami c foreig n 
policy which sees Nigeria as a leading Commonwealth nation and mor e 
particularly a s a  leadin g natio n o n th e Africa n continen t an d i n 
ECOWAS (th e Economi c Communit y o f Wes t Africa n States) , wit h 
educational resource s t o b e offere d a s par t o f bilatera l agreements . 
Currently, the country has bilateral agreements in education with about 
30 countries , o f whic h th e majorit y ar e African . I t ha s als o playe d a 
significant par t i n th e educatio n o f refugee s fro m elsewher e i n Afric a 
and ha s over th e years take n i n substantia l number s o f refugee s fro m 
the forme r Rhodesi a an d fro m Sout h Afric a an d Namibia . A  recen t 
agreement wa s wit h th e Sout h Africa n Relie f Fun d (SARF) , whic h 
recruits and arrange s admission fo r abou t 3 0 young me n an d wome n 
annually from South Africa and Namibia . 

This is the policy nationally. It is generally believed tha t the political, 
social an d cultura l situatio n withi n Nigeri a i s favourabl e t o foreig n 
students, especially  t o th e Africa n student s wh o ar e i n th e majority . 
African student s integrat e easil y and mov e freel y abou t sinc e i t i s not 
easy to distinguish them from Nigerians . 

Institutional policies in all the universities surveyed were reported t o 
be favourabl e t o foreig n students . Nigeria n universitie s offe r som e 
guidance an d counsellin g throug h universit y registries , although onl y 
two of the nine institutions studied have a designated foreig n students ' 
office. In general, they offer foreig n students : 

• reserve d admission space 
• reserve d accommodatio n 
• fe e rescheduling 
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Some assis t wit h vis a processin g an d som e offe r specia l Englis h 
language programmes. 

The factor s favourin g an d hinderin g foreig n studen t flows  wil l b e 
discussed later . Her e w e wil l discus s th e applicatio n an d implemen -
tation of the national and institutional policy. 

Foreign enrolments: Statistics 
Enrolments have fluctuated considerabl y over the last few years and i t 
seems unlikel y tha t the y hav e eve r approache d th e Federa l Govern -
ment's fiv e pe r cen t target , whic h i n 1988-8 9 woul d hav e bee n 8,600 , 
given th e tota l enrolmen t a t al l Nigeria n universitie s o f 172,46 4 
students. The rather small numbers may be deduced fro m Table 7.1. 

The figure s ar e onl y complet e fo r 1989-90 . Dat a fo r al l year s ar e 
available for only four of the institutions (UNN, UNL, UDU, and ABU), 
which receive the largest cohorts of foreign students , accounting for 656 
or 97 per cent of the tota l of 678 recorded fo r 1989-90 . Only one of th e 
Border Universities , th e Universit y o f Calabar , receive d mor e tha n 5 0 
foreign student s that year. 

There is cause for belief tha t there is now an upward trend , although 
numbers o f foreigner s ar e nowher e nea r th e maximu m fo r th e esti -
mated capacity available to them. Meanwhile, it is discouraging to note 
also tha t simila r result s ar e obtaine d i n respec t o f Commonwealt h 
awards tenabl e i n Nigeria n Universities,  a s th e figure s i n Tabl e 7. 2 
show. 

The most successfu l o f th e schemes through whic h foreig n student s 
flow int o th e country appear s t o be tha t organise d throug h th e Sout h 
African Relie f Fund . Althoug h small-scale , i t provide s a  mode l fo r 
success. It works well because i t has a clear mandate to train a  specifi c 
number o f Sout h Africa n an d Namibia n student s eac h year . I t ha s 
strong political suppor t in the Presidency, to which it is attached. It has 
adequate fund s an d a  strong secretariat . SARF handles al l placements , 
and also all arrangements for accommodation and food . Other bilateral 
award scheme s do seem to work, but affect quit e small numbers also. It 
was observed tha t 7 0 per cen t o f foreig n student s currently i n Nigeri a 
are privately sponsored . 

Very few of the foreign students in the country are from the industri-
alised and post-industria l countries . Those received cam e usually fro m 
the Unite d Kingdo m an d th e United State s of America , and mak e u p 
only about one per cent of the foreign student s in Nigeria. By contrast, 
between 6 0 t o 7 0 pe r cen t o f th e foreig n student s i n Nigeri a ar e 
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Cameroonians. Other s cam e i n trickle s fro m th e followin g countries : 
Botswana, Egypt , Equatoria l Guinea , Gambia , Ghana , India , Kenya , 
Lebanon, Niger , Pakistan , Sierr a Leone , Somalia , Sr i Lanka , Tanzani a 
and Uganda . Mos t com e fo r undergraduat e programme s an d ente r 
courses in Medicine, Science and Technologies. 

