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ABSTRACT 

This paper x-ray the perceptions and practices of academic freedom among students and lecturers in 

Nigerian institutions, exploring the complex interplay between institutional policies, cultural norms, and 

individual experiences. The paper also reveals varying understandings and experiences of academic 

freedom, with students valuing autonomy but struggling to fully comprehend its implications, and 

lecturers requiring autonomy to teach and research but facing institutional pressures, government 

interferences and cultural sensitivities. This paper highlight significant challenges, including political 

interference, cultural censorship, and socio-economic disparities influencing perceptions of both the 

students and lectures in Nigerian institutions. To address these concerns, this paper conclude that, it is 

essential to promote a culture of intellectual freedom, protect students' and lecturers' rights, and ensure 

that Nigerian institutions remain bastions of creativity, innovation, and critical thinking. This paper 

recommends among others that, policymakers, educators, and civil society organizations must work 

together to create a safe and inclusive environment for students and lecturers to explore ideas, engage in 

constructive debate, and develop into informed, critically thinking citizens. 
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INTRODUCTION 

There is a growing concern among educational scholars, students, and lecturers in tertiary institutions of 

learning in Nigeria due to the increasing erosion of academic freedom which has been threatening the 

very foundation of intellectual inquiry, critical thinking, and innovation in the country. This alarming 

trends of censorship, intimidation, and politicization of academic environment is greatly stifling the 

ability of students and lecturers to freely pursue knowledge, express ideas, and engage in constructive 

debate in public gatherings. Hutchins (2018) stress that, restrictions on academic expression, censorship, 

and institutional pressures threaten the autonomy of lecturers and students in Nigeria. The scholar 

elaborated more that, the fear of repercussions, intimidation, or even expulsion hangs over students and 

lecturers, forcing them to self-censor and avoid discussing sensitive topics or expression of dissenting 

views in open discussions. 

On the other hand, ASUU (2020) noted that, many a times, the Academic Staff Union of University 

(ASUU) has been banned and unbanned, other unions, most especially, National Association of Nigerian 

Students (NANS) have equally been banned and unbanned. Many academics have been dismissed, retired 
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and unjustly jailed for allegedly teaching what the government believed they were not employed to teach. 

Altbach (2020) reported that 49 academic staff of the University of Ilorin were dismissed for taking part 

in nationwide strike called by Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASSU) in 2001. This has been the 

trends in the erosion of freedom of higher institutions of learning in Nigeria since the military era. 

Similarly, Okebukola (2018) observed that, the consequences of compromised academic freedom extend 

beyond the institutional walls, affecting the broader society. The scholar added that, lack of critical 

thinking and intellectual inquiry hampers Nigeria's ability to address pressing national challenges, such as 

endemic corruption, greed, political killings, election fraud, terrorist attacks, herder-farmer conflict, 

armed banditry, police brutality, political violence, religious intolerance, high rate of poverty, 

unemployment, gender inequality, ethnicity crisis, kidnapping, raping, and other anti-political behaviors. 

Furthermore, Okebukola (2018) stress that, suppression of academic freedom undermines the country's 

democratic values and human rights. 

However, according to the Nigerian Academic Staff Union (ASUU 2020), academic freedom is generally 

protected through constitutional provisions that guarantee freedom of expression, the right to education, 

and other related rights as stipulated in the 1999 Constitution (as amended).Furthermore, Section 39 of 

the Constitution guarantees the right to freedom of expression, which includes the freedom to hold 

opinions and to receive and impart ideas and information without interference. Additionally, Section 18 of 

the Constitution recognizes the right to education. This provision ensures that individuals have the right to 

access educational institutions and pursue academic activities without unjust interference by the 

government or any organized body (ASUU 2020). 

