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ABSTRACT: Higher educational institutions bear a significant
responsibility for fostering societal well-being and overcoming

obstacles to sustainable socioeconomic progress. As
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enlightened segments of society, universities serve as
exemplars that the public relies upon for guidance.
Consequently, the academic community's role is indispensable

. . for the successful implementation of any policy aimed at a
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1. Introduction

The intrinsic link between education and development is a concept firmly established
by numerous scholars. There is broad consensus that education represents the most
reliable path to achieving sustainable development for any society or its people.
Education is the lifelong process of acquiring knowledge, skills, values, and
attitudes, both within formal learning institutions and through daily life experiences.
The application of these acquired competencies is essential for sustaining current and
future generations. The effective cultivation, transmission, and use of this knowledge

are what underpin the development and longevity of a society.

Higher education institutions, and universities in particular, are tasked with the
crucial role of removing impediments to sustainable socioeconomic development.
They prepare future professionals such as managers, doctors, and engineers, who will
serve the wider population. As such, universities are viewed as role models, with the
public looking to them for solutions and direction. The academic community's
function is therefore central to realizing any strategy for a sustainably developed

society.

Despite this vital role, a communication gap often exists between academia and the
broader community. Nigerian universities have frequently experienced conflicts
related to their missions, their responsibilities in addressing economic challenges,
and their capacity-building efforts. This paper aims to propose effective measures for
managing conflict within the Nigerian university system, thereby facilitating the

achievement of the sustainable development goal for education.

2. Conceptual Clarifications

2.1. Sustainable Development

The concept of Sustainable Development (SD) gained global prominence following
the 1972 Stockholm Conference and its highlight in the Brundtland Report,
stemming from a recognized link between environmental degradation and
socioeconomic issues. Previous development models were often criticized for their
narrow focus on economic wealth, neglecting the multifaceted nature of human

progress. Sustainable development is fundamentally about creating and maintaining
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the conditions for both current and future generations to thrive. It inherently involves
a multi-pronged approach that addresses not only environmental protection but also

the fulfillment of essential human needs for all, now and in the future.

The most widely cited definition from the Brundtland Report describes sustainable
development as "development that meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs". This
principle emphasizes a dual focus on the well-being of present and future
populations. Achieving this requires the prudent protection of the natural resources
that underpin all future development. Ultimately, sustainable development advocates
for equitable and balanced progress for all citizens, recognizing the intrinsic value of

both nature and human life.
2.2. Sustainable Development Goal Four (SDG4)

Sustainable Development Goal Four (SDG4) is dedicated to ensuring inclusive and
equitable quality education and promoting lifelong learning opportunities for all. It
champions universal access to education from early childhood through secondary
school and beyond into advanced skills training. The overarching vision is to build a
nation where every child can realize their full potential and contribute to a just and
tolerant society. This goal embodies the "education for all" principle, with a special

focus on vulnerable groups and gender equality.

The Incheon Declaration of 2015 described the renewed education agenda as
"comprehensive, holistic, ambitious, aspirational and universal," designed to
transform lives and societies without leaving anyone behind. Education, particularly
the inclusive and quality education central to SDG4, is recognized as foundational to
achieving all other SDGs and sustainable development as a whole. Investing in
SDG4 is a strategic decision, as education empowers individuals, creates
employment opportunities, reduces poverty and inequality, and equips people with

the knowledge to live sustainable lives.

2.3. Objectives of Sustainable Development Goal Four (SDG4)

SDG4 is underpinned by ten specific targets designed to create a comprehensive

educational framework by 2030. A summary of these objectives includes:
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e Universal Primary and Secondary Education: Ensure all children
complete free, equitable, and quality primary and secondary schooling with
relevant learning outcomes. This includes at least nine years of compulsory

education.

e Early Childhood Development: Provide all children with access to quality
pre-primary education and early childhood care to prepare them for primary
schooling. This includes at least one year of free and compulsory pre-primary

education.

e Equal Access to Tertiary Education: Guarantee equal and affordable access
for all women and men to technical, vocational, and tertiary education,
including university. This involves reducing barriers and progressively

making higher education free.

e Relevant Skills for Employment: Substantially increase the number of
youths and adults who possess technical and vocational skills for
employment, entrepreneurship, and decent jobs. Emphasis is placed on high-
level cognitive and transferable skills like critical thinking, problem-solving,

and conflict resolution.

