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ABSTRACT 

Federal government of Nigeria has adopted education as an instrument „par excellence‟ for effecting 

national development. This paper takes a cursory look at the implications of political interference in the 

development of tertiary institutions in Nigeria. In this regard, an attempt was made to highlight the origin 

and concept of political interference and its criticisms. It also discusses the concept of freedom in 

education/institutional autonomy vis-à-vis the implications for the development of tertiary institutions in 

Nigeria. This discourse critically assesses the factors influencing political interference and its effects on 

the development of tertiary institutions in Nigeria. Finally, some important recommendations on how to 

achieve academic freedom/institutional autonomy were made. 

Keywords: Political Interference, Freedom in Education, Institutional Autonomy Institutional 

Development. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The idea of freedom in education is an expression of the dissatisfaction of the democratically minded 

persons. According to Al Shamsi and Ilamada (2005), it has been observed that educational freedom can 

be threatened from a variety of sources, both internal and external to the academic community. Thus, 

Bilkent University (2005) observed that most fundamental threats to academic freedom have often come 

from the state, whose political power and disposition to regulate often stands in opposition to the 

university‟s needs need for institutional autonomy. The importance of educational freedom cannot 

therefore be ignored at the university level. According to Okojie (2011), educational freedom is important 

because it enables academics to think freely, to speculate and to experiment with new ideas. Important 

developments have been spearheaded by those people who think freely and creatively. 

It also engages the ethical responsibility of the individual and the academic community in the conduct of 

research, both in determining the priorities of that research and in taking account of the implications 

which its results may have for humanity and nature. In addition, educational freedom should be a means 

of strengthening the principles of pluralism, tolerance and academic solidarity between institutions of 

higher learning and between individual scholars and students. 

Similarly, educational freedom allows the students and academics to study, learn, speak, teach, research 

and publish without fear or intimidation or reprisal, free from political interference, in an environment of 

tolerance for and engagement with divergent opinions. The teacher is therefore entitled to freedom in the 

classroom in discussing his or her subject, and when speaking or writing outside the classroom as an 

individual, the teacher must be free from institutional censorship or sanction (Okojie, 2011). 

 

 

 

International Journal of Innovative Development and Policy Studies 9(2):19-25, April-June, 2021         

 © SEAHI PUBLICATIONS, 2021    www.seahipaj.org          ISSN: 2467- 8465 

http://www.seahipaj.org/


20 
 

Clarification of concepts 

It is necessary to cost a cursory glance at the two major concepts that are germane to this study, which 

are: Political Interference and Educational Freedom/Institutional Autonomy. 

The Concept of Political Interference 

Political interference in education is the attempt to gain partisan or regional advantage by shaping tertiary 

institutions against the judgment of non-partisan and apolitical academics. More specifically, political 

interference implies the following: 

1. The politically motivated suppression of an agency's responsibility to offer its best judgment on how to 

most accurately and reliably measure a given phenomenon;  

2. The politically motivated decision to prevent an agency from using state-of the-art science; and 

3. The politically motivated insistence on preclearance of a major statistical product that is based on state-

of-the-art science.  

Education however, is a battle for the national development in Nigeria. The relationships between 

education, development and politics are complex and the dividing lines less sharp when closely examined 

(Assein& Lawal, 2007). Essentially, the decisions about education management are strongly linked up 

with wealth and power. They further illustrate that there should be a proper understanding of the policy 

trends in respect of the provisions and management of education to illuminate the political and economic 

issues of the country at any given period. There is no gain-saying the fact that education has tremendous 

political and economic significance in Nigeria as well as several interests which are focused on it. 

Nevertheless, the country‟s educational problems are more political than legal. In Nigeria, the problem of 

the national education system provides abundant material for national conflict. Education was planted and 

was continuously watered by politics (Assein& Lawal, 2007). Management of education is not an 

exception. The national aims of, and positive attempts at massive democratization of secondary education 

in South-east Nigeria readily illustrate the fact that secondary education had remained a necessary 

function of politics (Stephen, 2014). 

 

The Concept of Educational Freedom/Institutional Autonomy 

The concept of educational freedom has generated a lot of discussions across the world. This is as a result 

of the fact that due to recent global changes, as well as their regional and national Socio-economic and 

political impact, the issue of freedom in education has gained new dimensions, possibilities and 

constraints. To that extent, the concept has been defined by many scholars and bodies. For instance, Hagg 

(2009) quoted the Global Colloquium of University Presidents, to have perceived educational freedom as 

the freedom to conduct research, teach, speak and publish subject to the norms and standards of scholarly 

inquiry, without interference or penalty, wherever the search for truth and understanding may lead. 

