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Abstract  
 

This paper is designed to study admission policies’ effect on both students and institutions, how 
admission policies have been positioned, and the contemporary issues facing the sector in terms 
of creation of a new university. In order to achieve this objective, the study focuses on 
identifying what universities’ policies on admissions are by a standard literature review of 
government policy. The literature review covers major policies on university admissions, an 
approach that has received little attention from past studies on university education in Nigeria. 
A qualitative approach is adopted using interviews as the sole research instrument. Medical 
students who are newly admitted, and those who failed to gain admission, were interviewed 
with the hope of unveiling issues that affect the admission process. Therefore, this paper fills a 
gap in knowledge by studying government policies on Nigerian university admission with the 
aim of understanding how universities operate. The findings reveal that the admission process is 
an element of university business management that requires effective maintenance in order to 
produce quality graduates that will make the situation in the country better.  
 
Keywords – admission, government policy, implementation, university 
 

Introduction: 
 

Nigeria has a population of 164 million people, operating 230 higher institutions made up of 142 
universities, 68 polytechnics and 100 colleges of education (Okebukola, 2002). The highest level 
of education among these institutions is offered by the university. The Nigerian university 
system has three tiers, federal, state and private. The Joint Admission and Matriculation Board 
(JAMB) and Unified Tertiary Matriculation Examination (UTME) decide admissions for all these 
institutions. Salim (2003) highlights that the process of admissions has changed over the years. 
These changes include changes of government administration, and the introduction of selection 
policies like catchment areas and the quota system (Adetunji, 2016). These changes have had, it 
is suggested, negative impacts on the quality of graduates produced by the universities. In view 
of this, JAMB was charged with the selection process for tertiary institutions in the country. 
JAMB is a government-established organisation empowered to look into tertiary institution 
intake in Nigeria, just like the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) in the United 
Kingdom. Okebukola (2002) highlighted that having experienced changes in policy and office 
holders, institutions operate under various administrative polices. Oyedeji (2011) says that 
among these policies, catchment areas are used for selection of students to the universities. 
Owing to the fact that the Nigerian government has made natural policy provision for higher 
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education for all citizenry willing to pursue education at the higher level, the selection process of 
candidates becomes very important. Even given that access to university education is limited. 
 
Ajayi and Ekundayo (2005) add that the demand for university, and other institutions, has 
increased over the years, due to the great emphasis put on university education by the federal 
government of Nigeria, as well as the civilisation and modernisation of educational elites in the 
country. The government has made room for, and motivated, those who manage to study at 
university with a better pay scheme and a higher level on the government scale of skills, above 
any other institutions’ certificates. Moti (2010) states that this government involvement in 
terms of motivation has increased the demand for university education. As a result, applicants 
and parents do not care what it costs them to get a university education. Most parents get 
directly involved in seeking admission for their children. Parental involvement, and deep 
concern, creates room for favouritism by colleagues schoolmates or friends who occupy a 
position in the university administration. The belief is that anyone with a university qualification 
has more chance of getting a better job, with better pay, than those who attend other 
institutions. 
 
The importance of a university education as a means of corroborating the individual, and 
civilising and strengthening the economy, has intensified the demand for university education in 
Nigeria over the last 2 decades. However, Ajayi and Ekundayo (2008) point out that Nigerian 
universities have not been able to meet the demand for admission. Chukwurah (2011) is of the 
opinion that it is expedient to develop high quality and effective human resources for Nigeria, as 
a developing nation, in order to achieve sustainable development, especially economic 
development. Ene (2007) affirms that a nation’s Gross National Product (GNP) per capita 
depends, on the level of development of its human resources to a great extent. In view of human 
resource needs, there is an urgent need for the country’s university system to rapidly and 
effectively improve. Chukwurah (2011) says that to improve the GNP in Nigeria, making 
university accessible to every Nigerian should be a top priority. However, policies on admission 
have become controversial in recent years. Applicants go through unnecessary spending, risk of 
life by travelling from one university to another and painstaking examinations in the process of 
admission that may never be granted (Chukwurah, 2011; Adetunji 2014).  
 
