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Abstract

The paper examines the transformation of Nigeria’s tertiary education system from its colonial
foundations designed to produce clerks and civil servants toward a model that promotes
entrepreneurship and self-reliance. It highlighted how the colonial legacy of white-collar oriented
curricula has contributed to persistent graduate unemployment and poverty, revealing a disconnect
between educational outcomes and the country’s economic needs. Drawing on a qualitative approach,
including document analysis and literature review, the study explores the causes of graduate poverty,
the limitations of conventional academic programs, and the growing relevance of entrepreneurship
education as a strategic response. It argues that functional, skill-based learning is critical to equipping
graduates with the competencies needed for self-employment and economic resilience in today’s
competitive labour market. The paper further draws attention to the importance of collaboration
between tertiary institutions, government agencies, and the private sector in ensuring the effective
delivery of entrepreneurial education. By rethinking the purpose and structure of tertiary curricula, the
study contends that Nigeria can better prepare its graduates to face socio-economic challenges. It
concluded that a shift from colonial-era education models to entrepreneurial-focused curricula is

essential for fostering graduate self-reliance and achieving long-term poverty reduction.
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Introduction

The persistent challenge of youth unemployment and poverty in Nigeria highlights the
urgent need to reform tertiary education curricula toward entrepreneurial
development. In recent years, entrepreneurship education curricula has been
increasingly acknowledged as a vital tool for reducing poverty, encouraging self-
reliance, and equipping graduates with labour market oriented skills. As Emeka
(2006) notes, entrepreneurial training remains one of the most effective means of
alleviating poverty among Nigerian tertiary graduates, cultivating vital competencies
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such as innovation, resource management, and enterprise organization. Practical
entrepreneurship  education enhances employability and promotes national
development by embedding business acumen into the learning process. Oper-Kap
(2008), defines it as a structured pedagogical approach that prepares graduates for
self-employment and financial resilience. Despite these benefits, around 70 percent of
Nigerian tertiary graduates reportedly live below the poverty line, a stark contrast to
outcomes seen in developed nations (Agbon, 2005). This reflects gaps in Nigeria’s
tertiary education system, particularly its continued focus on colonial-style theoretical
instruction at the expense of practical, job-creating skills.

Entrepreneurship curricula play a pivotal role in closing these gaps. Aithal and Aithal
(2023) advocate for “super innovation” in higher education through incubationship a
learning model that combines instruction with business incubation and mentorship.
Their model points out the urgency of restructuring Nigerian universities as
innovation ecosystems. Similarly, Alfred emphasizes the economic impact of digital
entrepreneurship platforms like Jumia, noting that entrepreneurial ecosystems in
Africa can unlock national productivity and job growth. Nkwede and Nkwede (2021)
argue that socioeconomic implications of youth poverty in Nigeria are severe,
encompassing increased crime, instability, and underdevelopment. Although
government efforts have focused on foreign direct investment since the early 2000s
(Adeleye, 2005) research shows that greater long-term benefits may come from
empowering local youth through skill-based training. This internal strategy aligns
with International Monetary Fund recommendations for sustainable human capital
development and equitable economic growth in post-pandemic economies (IMF,
2021). Gonzélez-Pifiero and colleagues (2019) affirm this approach, emphasizing the
need for education systems to cultivate creativity, problem-solving, and business
planning. Samadu (2001) argues that entrepreneurship education fosters critical
capabilities such as innovation, leadership, and risk-taking traits essential to
transforming Nigeria's informal sector into a viable platform for economic expansion.
However, many Nigerian graduates still lack these foundational skills, which
continues to limit their employability and entrepreneurial engagement. Recent
empirical evidence further validates these insights. A 2024 study of graduates in the
University of llorin reported that entrepreneurship education significantly improves
youth creativity and job creation. Bolu-Steve, Itomo, and Anyaudo concluded that
systematic entrepreneurship training fosters empowerment and resilience. Obona et al.
(2023) found similar results in Cross River State, while Ugobueze and Okwunmuo
recorded a substantial drop in youth unemployment across Southeast Nigeria due to
exposure to entrepreneurship curricula.

