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Abstract 
The need to find solutions to students' unrest in Nigeria's tertiary 

institutions informs this study. No doubt, one of the most critical educational 
problems constituting human resource crisis is students' conflict, which 
manifests in diverse ways like unrest, demonstrations, and violent protests. 
These have produced despicable consequences not only for tertiary institutions 
but also for education in general. Conflict situations require expert skills to 
manage so that more of positive than negative results will be achieved. To do 
this, Bertalanffy's General Systems Theory is used to establish the bases and 
resolution of conflict on campuses. This helps to create adequate and 
appropriate framework for explaining, examining and appreciating the issues 
involved through an appropriate conceptual frame of references. The General 
Systems Theory has been used to draw inference on the educational system in 
Nigeria. This study develops the "Students' Conflict-Campus Peace " Model as 
a relevant instrument that can assist the managers of our tertiary institutions to 
place the issue at stake in a clearer perspective. The study also emphasises the 
relevance of the Systems Theory in the search for genuine and long lasting 
solution to student conflict particularly violent students' unrest in Nigeria's 
tertiary institutions in the 21st Century. 

Introduction 
In line with Boys' Scout's motto "Be Prepared" governments, unions, 

organizations and bodies are now seizing the bull by the horn, putting on 
costumes of dynamic activities, giving life and vigour to, and shedding light on 
their policies and action plans for future development. But the education sector 
of the economy seems to be burdened by series of unwholesome human-
resource crises, which manifest in violence, unrest, riots, industrial actions and 
demonstrations. Higher education in particular is, in recent times, yoked with 
staff and student protests and strikes which have always upset the peace of the 
academic setting where and when it is most desired. 

The thrusts of this research are to establish the basis of school-
community relations, diagnose the present tertiary system of its crisis ailments 
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and to project into the strategies of achieving campus peace in the future 
decades. This study has found, among other things that contemporary campus 
problems are now larger than the boarders of the campuses are. The ailment 
under searchlight is student conflict in its various forms. The terrain is the 
nation's campus environment. While the instrument of diagnosis is Bertalanffy's 
General System Theory. 

General Systems Theory and the Educational System 
Ludwig von Bertalanffy was prominent in 20th Century science. He 

formulated the theory of systems in general to account for similarities in the 
functioning of such diverse phenomena as living organisms, machines, galaxies 
and organisations. It was a unique departure from the earlier emphasis on 
separate analysis of individual parts. All forms, from atomic particles through 
atoms, molecules, crystals, planets, solar system, and even galaxies may be 
regarded as 'systems'. 

By systems, Bertalanffy (1971) means 'complexes of elements standing 
in interaction. The closed system is called closed if it neither takes in nor emits 
matter (only energy exchange is possible and taken into account). The system is 
called open if there is a continual input and output of both energy and matter in 
it. Also, Griffiths (1964) added that all systems except the smallest have 
subsystems and all but the largest have supra systems, which are their 
environment. Each system or subsystem conceptualized as having a boundary. 
The boundary of a system is the component that separates the system from its 
environment and filters the inputs to and the output from the system. Inputs, 
processes, and outputs of an organisation are all stages in the system's cycle of 
events. 

The open system theory also emphasises the necessary dependence of 
any organisation upon its environment. Figure 1 reveals that an organisation 
imports various forms of energy from the environment, and transforms that 
energy into some other forms in the production process. At the processing stage 
the organisation creates a new product, process materials, trains people, or 
provides a service. Something is done to the input. The output is then exported 
(with value added) to the environment. It then becomes input for another system 
or the system itself. The cycle is eventually renewed and the process begins 
again. 
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Fig. 1: Education as an input-process-output system. Adapted from Hanson 
(1977) and Owens (1981). in Obilade, S.O. (1989). An Introduction to 
Educational Administration Ibadan: Odusote Books Ltd. 
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Education as an Open System 
The environment is made up of several social, economic and political 

institutions, which are constantly interacting and inter-dependent. Everything in 
an environment is a complete system on its own. But it is a unit or subsystem of 
yet a larger system and all are inter-dependent. The same is true of the school 
system. Schmuch (1977) advanced that schools are essentially living systems 
and that without people they are nothing but concrete and paper. As living 
systems, they are in constant process of interaction with their communities and 
other institutions in them. They see the school system as a living and dynamic 
organization, and though a complete system on its own, yet it is a sub- system of 
the nation's educational system which in turn subsists in the larger social supra 
system called the environment. 

The basis of using the systems approach also finds strength in Dale's 
(1984) submission that: 

an organisation should be studied not 
merely as a formal arrangement of superior 
and subordinates or as a social system in 
which people influence each other as a total 
system in which the environment, the formal 
arrangement, the total systems and the 
technical systems are constantly interacting. 

