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1. Opening
It was in the Summer of 2007 that I first came into contact with students of this great university, as a lecturer.  I have maintained this teacher-student relationship with students of this University not only because the university is dear to me, but also because the students demonstrated to me their willingness to learn and excel.

The first group of students of the Umaru Musa Yar’Adua University that I met in 2007 are about to graduate this year. We are today witnessing a send forth party for these young men and women.  It is, therefore, a day to remember, a day of joy, a day of happiness and, above all, a day of honor to our beloved late President, Alhaji Umaru Musa Yar’Adua, the founder of this University.
2. Topic of My Presentation
What I have said in the opening paragraph explain why it was difficult for me to decline the invitation for this presentation, even in the face of my other tight commitments.

The topic I was requested to speak on is New Frontiers in Education: The Challenge of Relevance.

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, new frontiers in a field of endeavor mark the most advanced achievement in that field.  Relevance, on the other hand, is the fit between two things.

My brief presentation, therefore, will highlight new trends in education (teaching and learning) and also highlight the challenges that we must overcome in order to plug our university, our state and our country in the comity of other nations for us to gain greater in the modern digital age.
3. New Frontiers in Education

Recent developments recorded in the information and communication technologies (ICTs) brought about a major revolution in education.  It has also brought great transformation in our lives and in the way we do many things.  No human invention in the history of mankind has brought positive rapid changes in education, as well as in other areas, as does technology and the Internet.

The use of ICT and digital media helped in the development of new teaching theories, new schools set-ups and new students assessment techniques.  New roles are being defined for the teacher and the learner. 

Technology is helping in changing the teacher’s role from that of being at the center, master and convener of the learning process to that of being a facilitator in the learning process.  With appropriate use of ICT tools, a teacher’s role can be transformed from that of ‘Sage on the stage’ to that of a ‘guide by the side’. Technology affords students the ability to create knowledge in their own unique ways.

Educationists have long realized that learners learn in diverse ways. While some learn best as visually or aurally, others learn best as read/write or kinesthetic learners.  Other learners exhibit multimodal learning preferences.

A variety of technology tools can be employed by modern learners to learn in ways most suited to their learning preferences and styles.

Ladies and gentlemen, technology has a lot to offer to both teachers and learners in this age.  Let me highlight some of these potential benefits.

Increased Access to Resources
Technology facilitates access to human and material resources, whether locally or remotely.

Historically, information resources at libraries, schools, and universities have only been available within the walls of these institutions, in a wide variety of physical media, at certain times of the day, and in limited quantities.

The Internet represents the greatest collection of human knowledge ever assembled, and it is available to every student and teacher equipped with technology. Furthermore, thousands of Web sites now exist that contain collections of high quality curriculum guides, open courseware, etc.

With requisite technology, remote access to expensive scientific instrumentation and virtual laboratories is also possible.

These enable institutions to internationalize their curriculum, broadening students’ experiences and preparing them for life in an increasingly interconnected world.

Collaboration Opportunity
Technology enables location-neutral educational collaborations between individuals and groups of people.  Technology tools like videoconferencing, email, online chats, wikis and blogs open up a new world of collaboration among students, among teachers and between students and teachers.

Learning Anywhere, Anytime, at Any Age
Technology makes it possible to deliver educational programs anywhere in the world.  Through the employment and deployment of technology, many “virtual high schools” and “virtual universities” that require no physical campuses are being established.  This provides a wonderful opportunity for those who want to study in their own homes, who want to study while employed, etc.

Skills for the Workplace
Literacy in the modern digital age is no longer confined to reading and writing abilities but also includes ability to use computers. Having advanced computer skills and knowing how to use discipline-specific applications may help students secure suitable employment and enhance their productivity once employed.  Computer competency is now considered to be an integral part of the skills required in virtually all jobs.

It is important to sign the caveat that technology does not come for free.  The increased and wider access to resources afforded by technology comes at a price.  The need for expensive hardware, software and telecommunications poses a serious financial barrier for much of the population in developing countries [4].  Furthermore, the increasing ease of access to materials has the potential to further homogenize education around the world, leading to potential cultural imperialism.

4. The Challenge of Relevance
To thrive in the world of the 21st Century and beyond, Nigerians must learn to think beyond the bounds of their physical surroundings - beyond home and school, to the community, our country, our region and the wider world.  Nigerians must also learn to think beyond the obvious, to think creatively, to search for new knowledge, to come up with new ideas. We must be comfortable with new technologies and be able to exploit these new technologies to venture beyond our current boundaries and open up new frontiers of knowledge.

To bring the benefits of technology use to enhance education to the people of developing countries like Nigeria, some important challenges need to be overcome. 

Let me highlight few of these issues as they apply to the Nigerian context.

Increased preparation for pre-university students
Recent statistics on the performance of students in GCE/NECO examinations are not encouraging, especially for students from Northern states of Nigeria.  It is, therefore, mandatory to take steps to address this challenge. A striking aspect of this poor performance in Nigeria, a disappointing fact for the “Giant of Africa”, is that Nigeria has one of the strongest economies in Africa and that “poorer” African countries have a better showing than Nigeria in this aspect.

This is the foundation that must be concretized. No nation can develop without a sound educational foundation.

Addressing this issue is essential if we are to realize our dream of a knowledge-based economy and our vision of sustainable national development. 