In the same vein, Afolabi (2017) noted that, all tertiary educational institutions in Nigeria (public and 

private) have their academic freedoms as enshrined in their functions and powers defined therein for 

themselves and for organs and individuals (Governing Boards, including appointing Chief Executives; 

Senates/Academic Board, including full powers on academic matters; Management) responsible for 

running them.  Additionally, Obasi (2019) stress that, teachers at various levels of education, from 

primary to secondary, also enjoy academic freedom. This includes the freedom to choose teaching 

methods, design lectures, and express opinions within the bounds of professional and ethical 

responsibilities. On the other hand, Premium Times (2020) stated that, academic freedom for students 

may be more nuanced. While they generally have the right to express their opinions, engage in open 

discussion, and pursue their studies without undue external pressure (Premium Times 2020). 

In expanding on the above point, Berdahl (2018) describes academic freedom as including the freedom of 

students and lecturers “to express their views on academic matters in the classroom and in the conduct of 

research, on matters having to do with their institution and its policies, and on issues of public interest 

generally, and to do so even if their views are in conflict with one or another received wisdom.” 

According to Berdahl (2018) the justifications for these freedoms are that; in the case of academic 

matters, good teaching requires developing critical ability in one’s students and an understanding of the 

methods for resolving disputes within the discipline; good research requires permitting the expression of 

contrary views in order that the evidence for and against a hypothesis can beweighed responsibly. 

 

Conceptual Clarifications/Analysis 

Academic freedom 

 Academic freedom as a concept defies absolute definition. This is because the concept ofacademic 

freedom has often caused confusion among educational scholars due to itsorigin from a medieval 

intellectual tradition which pre-dates most of thecurrent meanings of the word ‘freedom. The concept of 

academic freedom is based on the idea that the free exchange of ideas on campus is essential to good 

education. Specifically, academic freedom is the right of faculty members, acting both as individuals and 

as a collective, to determine curriculum, course content, teaching, student evaluation and the conduct of 

scholarly inquiry without outside interference. According to Terenzini and Pascarella (2018) academic 

freedom is the right of a teacher to instruct and the right of a student to learn in an academic setting 

Aondover ….. Int. J.  Innovative Soc. & Sci. Educ. Res. 13 (3):58-64, 2025  

 



60 

 

unhampered by outside interference. It may also include the right of academics to engage in social and 

political criticism. 

Academic freedom refers to the freedom of individual members of the academic community to pursue 

their research, teaching, and learning. It is the liberty and obligation to study, to investigate, to present and 

interpret, and to discuss facts and ideas concerning man, human society, and the physical and biological 

world in all branches and fields of learning (Berdahl, 2018). According to the author, academic freedom 

implies that students and lecturers are empowered to become independent thinkers, inventors, researchers, 

teachers and knowledge creators within the confines of academic practice in the institutions, void of fear 

of intimidation by the administration or government forces. It is only by this principle that novel ideas 

and unpopular views can be expressed and opinionated for possible advancement of the society (Berdahl, 

2018). 

Hutchins (2016) defined academic freedom as protecting the intellectual independence of academics to 

question and test received views and wisdom, and to put forward new ideas and controversial or 

unpopular opinions, without placing themselves in danger of losing their jobs or privileges. Okebukola 

(2017) has seen academic freedom as a guarantee that research and teaching is "intellectually and morally 

independent of all political and economic interests", leading to openness, free enquiry and debate. This 

implies the freedom of teachers and students to teach, study, and pursue knowledge and research without 

unreasonable interference or restriction from law, institutional regulations, or public pressure. Its basic 

elements include the freedom of teachers to inquire into any subject that evokes their intellectual concern; 

to present their findings to their students, colleagues, and others; to publish their data and conclusions 

without control or censorship; and to teach in the manner they consider professionally appropriate. 

ASUU (2020) sees academic freedom as the liberty of members of the academic community, individually 

or collectively, to pursue, develop and transmit knowledge and ideas, through research, teaching, study, 

discussion, documentation, production, creation and / or writing.This Day (2022) describe academic 

freedom as the freedom of scholars to conduct research, advance the frontiers of knowledge, and 

disseminate the results of their research without hindrance.  It enables academics to think freely, to 

speculate, and to experiment with new ideas. The justification for academic freedom thus defined lies not 

in the comfort or convenience of teachers and students but in the benefits to society; i.e., the long-term 

interests of a society are best served when the educational process leads to the advancement of 

knowledge, and knowledge is best advanced when inquiry is free from restraints by the state, by the 

church or other institutions, or by special-interest groups. 