Factors affecting foreign student flows 
Students from othe r African countrie s find it easy to adjust t o Nigerian 
life. It was noted at the University of Calabar that: 

... most of the foreign students come from Cameroon, from where they 
just wal k acros s th e border t o the University . Man y o f the m d o no t 
bother t o observe any immigration formalities , since they bear name s 
similar to Nigerian names and are black like Nigerians. Some just make 
use of plain travel permits obtained from the Nigerian embassy. 

The reluctanc e o f student s fro m th e Nort h ma y b e du e t o extrem e 
poverty of information o n academic standards in Nigerian universities , 
but i t is believed tha t student s fro m othe r developing countries find  i t 
easier t o adjus t t o th e socio-cultura l condition s o f th e countr y tha n 
those from the industrial and post-industrial parts of the world. 

One deterrent t o all student s from abroa d i s economic and i s attrib-
uted t o th e effects o f th e Structural Adjustmen t Programme s (SAP ) of 
the Federal Government. The prices of goods and services are very high 
and i t has become increasingly difficul t fo r foreign student s to manage 
on their awards or private money. Neither the Federal Government no r 
universities hav e organise d subsidie s o r top-u p suppor t scheme s an d 
fee-waivers are only offered t o students on exchange programmes. 

At the same time, although Nigerian universities have the theoretical 
capacity t o tak e i n large r number s o f foreig n student s (10,00 0 woul d 
make up the five per cent Government quota), they all require strength-
ening o f thei r academi c an d suppor t structures . Ther e i s a n acut e 
shortage o f academi c staf f i n al l disciplines . Th e qualit y o f existin g 
academic staf f i s believe d t o nee d improvement , especiall y becaus e 
research habit s ar e dyin g ou t (owin g t o lac k o f researc h grant s an d 
unsatisfactory libraries ) and many have no formal trainin g in university 
teaching skills . Economi c difficultie s hav e als o le d t o a  declin e i n 
library, laborator y an d recreationa l facilities , suppl y o f instructiona l 
materials and teaching space. 

Other problem s face d b y al l students , bu t whic h bea r particularl y 
hard o n non-Nigerians , ar e overcrowdin g i n studen t hostel s an d th e 
occasional sudden closure of universities as a result of student unrest . 
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Recommendations 
The politica l wil l seem s t o b e favourabl e t o th e receptio n o f foreig n 
students. T o make i t easie r fo r Nigeri a t o loo k afte r the m an d enabl e 
them t o mak e th e mos t o f thei r stay , severa l strategie s ar e recom -
mended. 

One importan t recommendatio n i s th e establishmen t o f Common -
wealth or International House s in four zones in the country t o serve as 
acculturation centre s and 'rooming ' houses, and a s the first por t of call 
for Commonwealt h an d othe r foreig n student s i n Nigeria. They coul d 
also serv e a s vacatio n centre s an d a s 'refuge e camps ' fo r foreig n 
students at any time Nigerian universities are summarily closed down . 
The forme r regiona l office s o f th e Britis h Counci l coul d hos t thes e 
centres, for the purpose of easy administration and contact with univer-
sities and other agencies. 

The Federa l Governmen t wil l nee d t o give thought t o the establish-
ment of a fees equalisation and subsidisation fund t o cushion fee fluctu-
ations arising from foreig n exchange policies of the host countries. Any 
students wishin g t o stud y i n anothe r Commonwealt h countr y woul d 
then be required t o pay only the amount he or she would hav e needed 
to pa y i n hi s ow n countr y (o r whicheve r fe e i s lower ) whil e th e res t 
comes ou t o f th e fund . Perhap s ultimatel y a  Commonwealt h fun d 
would becom e feasible . Fee s shoul d remai n i n loca l currenc y fo r 
students fro m Africa n o r developin g Commonwealt h countrie s bu t i n 
international currenc y fo r student s fro m develope d Commonwealt h 
countries, who could be given the opportunity to pay in instalments. 