Ibrahim, Ismail, and Idi’s (2019) assessment of the Tony Elumelu Foundation
Entrepreneurship Program (TEEP) also demonstrates the transformative power of
structured entrepreneurial initiatives. Programs like TEEP reflect the kind of
institutional support that Nigerian universities must emulate to empower graduates
sustainably. Additionally, Haider and Solon (2020) argue that human capital,
especially entrepreneurial capacity, is central to reducing income inequality and
creating durable economic pathways for youth in the global South. This study,
therefore, critically evaluates the role of entrepreneurship education in alleviating
poverty among Nigerian tertiary graduates. The analysis targets students, educators,
policymakers, and civil society actors, and advocates for a bold paradigm shift from
colonial-era academic models to curricula that promote innovation, job creation, and
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self-reliance. Reimagining Nigerian universities as engines of entrepreneurship is not
only a strategy for individual empowerment but a necessity for national socio-
economic transformation.

Conceptual clarification
Education and National Development.

Education is widely regarded as a transformative and multidimensional process
through which individuals acquire knowledge, competencies, values, and dispositions
necessary for personal fulfillment and societal advancement. As a lifelong enterprise,
education occurs in both formal and informal settings, including schools,
communities, and workplaces. According to the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (2021) education constitutes a fundamental
human right and serves as a critical driver of sustainable development, enabling
individuals to participate meaningfully in civic life and economic productivity. While
education encompasses various levels and forms, tertiary education occupies a
strategic position in shaping self-reliant graduates and catalyzing national
development. Universities, polytechnics, and colleges of education do not merely
disseminate knowledge; they also cultivate critical thinking, innovation, and
entrepreneurial capacity attributes essential for navigating complex social and
economic challenges. Jerome Bruner’s (2002) theory of transforming information into
usable knowledge through active engagement underscores the importance of higher-
order cognitive skills developed at the tertiary level. Similarly, Emil Visnovsky and
Stefan Zolcer (2016) emphasise education as a process of socialisation that equips
individuals to contribute meaningfully to democratic and pluralistic societies.

Curricula

Curricula is defined as the totality of learning experiences, activities and services
selected from culture and provided by educational institutions organized by subject,
broad field integrated courses within or outside institutions (Nwosu, 2012). Tertiary
education in Nigeria, though modeled on the British colonial framework, has
undergone significant reform aimed at contextualizing academic content and delivery
to address national priorities. According to Fafunwa (1991) the 6-3-3-4 system of
education in Nigeria was introduced in 1982 following the National Policy on
Education of 1977 (revised in 1981). It was designed to replace the colonial 6-5-2-3
system and to make education more functional, skill-oriented, and relevant to national
development. However, Adeyemi (2018) states that the Nigerian 9-3-4 educational
policy comprising nine years of basic education, three years of senior secondary, and
four years of tertiary instruction was introduced in 2014 to enhance alignment
between educational outputs and labour market demands. Yet, implementation has
been fraught with systemic challenges such as inadequate funding, infrastructural
decay, and a deficit of qualified academic personnel. These deficiencies have direct
implications for the development of self-reliant graduates. An under-resourced tertiary
system often produces degree holders who lack practical skills, entrepreneurial
acumen, or the capacity for innovation. Consequently, many graduates face prolonged
unemployment or underemployment, further straining the economy and fueling social
discontent. The mismatch between curricula offerings and market realities suggests an
urgent need to reorient tertiary education toward skills acquisition, creative problem-

256 www.sokedureview.org



From Colonial Classrooms to Entrepreneurial Curricula: A Historical Appraisal of Graduate Self-
Reliance Education in Nigeria

solving, and independent thinking. In particular, the incorporation of entrepreneurship
education into university curricula has been proposed as a viable strategy for
enhancing graduate self-reliance. When properly implemented, such programs foster a
mindset of initiative, resilience, and value creation among students (Ayanwu &
ljeome, 2019). Furthermore, the integration of technology into pedagogy through e-
learning platforms, digital literacy training, and virtual laboratories can help bridge
the digital divide that persists between urban and rural educational institutions Lajide
et al, (2020). These innovations are indispensable in preparing students for
participation in a globally interconnected economy.