Public funding
It cannot be argued that the weakness of education in Nigeria originates from a very deficient funding. We are convinced that inefficiency has a lot to do with the poor performance of the Nigerian educational system. In other words, the question that remains and that constitutes one of the important challenges for the 21st century is: how do we improve the use of public funds allocated to education? This is certainly a very complex question, involving many aspects of the cultural, social and economic structure of the country. It is not the intention here to answer such a difficult question but just to point out some of the aspects that, in our opinion, may contribute to improve the overall performance of Nigeria's education system in the coming decades.

Concerted stakeholder efforts
Major stakeholders in education like politicians, business people and top government office holders that are supposed to develop and provide oversight and superintendant roles to educational policies turn out to have, in many instances, little or no stake in the Nigerian educational system.  This is because the children and, in some cases, even other relatives of these elites attend different sets of schools,  within and, often, outside the shores of Nigeria.

Without a collective and concerted effort for the development of education, a true realization of any national development goals will only remain a dream that cannot be realized.  This collective and concerted effort can be realized through a common, single-tier, universal, government managed educational system attended by children of the rich and the poor.  This is the system under which Nigerian educational system flourished in the past.  The success of the Nigerian educational system in the future lies in those cherished ideals of collective and concerted stakeholding of the past.

Cultural, spiritual values versus vocationalism
Once the domain of the intellectual elite, the modern university now seems to be abandoning its traditional role of education in favor of providing the youth of the contemporary world with the industrial skills necessary for the development of national economies. In varying degrees throughout the world, the market is dictating the curriculum development and the students are voting with their feet and forsaking the traditional disciplines in favor of skills oriented courses.

In addition to and, along with the need to respond to students’ vocational needs and the needs of the industrial marketplace, proper education can only be realized by also instilling cultural and spiritual values into the minds students.  This should make graduates balanced, vocationally and spiritually, for  proper and meaningful national development.
5. A Multi Stakeholder Strategy
I have briefly outlined one of the most important frontiers in modern educational pursuit and also enumerated the potentials as well as challenges that we should address to help plug our country into the comity of modern nations.

The challenges outlined can best be addressed using a multi stakeholder strategy.  Under this strategy, all stakeholders should be mobilized into contributing their quota for a successful and sustainable employment of technology in improving education.

Let me now highlight some specific responsibilities to specific stakeholder groups that can help us in the pursuit for relevance in modern age.

Role of Government
Experiences in the developed countries clearly show that entrenching technology in furthering education involves various actors in the process.  Major categories are government, private sector, academia and development partners.

Government roles include policy formulation on technology, planning, facilitating industry-education partnerships and direct funding.

Government should ensure the deployment of requisite technology infrastructure.  It should also equip schools with computers, equip and provide Internet connection in educational venues.  Government should also provide for the employment and training of competent technical support personnel for the technology infrastructure.

Role of Lecturers
No innovation in education can take place without the commitment of teachers, just like other stakeholders. Computers cannot replace teachers. Computers are tools for the teachers and for the students to enhance their work and facilitate learning.

Local lecturers and tutors are crucial in helping students to contextualize and appropriate international materials. Teachers act as a bridge between the producers and users of educational media. They are able to frame and interpret the content for students, and help incorporate that content into the students’ broader education. This role becomes increasingly important as the cultural and geographical distance between producers and users increases. 

Role of Students
There is a consensus that educational technologies encourage innovation, creativity and independence on the part of students. While some argue that this will happen simply by virtue of using the new technologies, others believe that technologies can only achieve this by reorienting the relationship between teacher and student.

Technology-mediated education places an additional premium on the part of the learner.  Learners are required to take a more active role in the learning process.  They should actively work to acquire skills that are critical for the future - creative thinking, the ability to learn independently and continuously, and effective communication. They are, of course, required to be technology savvy.
6. Summary
Ladies and gentlemen, I want to thank you for the attention you have given me during this short paper presentation.

Before I close, I seek your indulgence to remind you of the significance of this important occasion.  It is a happy occasion for all of us administrators, parents, teachers, graduating students and well-wishers as we converge here to celebrate and also honor the founder of this great initiative, the late President and Commander-in-Chief, Alhaji Umaru Musa Yar’Adua, GCFR. May Allah shower his mercy on him, amen.

Let me quickly remind you that I talked briefly about a new frontier in education as facilitated by information and communication technology.  Recent developments in information technology constitute one of the most far-reaching developments in human history.

Technology has not only transformed the way we teach and learn, it has also transformed the way we communicate and the way we conduct business.  Virtually no human endeavor in modern times can thrive without recourse to the use of technology.  One can safely say that technology has become part and parcel of our lives.

Advances brought about by modern technology are not without costs: Governments must make heavy investments in hardware, software, capacity-building and change management policies. 

Unless these ‘technology dictates’ are met, a country can hardly worth its name in the modern world.

Another challenge is that modern learners are ‘technology natives’. Being natives of the technology age means that learners learn differently and better using technology.  The implications are that traditional teaching strategies may not be the best for modern learners. 

Consequently, teachers roles may have to change from that of traditional knowledge banks and knowledge dispensers to learning facilitators.  Teachers and learners may also have the additional ‘burden’ of learning the new technologies for them to be effective and in tune with modern times.

Using our proposed multi stakeholder strategy, we can leverage the dividends of technology in education to better our University, state and country.  Now and in the future.

May Allah be our guide, amen! 
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