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Introduction
All protocols observed,

I wish to thank you for the opportunity given me by your invitation to address this august body.

I found your choice of theme for this keynote address especially intriguing. This is because even though we all are agreed that the challenge of economic growth and development is by far the most pressing faced by this economy, our search for solutions often proceeds down very narrow alleyways. This penchant may be argued for on the back of our need to play along the parameters described by our different specialisations.
The qualitative difference in the topic for this session therefore, is the extent to which it recognises the possibility, nay, the need for inter-sector collaboration.
The dialogue between universities and industry in Nigeria pre-dates independence
From 1934, when the colonial government established the Yaba Higher College, the central goal was to provide for the higher education needs of British West Africa. This point was buttressed again in 1943, when high dropout rates at the higher college prompted the institution of the Elliot Commission, which led in turn to the establishment in 1948 of a University College (University of Ibadan) to award degrees from the University of London.
It is important to make the point here, that the immediate post-independence challenge before the new Nigerian State went beyond the right of every Nigerian to a proper education as enunciated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (1966), and the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (1981). As evidenced by the proliferation of universities post-independence, this challenge was more focussed on education’s role as a driver of the development process.
This tension between the university as provider of an environment that conduces to learning (providing to its students the conceptual tools needed to interrogate the lived experience) and as provider of education opportunities (preparing students for the workplace) mimics the relationship between the universities and industry. Although the universities’ role as education provider is the one that industry focuses upon the most, the exchange of ideas is often coloured by the generalists that emerge from the learning environment. They often appear to lack the industry-specific skills needed to fit seamlessly into work.
As indicated by the parallel development seen in the proliferation of universities post-independence and the massive efforts at industrialisation based on an import-substitution policy pursued by the then-regional governments, universities have played important roles in the development of industry in the country. At first, the challenge was to provide the administrative cadre necessary to facilitate the transfer from white colonial administrators, to indigenous operators. But it soon became apparent that industry’s need for development required graduates with the scientific, engineering, and technological know-how, to run the assembly lines. Of course the universities duly responded by increasing training capacity along these lines.
The nature of this dialogue has changed over the period since then
In the last couple of years, Nigerians in general, and industry in particular have complained about “falling education standards” in the country.

The main areas of worry include:

· Supply/demand imbalance
One significant level at which the dialogue between universities and industry has changed, is that whereas industry has contracted over the last three decades, there has been a proliferation of tertiary institutions of learning in the country. With the space for employment growth constrained, it was always inevitable, that the assembly line type production of graduates would very soon become a source of social tensions.
Are we concerned here with rationalizing learning centres, or with stimulating economic growth in a bid to increase employment space? The point is moot. Either way, we are called upon to address questions of quality, capacity building in the universities, and ways of making our graduate supply problem, a solution to the skill shortage in the West African sub-region.
· Mix of graduates/industry needs

The bane of economic planning in this country has thus far been the paucity of essential data on the different sectors. However, this downside notwithstanding, we all have heard of the graduate who has had to take artisanal jobs, for want of formal employment. How much of this underemployment is the result of the fact that there are more liberal and social science graduates emerging from our universities than there are science/engineering, medical, etc. graduates? This again is hard to tell.
It is gratifying in this respect to note that as partners in the development drive, universities have stepped up to the plate on this. Aside the controversies that have trailed the post-JAMB tests, one useful purpose served by that layer of testing, is advert attention to the likelihood that the failures that dog products of the system might be the result of defects at the secondary school level. That said, even if this were true; indeed, because of this possibility, and at least until we as a nation begin to rectify the shortcomings at the lower tier, university administrators need to step up their game. A useful place to start is to review the relevance of current curriculum to the needs of the diverse sectors of the economy in which these youths are expected to work and live. Obviously, there is little disagreement that attention to the sciences, business and entrepreneurship studies, and engineering is crucial if we must meet our development challenges. Nor is there much doubt that the process, systems, and structures with which the teaching profession is endowed must respond to the environment and needs of the economy. Still, the debate about curriculum development is a lot more nuanced.

My preferred example is the average graduate of English and English literature. Potential work places include the print media, advertising and public relations, and a bank like FirstBank. In these different capacities, what is s/he required do, and how helpful would his/her university education be? Report a story, write a copy, or prepare a speech for some C—level executive. Question is, is the training in syntax, and the morphology etc. of the language adequate for these tasks? Apparently not! So the key deliverable going forward must be the design of curricula, which, without throwing the basics away yet empowers students to work as part of established organisations, or in default to find fulfillment in self-employment.

At this point, most commentators raise the issue of growth in enrolment numbers. Apparently, between 1991 and 2001, the population of students in the country’s tertiary institutions rose from 220,000 in 80 schools, to 706,800 in 210 institutions. By 2006, over 1 million students attended the nation’s now n numerous tertiary institutions. Now, this variable kind of ties in to the curriculum debate. As student numbers have proliferated, the infrastructure needs of universities have risen astronomically. In the context of a finite financial universe, administrators have negotiated trade-offs between doing things differently, and maintaining capacity at a holding level.

