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At a time when the Nigerian landscape is covered more and more by a mosaic of universities, the need for adequate staffing naturally arises. As ‘adequate’ can be construed both in quantitative and qualitative terms, we may justifiably ask: where are these academics to teach in the universities coming from, and what kind of training do they require? These are the two questions that I wish to address briefly in this paper.
The federal government’s decision to liberalize the proprietorship of universities in conformity with its policy of public-private partnership was generally welcomed in the country, though it has to be said that the Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU) were perhaps the lone voice in raising the twin questions that concern us here. The general feeling in the rest of the country, which was quite understandable, was that the country was grossly under-supplied with universities in view of the urgency of social and economic development. Besides, there was a rising army of products from the secondary schools, many of whom were going to waste or, worse still, being sucked into anti-social activities. But it has to be admitted that the prospective private proprietors of the universities did not give full consideration to the question of the supply of academic manpower to their institutions. Luckily for them, however, the first generation universities were, at the same time, turning out senior academics who had reached retirement age. These retired academics were seized with both hands by the new private universities, and one very good result of this is that talent is being spread more evenly throughout all the universities. It remains to be seen, though, what the rumoured raising of retirement age for academics from sixty-five to seventy will do to this development.
The long-term solution is, surely, capacity building by the new universities themselves, for it is clear that even the older universities do suffer from shortage of staff and would be only too glad to have their senior Professors stay with them till the age of seventy. Some of them may even consider contract appointments for such staff beyond the age of seventy. So the dearth of academics is likely to get worse, at least on the short run.

In a way, what is happening in the new universities is not strange. University College Ibadan opened in 1948 with over ninety percent expatriate staff. But the institution then embarked on an aggressive capacity building with the generous assistance of such foreign agencies as Ford and Rockefeller Foundations. Today, the picture has been reversed, though it is possible to say that the indigenisation of academic staff has now been overdone. While the preponderant number of staff is expected to be indigenous, a university must welcome scholars from other countries and cultures to be a proper university.
How can the shortfalls in the number of academics be remedied and pro-active action taken to ensure stability of staff in the entire university system? The panacea was first suggested by the University of Ibadan more than thirty years ago. At that time, the university proposed to the government that Ibadan should be built up into primarily a post-graduate institution. This was at a time when the total number of universities in the country was still less than twenty. The reasoning was that the new universities which were being established in  the 1970’s and 1980’s would need to have their staffing needs provided for them before they were able to establish robust postgraduate programmes themselves. If action had been taken at that time, the present crisis could have been ameliorated. It is however good news that the University of Ibadan has now gone ahead to introduce an enrolment quota of 60% graduates to 40% undergraduates.
But this is unfortunately too little too late. In order to fully confront the crisis, it is now necessary for all the first generation universities to join Ibadan in pursuing this policy. It needs to be clarified, however, that the suggestion is not that other universities apart from the six first generation ones should confine themselves permanently to undergraduate programmes. It does not mean, either, that postgraduate training abroad is excluded. It is rather that new universities, perhaps solely for prestige reasons, should not proceed in undue haste to set up postgraduate programmes which, given the manpower and material requirements, are not likely to be viable. Universities which feel strong enough should, by all means, participate in postgraduate programmes. For a country as large as Nigeria, no effort can be too much, and we should even be able to admit students from abroad to our postgraduate programmes. Besides, Professors in the new universities would want, naturally, to continue their research efforts, in search of self-fulfilment, and it is only natural that there should be students around to be trained as a spin off. But we are in a crisis, and efforts should be concentrated in those universities which have the competence and resources to produce manpower of the highest calibre for the university system.
At the same time, it may be mentioned that one of the options considered by the University of Ibadan thirty years ago was that of making the university exclusively a postgraduate institution. The idea was rejected because majority opinion felt that the university had a duty to go on producing graduates for the country as a way of continuing to influence standards, as well as providing some of the student inputs into its own postgraduate programmes. 
We may now proceed to examine exactly the kind of training required for intending new entrants into the academic profession. Scholarship and research have always been the hallmarks of a university. Whether we go all the way back to Plato’s Academy, or to the mediaeval emergence of the university idea in Bologna, then Paris, then Oxford, the university has originally been a place where scholars attracted students in a master-disciple fashion. In mediaeval times, indeed, the disciples followed their maters as they moved from one institution to another. But later, the university became a highly structured institution. At the same time, the utilitarian potentials of a university started to be exploited, and the mandra was no longer knowledge just for the sake of knowledge, with the admission of Medicine and the Physical Sciences to the university curriculum.
An academic is a scholar by definition, and the only real attribute a prospective university teacher needs is evidence of a high intellect which makes his students look up to him and be inspired by him. The question is how to find a reliable way of identifying people with high intellect for recruitment. The NUC’s recent pronouncements suggest that a Ph.D is a necessary and sufficient indicator, but this proposition needs to be carefully examined. Most of the critics of NUC’s position base their objections on the impracticability, or at least excessive harshness, of the new order, especially when a deadline was given for easing out all non-holders of Ph.D from the entire university system. One would have thought that what was more important was for all those teachers without a Ph.D in universities to show evidence that they are engaged in the pursuit of a Ph.D. qualification. Those who do not make satisfactory progress with their search for a doctorate may then be asked to leave the system. It is possible that the NUC order in fact allows or compels all those affected to have completed their programmes by the deadline. But there is the problem of what to do with some disciplines now taught in universities by fairly senior members of staff, such as Accounting and Insurance, in which a Ph.D is a rare qualification.