In addition, Erguder (2010) conceived freedom in education as the right to teach what one believes, to 

espouse unpopular academic and non-academic because he also defined as the freedom of the individual 

academic to teach, to do research and to publish without any external influence. At the Educational 

Freedom Conference, held in Alexandria, Egypt, between 10 and 11 September, 2005, it was observed 

that during the past two decades: The concept of academic freedom interacts with other social, economic 

and political processes on both national and international levels. According to this proponents, the 

justification for educational freedom thus defined lies not in the comfort or convenience of teachers and 

students but in the benefits to society; i.e., the long-term interests of a society are best served when the 

educational process leads to the advancement of knowledge, and knowledge is best advanced when 

inquiry is free from restraints by the state, by the church or other institutions, or by special interest groups 

(Davies, 2012).  

Freedom in education requires institutional autonomy of universities, which enables them to preserve the 

human record of knowledge and ideas, to advance the discovery and interpretation of new knowledge. 

This autonomy also includes the right of the university to determine for itself, on academic grounds, who 

may teach, what to teach, how to teach and who may be admitted to study. Similarly, this institutional 

autonomy should determine the framework for statutory provisions that govern or impact universities 
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The Origin of Political Interference in Educational Freedom in Nigeria 

Erguder (2010) quoted Professor Hezekiah Adedunmola Oluwasanmi, a former vice chancellor of 

Ahmadu BelloUniversity (1966 to 1975) as asserting that actual interference in university affairs started 

in 1975. There was no question at all of any up to 1975, usurping the powers of Council to dismiss staff, 

this problem which universities find themselves with started in 1975. 

In that manner, Ya‟u (2005) recounted that the first major assault on educational freedom in Nigeria was 

in 1978. That year, students in Nigeria‟s tertiary institutions protested against government‟s plan to 

increase feeding and accommodation fees. Policemen that were sent to quell the riots by the government 

shot and killed many students in the process. The government then unilaterally, without consultation with 

university councils and senates of the institutions closed them, sacked two vice chancellors, and 

terminated the appointment of some lecturers, expelled some student leaders and banned the National 

Union of Nigerian Students (NUNS) (Al Shamsi & Ilamada, 2005). In addition, many cases of assault and 

intimidation in the academia were reported under the military regime between 1985 and 1999. Ya‟u 

(2005), also recalled that the expectation of academics that civil rule would respect educational freedom 

was shattered with the case of 53 academic staff who were unilaterally dismissed at the University of 

Ilorin in 1999.  

Similarly, five Professors at the Lagos State University (LASU), who opposed the procedure government 

adopted for the appointment of the Vice chancellor, contrary to that provided by the university law, were 

dismissed on the orders of the state Governor. The Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU) was 

banned and unbanned at different times by successive governments in Nigeria. However, by and large, as 

far as staff issues are concerned Nigerian universities are relatively free, though there are some few cases 

about infringement on this aspect. On curriculum issues, Nigerian universities are still experiencing some 

challenges. This is because curriculum content of courses is relatively subjected to the approval of the 

National Universities Commission (NUC). As a matter of fact, a university cannot run a course except the 

course has been approved or accredited by the National Universities Commission. Part of the functions of 

the NUC is to lay down minimum academic standards for universities to accredit their degrees and other 

academic awards; and to ensure that quality is maintained within the academic programmes of the 

Nigerian University System. Thus, all academic programmes of a university must be approved and 

accredited by the NUC before they are commenced. 

 

Federal Government’s Statement on Educational Freedom 

The Federal Republic of Nigeria (2004) states that the traditional areas of educational freedom for the 

institutions are to: 

I. select their students except where the law prescribes otherwise; 

II. appoint their staff; 

III. teach, select areas of research; and 

IV. Determine the content of courses. 

Government shall continue to respect this freedom as long as these areas are in consonance with national 

goals, (Section 65(b) i-iv). 

The above statement is an indication of the fact that the Nigerian government perceives educational 

freedom as a process in which universities and other tertiary institutions will be free to, among other 

things, select their students, appoint staff, determine and teach the curriculum of their courses, as well as 

carry out research activities without any form of interference from the government. 

However, the institutions are not totally free because the government will only allow' this freedom 

provided they are within the ambits of national goals. Discussing the democratic governance of Nigerian 

universities, Arikewuyo (2004) asked the question: “What constitutes non consonance with national 

goals? Any government could arbitrarily determine this”. This is a challenge to educational freedom in 

Nigerian universities. 
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Factors Influencing Political Interference 
There are so many factors influencing political interference in our tertiary institution, but the two major 

factors will be discussed below. 