The quality of tertiary education is also contingent on the strength and stability of its
teaching workforce. The chronic shortage of qualified educators, exacerbated by poor
remuneration and limited opportunities for professional development, undermines
teaching effectiveness and student engagement (Raji & Ibrahim, 2020). Addressing
this issue requires a comprehensive strategy that includes better compensation,
institutional support for research and training, and policies that incentivize excellence
in pedagogy. Gender equity within tertiary institutions remains another critical factor
in achieving graduate self-reliance and inclusive development. The under-
representation of women in faculty and leadership positions not only limits female
students’ access to mentorship and role models but also perpetuates structural
inequalities in the broader society (Usman & Comfort, 2020). Strengthening gender-
sensitive policies and promoting the visibility of successful female academics can
foster more inclusive and empowering learning environments. Thus, a robust and
responsive tertiary education system is vital for Nigeria’s socio-economic
transformation. It provides the human capital necessary for industrialization,
democratic consolidation, and poverty reduction.

However, realizing this potential demands political will, strategic investment, and
curricular innovation. Graduates must not only be knowledgeable but also equipped
with the practical tools and ethical grounding to become architects of their own
livelihoods and contributors to national progress. Tertiary education in Nigeria must
evolve to serve as both an engine of self-reliance for graduates and a cornerstone of
national development. Through reforms that prioritize relevance, inclusivity, and
quality, the sector can produce empowered citizens capable of driving sustainable
growth and social cohesion in an increasingly competitive global landscape.

From Colonial Classroom to Competence-Based Learning

Reforms led by the Council for the Regulation of Engineering in Nigeria (COREN) in
engineering curricula provide a sector-specific illustration of broader efforts to realign
tertiary education in Nigeria with the demands of economic productivity (COREN,
2018). Through initiatives like the Engineering Residency Programme (ERP),
COREN is steering the curriculum away from abstract learning and toward hands-on,
employment-oriented training. These reforms are essential not only for creating job-
ready graduates but also for promoting graduate self-reliance, reducing dependence
on public sector employment, and boosting national development. The COREN-led
has significantly expanded its mandate from professional registration to active
involvement in curriculum development and policy reform, aimed at aligning
engineering education with global standards and local industrial needs. A central part
of this reform includes COREN’s partnership with the National Universities
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Commission (NUC) and the National Board for Technical Education (NBTE) for the
joint accreditation of engineering programmes, ensuring quality assurance across
universities and polytechnics. Importantly, Nigeria is undergoing a transformative
shift from its colonial-era classroom-based curriculum which historically emphasized
rote learning and theoretical instruction to a modern, skills-oriented, and employment-
generating educational model. This change seeks to address the widening gap between
graduate competencies and industry expectations. The reintroduction of the
Engineering Residency Programme (ERP) exemplifies this shift, by embedding
practical post-graduation experience into the education-to-employment pipeline
(NUC, 2023).

During a press briefing, COREN President Engr. Sadig Abubakar stressed the need to
build “hands-on experience” into engineering education. He noted that ERP will run
for one year and precede the mandatory NYSC service, forming a two-year post-
graduation competency pathway. This initiative also reflects Nigeria’s commitment
under the Washington Accord, which it joined as a provisional signatory in
2023(COREN, 2023). To support implementation, COREN (2024) has inaugurated a
task force that includes key national stakeholders such as the National Universities
Commission (NUC), National Board for Technical Education (NBTE), Industrial
Training Fund (ITF), Nigerian Society of Engineers (NSE), and Nigerian Association
of Technologists in Engineering (NATE). This group is working on a sustainable
funding mechanism, with a proposed ¥75,000 monthly stipend for engineering
residents (COREN, 2024). Furthermore, COREN is advocating for legislative backing
to institutionalize ERP and ensure its continuity beyond government transitions.