Students ‘Academic Freedom in Nigeria 
Students view academic freedom as the liberty to explore ideas, express opinions, and challenge 

established knowledge. They view learning environment as where they can question and learn without 

fear of reprisal. However, many students feel that, their ability to express themselves freely is hindered by 

restrictive institutional policies, intimidation from authorities, and fear of repercussions. As noted by 

Afolabi (2017), students are often discouraged from discussing sensitive topics or questioning established 

narratives, which stifles their ability to engage meaningfully with course materials. The author added that, 

strict control over student union activities, protests, and expression of dissenting views has discourage 

civic engagement and participation in democratic processes, perpetuating a culture of apathy and 

disinterest in most students.  

Human Rights Watch (2020) stress that, the government's control over academic content and media 

outlets limits students' access to information, restricting their ability to critically evaluate complex issues. 

The author noted that, the Nigerian government's ban on discussions related to LGBTQ+ rights and 

gender identity has created a culture of silence and fear among students (Human Rights Watch, 

2020).According to Premium Times (2020) the use of coercive measures, such as expulsion, suspension, 

or arrest, creates a climate of fear, discouraging students from expressing dissenting opinions or 

participating in activism (Amnesty International, 2018). A study on Nigerian universities found that 

students who engage in peaceful protests or criticism of government policies face reprisals, including 

harassment and intimidation (Premium Times, 2020). This atmosphere of intimidation undermines 
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students' confidence in expressing themselves freely which is essential for intellectual growth and civic 

engagement. 

Elaigwu (2016) stated that, in Nigeria, tertiary institutions have become battlegrounds for political parties 

and interest groups, with students often coerced into supporting particular ideologies or candidates. This 

politicization compromises academic integrity, as students are pressured to prioritize political loyalty over 

intellectual curiosity. Research has shown that politicization can lead to the suppression of dissenting 

voices and the promotion of conformity (This Day, 2022). Academic freedom is essential to any 

institution of higher learning because it is an “assertion of control over what students want to read, say, 

think, and how and who they want to think with, discuss with, express ourselves with.  The lack of 

academic freedom also hinders Nigeria's ability to produce innovative research and critically engaged 

graduates capable of addressing national challenges. 

Osaghae (2015) stress that, it requires institutions of learning in Nigeria to encourage free discussion, 

inquiry, and expression, and to evaluate students solely on an academic basis, not on opinions or conduct 

in matters unrelated to academic standards. The author noted that, it also gives students protection of 

freedom of expression. This implies that, students should be free to take reasoned exception to the data or 

views offered in any course of study and to reserve judgment about matters of opinion, but they are 

responsible for learning the content of any course of study for which they are enrolled, and protection 

against improper academic evaluation.  

 

Lecturers Academic Freedom in Nigeria  
Lecturers in Nigerian educational institutions enjoy freedom of expression in their teaching and other 

activities, as well as in selecting textbooks and resources for their courses as long as it does not threaten 

national security.  They choose instructional materials for teaching based on the contents of the approved 

curricula depending on the education level. Obasi (2019) state that lecturers are entitled to “full freedom 

in research and in the publication of the results, subject to the adequate performance of their other 

academic duties,” and to “freedom in the classroom in discussing their subject. Human Rights Watch 

(2020) emphasized that, lecturers are citizens, members of a learned profession, and officers of an 

educational institution. When they speak or write as citizens, they should be free from institutional 

censorship or discipline, but their special position in the community imposes special obligations. As 

scholars and educational officers, they should remember that the public may judge their profession and 

their institution by their utterances. Hence they should at all times be accurate, should exercise 

appropriate restraint, should show respect for the opinions of others, and should make every effort to 

indicate that they are not speaking for the institution. This is because each institution has guidelines, a 

code of ethics, and conditions of service for its workforce (Human Rights Watch 2020). 