¢ Eliminate Gender Disparities: Eradicate gender disparities and ensure equal
access to all levels of education and vocational training for the vulnerable,
including persons with disabilities and indigenous peoples. Special attention
is required for adolescent girls and young women facing barriers like child

marriage or violence.

e Universal Literacy and Numeracy: Ensure all youth and a significant
proportion of adults achieve functional literacy and numeracy skills. This
moves beyond a simple literate/illiterate dichotomy to a continuum of

proficiency.

e Education for Sustainable Development (ESD): Equip all learners with the
knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development, including

human rights, gender equality, global citizenship, and a culture of peace.
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e Safe and Inclusive Learning Environments: Build and upgrade education
facilities that are child, disability, and gender-sensitive to provide safe, non-

violent, and effective learning environments for everyone.

e Expand Scholarships for Higher Education: Increase the number of
scholarships available to developing countries for higher education,
vocational training, and scientific programs in developed nations. These

scholarships should target students from disadvantaged backgrounds.

e Increase the Supply of Qualified Teachers: Substantially increase the
number of qualified teachers through international cooperation and support.
Teachers are fundamental to quality education and must be empowered, well-

remunerated, and supported within efficient systems.
2.4. Education for Sustainable Development (ESD)

The United Nations designated the period from 2005 to 2014 as the Decade of
Education for Sustainable Development, led by UNESCO. The goal of this decade
was to integrate the principles and values of sustainable development into all forms
of education and learning. The four key thrusts of ESD, as identified in Agenda 21,
are promoting basic education, reorienting existing curricula toward sustainability,
developing public awareness, and providing targeted training for environmental
management. ESD is an educational approach that helps people develop the attitudes,
skills, and knowledge to make informed decisions for the long-term benefit of

themselves and others.

3. The Nigerian University System in Context
3.1. Role and Goals of University Education in Nigeria

Education is universally accepted as a primary driver of socioeconomic, political,
and cultural development in Nigeria. Universities are particularly crucial for
educating future leaders and developing the high-level technical expertise that fuels
economic growth. The fundamental purpose of university education in Nigeria is to
produce the human resources necessary for national development and social

transformation.
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According to the National Policy on Education (2014), the goals of university

education are to:
e Contribute to national development through high-level workforce training.
e Develop and instill values necessary for individual and societal survival.
¢ Enhance intellectual capacity to understand local and global environments.

e Promote self-reliance through the acquisition of physical and intellectual

skills.
e Foster scholarship and community service.
e Forge national unity and promote international understanding.

For universities to effectively lead sustainability efforts, it is vital to have strong
internal coordination. Each university requires a dedicated office or coordinator to
manage and harmonize sustainable development initiatives, especially given the

various challenges and conflicts they face.
3.2. Challenges Confronting Nigerian Universities

The Nigerian university system is beset by numerous challenges that hinder its

ability to contribute effectively to sustainable development. These include:

e Lack of a Sound Strategic Plan: Many Nigerian universities operate
without a coherent and comprehensive strategic plan. This results in a lack of
a clear mission and vision, leading to uncoordinated activities across
departments, poor curriculum development, and inefficient management of

finances and infrastructure.

e Poor Leadership: The quality of leadership is a significant issue, with some
university heads being political appointees who lack the necessary managerial
and academic competence. A dictatorial and corrupt leadership style often

exacerbates problems like inadequate funding and poor coordination.
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e Ineffective Teaching and Learning: The quality of teaching and learning is
often compromised by a severe mismatch between student enrollment and
academic staff numbers. This leads to unmanageable student-teacher ratios
and a decline in educational quality, further strained by decaying

infrastructure.

e Poor Research Activities: A core function of universities—conducting
research to solve societal problems—is severely hampered by inadequate
funding and a poor governmental attitude towards research. This discourages
young researchers and results in one of the world's lowest research outputs

relative to income and staff numbers.