Using an enlarged Input-Process-Output-Feedback Model adapted from 
Hanson (1977) and Owens (1981), Obilade (1989) examined education as a 
process involving the following five forms of inputs: 
1. Human resources such as students, teachers, administrators, catering 

workers gardeners, bus drivers, and others. 
2. Materials resources such as buildings, desks, books, equipment, pencils, 

and others. 
3. Financial resources such as money; 
4. Constraints, such as requirements of the law and policy, expectations of 

parents, values and goals; and 
5. Existing knowledge in the society. 

The throughput process involves mainly the teaching-learning process. 
Examples of subsystems include: 
1. Organizational structure - classrooms, school levels, hierarchy, and 
departments. 
2. Instructional technology - data base learning theory, teaching, 

administering tests, and conducting extra curricular activities. 
The output or products of the educational system are students in the 

form of educated people now better equipped to serve themselves and society. 
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These students have acquired more knowledge, intellectual and manual skills, 
and powers of reason and analysis. Also affected are their values, attitudes and 
motivation, creativity, communication skills, cultural appreciation, sense of 
social responsibility and understanding of the world. 
Some of the outputs go back to the system as new inputs. The feedback process 
is evaluative because it provides the necessary information about the 
performance so that appropriate modifications can be effected on the objectives 
and other inputs. Feedback is the process by which self-regulating and self-
directing systems adjust themselves. It entails drawing some of the systems 
output back into the system as information inputs so that possible discrepancies 
between intended outputs and actual outputs could be compared. Feedback is 
positive when no discrepancy exists but it is negative when there is. 

A subsystem is a system that exists within a larger system. It is a set of 
components interrelating for a purpose that relates to the purpose of the larger 
system. Examples of subsystems within the school system are instructional and 
support service subsystems all made up of people and things that are the 
components of the school system. A suprasystem is a larger system of which a 
particular system is a part. It is a set of system interrelating to fulfil a broad 
purpose that includes the purpose of a particular system. For example the school 
system (including its own subsystems) is a subsystem of the school system in 
the Local Government Area which in this wise is a suprasystem to the school 
subsystem. An important feature of system is that any system has a tendency to 
achieve a balance among many forces operating upon and within the system. 
Ofoilade quoted Chin's (1969) classification of two different states of 
equilibrium or balance in a typical system after its balance has been disturbed: 
1. a stationary equilibrium in which there is a fixed point or level of balance 

to which the system returns after a disturbance. 
2. a dynamic equilibrium when the equilibrium shifts to a new position of 

balance after disturbance. 
Every living system strives to maintain a steady state. It will resist a 

disturbance if it can, and can adjust to it if it must. Every system produces 
entropy but at a minimum rate when the system is in a steady state. Entropy in a 
social system is a tendency towards disorganization or chaos. When a system is 
under stress or strain (say as a result of conflict) that its components cannot 
bring it back into a steady state, the system may collapse. 

The School as a Social System 
As earlier indicated, Dale (1984) viewed the study of an organisation to 

be reliably approached by seeing that organization not merely as a formal 
arrangement of superiors and subordinates, or even as a social system where 
people influence themselves, but also as a total system. In the total system, the 

40 



environment, the formal arrangement, the total system and the technical systems 
are constantly interacting. The school is therefore a social living and open 
system. It has other different subsystems like departments, sections or units. 
The school is also a subsystem to a larger educational (supra) system which in 
turn comprises its own subsystems like the ministries of education, schools' 
boards (central and local), admissions, examinations and research agencies, 
service commissions, and others. 

These agencies exist for a purpose. The essence of productive school-
community relations is that the society maintains the school system so that the 
school can exist to serve the needs of the society. In summary, Obilade (1989) 
referred to Parsons' classification of the hierarchical levels of authority in a 
school into three, according to function or responsibility, namely, 
1. The technical system (teaching and instruction) 
2. The managerial system (administration, management) 
3. The community/institutional system (ministries, boards). 

Further still, the educational system is itself a subset of the nation's 
global social, political, cultural, religious and economic systems. In another 
comprehensive work on the systems theory and its application to educational 
administration, Nwankwo (1982) referred to Bertanlanffy's belief that "it was 
not enough to understand the parts but also the interrelationship among parts. 
The system is a logico-mathematical field whose task is the formulation and 
derivation of those general principles that are applicable to all systems." 

Applying most appropriately the systems theory to education, 
Nwankwo (1982) identified and discussed four-of the characteristics of open 
systems which the educational system shares with other systems as: 
1. input-output of energy 
2. cycle of events 
3. frequent fight against death and liquidation 
4. differentiation of equifinality 

It is possible and easy for the educational administrator or 
organisational developer or manager to discover the existence, and locate the 
source, of a problem in an organisation, using the system approach. Equally, the 
total systemic view presents him with the reality and hence prods him to search 
for appropriate solutions. Administrative problems in education related to 
policies, objectives, falling standards, use of resources, programmes, evaluation, 
staff turnover, conflicts (of students and staff), and others can be easily 
identified by systemic analysis of the content, functions and operations of the 
major components of education. 