Nigeria Government Policy on University Admission  
Okoroma (2008) establishes that the policy adopted by the Nigerian universities is based on the 
Ashby Commission report of 1959. The report stated that all regions should equalise university 
populations to meet the needs of the entire nation. Following the report, in 1962, the federal 
government of Nigeria (FGN) established a body called the National University Commission 
(NUC) as an advisory agency in the cabinet office of the executive arm of government. Nigeria as 
a country operates a federalist system of government, where the legislature makes law, the 
judiciary implement the law and the executive arm manages and runs the affairs of the nation. In 
1974 the NUC became a statutory body charged by the federal government of Nigeria. In 1976 
the JAMB was formulated as a body for conducting entrance examinations for tertiary 
institutions. The legal instrument establishing the body was promulgated by Act No.2 of 1978 of 
the Federal Military Government. In August 1982 the Act became Federal Executive Degree No.2 
of 1978 Federal Republic of Nigeria, intended to regulate and monitor admissions into tertiary 
institutions through the various admission policies of JAMB. Research by Okoroma (2008) 
shows that the majority of students tend to prefer public university education to polytechnics or 
private colleges of education, for obvious reasons, including quality of education and low tuition 
and fees. 
 
Regrettably, Agboola and Ofoegbu (2010) are of the opinion that the policy to conduct 
meaningful selection procedures has been replaced by political interests and affiliations since 
the introduction of the quota system, favouring some regions or states over others. Okebukola 
(2006) adds that students are denied admission on the basis of the implementation of policies 
that consider carrying capacity, state of origin, the quota system, catchment areas, against 
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educationally disadvantaged areas. In other work by Okwori and Okwori, (2007) they establish 
that another policy hampering access to university education is the policy of the 60:40 ratio on 
admission. 60% of admissions are allocated to the sciences and 40% to liberal arts disciplines.  
Likewise, non-universities have a 70:30 ratio, that is 70% admission to sciences and 30% to 
liberal art disciplines (Okwori & Okwori, 2007; Agboola & Ofoegbu, 2010). Okebukola (2006) 
explains that the rationale behind this policy is that the country needs more scientists in all 
sectors, especially the oil industry, and for economic development and transformation. Utulu 
(2001) says that the negative implication of this ratio system is that many qualified liberal arts 
students are denied admission because the slots reserved for the liberal arts are not enough to 
cater for the number of applicants.  
 
A worrying report was put forward by the NUC in 2004, about the state of university education 
in the country. The report stated that due to the increasing number of applicants seeking 
university education yearly, the carrying capacity could only cater for 17% to 20% of applicants. 
Imhanlahimi and Maduewesi (2006) argue that in an attempt by the federal government of 
Nigeria to create equal representation, the government set guidelines for admission into 
universities based on 45% merit, 35% catchment/locality, and 20% for educationally less 
developed states. This policy led to the rejection of many brilliant candidates and the admission 
of weak ones because of their place of origin or the connections they have with influential 
people (Salim, 2004). 
 
Adeyemi (2001) expresses the view that the government established the policy for the 
educationally less developed (ELDs) areas in an effort to promote equal opportunities, and 
create access for the whole populace of the country. Certain states are considered educationally 
less developed or disadvantaged. Adeyemi (2001) lists these states as Adamawa, Benue, Borno, 
Bauchi, Bayelsa, Cross River, Ebonyi, Gombe, Jigawa, Kebbi, Kogi, Kwara, Kaduna, Kano, Kastina, 
Nasarawa, Niger, Plateau, Sokoto, Taraba, Rivers, Yobe and Zamfara. Adeyemi (2001) adds that 
candidates from these states are given special concession for admission, in terms of lower cut-
off marks. By this concession, a candidate from a state considered to be educationally 
advantaged, who scores 300 out of 400, may not get admission into university while his 
counterpart from an ELD state who scores less would be admitted. Much as it is good that 
educationally disadvantaged areas are being encouraged, it should not be to the detriment of 
others. A situation where a candidate does not gain access just because of his birthplace is not 
good. The universities may be encouraging one set of candidates while throwing away other 
quality students. Therefore, using the quota system to regulate and guide access to university 
education has an inequitable effect (Akpan & Undie 2007).  
 

