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Abstract 
Increasingly, higher education especially in some developing countries no longer guarantees the 
production of graduates with high employability ratings or that are well rounded to make useful 
contributions to the economy as profitable providers of employment. This has been attributed to 
disconnect between the higher education curriculum and practice requirements in various fields. A 
good strategy to correct the anomaly is exposure of students to practical experience especially 
through university-industry linkages. The “town and gown” initiative of Covenant University is the 
students-focused component of a wider university-industry partnership arrangement aimed at 
positioning the university as a leading provider of well-equipped graduates with excellent employability 
ratings the initiative was conceived as an interactive session where students in each academic 
department engage practitioners in their various fields of endeavour thereby creating valuable flow of 
information and experience. The town and gown initiative is almost two years in operation and it is 
appropriate that it be evaluated as a way of adding to existing literature on university-industry linkages. 
Hence, this paper examined the mode of operation, challenges and improvement pathways for the 
town and gown programme from the perspective of the students. A cross-sectional survey of 
undergraduate and postgraduate students in the four colleges of the university was conducted using 
questionnaire as the instrument of data collection. The data was analysed using descriptive statistics It 
was found that while the students deeply understood and subscribed to the positive attributes of the 
programme. However, the major challenges were the frequency of the interactions and its effect on 
the scheduling of other core academic activities such as lectures, tutorials and seminars. Most 
importantly, the need for the programme to evolve into a robust industry experience for the students is 
yet to be fully achieved. Appropriate recommendations on how to make the programme more result 
oriented both for the students and the industry were made. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Formal higher education has been part of the Nigerian education system for about eighty five (85) 
years [1]. The overriding purpose of higher education at inception was to meet the human resources 
needs of a developing country as determined by the colonial authorities then. However, with political 
independence and the prospects of rapid development as well as the challenges posed by 
globalisation, the purpose of higher education has evolved over time. According to the Nigerian 
National Policy on Education [2], the main purpose of higher education includes the development of 
the intellectual capacity of the citizens with a view to making them appreciate their immediate and 
external environment and become self-sufficient and useful members of the society. In fulfilling the 
foregoing purpose, it is the desire and aspiration of every higher education institution to become 
successful and recognized for its positive impacts on its immediate environment and the world at 
large. Covenant University, like every other higher education institution aspires to become one of the 
best providers of formal higher education in the Nigerian context primarily and in the world at large. 

One of the major ways the success of a higher education institution can be assessed is by the 
employability rating and success of its graduates in the world of practice both at local and international 
levels. Employability is about having an effective mix of skills, attributes and attitudes to function 
successfully in required roles. This could be very important especially in a developing country like 
Nigeria where increasing rates of unemployment are recorded every year. According to the National 
Bureau of Statistics, the unemployment rate in Nigeria rose from 12.1% in the first quarter of 2016 to 
13.3% at the end of the second quarter of same year [3]. Graduate unemployment is even higher and 
has been estimated to be about 23.1% [4]. It has also been observed that employability generally 
depends on a suite of factors one of which is the quality of graduates turned out by the higher 
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education institutions. As observed by the British Council, there is a linear relationship between the 
inputs of university study, the attributes that the graduates take to the employment market and the 
employability of the graduates [4]. Graduate employability has been a major contributor to 
unemployment as key industry players often point to some disconnect between the curriculum of 
higher education institutions and practice requirements. Addressing the gap has become a major 
challenge for higher education in Nigeria. In this respect, the universities as the most visible higher 
education institutions in Nigeria form the context of the study. 

Recognizing that co-ordinated and concerted efforts are needed to address the employability 
challenge in Sub-Saharan Africa, The British Council proposed three integrated pathways that point to 
a solution to the challenge. They include improvement in quality of taught courses, broadening of the 
learning experiences of students and providing targeted employability inputs [4]. A central aspect of 
this approach with respect to universities is the university-industry linkage programme. Many models 
of university-industry collaboration have been proposed and are well documented in literature. The 
Covenant University model incorporates interactive university-industry collaboration with students as 
focus. The programme is an interaction between practitioners from different contexts and students as 
a way of helping to bridge the gap between education and practice. It was considered that this 
approach would spur students’ contact with real practitioners thereby providing opportunities for future 
collaboration and establishing a platform for effective integration of school and practice experiences. 