But how reliable is a Ph.D. as an indicator of the kind of intellect required in a university teacher?  A Ph.D. holder can be assumed to be master – sometimes even the world’s greatest authority – in a small area of a discipline. It is assumed that he has extended the frontiers of knowledge in that particular area. In that sense, no one can be better qualified to be a teacher in a university. But it needs to be remembered that the Ph.D. is a relatively late-comer in university programmes. In the British tradition, for example, the oldest universities operated for centuries without staff who held the PhD. Yet the scholarship of many of them was superlative as shown by their seminal publications in the Humanities and spectacular advances in the Science disciplines.
The problem, however, is that with the explosion in numbers of universities in the world, and particularly in the past thirty years in Nigeria, access to the Ph.D. degree has become wider, with the result that the quality of PhD. degrees has become less uniform. One reason for this in Nigeria is that it is realized that Ph.D. holders are in high demand to teach in the universities (and also increasingly for jobs in industry), and therefore, unfortunately, admission standards to Ph.D. programmes have tended to be lowered. There is also the phenomenon of mounting pressure from the ever-increasing first-degree products of universities, many of whom apply for admission to higher degree programmes in the universities simply in lieu of employment. It is necessary to bear this fact in mind because it indicates that not all applicants necessarily have an academic career in mind or are suited to it.
But this trend is going on at a time when expectations from the universities are rising phenomenally world-wide, in an age when increasing premium is placed on the creation of new knowledge. It is important, therefore, that holders of a Ph.D. who end up as university teachers are specially screened. The screening used to be there, but one regrettable trend in the system at the moment is that access to a higher degree, and particularly the Ph.D., is not limited, as the regulations usually demand, to applicants with a First Class or Second Class Upper Honours degree. Yet no university would agree, in spite of mounting admission pressures, to compromise the admission requirements (six Credits, including English) for undergraduate courses. If the reason for the relaxation of the Ph.D admission qualifications in the past has been that there was a dearth of First Class or Upper Second candidates, surely now with ninety-seven universities, that reason can no longer be valid, unless there is something very seriously wrong with standards in the entire university system. Even when a university, for very good reasons, admits a student to a terminal Masters degree, such a student fairly easily finds a way of ending up with a Ph.D.
The universities simply have to stick to their own guidelines and not be easily swayed by special pleas. There are rare exceptions, of course, but generally speaking, a good first degree, rather than necessarily a Ph.D., is the best preparation for a teaching career in a university. A Ph.D. only reinforces the promise already held out by the first degree. Indeed, before the Ph.D. became almost the de rigueur qualification for university teaching in British universities, a don at Oxford was reported to have said that after his First Class Honours degree from that university, he considered it beneath his dignity to seek a Ph.D.! That may sound rather snobbish, but it does contain a tiny grain of truth.
A few years ago, the suggestion was made that perhaps a teaching diploma should be made mandatory for all university teachers. This obviously raised the question of whether academics in universities are primarily scholars or teachers. Most academics would claim that they are primarily scholars. But the suggestion must have been prompted by the perceived shortcomings in the products of the universities. These shortcomings could be due, however, either to an inferior intake of students or poor instruction by the academics. Some people must have felt that the latter was as much the case as the former. Those opposing the suggestion, however, drew attention to a number of facts, apart from the attitudinal one on the part of academics already referred to. They made two strong points. The first was that pupils in primary schools are children; those in secondary schools are adolescents; but those in universities are young adults. In universities, students are treated as adults who have unfettered access to their lecturers and are therefore treated as individuals who know what their problems are and individually seek solutions. The other strong point made, arising from the first, was that requiring lecturers to be trained teachers might result in spoon-feeding university students and producing graduates who have not been trained to think independently for themselves.
The current practice in universities does indeed incline to the latter view, and the strongest evidence for this is that, in a lecturer’s progress from Lecturer to Professor, assessments of his ability are based solely on scholarship and research, and not at all on teaching ability which, in any case, it was claimed, cannot be objectively measured.
Subjecting prospective academics to a one-year teacher-training programme after Ph.D. would, indeed, be wasteful. On the other hand, there is no doubt that those who teach in universities should be familiar at least with the increasing use of information technology in enhancing the quality of teaching in universities. What is required, however, is not a year-long Diploma course, but short long-vacation courses, which will, among other things, enable university lecturers to keep up with what modern technology has to offer, to make teaching at the university level more effective, and perhaps even more interesting. 
These short courses can perhaps be organized as a yearly event under the auspices of the Association of Vice-Chancellors of Nigerian Universities. They would serve to close the yawning gap between Nigerian universities and their counterparts in the developed world where the use of modern technology as teaching aid is already quite widespread.  
More urgently, however, we need, at least for now, to concentrate higher degree programmes in universities which are best equipped to offer them, in order to produce world-class academics, and we at the same time should ensure a high quality for higher degrees, and particularly the Ph.D., by limiting them to those who are best qualified to undertake them.
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