As Nigeria’s leading private sector contributor to the finances of higher education in this country, and as one of its leading banks, matters apropos of finance are close to our hearts. With an endowment in excess of N350 million in fifteen (15) federal universities, we have had to share in the pains of university administrators as they have had to decide which of several priority areas they would want to invest the monies we had made available to them. One thing I can say for certain is that university administrators’ areas of interest have shifted over the years. Prior to now, they readily opted for investment in research. Now however, they are interested in providing hostel and teaching spaces for their growing student numbers. Put differently, the welfare gains from putting money in research is a lot more limited than from investing in basic infrastructure, at least over the short-term.
But, given our relative level of economic development, there is no doubt that that industry requirement is increasingly for engineering, technological, and vocational competences.

· Falling quality levels/standards

Apparently, if the anecdotal is anything to go by, the average Nigerian graduate today has great difficulty expressing his/herself whether in writing or orally. A great many reasons have been adduced for this, ranging from the deleterious influence of the TV-watching culture on the development of strong reading skills, through overstretched physical infrastructure (worsened by low maintenance cultures), and deteriorating human capital endowment, all the way down to a misalignment of curriculum and development needs.

Whatever the preferred reason, though, a basic skills deficit amongst graduates of our universities is clearly unacceptable. At the very least, they must be able to not only communicate well, but also be reasonably fluent in computer applications.

As Nigeria’s leading private sector employer of entry-level graduate labour, our experience of this phenomena has been mixed. Each year, we encounter exceptional young talents, worthy testimonies to their respective institutions of higher learning. But then there are those whose performance in our annual aptitude tests is worrisome at best and downright shameful at worst. The vast majority lies between this upper and lower decile. Part of the problem is that the performance of this middling eighty percent appears to wane every year. Controls for process integrity have unearthed worries about the structure of the questions that constitute the aptitude tests that is administered as part of our recruitment processes. It would seem that there is a bias in the verbal, logic/reasoning, and quantitative tests in favour of the more numerate student. One ready response to this caveat, unfortunately, is that such tests have been model round the basic requirements in countries where such policies have been seen to work.

Thus, we are confronted with the imperative, post-test, to re-train a vast number of our fresh recruits.
How can both sides of the dialogue work together to remove the kinks in the debate?
On this basis, the industry/university dialogue must increasingly include protocols and metrics that facilitate the levels of collaboration required to minimise, if not entirely eliminate, the needless cost element represented by our need to re-train fresh graduates in basic skills. A number of potential initiatives could be designed along the following lines:
· Setting up of a joint universities/industry panel to address these issues

Comprising university administrators, leading academics, and captains of industry, this forum could convene quarterly to deliberate on the issues as they evolve and proffer appropriate solutions.
· The setting up of a league table for universities
This is not an entirely new concept. Practiced in other countries, it involves an independent rating of universities and the compilation of a league table therefrom.
First, this fosters healthy competition between institutions on the log. Second, it assists industry with a basis for the exercise of choice. Finally, it is perhaps the clearest basis for the efficient allocation of scarce resources between competing calls.

· Work study programmes
This would recall previous practice when students spent useful time in employment, garnering in the process, skills relevant for later work and of use to current courses of study. In this regard, is there a possibility for the universities to require that their students get an 80% share of employment opportunities in enterprises located on campus.
· Expanded internship programme
The point here is to extend the current industrial training infrastructure to all university faculties, whose graduates have a bearing on the concerned industries. Simultaneously, a deepening of this programme will be needed to impart the requisite skills to the would-be graduates. In addition, the programme should be structured in a way that allows participants orient career expectations around the experience, and give industry the opportunity to test potential recruits.
· Introductory courses taught by industry people

This would involve the design of introductory courses for final year students, with the course syllabus derived entirely from the industry, and courses facilitated by industry experts.
· Promoting partnership between both sectors
The economy will certainly benefit from industry partnering with select universities/faculties along pre-designated courses of study.
Put this way, the requirements from the industry leg of the dialogue is clear. First, it is about providing finance for research. Here, it is obvious that the single-chair endowment may not be the appropriate model going forward. The alternative would be to support research institutes. This, however, would require intra-industry cooperation, at levels that may not currently be supported by industries’ definition of the problem.
· Strengthening industry/university interfaces

This initiative develops on the practice elsewhere of university lecturers consulting for industry. At a further remove, it should increasingly be possible for university lecturers and students to spend useful time in the research facilities of a number of industries, acquiring in the process skills and competences that would serve the lecturers’ tenures, and go towards the student’s final scores.
Evidently, there is ample opportunity for collaboration across different platforms. Our challenge, the challenge of forums like this is to elaborate mechanisms for executing this.
I wish you successful deliberations.
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