The programme has been running for about two years. It is therefore necessary that all the inputs 
especially the town and gown programme that have contributed to shaping the employability of 
Covenant University graduates should be evaluated as a contribution to literature and to identify 
opportunities for improvements. Specifically, the study assessed students’ perception of the benefits of 
the programme. In addition, the study sought to evaluate the impact of the programme on the 
development of employability skills among the students. Finally the study sought to identify students’ 
prescription for the improvement of the programme. 

2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Higher Education in Nigeria 
Higher education has been part of the Nigerian education system for about 85 years given that the first 
higher education institution, Yaba Higher College was established in 1932 in Lagos [1]. The main 
purpose of establishing the institution was to train graduates who will meet the manpower needs of the 
fledging nation which was still under colonial administration. A major milestone in higher education in 
Nigeria was achieved in 1948 when University of Ibadan was established as a campus of the 
University of London [5]. The post-independence period witnessed the establishment of more 
government owned higher education institutions to meet the needs of a rapidly developing society. 
However, the existing higher institutions especially universities were unable to cope with the millions of 
prospective candidates. In the 1990s, the government introduced liberalization of the higher education 
sector and this paved the way for the establishment of private universities. 

The Nigerian National Policy on Education [2] enumerated the purpose of higher education some of 
which includes the following which have direct impact on employment and employability: 

1 Contributing to national development through high level and relevant manpower training; 

2 The development of the intellectual capacity of individuals to enable them understand their local 
and external environment; 

3 The acquisition of both physical and intellectual skills which will enable individuals to be self-
reliant and useful members of the society 

However, the reality is that higher education in Nigeria is yet to attain the ideals expressed in the 
policy especially with respect to employability and self sustenance. As a result, large numbers of 
university graduates have remained unemployed. This has been attributed to some fundamental 
deficiencies in higher education in Nigeria which are yet to be fully addressed [6]. 

2.2 Graduate Unemployment and Employability 
One of the paradoxes of the Nigerian economy is that graduates are unemployed in a country in dire 
need qualified human resources to drive development. The high rate of graduate unemployment in 
Nigeria has been attributed to a number of factors. However, for the purpose of this paper, 
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unemployment would be associated more with the concept of employability. Employability which refers 
to the ability of graduates to gain initial employment, retain the employment or change from one 
employment to another has been at the centre of the transition from school to the work environment in 
Nigeria. Employability has preoccupied researchers and policy makers in Africa for quite a while. 
There is almost a consensus that African higher education is not effectively meeting the requirements 
for employability.  

In a study conducted in Nigeria, using such employability attributes as critical thinking, self awareness, 
emotional intelligence among others as reported in [7], the Nigerian graduates were rated low by 
employers. This was attributed to a mismatch between what is taught in higher education institutions 
and the needs of the labour market. The study therefore recommended that students should be taught 
life-skills in addition to basic and technical skills. In a similar study commissioned by the Association 
for the Development of Education in Africa (ADEA), it was concluded that the employability of 
graduates can be greatly improved if the productive sectors of the economy can partner with the 
higher education institutions in the development of practice-relevant curriculum [8]. Unfortunately, this 
has not been pursued on a sustained basis. As observed in a study carried out in Nigeria by Philips 
Consulting [9], employers of labour recognized the value of university-industry collaboration. However 
all the sampled organisations submitted that they have not participated in any formal collaboration with 
higher education institutions in the areas of curriculum development and internships. 

As a result, the curricula of higher education institutions have often been described as static, obsolete 
and irrelevant to the dynamic and continuously changing and competitive environment. Since tertiary 
institutions are under the strict regulation of either the National Universities Commission (NUC) for 
universities, National Commission for Colleges of Education (NCCE) for Colleges of Education and 
National Board for Technical Education (NBTE) for polytechnics, course contents are often not flexible 
enough to accommodate emerging issues. 

Part of the challenge can also be with the quality of those who impart knowledge in higher institutions. 
According to Kapil [10], the gap between education and practice exists as a result of the difference in 
mindset of those in the academia and those in practice Given that everything starts from the mind, it 
has consequently resulted in a difference in both the perspectives, expectations of and the goals 
pursued by both groups [10]. For instance, those in the academia – both students and academic staff 
– are striving for peer recognition, while those in the industry are striving to survive and make as much 
income as possible. In addition, there are many academic staff in higher education institutions who 
have little or no industry experience even for the core professional courses This has been attributed to 
the difficulty in recruiting top quality academic staff for the rapidly increasing higher education 
institutions.. All these have implications for the quality of teaching and learning. 