In addition, the council has decentralized its operations by establishing seven regional
offices in Lagos, Abuja, Enugu, Port Harcourt, Gombe, Ibadan, and Kano. These
centres will ensure that curricula reforms, licensing regulations, and quality assurance
are evenly applied across eleven critical sectors, including construction,
telecommunications, oil and gas, and agriculture (Nnachi, 2024). By shifting from a
colonial legacy of abstract education to a modern, industry-integrated model,
COREN’s initiatives represent a paradigm shift one that positions Nigerian-trained
engineers for both national development and global mobility (COREN, 2024).

Entrepreneurship curricula and Graduate Empowerment in Nigeria

Entrepreneurship curricula has emerged as a crucial response to the challenges of
youth unemployment and economic stagnation in Nigeria. In the context of tertiary
education, its broad objective is to develop individuals’ capacity for innovation, self-
reliance, and sustainable livelihood. As Osare (2010) explains, entrepreneurship
curricula encompasses a body of knowledge, practical skills, work experience, and
attitudes necessary for initiating and managing successful business ventures. It
incorporates diverse vocational and technical skills ranging from tailoring,
embroidery, baking, and soap making to electrical maintenance, welding, auto
mechanics, digital skills, and agribusiness which collectively equip students for
economic participation in both formal and informal sectors.

According to Nwakolo (2011) the primary aim of entrepreneurial curricula within
tertiary institutions is to impart both technical and managerial competencies that
prepare students to pursue gainful self-employment and thus reduce poverty.
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Bamidele (2009) similarly emphasises that entrepreneurship is a multidimensional
tool designed to be embedded in all tiers of education delivery, enabling individuals to
sustain themselves economically over their life span.

Martins expands this view by stressing that entrepreneurship curricula must address a
wide spectrum of economic activities. Its goal, he argues, is to cultivate lifelong
competencies that foster productivity in areas such as production, marketing,
distribution, consulting, and exportation especially critical in the current global
economic downturn (Martins, 2012). In alignment with this perspective, Nnedia
(2011) contends that entrepreneurship curricula prepares individuals to function
effectively as either producers or consumers, requiring appropriate knowledge, skills,
and entrepreneurial disposition. Other scholars, such as Onorede and Nwite (2011)
assert that entrepreneurial education not only introduces students to opportunities in
business but also provides career information that helps them align their interests and
competencies with economic demands beyond their core academic disciplines. For
entrepreneurial training to effectively combat poverty, Adigwe (2011) argues that it
must expose students to the realities of the business world, enhance their
understanding of occupational opportunities, and empower them to establish their
own ventures upon graduation.

The transformational potential of entrepreneurship curricula is further highlighted by
Ndanusa (2012) who maintains that without such training, individuals remain
entrapped in cycles of poverty, lacking initiative, ambition, and the ability to identify
or exploit opportunities. Similarly, Atolagbe (2011) emphasises that entrepreneurship
education enhances self-worth and inventiveness, fostering self-esteem and a mindset
conducive to business success. Thus, entrepreneurship not only develops vocational
skills but also promotes cross-sectoral employability. Osabon (2009) maintains that
such training equips graduates with the knowledge and competencies to engage with
financial institutions skills such as business planning, budgeting, financial
management, and proposal writing are emphasized as core components of a well-
rounded entrepreneurial education. Finally, Odey (2010) underscores that
entrepreneurship education also serves a civic function: it instills ethical business
values such as honesty, resilience, and innovation. These qualities promote social
stability and attract investment, thereby contributing to broader national development
goals.

Systemic Constraints on Effective Entrepreneurship curricula in Nigeria

Despite its formal introduction into Nigerian tertiary institutions in 2007,
entrepreneurship curricula continues to suffer from systemic implementation
deficiencies. Scholars have expressed concern over the persistent inability of many
institutions to effectively deliver entrepreneurial training due to infrastructural decay,
overcrowded classrooms, lack of instructional materials, and the absence of functional
laboratories, workshops, and incubator facilities (Muhammed, 2007). The mismatch
between student enrolment figures and the carrying capacities of these institutions
further exacerbates the situation, undermining the quality of instruction and hands-on
learning (Muhammed, 2007).