Nwankwo (1982) in Figure 2 has listed some of these issues that could 
be so analyzed in another model 
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Fig. 2: A simplified model of some of the components of the school system 
considered in the analysis of an education issue or problem. 
Source: Nwankwo,}. 1. (1982). Educational Administration: Theory and Practice. 
Ibadan: Bisi Books (Nig.) Ltd. P. 33 

The model presents the major components of the school system which 
interact together for the school system to succeed or get the nation's educational 
goals achieved or its objectives realized. It also serves the purpose of locating 
the source (and the linkages or the flows) of any educational problem and, no 
doubt, helps to suggest ways of tackling such. Without mincing words, one of 
the critical educational problems of contemporary times is student conflict. This 
manifests in diverse ways like students' crisis, students' unrest, students' 
protest, or demonstrations, students' violence - which have, in the recent past, 
produced dastard consequences not only for the tertiary institutions but also for 
education in general in Nigeria. 

Students' Conflict and the Systems Theory 
Researchers like Peterson (1964), Akinboye (1990), Ojo (1995) and 

Oyebade (1995) have observed that the sources of student conflict, crisis or 
unrest in Nigerian tertiary institutions are both within and without, or, internal 
and external. Students' grouse or complaints in the past have been sourced from 
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internal campus issues like welfare problems to external unfavourable factors 
bothering on university or college concerns (like increase in fees, change in 
academic policies) and, or national issues affecting the generality of the masses 
like national youth service programme, election problems, economic policies, 
coups and so on. 

In Figure 3, of particular significance are me directions of the flows (or 
connections) and the location of the subsystems within the larger system called 

. 

F I G . 3 : S t u d e n t C o n f l i c t - P e a c e M o d e l 
Source: Oyebade, S. A (1995): Administrative Strategies as Correlates of Students' Conflict 

in Tertiary Institutions: in Nigeria. Unpublished P h . D . Thesis. Ibadan. P. 74 

, 

'The Societal Climate and Campus Environment' side-by-side with the problem 
of 'Students' Conflict as the focus of all. It therefore means that Nigerian 
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students would protest if ever any serious problem affects them as students, their 
institutions, the educational, economic, political, religious, or cultural 
subsystems, or even the national and the Nigerian state in a larger perspective. A 
critical look at the 'Campus Peace' segment of Fig. 3 also reveals the relevance 
of the Systems Theory in the search for genuine and long-lasting solution to 
students' conflict, particularly violent students' protests in Nigerian tertiary 
institutions. 

Like the "Students' Conflict" segment, the boundary surrounding 
"Campus Peace" in the middle is not closed, so also are the boundary lines 
delimiting the "Students' Academic Cultural Environment" from the larger 
society. 
Also, three of the subsystems below "Campus Peace" are perfectly located 
within 
the student Academic Cultural Environment, that is, they are basically internal 
concerns for the institutional authorities. On the other hand, three other 
suspended subsystems are both relevant concerns of institutional authorities and 
the external ones - government of the state while two subsystems are external to 
the broken boundary lines of 'Student Academic Cultural Environment' or 
simply called the 'Campus Environment'. 

The critical implication of this model, and its subsystems and 
connection links is that, in case there is any hitch in any of these prescriptions, 
campus peace will definitely be jettisoned. With reference to Nigerian 
experience, one may ask some pertinent questions based on the submissions of 
this two-in-one model just explained: 
1. How much of conflict issues exist within the socio-political, economic, 

cultural and religious experiences or situations of Nigeria? 
2. How much hope could be entertained in the achievement or realization of 

this Utopian panacea for peace on campuses with particular reference to the 
state of the Nigerian nation? 

Perhaps a step ahead is an exposition of the nature of the problem of 
student conflict side-by-side with the nature of the Nigerian State. An old adage, 
as quoted by Nwankwo (1983), states that "a question well stated is a question 
half-answered". To place the issue in a proper theoretical perspective therefore, 
this combined instrument called 'The Student Conflict-Campus Peace" model 
has been developed (See Fig. 3). It is made up of subsystems and "connection 
links" (or flows) and, of course, subsumed in a larger supra system, which is 
both national and international. This model is made up of fifteen subsystems, 
representing all the interacting functionaries either in the causation of student 
conflict/crisis or in the resolution of student conflict or unrest/problems. The 
subsystems represented by the boxes contain a number of problems inherent in 
each. Hence, an effective conscious management and resolution of these 
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problem issues facing each and all of these subsystems automatically ensures a 
lasting peace of campus. 