Political Factors  
Federal and state governments dictate a lot of what happens in higher education institutions. They impact 

public institutions more so than private ones. Government policies shape the admission process, funding, 

accessibility, tuition rates, and faculty and student demographics. 

Socio-Economic Factors 
Social and economic factors play a role in almost everything, and higher education is not an exception. 

Every year there is a list released of the top colleges and universities. Of course, every institution of 

higher learning wants to be on that list. In order to do this, Post-Secondary Institutions must have 

top ratings in several categories, including faculty, dorms, and student life activities and sports teams. 

 

Impediments to Realistic Educational Freedom in Nigerian Universities 
There are some challenges of educational freedom in the universities. As a matter of fact, the government 

itself has put an impediment in the way of this freedom with the proviso that it would only respect those 

areas of academic freedom if they are in consonance with national goals. In the area of the admission of 

students, even though the universities are allowed to admit their own students, the government has given 

some guidelines which must be strictly followed by the institutions. This is where the issue of quota 

system of admission comes in. Admission into Nigerian universities is under the auspices of the Joint 

Admission and Matriculation Board (JAMB). In other words, even though the universities do the 

selection of candidates, the entrance examination is centrally done by JAMB. According to Assien and 

Lawal (2007), JAMB came into being as a central testing and placement agency in response to the 

problems of individual universities regarding multiple applications by candidates as well as multiple 

admissions. With the establishment of JAMB, the placement of candidates into the universities take into 

account the vacancies available in each institution, the guidelines approved for each institution by the 

proprietors and other competent authorities and the preference expressed for each institution and courses 

and following certain stipulated guidelines. Recently, the issue of the carrying capacity of each university 

was also added by the National Universities Commission (NUC). 

The admission of students into universities is based on certain guidelines. According to Nwafor, (2011) 

the meeting of the Federal Executive Council held on September 22, 2000, the government approved 

admission guidelines into the nation's universities as follows: 30% on merit from the states; 30% from the 

catchment area, 30% from educationally disadvantaged states, 10% at the discretion of each university 

exercised by the vice chancellor. The issues of federal character and quota system are no doubt 

impediments to academic freedom in the institutions. Under the catchment territory strategy, all 

conditions of the organization are gathered into catchment zones of every college.  

Thought is in this way given to understudies who fall inside the catchment zone of the foundation. A few 

foundations have all the conditions of the alliance as their catchment zones, while state-possessed 

establishments have all the neighborhood government territories in their states as their catchment zone. 

With respect to the instructively distraught states, certain states in the nation are considered as less 

created. Competitors from these states are given unique concession in confirmation. Along these lines, the 

colleges appoint lower slice off imprints to this class of competitors with the goal that they can be offered 

chance to prevent a disproportionate improvement of instruction in the nation. Arikewuyo and Ilusanya 

(2012) recorded instructively hindered states in Nigeria as follows: Adamawa. Bauchi, Bayelsa, Benue. 

Borno, Cross River, Ebonyi, Gombe. Jigawa, Kaduna, Kano, Katsina, Kebbi, Kogi, Kwara, Nasarawa, 

Niger, Plateau, Rivers, Sokoto, Taraba, Yobe, and Zamfara. In this way, by this framework, it implies that 

an applicant in the instructively advantaged state, who scores 250 from the instructively impeded state, 

who scores less would be conceded (Motti, 2010).  

There is no uncertainty that this administration rules and in fact the rule of amount arrangement of 

confirmation is a significant test to scholarly opportunity of Nigerian colleges. Maybe this is one of those 

issues‟ government alluded to as consonance with national objectives. In any case, the framework has 
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been scrutinized by numerous researchers. As indicated by Obilade (2009), the politicization of 

confirmation has the impact of constraining mix and dissolving the self-sufficiency of the college 

framework. Subsequently, a college might be compelled to concede applicants who perform even 

underneath the cut off imprint in light of the fact that such up-and-comers originate from instructively 

hindered states.  

Be that as it may, there have been a few cases, particularly during the military period, when a few 

instructors were excused in light of the fact that the military felt they were not encouraging what they 

were utilized to educate. Okorosaye-Orubile, Pauly and Abraham (2012) caught the image of Nigerian 

colleges under the military thusly: Universities experienced self-assertive administration. Instead of being 

where equity and truth are to be sustained, the colleges triumphed on average quality and 

misrepresentations. Advancement was earned through sycophancy and the affirmation method turned out 

to be efficiently perverted as spouses, kids and buddies of bad habit chancellors had their own 

confirmation quantity without reference to the built-up system. College administration got erratic and 

college funds wrecked (Stephen, 2014). What's more, a few governments in Nigeria have evacuated bad 

habit chancellors for not consenting to military mandates, to the degree that a Major General was 

delegated as a sole executive in an original college. Ya'u, (2005) to be sure reviewed that the arrangement 

of Sole Administrators in Nigerian colleges before long turned into an example with the arrangement of 

Sole Administrators in ten colleges since 1997. He saw that at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka, 180 

scholarly staff was singularly sacked. A large number of them were likewise captured, confined and 

accused of illegal conflagration. Arikewuyo (2004) additionally reviewed that Makerere Journal of 

Higher Education scholastics in numerous different colleges have been resigned, excused, captured and 

confined in the past without being exposed to university rules and guidelines. 