Methodology 
 

This paper is designed to study the involvement and experience of students in the admission 
process to university in Nigeria. The paper anticipates that if students’ views are represented in 
the discussion of the admission process, it will enhance the search for quality provision. 
Therefore, the paper uses a purposive selection procedure to select 10 participants, 5 who were 
admitted into the programme of their choice (Medicine) and five non-admitted students. The 
experience of these students is assumed to be very important in determining how admission is 
carried out in their institution. Selected informants were very important, and were assumed 
suitable for investigating their experiences in the process of gaining admission. The use of 
interviews as the sole research instrument was assumed appropriate because it allows the 
participants to express themselves anonymously without identifying who they are, or which 
institution they represent. The names used in the analysis of this paper are not their real names,  
as the participants are protected from being identified.  
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Admitted  - Binta, Bola, Dele, Nike, Bashiru, Ali 
Not admitted  - Sunday, Nelson, Joyce, Soji, James, John 
Representation:  
A = student admitted to the Medical college: 1 = Binta , 2 = Bola, 3 = Dele, 4 = Nike, 5 = Bashiru, 6 
= Ali. Therefore A1 is Binta, A2 is Bola, etc.  
B = Non-admitted student to the Medical college: 1 = Sunday, 2 = Nelson, 3 = Joyce, 4 = Soji, 5 = 
James, 6 = John. Therefore B1 is Sunday, B2 is Nelson, etc. 
Two of the selected participants opted out during the process, claiming to have a lecture, and 
were unable to return to the session   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Findings 
 

The participants in this study were duly informed about the importance of the study before they 
were asked to take part. The participants covered many issues that have not been considered in 
past research, and 3 of these issues are discussed in this paper, based on the emphasis the 
participants placed on them. The following are the views of the 10 participants. 
 
Participant’s view on Admission Issues  
The study explores the reality of the admission crisis in Nigeria, especially among candidates 
seeking university admission. All 10 participants (students admitted for the Medical 
programmes and non-admitted candidate) said that they had applied at least two to four times 
before gaining admission, or were still seeking admission at the time of the study. These 
participants found it difficult to secure admission to any university in the country for the 
programme of their choice. The participants in this study, both those admitted and those seeking 
admission, briefly gave an account to demonstrate their experiences with university admission 
and their perceptions of admission denial. The participants debated the following unjust 
practices. 
 
A. “Who do you know”: Nepotism/Godfatherism. 
Five of the participants expressed dissatisfaction with the admission process, especially to the 
Medical school, pointing out that sometimes admission is all about “who you know,” which is 
referred to as “godfatherism”, that is, Nepotism. This emerged as one of the most prominent 
themes the informants emphasised. When the researcher asked students to describe how they 
felt about the general problem of admission in the country and why they were denied admission 
in their previous attempts, it was common for them to express disheartening feelings about the 
difficulties of gaining admission into Nigerian universities due to the condition of nepotism. Two 
of the respondents corrected the researcher very quickly, saying godfatherism is far different to 
nepotism. They even asked the researcher to stop using English or grammar to cover what is not 
right and make it seem normal (B2, B5). Three of the respondents explained further that 
Godfatherism is seen in Nigeria as men who have the power personally to determine both who 
gets nominated to contest elections and wins in a state (A1, A5, B3). Another respondent said 
that godfatherism has to do with those who can determine who is to be admitted to a university 
or employed in any establishment (A3). One of the respondents, now a 300 level (third year) 
student of Anatomy, was denied admission twice because she did not have anybody to support 
her, even after taking a remedial programme with the university. She was eventually granted 