There i s als o nee d fo r wide r informatio n disseminatio n amon g 
Commonwealth countrie s o n highe r educationa l opportunitie s avail -
able i n differen t membe r countrie s an d th e prospect s o f foreig n 
students making use of such opportunities. 

Conclusion 
Our stud y clearly indicate d tha t whil e Nigeria ha s taken a policy lea d 
in declarin g it s readines s t o accep t a  fiv e pe r cen t quot a o f foreig n 
students i n it s annual highe r educatio n intake , the reality i s far belo w 
expectation. Some strategies fo r improvemen t ar e the responsibility of 
the Federal Governmen t an d other s of th e universities themselves , but 
the whole issue is seen in a Commonwealth-wide framework . 

Each Commonwealt h countr y coul d follo w Nigeria' s lead  an d 
earmark a  quot a o f fiv e pe r cen t o f it s tota l annua l highe r educatio n 
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enrolment fo r foreign students , 40 per cent of which should com e fro m 
other Commonwealt h countries . The Commonwealth's goal  shoul d b e 
an exchange rate of 40:60 between foreign student s from th e developed 
and developin g countrie s of th e Commonwealth. I n addition, membe r 
governments shoul d b e encourage d t o establis h bot h subsid y fund s 
and bursar y funds . A  bursar y fun d coul d b e ope n t o competitio n 
among self-fundin g Commonwealt h students , based o n thei r first-yea r 
performance. 

Discussion i s neede d o n thes e matter s amon g Commonwealt h 
members a t large , perhap s facilitate d throug h th e Commonwealt h 
Standing Committe e o n Studen t Mobilit y an d Highe r Educatio n Co -
operation an d th e ACU . Deliberat e effort s wil l hav e t o b e mad e t o 
enhance th e capacit y o f th e universitie s i n th e developin g countries . 
These could includ e more mutual fee-waive r an d subsid y schemes , the 
encouragement o f a  greate r flo w o f student s fro m industrialise d t o 
developing countries , strengthenin g o f academi c programme s i n th e 
latter and more flexible scholarship awards. 

Universities are traditionally par t of an international worl d o f schol-
arship. Internationalism i s not a  realit y whe n studen t exchang e i s no t 
fully welcomed and supported . 

Note Information wa s obtaine d b y questionnair e an d intervie w i n al l 
cases. Th e government , foreig n an d internationa l agencie s consulte d 
were: 

Federal Ministry of External Affair s 
Federal Ministry of Education: 

Scholarship Division 
Bilateral Agreement, Commonwealth and African Affair s (BACAA) 

Federal Ministry of Finance and Economic Development 
The Presidency: 

South African Relie f Fund (SARF) 
National Commission for Unesco 
United States Information Service (USIS) 

The universities involved in the study were: 
1st generation University of Ibadan, Ibadan (UI) 
University of Nigeria, Nsukka (UNN) 
Obafemi Awolow o University, Ile-Ife (OAU) 
Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria (ABU) 
University of Lagos, Lagos (UNL) 
University of Benin, Benin City (UNB) 

Founded 194 8 
1960 
1962 
1962 
1962 
1970 
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Border Univs : Universit y o f Calabar , Calaba r (UNO , Sout h Eastern , 
University o f Maiduguri , Maidugur i (UNM) , North Eastern , Uthma n 
Dan Fodio University (UDU) North Western 

TABLE 7.1 Estimate s of foreign student enrolment in nine Nigerian 
universities, 1985-86 to 1989-90 

Year 

1985/ 
1986 

1986/ 
1987 

1987/ 
1988 

1988/ 
1989 

1989/ 
1990 

UI 

NA 

192 

174 

145 

141 

UNB 

NA 

NA 

NA 

NA 

65 

UNN 

2 

10 

11 

40 

50 

UNC 

NA 

NA 

7 

13 

53 

OAU 

NA 

14 

8 

22 

22 

UNL 

200 

250 

230 

240 

250 

UNM 

NA 

46 

29 

29 

29 

UDU 

28 

20 

18 

46 

3 

ABU Total 
Reported 

87 31 7 

141 67 3 

255 73 2 

216 75 1 

265 67 8 

TABLE 7.2 Foreig n applicants for Commonwealth awards tenable in 
Nigeria, 1988 to 1991 

Number o f applicant s 

Number give n awar d 

Number utilise d 

1988 

14 

8 

4 

1989 

14 

10 

7 

1990 

15 

8 

3 

1991 

11 

10 

4 
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