Perhaps the area where Nigerian universities have enjoyed educational freedom mostly is in the area of 

research. The institutions, whether collectively or as individuals have been conducting researches as well 

as advancing knowledge without interference or hindrance from the government. The Nigerian 

government has indeed encouraged academics to conduct research and publish the findings of such 

research endeavors without any hindrances. This fact was attested to by Okojie (2011), when he observed 

that universities in Nigeria have enjoyed freedom in this area because they determine what to teach, how 

to teach without the intervention of government. As a matter of fact, the Federal Republic of Nigeria 

(2004) agrees that all tertiary institutions (including universities) shall pursue their goals through 

teaching: research and development; virile staff development; generation and dissemination of 

knowledge; inter-institutional cooperation; dedicated services to the community through extra-mural and 

extension services; a variety of modes of programmers‟ including full-time, part-time, block- release; 

day-release, sandwich, Students Industrial Experience (SIWES), among others. 

 

The Implications Political Interference on Tertiary Institutions in Nigeria 

The implications of this is the Tertiary Institutions‟ framework in Nigeria is not free from the political 

arena and that its admission process is determined not totally on merit, but by other political forces which 

are determined by the government in power and according to the National Policy on education, except 

where the law prescribes otherwise. 

On the appointment of staff, the universities are relatively free. Each university has a governing council, 

which takes care of appointment, promotion and discipline of staff. Arikewuyo and Ilusanya (2010) have 

also observed that government often infringe on the power of the university councils to appoint, promote 

and discipline staff. 

Another implication of this is that the Senate of a university does not have absolute power over the 

courses of instruction in the university. The NUC has also laid down Minimum academic standard (MAS) 

for all programmes in the university. This is why from time to time the NUC visits the universities to 

ensure that all courses are run in line with the approved Minimum Academic Standards (MAS). It is in 

this respect that Okojie (2011) observed that because there is no absolute freedom, universities are 

subjected to the scrutiny of their peers through the instrumentality of the accreditation exercises. 
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Again, if freedom in education and institutional autonomy are debased the implications will be: 

Inability of universities to pursue sacred functions, scholars being forced to owe loyalty to the party in 

power, with the consequence of political consideration rather than concern for truth being the decisive 

factor in determining intellectual issues, loss of job security, university councils becoming rubber stamps 

for government decisions, and Inevitable fall of standards. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The study has discovered that it is naïve to suppose that education can never be separated from politics. It 

could be said that the idea of educational freedom in our institution of higher learning is illusory. Ours is a 

society that does not respect its intellectuals. Of course, such a society does not deserve the wisdom of 

such intellectuals. This is so because curtailment of freedom of thought is counterproductive in relation to 

the purpose for which those tertiary institutions exist. This paper therefore concludes that for a university 

to meet the needs of the world around it, its research and teaching must be morally and intellectually 

independent of all political authority and economic power. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the dangers envisaged if freedom in education and institutional autonomy are debased, the 

following recommendations are made in view of the great importance of educational freedom, and the 

benefits to be derived from its implementation by the Government it is hereby recommended that; 

1. Government should ensure that emphasis is placed on the desirability of spontaneity and 

autonomy in the teaching and learning environment. 

2. Government should ensure that those who are judged competent of impacting or advancing 

knowledge (teachers) are granted freedom to use and apply reasonable instructional methods in 

the classroom, appoint their staff, and select areas of research. 

3. Government should ensure that there is no favoritism in the disbursement of funds in secondary 

schools and the appointment of finance officers should not be based in politics, this politics is 

bound to adversely affect the provision of management of funds in secondary schools. 

4. The post primary school management boards in the different states should ensure different 

eschews preferential appointments of principals as this generates conflict in schools. Also, the 

issue of favoritism in the appointment of staff to work in the school system should be avoided 

since this led to appointment of medicates in the system. 

5. Governments should avoid quota system in the provision of facilities and equipment‟s in schools. 

This is because these leads to differentials in the quality and quantity of schools. 

6. Politics should be played with caution in the appointment or selection of principal officers. 
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