Given these challenges, the capacity of Nigerian tertiary institutions to fulfil the
objectives of entrepreneurship curricula namely, to prepare graduates for self-
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employment and to reduce graduate poverty remains significantly limited. As
entrepreneurship curricula is both practice-oriented and resource-intensive,
overcoming these limitations requires a multi-stakeholder approach involving not just
lecturers and administrators but also private sector actors, non-governmental
organizations, and government agencies (Ibrahim, 2018). The need for synergy is
particularly pressing if Nigeria is to achieve a sustainable model of job creation and
poverty alleviation among its youth. Changing the mindset of students is central to
this transformation. As Amanda and Okorie (2015) observed, entrepreneurs are
creative thinkers who apply their skills and resources to meet societal needs; with the
right orientation and environment, they can become wealth creators and drivers of
economic growth. Achieving this requires a recalibration of tertiary curricula to
include both theoretical and practical components that foster resilience, innovation,
and entrepreneurial initiative.

Institutional Reforms and Policy Support

Amalasu and Okorie (2011) have identified seven critical factors that tertiary
institutions must embed in their entrepreneurial training programmes: (1) self-
confidence, (2) willingness to work, (3) exposure to production and distribution
processes, (4) hands-on entrepreneurial experience, (5) access to start-up capital, (6)
the application of classroom theories to real-world scenarios, and (7) readiness for
business diversification. These elements are essential for cultivating the self-reliant,
opportunity-driven graduate envisioned in national development plans.

Earlier concepts, such as Nrebite (1956), further emphasised the attributes that must
be instilled through entrepreneurial training among them innovativeness, goal
orientation, leadership, risk-taking, and profit generation. These qualities, when
deliberately nurtured, empower graduates to function as proactive economic agents
rather than passive job seekers. To achieve these outcomes, partnerships with key
development agencies are vital. Institutions must form active linkages with
government and quasi-government bodies whose mandates align with
entrepreneurship development. These include the Small and Medium Enterprise
Development Agency of Nigeria (SMEDAN), National Directorate of Employment
(NDE), National Office for Technology Acquisition and Promotion (NOTAP),
National Technology Incubation Centres (NTIC), Raw Materials Research and
Development Council (RMRDC), and the National Information Technology
Development Agency (NITDA), among others (NPC, 2022).

Furthermore, the Federal Ministry of Education, under its 2024-2027 Higher
Education Revitalization Plan, has prioritized entrepreneurial capacity building as a
strategic pillar for tertiary education. The policy seeks to promote industry-academic
linkages, practical skill acquisition, and access to start-up financing through
collaborations with financial institutions and innovation hubs. This national
commitment provides a timely opportunity for tertiary institutions to revamp their
curricula and institutional practices to foster graduate self-reliance.

While fostering partnerships between tertiary institutions and the private sector is a
critical step in revitalizing entrepreneurship education, institutional responsibility for
implementing practical strategies remains equally indispensable. As Imasike and
Andrew (2012) rightly observed, it is not enough to seek external collaboration
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without an internal commitment to structural innovation and pedagogical reform. To
reduce graduate unemployment and poverty through entrepreneurship education,
Nigerian tertiary institutions must adopt proactive, student-centered strategies that
link training with market realities and community-based enterprise development. A
multifaceted approach is needed, beginning with legislative backing for private sector
involvement. Tertiary institutions, in collaboration with government bodies, should
advocate for the promulgation of a law mandating large corporations to dedicate at
least two percent of their post-tax profits to entrepreneurial education. This allocation
could fund projects, exhibitions, seminars, and the acquisition of technical tools and
equipment for use in entrepreneurship training (Imasike, 2012). Such legislation
would ensure consistent corporate social responsibility (CSR) engagement with
institutional programs aimed at self-reliance.