Participants Admitted Non-Admitted 
A B 

1 * * 
2 * * 
3 * * 
4 - * 
5 * * 
6 * - 
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admission to Anatomy, not Medicine, in 2013 when she applied for the third time. She felt 
frustrated at the unfairness of college admission policies. She said: 

I feel mortified whenever it comes to the issue of admission because other countries are not 
like that. Admission procedures in Nigeria are awful, financially and academically, to both 
parents and students; admission is not given to those students who perform well either on 
the JAMB or any university’s internal examinations (B3).  

 
Two other respondents supported the account of respondent B3, and illustrated how they felt 
frustrated at the unfairness of the college admissions policy and how it was unjustly handled in 
this country. They said that on many occasions, admission is given to those who do not perform 
well but know or have somebody to support them (A5, B3). One respondent pointed that those 
who do well on entrance exams are not considered (B3). The other respondents also said that 
corruption, in terms of bribery, is a major cause of this general admission problem in the 
country (A5). Three of the students, although they were granted admission, pointed out that 
according to the Global Post (May, 2012), admissions officials work with student agents to 
demand cash for admissions (A2, A5, A6). One of the respondents said: 

I am 100% in support of the Global Post of May 2012 because I have seen University 
officials also consider letters from ministers or other top government officials before they 
grant admission or even reserving space for top official’s candidates (A2).  

 
Two other respondent share a similar view that even if a student does not perform well but has 
a godfather, that person will be granted admission (A5, A6). These experiences indicate that it is 
only the children of the rich that can continue to have access to university education, while those 
who have no one to assist them may never get a chance to experience a university education. 
Another respondent said: 

The first time I applied to the university for a Medical program, my JAMB score was well 
above 200, but I couldn’t secure admission because a highly placed person in the society 
submitted a name and my name had to be removed for that person’s name. It is not as if the 
person they substituted for me was better than me in any way. Academically, the person 
was not as high as myself, but the person who submitted the name was influential.  I felt 
frustrated that I had no one (godfather) to help secure admission for me because of the 
distorted system of higher education admission procedures (B3).  

 
Three other respondents mentioned similar opinions in their interviews, saying that governors, 
ministers, or the vice chancellor sometimes exercise influence on behalf of a son or friend (A1, 
B2, B3). One of the respondents said that  preference is often given to applicants from certain 
regions of the country who dominate the decision-making body in the government (B3). One 
respondent who failed to gain admission into the medical school but finally entered another 
course (microbiology), said that he applied the first time in 2012. His JAMB score was one point 
above the cut-off point but he noted that he was not given admission the first time because he 
had a deficiency in chemistry in his O’level result (high school certificate examination). He later 
sat another O’level examination and JAMB on which he believed that he did well, as he was the 
second-best student among the examinees in his local government area (county). The 
respondent explained:  

Yet I have to wait for supplementary list before I was shortlisted. I believe here in Nigeria, 
you have to know somebody before you get admission or pay somebody for you to be given 
admission (A2).  

 
Two other respondents explained that the youth of today in Nigeria are now compelled to have a 
“godfather” or pay heavily in order to gain admission (A1, A6). In the researcher’s wide range of 
interviews with various respondents, reoccurring statements, that students were worried to 
express, were that some of them paid up to 150,000 naira ($800), un-invoiced, before they 
gained admission, all because they were not indigenes of the state where they were applying. 
Another respondent said that if she had her way, she would not study in Nigeria just because of 
the unjust system and trouble of gaining admission. She said that it was not uncommon that 
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admission is secured based not on merit but on “who you know” (godfatherism) or “how much 
you have” (A2). 
 