¢ Inadequate Infrastructure: Nigerian universities suffer from a dire lack of
adequate infrastructure. Laboratories are often outdated, and essential
resources for learning and research are in short supply, creating an academic

environment that is far from ideal.

e Inadequate Funding: Chronic underfunding is a major obstacle. For
instance, the education sector's allocation in the national budget has been
consistently low, receiving just 5.6% in the 2021 proposal, its lowest in a

decade.

e Poor International Outlook: Nigerian universities have a low proportion of
international staff and students and limited global research collaboration.
Insecurity and a poor working environment have further isolated the system,

leading to a low degree of internationalization.

e Poor Reputation and Ranking: Consequently, the global reputation of
Nigerian universities is low. In the 2019 Times Higher Education World
University Rankings, only three Nigerian universities were listed among over

1,250 institutions, with none ranking in the top 600.

e Academic Corruption: Corruption is a significant blight on the education

sector. Reports of bribery for admissions and the selling of degrees to
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unqualified individuals are rampant, undermining the system's integrity and

creating barriers for those who refuse to engage in corrupt practices.

e Lack of Modern Laboratories: Many universities lack modern, well-
equipped laboratories, forcing thousands of scholars to travel abroad for their
research. Reports have cited students using kerosene stoves instead of gas

burners for experiments, highlighting the severity of the problem.

4. Conflict and Its Management in the University System

4.1. The Nature of Conflict in Universities

Conflict is an unavoidable aspect of any organization, and higher education
institutions are no exception. It can arise from human interactions where parties have
incompatible goals or perceive interference from others in achieving their objectives.
Conflict can be described as a disagreement characterized by antagonism, often
stemming from opposing principles or values. While it can be destructive, conflict
also presents an opportunity for positive change and creativity if managed

effectively.

Within the Nigerian university system, conflicts are pervasive and damaging.
Disputes over university restructuring, faculty performance, intellectual property, and
freedom of information are common. These conflicts create adversarial environments
and have destroyed the conditions necessary for effective human resource

development, thereby undermining the nation's sustainable development goals.
4.2. Conflict Management SKkills for Achieving SDG4

The effective management of conflict is essential for the progress of Nigerian
universities. Rather than aiming to eliminate conflict, the focus should be on
managing it toward constructive outcomes. Unmanaged conflict can lead to work
delays, disinterest, and even a complete breakdown of institutional functions. The
following skills are crucial for managing conflict to support the achievement of

educational sustainable development goals:

e Develop a Constructive Communication Process: It is vital to establish a

systematic and logical communication process where grievances can be aired
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and negotiated peacefully. The personality of the mediators or negotiators

plays a significant role in guiding this process toward a successful resolution.

e Utilize Appropriate Leadership Styles: University leaders must employ
fitting leadership styles for conflict resolution. Strategies such as mediation,
arbitration, and reconciliation should be used as the situation demands.
Leaders must exhibit skill in avoiding propaganda and cognitive

discrepancies that could fuel rumors and hinder resolution efforts.

e Ensure Timely and Sincere Communication: The communication process
during conflict management must be both prompt and genuine. Sincere and
timely messages of peace and cooperation from negotiators demonstrate a
commitment to resolution, alleviate tension, and reduce the potential for

victimization.

e Adopt a Democratic and Dialogical Approach: University authorities
should handle institutional affairs democratically, involving representatives
from all stakeholder groups in dialogue and decision-making. This inclusive
approach is a highly effective strategy for conflict management and is
particularly important for reducing campus unrest when dealing with

governmental bodies.

e Integrate Conflict Management into the Curriculum: Universities should
adopt an educational approach by developing and requiring courses on
conflict management, peace education, human rights, and good governance.
Educating all students in non-violent conflict resolution will cultivate a
culture of peaceful coexistence and position Nigerian universities as centers

for dialogue and tolerance.

e Employ a Non-Violent Strategic Approach: University management and
national leaders must prioritize non-violent, preventive strategies that allow
for open discussion. Focusing on peaceful persuasion and sound judgment,
without compromising institutional objectives, is more effective than relying

on curative measures after a crisis has erupted.
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5. Conclusion

Despite the significant challenges and conflicts within the Nigerian university
system, these institutions remain indispensable for achieving the educational
sustainable development goal. This paper has analyzed the objectives of SDG4,
situated the Nigerian university system within this context, and detailed the conflicts

and challenges that impede its progress.

To move forward, it is imperative to develop constructive communication processes
guided by skilled negotiators and appropriate leadership. Communication during
conflicts must be timely and sincere to reduce tensions. Furthermore, a shift towards
democratic and dialogical governance, involving all stakeholders in decision-making,
is essential. Universities must also take an active role in education by integrating
conflict resolution into their curricula, thereby fostering a culture of peace in the next
generation. Finally, both university and national leaders must commit to non-violent,
discussion-based strategies for managing conflicts, focusing on prevention over cure.
Through these concerted efforts, the Nigerian university system can overcome its

obstacles and fulfill its crucial role in building a sustainable future.
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