According to Afolabi, (2020) lecturers see academic freedom as essential for teaching and research. They 

require autonomy to design curricula, conduct research, and publish findings without censorship. The 

author added that, lecturers see academic freedom as "safe havens" for inquiry, places where students and 

scholars can challenge the conventional wisdom of any field.  However, lecturers face significant 

challenges in exercising their academic freedom, with external interference, censorship, and limited 

autonomy in curriculum design, research, and teaching methods. A study by the Nigerian Journal of 

Educational Research found that "71% of lecturers reported experiencing interference from university 

administrators or government agencies" (NFER, 2017). This has led to a brain drain, as talented 

academics seek opportunities abroad where they can conduct research and teach without fear of 

retribution.  

The lack of academic freedom also stifles innovation, limits intellectual exploration, and compromises 

academic integrity. As a result, Nigerian tertiary institutions of earning are struggling to maintain their 

global competitiveness, and the country's development goals are being undermined (NUC, 2017). The 

body observed that, constant interference from external forces undermines lecturers’ ability to conduct 

research, publish their findings, and teach without fear of retribution. Such constraints not only stifle 

innovation but also erode the credibility of Nigerian universities. 
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As Nigeria strives to reclaim its position as a hub for academic excellence, it is crucial that students, 

lecturers, and stakeholders engage in constructive dialogue to address the complexities surrounding 

academic freedom and foster an environment conducive to intellectual growth and innovation. The 

enjoyment of academic freedom requires institutional autonomy which is the freedom an educational 

institution enjoys in managing its internal affairs without undue interference from outside bodies or 

persons, especially, from the government or its agencies. This paper argues that, academic freedom is 

ensured by external support, including support from the government, which provides the encouraging 

atmosphere for teaching, learning, inquiry, and discussion to thrive and flourish. 

 

Challenges to Academic Freedom for Tertiary Institutions 

This paper observed that, academic freedom in Nigeria faces numerous challenges that hinder the free 

exchange of ideas, critical thinking, and pursuit of knowledge by both students and lectures.These may 

include: 

Government Interference: Government interference in institutional governance poses a significant threat 

to academic freedom in Nigeria. This interference undermines institutional autonomy and academic 

independence, compromising the ability of academics to engage in independent research and teaching 

(Obasi, 2019). The government's control over institutional councils and appointment of Governing 

Boards, including appointing Chief Executives; Senates/Academic Board, including full powers on 

academic matters and management often leads to the politicization of academic appointments and 

decisions, thereby stifling critical inquiry and open discussion. 

Limited Funding and Resources: Another challenge is the limited funding and resources allocated to 

universities, which constrains academic freedom (Afolabi, 2020). Insufficient funding affects the quality 

of research, limits access to resources, and hampers the ability of academics to attend international 

conferences, thereby restricting their exposure to diverse perspectives (Afolabi, 2020). This lack of 

resources also forces academics to seek external funding, which may come with strings attached, 

compromising their independence. 

Another major challenge to academic freedom is probably a lack of financial autonomy for public 

Tertiary Educational Institutions in Nigeria. This should not be misconstrued as unwillingness on the part 

of Governments to fully fund them or to give them financial autonomy.  Rather it is a reflection of the 

history of public institutions in Nigeria. What the realities on the ground (since the last 20 years) have 

indicated is the need for absolute or at least minimally regulated autonomy for tertiary institutions. This 

will enhance the ability of public institutions to generate the needed funding (fees and charges) to 

complement government allocation. This requires a lot of political will despite often resistance from 

Unions and students. Discussions, albeit informally, about this matter are ongoing. 

Another major challenge to academic freedom for tertiary institutions is the issue of quality assurance. 

Laws have vested the various regulatory bodies with powers to undertake accreditation of academic 

programmes with the sole objective of ensuring and guaranteeing quality. In practice, the exercises are 

conducted by academics on a peer-review basis. Sometimes tertiary institutions see this as a challenge, 

while the Government sees it as a necessary guarantee of quality. 