2.3 University-Industry Collaboration 
University-Industry Collaboration (UIC) has been recognised as a driver of innovation in the quest for 
genuine societal development [11]. It is also recognised as a positive contributor to solving the 
problem of unemployment [12]. The need for UIC is particularly acute in developing countries where it 
is regarded as key to skills development, knowledge generation, acquisition and adoption as well as to 
the promotion of entrepreneurship [13]. Industry here refers to any business organisation, government 
organisation and even non-governmental organisations (NGOs). Collaboration can differ in terms of 
objectives, scope and institutional arrangements and can establish relationships that may vary in 
intensity from low through medium to high [13]. Collaboration may also assume specific focus 
depending on whether the university is a teaching, research or entrepreneurial university. Most 
universities in Nigeria are teaching universities but have also adopted research and entrepreneurial 
orientations. 

The current status of UIC in Nigeria is largely rudimentary with most instances of collaboration falling 
into the low and medium intensity types. Here the collaboration is characterised by informal 
interactions, social networking, human resources training and academic entrepreneurship. Effective 
UIC could be used to correct the curriculum mismatch with respect to employment expectations as 
suggested by [12]. Most studies agree that UIC in Nigeria is weak and largely episodic [14,15]. 
However, the trend appears headed in the right direction with many universities adopting strategies 
that emphasize compulsory internship and compulsory entrepreneurship studies programme. Also 
entrepreneurship incubation programmes have been established by some universities. While these 
programmes are desirable, private universities have some inherent disadvantages as they are not as 
visible and as subscribed as public universities. Hence the first step may be to sensitive stakeholders 
to the potentials of the private universities. Direct interaction of practitioners with students as 
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envisaged in the town and gown programme is one way of providing this avenue. This arrangement 
appears suitable to many small but active firms which cannot commit to the requirements of full 
collaboration but can play an important role in the training of the students. 

2.4 The Town and Gown Initiative  
The town and the gown is an expression that points to the relationship between a university and the 
host community and it can be used to capture some aspects of UIC. The town and gown initiative of 
Covenant University which commenced in the 2015/2016 academic session is a platform for 
interaction between the students in a particular academic department and practitioners in the same or 
related field of study. The invited practitioner discusses on a particular topic of interest to the industry 
and the students are allowed to ask questions after the presentation. The town represents the 
practitioners while the gown representing the university. Every department is expected to have three 
town and gown seminars each semester and a semester runs for about 15 weeks. Each department 
works out a schedule of presentation usually once every four weeks depending on the availability of 
the practitioners who are the main facilitators. With about 23 academic departments and six seminars 
in a session, the programme has brought over 270 practitioners to the university since inception. 

3 METHODOLOGY 
This is a pilot study and a cross-sectional survey research method was adopted. The survey focused 
only on students of Covenant University as they are the main beneficiaries of the initiative. A total of 
170 students (81 males and 89 females) took part in the survey. The respondents cut across all four 
colleges in the university – College of Science and Technology, College of Business and Social 
Sciences, College of Leadership Development Studies and the College of Engineering. The survey 
also cut across 20 out of the 23 academic departments in Covenant University. Random participants 
were selected within each college. Also, both undergraduate and postgraduate students were involved 
in the survey. 

The sample participated voluntarily, that is, participants could choose not to answer the survey. The 
study utilized a questionnaire which was taken to each college building and administered randomly to 
the students in each college. The data collected were analysed using descriptive statistics and 
presented through the use of simple percentages, frequencies and tables. 

4 STUDY FINDINGS 
The findings of the study are as shown in Table 1. 

From the table it is evident that the students clearly understood the purpose of the town and gown 
seminar series. Over 75% of the respondents indicated that students clearly understood the purpose 
of the seminar series. This is further corroborated by the attendance record which indicated that about 
69% of the respondents registered some kind of attendance at the seminars. However, the proportion 
of those who attended the seminars always (17%) belied the importance that the university authorities 
accorded the programme. Hence it is possible that while students clearly understood the benefits of 
the seminars, other factors may be responsible for the limited attendance.  