B. Quota System: The Unjust System of Admission.  
All students interviewed expressed their concern about the government policy of the quota 
system as a way of declining the right students the opportunity to get the right type of education. 
The quota system is a Nigerian admission policy through which admission is based on allocation 
slots given to each region, state or local government area. This system aims at equal distribution 
of admission to all parts of the nation. However, due to the corrupt nature of the system, some 
regions, states or local government areas dominate others by having more allocated slots. Most 
students the researcher interviewed thought it was an unjust system of admission. According to 
three respondents who claimed they were not given admission due to the quota system despite 
the fact that they did well in their local government area (county), they applied for medicine but 
were not given admission (B1, B3, B5). One respondent claimed that the admission officer said  
they were fully booked when they had not even released the first admission list (B5). Another 
student claimed his parent went to the admission office and the man said, and I quote: 

‘I didn’t want to stress you too much, you need to get a letter from a director, ministry head 
or governor if you truly want your son to study medicine, because our merit list is full’ (B3). 

 
Four respondents lamented that even though the quota system is politically meant to check 
other imbalances in terms of appointments and admissions in the country, the system is unjust 
because students with lower scores are often granted admission depending on the region or 
state (A2, A6, B3, B5). One of the respondents said:  

I applied three times before I got admission into this course (Medicine). I actually did well 
and I thought I should be given admission in all my past applications. Although I was not 
the only person that was not given admission, other friends of mine were also affected (A2).  

 
Another respondent said:  

I later sat for the exams and I passed. I applied again to the same university, with a higher 
grade this time around. I was not given admission still, and I don’t know the reasons why 
because according to all the criteria, I think I deserved to be admitted. Even compared to 
those from my local government area, but still I was not given admission due to the quota 
system (B5).  

 
Two respondents also expressed how they felt disheartened with the admission process. They 
highlighted that the admission issue had been a major setback in the higher education sector of 
the country, because admission is not determined based on merit, they claim, due to the quota 
system. One of the respondents lamented:  

I don’t believe in the quota system, they use it just to favour their own children who are not 
academically sound like us that our parents do not have money but we are focus to attain 
the best possible height (A1).  

 
Among the participants, the majority believed that the quota system should not be applied to 
institutions of higher learning, because it would not help the nation grow educationally. Rather, 
it harms the educational system because less qualified candidates are admitted, while 
academically able students are left behind, their talents wasted. One of the participants said: 

I think it is not good to use politics in running the education system. The best candidate 
should be taken, no matter where in the country he or she comes from (A5). 

 
One of the respondents, who applied for admission twice before he was eventually admitted in 
2015, expressed the opinion that when he applied the first time, he was denied admission along 
with several of his peers. When he inquired as to why he was denied admission, he was told that 
the reason was not his scores on the JAMB but “something that cannot be disclosed”. When he 
pressed further, he was told that every local government area (county) has a slot for only two 
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candidates to be admitted and that his local government area slots had been filled already. He 
said:  

I was mad, I shouted at the registrar to his face, you want to waste my life, I was just bold 
all because I have in mind that they will work me away. So I am ready to take the 
opportunity to express how I felt. But I was very luck the vice-chancellor was passing by at 
the time and he asked the security to bring me in to his office. Anyway I was eventually 
granted admission to study medicine (A3). 

 
During the interview, one of the respondents noted that he could have been admitted the first 
time if there was no quota system. He also lamented the low rate of admission due to the lack of 
university capacity to admit more numbers for the academic year. The admission officers 
explained to him that they have a cut-off they must meet, regulated by the NUC. The respondent 
said: 

I think in my opinion, one of the major problems is the inability of the universities to admit 
enough students they have only admitted 50 medical students per section. In my cohort, we 
are only 35 because 15 dropped out that they could not cope with the course load. So I 
believe if right candidates were admitted there would be nothing like dropping out (A3).  