Cultural and Social Norms: Cultural and social norms in Nigeria restrict academic freedom by expecting 

academics to conform to traditional values and norms. This expectation leads to self-censorship among 

academics, particularly when researching sensitive topics (Okeke, 2018). The fear of retribution or 

stigmatization stifles critical inquiry and open discussion, as academics avoid exploring controversial 

issues that may challenge societal norms. 

Insecurity and Violence: The insecurity and violence in some regions of Nigeria also pose a significant 

threat to academic freedom. The activities of Boko Haram insurgency, kidnapping, Fulani herdsmen, and 

unknown gun-men in the eastern part of the country has disrupted academic activities, forcing institutions 

of learning to close and restricting the movement of academics (Human Rights Watch, 2020).This 

insecurity not only affects the physical safety of academics but also limits their ability to conduct research 

and engage in intellectual discussions. 
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Furthermore, the lack of clear policies and guidelines supporting academic freedom exacerbates these 

challenges. The absence of tenure and promotion policies that protect academic freedom leaves lecturers 

vulnerable to institutional censorship and reprisal (National Universities Commission, 2019).This 

vulnerability forces academics to toe the line, avoiding controversial research or discussions that may 

jeopardize their careers. 

 

Possible Solutions to Challenges Affecting Academic Freedom in Nigerian Tertiary Institutions 

To address the challenges affecting academic freedom in Nigeria, this paper argues the following 

strategies: 

1. Nigerian institutions must prioritize institutional autonomy to shield themselves from government 

interference and external pressures. This can be achieved by establishing independent institutional 

councils, free from government control, and ensuring that academic decisions are made by 

academics rather than politicians.  

2. The government should allocate a substantial percentage of its budget to education, prioritizing 

institutions funding. Additionally, institutions should explore alternative funding sources, such as 

private partnerships and international collaborations. This will enable academics to conduct 

quality research, access resources, and participate in global academic discourse, ultimately 

enhancing academic freedom. 

3. Nigerian institutions must foster critical thinking and intellectual diversity to combat cultural and 

social constraints on academic freedom. Academics should encourage students to question 

established norms and explore diverse perspectives. By promoting intellectual diversity, 

institutions can create an environment where academics and students feel comfortable exploring 

sensitive topics.  

4. Nigerian institutions of learning must prioritize safety measures. Collaborating with security 

agencies, establishing emergency response systems, and providing support services for affected 

academics and students are essential for ensuring uninterrupted pursuit of knowledge.  

5. Nigerian institutionsshould develop and implement clear policies supporting academic freedom 

by establishing tenure and promotion policies that protect academic freedom, ensuring lecturers 

can explore controversial topics in research and discussion without fear of reprisal from the 

government or private individuals.  

 

CONCLUSION 

This paper conclude that, academic freedom is vital for intellectual growth and societal advancement. 

Students and lecturers must recognize its importance and work together to protect and promote this 

fundamental right. Institutions must balance freedom with responsibility, ensuring an environment 

conducive to open inquiry and critical thinking. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

To safeguard academic freedom in Nigeria, this paper propose the following proactive steps: 

1. Promoting policy reforms to protect educational institutions’ autonomy and educators’ rights to 

teach and research freely. Ensuring that educational policies align with the principles of 

academic freedom is critical. 

2. Raising public awareness about the importance of academic freedom through media campaigns, 

public discussions, and educational programs can be instrumental. Public support can 

significantly influence policy changes. 

3.  Fostering international collaboration between Nigerian universities and their counterparts 

globally is beneficial. Sharing best practices and supporting each other in defending academic 

freedom through international partnerships can provide Nigerian institutions with additional 

resources and visibility.  
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4. Engaging policymakers to create environments that support academic freedom and resist efforts 

to control or influence academic content unduly is vital. Building relationships with supportive 

policymakers can help advance the cause of academic freedom. 
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