Table 1.  Students Perception of Town and Gown Seminars 

 Frequency Percentage 

Students Understand the Purpose of the Seminar 

Strongly Disagree 9 5.8 
Disagree 14 9.0 
Undecided 20 12.8 
Agree 81 51.9 
Strongly Agree 32 20.5 
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Table 1 Continued 

Attendance at Seminar 
Never Attended 17 10.8 
Rarely Attended 32 20.4 
Attended Sometimes 42 26.8 
Attended Often 39 24.8 
Attended Always 27 17.2 
Seminar Topics complemented taught courses 
Strongly Disagree 27 17,2 
Disagree 31 19.8 
Undecided 28 17.8 
Agree 61 38.9 
Strongly Agree 10 6.4 
Seminar useful for students’ career prospects 
Strongly Disagree 17 10.9 
Disagree 16 10.3 
Undecided 32 20.5 
Agree 55 35.3 
Strongly Agree 36 23.1 
Seminar has facilitated external linkage with the visiting practitioners 

Strongly Disagree 31 19.8 
Disagree 63 40.1 
Undecided 22 14.0 
Agree 34 21.7 
Strongly Agree 7 4.5 
Frequency of the Seminars is adequate 

Strongly Disagree 16 10.2 
Disagree 27 17.2 
Undecided 32 20.4 
Agree 72 45.9 
Strongly Agree 10 6.4 
Seminar schedule often conflicts with lecture schedules 

Strongly Disagree 22 14.0 
Disagree 31 19.8 
Undecided 23 14.7 
Agree 52 33.1 
Strongly Agree 29 18.5 

The programme was conceived to broaden the students’ learning experience by availing them of the 
industry perspective as a complement to the school learning environment. However, the findings of the 
study indicated that about 45% of respondents agreed that the seminars helped them to understand 
and properly apply what has been taught in the classroom. In contrast, 37% believed that the 
seminars have not in any way positively enriched their classroom learning experiences. Considering 
that about 17% of respondents were undecided regarding the answer to the question, it will be fair to 
conclude that more needs to be done in order to fully integrate the classroom and seminar 
experiences to the advantage of the students. Fortunately, about 58% of respondents believe that the 
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seminars can play positive roles in their career prospects as against about 21% who believe 
otherwise. 

Another objective of the town and gown programme is to foster good students-practitioner relationship 
that could lead to placements for internships and other industry support programmes. However, as the 
result of the study indicates, about 60% of the respondents believe that such post-seminar 
relationships have not taken place while only about 26% have benefited from such external linkage 
opportunities. This may be attributed to the rather informal level of relationship between the 
practitioners and the university. As a result, students would be required to initiate such post seminar 
linkages which would have been more successful if handled at institutional level. 

On the frequency of the seminars, 52% of the respondents were of the opinion that the three seminars 
for a semester were adequate. However, about 27% believed the frequency is high and should be 
reduced. In addition, when the respondents were asked if the frequency should be reduced, about 
41% disagreed while 36% agreed. However, in order to understand the possible reason for advocating 
for reduced frequency, the response with respect to conflicts in seminar and lecture schedules 
becomes useful. About 52% of respondents reported clash in lecture and seminar schedule. The 
conflicts occur because the town and gown seminars are not usually captured in the comprehensive 
academic calendar of the university. This may be because the university tries to adjust to the 
schedules of the facilitators 

5 CONCLUSIONS 
It can be concluded from the preliminary study that the town and gown programme is a desirable 
addition to the university schedule of activities and is aimed at bridging the gap between classroom 
learning and what obtains in the employment market. In general the students demonstrated through 
responses to the questionnaire that they subscribe to the ideals of the programme. Attendance is 
encouraging but more needs to be done to elicit the interest of those students whose participation is 
not assured. It is important that the students should be involved to an extent in the selection of 
facilitators in order to increase their interest in the programme. 

Also, the programme was adjudged to be beneficial by the students in terms of helping them 
understand the application side of classroom teaching and helping them build their career path. 
However, in terms of building on the gains of the programme through sustained external linkages, 
more needs to be done. In this respect, emphasis should be on follow-up activities such as field trips 
to observe what the facilitators offer during the seminars. It can also be developed into an opportunity 
for a robust students internship programme. 

On the organisation of the seminars, there may be the need to re-examine the frequency of the 
seminars as the programme enters the third year. A town and gown seminar in a semester followed by 
a relevant field trip may be considered adequate. In this respect, each department should identify an 
area of focus each semester and reach out to individuals and organisations that can be of help. The 
organisation will present a seminar to the students as a prelude to a comprehensive field trip where all 
unclear issues will be clarified to the students. It may not be possible to accomplish the 
aforementioned without factoring the programme into the overall university calendar for the semester. 
Already, the university has a period set aside for students’ programmes and field trips. This period can 
be considered by the relevant university authorities. 
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