Another key strategy is the institutionalization of student exhibitions and
communication skill development. Students enrolled in entrepreneurship programs
should be required to create, pitch, and display functional products at exhibitions as
part of their graduation requirements. These events, organized each academic year,
not only improve students’ public speaking and confidence but also simulate real-
market interactions, thus deepening their entrepreneurial competencies (Imasike,
2012). Tertiary institutions must also formalize mentoring structures, wherein
successful entrepreneurs from the local community provide guidance, industry
insights, and career counseling to aspiring student entrepreneurs (Adewuyi, 2020).
Mentorship has proven effective in bridging the gap between classroom learning and
practical enterprise engagement. This form of experiential learning would expose
students to the realities of the business ecosystem and foster relationships that may
translate into future investment, employment, or collaboration.

Moreover, talent identification and promotion are essential to harnessing latent
entrepreneurial capacities. Events such as innovation challenges, talent hunts, and
entrepreneurship boot camps can help identify students with high entrepreneurial
potential. These events should involve representatives from both public and private
sectors who can directly engage with emerging talents for recruitment or business
development (Okeke, 2021). In addition to internal programming, institutions must
champion patronage campaigns within their localities. Universities and polytechnics
should actively promote, utilize, and compensate students for goods and services they
produce. Establishing in-house markets for student innovations not only enhances
confidence and economic motivation but also creates a feedback loop that reinforces
product development and quality control (Nwachukwu, 2019). Against this
background, institutions should strategically advocate for the protection of locally
produced goods by lobbying policymakers to restrict or ban the importation of
products that directly compete with those developed by student entrepreneurs. This
form of economic protectionism, if ethically and efficiently applied, could stimulate
domestic production and provide early-stage entrepreneurs with an entry point into
the national market (Agbaje, 2022).

In light of the information gap many graduates face, tertiary institutions must also
establish entrepreneurship information and support centers. These centers would serve
as one-stop shops for accessing funding opportunities, legal and regulatory guidance,
proposal writing assistance, and incubation support (ldowu, 2021). Educational
institutions can also issue recommendations that facilitate access to credit facilities

261 www.sokedureview.org



SER VOLUME 25 (1): February, 2026 ISSN: 079436653 & E-ISSN: 2636-5367

through government and private financial institutions. A forward-looking strategy lies
in adopting enterprise-based pedagogy, which integrates entrepreneurial learning into
the everyday educational experience. Amandia (2010), advocates for the “education
through enterprise” model, which encourages students to actively create and manage
school-based mini-enterprises. These projects allow students to experiment, take risks,
and apply theoretical knowledge to real-world business challenges. This hands-on
approach fosters both innovation and resilience qualities essential for self-
employment and sustainable livelihoods.

Recent national policy also supports these initiatives. Under the Federal Ministry of
Education’s Tertiary Education Transformation Plan (2024-2027), entrepreneurship is
prioritized as a core component of higher education reform. The plan encourages
institutions to adopt practice-oriented curricula, expand enterprise hubs, and promote
student-led businesses, all aimed at enhancing graduate employability and economic
inclusion (Federal Ministry of Education, 2024).

Conclusion

This study has explored the historical evolution and contemporary reconfiguration of
Nigeria’s tertiary education system from colonial-era classroom models to more
entrepreneurial and competence-based frameworks. It revealed that while the colonial
legacy fostered dependency and rote learning, recent reforms have increasingly
emphasized the development of entrepreneurship curricula aimed at promoting
innovation, self-reliance, and graduate employability. Nonetheless, despite growing
attention to entrepreneurship curricula, systemic constraints, including poor funding,
obsolete curricula, weak industry, academic linkages, and the absence of a coherent
national policy have continued to hinder meaningful transformation. Effective
entrepreneurship curricula require more than periodic curriculum reviews; they
demand a strategic, multisectoral approach that aligns pedagogy, practice, and policy.
Strengthening this alignment is essential for empowering graduates toward self-
employment, economic innovation, and sustainable national development.
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