 
Three other respondents also discussed their fear and lack of confidence in seeking admission, 
especially in the south if the applicant is from the north. This issue is related to the catchment 
problem. The informants said that in the north, admission criteria are different from the many 
universities in the south or west of the country (B1, B4, B5). One of the respondents pointed out 
that: 

I think many of the candidates today are unhappy as much as I am always afraid, worried 
to apply because of the catchment area disappointment (B4).  

 
Another respondent pointed out that it is a common fact that northerners are not truly 
represented in the southern state universities, and northerners have been continually 
demanding preferential treatment in the admission process because of the small number of 
admission slots reserved for northerners:  

However, I think the major reason for our institutional failure today is that universities in 
the country do not share the same view as regard admission process (B5).  

 
Similarly, one of the informants expressed dissatisfaction with the issue of the quota system. 
According to her, the quota given to some states are less than others, and she wonders what will 
be the fate of secondary school graduates in this present generation. She explained further:  

I could not secure admission because I was not from a certain state where the university is 
located. This issue is more common in some schools for applicants to lose the chance of 
gaining admission because they are not from certain regions or have no one influential to 
favour them even if they have the proper qualifications (B3).  

 

Conclusions  
 

All the students who participated in the study had applied to the university two to four times 
before they eventually got accepted. Gaining admission into any university is an uphill battle 
that depends on a combination of merit, personal connections and money. While all students are 
expected to enter the university on the basis of merit and the quota system, personal 
connections (godfatherism) and money play a crucial role in influencing admission decisions. 
The relative importance of the latter is stronger among poorly performing students whose 
parents are influential in society. The quota system, which is meant to offer equal opportunity 
for admission, is now seen as an unjust system because it has failed to achieve its purpose of 
equal distribution of admission or to counteract godfatherism. The system has succeeded only in 
depriving many qualified candidates of admission. However, the purpose of this study is to 
examine the unjust system of admission of medical students in Nigeria. The study confirms the 
assertion of a respondent, that Godfatherism is a phenomenon which has firmly established 
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itself as a guiding principle in contemporary Nigerian society, extending to all sectors, including 
education, whereby university admission is not determined based on merit but also on who you 
know that is influential in society. Likewise, the sudden increase in demand for university 
education is not necessarily associated with the need to develop the economy, but with the quest 
of applicants to secure a better future and financial security for themselves. With this self-
centred aim, it is impossible for students, or their parents who pay for the service, to carefully 
observe the impartiality of applicant intake. Rather they pay their way, or use power or 
authority, to secure admission for their children. 
 
From this study it is evident that the Joint Admissions and Matriculation Board (JAMB) has 
admitted under twenty per cent (20%) of applicants annually, since 1978. This is as a result of 
impediments to access and management of admission in the universities. Hence, the issue of 
access to university education has not been fully addressed. This study concludes that access has 
been made more complex because of government policies such as catchment areas, 
educationally less developed states, and NUC carrying capacity, as well as the inadequate 
infrastructural facilities in the university system. From the analysis, it can be concluded that the 
rate of admission to university is low compared to the number of applicants, because of certain 
factors and admission policies which do not encourage entry for candidates from some regions. 
Likewise, it is true that Nigerian youth aspire to higher education, but qualified candidates have 
been denied access. From this study, it can be concluded that in order to enhance access to 
universities, the issue of the quota system and catchment areas should be reviewed to lessen the 
hardship and difficulties parents and youth face when seeking admission to university. 
  
Further study 
 

The intention of this paper is to develop the basis for a comparative study to be carried out in 
the future to look at how students perceive the admission process to university. This study is 
carried out in only one university out of 136 in the country. Therefore this study does not have 
generalisable findings, but it is suggested that other research can find out more about the 
subject. The findings suggested by the medical students, open more gaps that require the 
knowledge of an active researcher to fill. A profound solution to the problems highlighted may 
be found through future research.  
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