Secondly, the connection links between and among the subsystems 
represent directions of flow - which can be described in three perspectives: 
(1) Flow of information especially those of Student-Student, Government-

Students; Government-Management, Management-Students' Union, 
Students' Union-Students, Teachers'-Students', Teachers'-Management, 
and NANS-Students' Union on other campuses. 

(2) Supply of welfare facilities by institutional or state authorities or both. 
Such include water, light, transport, hostels, catering services library, 
laboratory, health, maintenance of equipment and environmental 
sanitation. 

(3) Flow of policy issues, which is usually from international to national and 
then to management systems. Eventually, the most affected in the system 
are usually the students (inputs) and the masses on which these policies 
(usually economy-related) are experimented. Examples of such 
international bodies directly related to student conflict/crisis in Nigeria are 
International Monetary Fund/World Bank, Economic Community of West 
African States, Organisation of African Unity, European' Economic 
Countries, Paris Club, Lome Convention, and some foreign banks 
colluding with Nigerian leaders to steal from, and defraud the country and 
operate fat private accounts abroad. Frontline banks used in such 
operations are in Switzerland, Germany, France, London and the USA. 

Discussion 
The magnitude of the size of problems weighing down on the society 

and its institutions is enormous. Nigerian youths have turned against the society 
almost at the same velocity and ferocity with which the adults plunder her 
resources. The fact is: the situations have been grossly mismanaged. What 
becomes of the case whereby most needed facilities for conducive learning in 
our schools are either mal-functioning or are outrightly non-existent? Moreso, 
there are no tenable excuses from the necessary quarters as to their inadequacy, 
or total dearth. What type of behavioural patterns and manifestations do we 
expect of the adolescents and youths in a society like Nigeria where age, 
academic qualifications, and job do not justify economic and social statuses and 
achievements? What else do we expect in a society that worships the brazenly 
corrupt, fails to punish deliberate falsehood, and upon all, shower encomiums on 
the rogues to the utter dismay and disgust of the helpless forthright? What do we 
expect of our deprived but observant youths who are carefully stepping in the 
shoes of crime, falsehood, lust, affluent dreams and greed, as practised by the 
adults? 
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Experts believe that the indiscipline of adolescents and youths that we 
now seriously talk and lament about is not in any way near the indiscipline in 
society, where adults adopt the philosophy of "do as I preach, not as I do". The 
Systems Theory that provided the theoretical framework for this study 
emphasizes that everything in society relates with some other things, which we 
call systems. Each subsystem relates functionally with others to make the larger 
system (suprasystem) a functional whole. That is the picture of the society, its 
institutions, and its people. Social problems are not easily divorced from 
political, economic, cultural, religious distortions. Nigeria as a developing 
country has experienced enough of these problems in the near past. Students 
of tertiary institutions, who, by virtue of their access to information from far and 
near, have the comparative sense to decipher between the ideal and the real. But 
adults normally mistake this for affront. 

Also, Akinboye (1987) suggested that the youngsters want evidence for 
things and of course they want such evidences quickly. The authority figure may 
also frown at such juvenile queries. The adolescent may be restrained from 
doing many things, which the parents, teachers, pastors, principals and other 
authority figures may consider abominable in their days. When the youngsters 
are thus restrained, they are psychologically frustrated. They may violently 
respond to such authoritarian high-handed demands sometimes without any 
apparent reason given to the youngsters. The adolescent may therefore break 
many regulations. One can ask other questions: to what extent has the 
environment provided by the adults and other authority figures in society been 
able to meet the basic need of the youths? Also, from where does education as a 
social subsystem inherit the present crisis? 

Students do not just riot for the sake of it. They always point at certain 
defects in the system, Students' riot is the most limited form of violence or 
reaction to the non-redemption of the role of the community to schools. 
Authorities must have been playing for time and before violence occurs, all 
avenues must have been exhausted (it is assumed). Even then, students first 
protest verbally or in written form on the notice boards for a responsive 
authority to take the warning signals. If the authorities ignore all these, men 
demonstrations and violence follow. They cannot enforce anything because they 
lack the military might. They can only protest and question the ills of the system 
and since they are conscious of their rights and privileges, they claim the right to 
do so (Ojo 1990). In fact, other interest groups have, in the past, joined the 
students in the art of questioning authority lapses. For example, Okeowo (1988) 
once stated the philosophy of Nigerian Students as "condemnation of whatever 
is bad. commendation of whatever is good, and recommendation of whatever is 
progressive." 



Conclusion 
The society has to examine itself critically in all fronts. We have to 

examine our political, social and value systems as a people if we are to help our 
institutional authorities to develop and maintain the needed cordial relationship 
with their students. More than ever before, adults have got vice legacies to 
bequeath to their children because they have gleefully allowed the standing and 
glowing virtues of the society to collapse almost irredeemably. 

Contemporary tertiary education problems are now larger than the 
borders of the campuses. In the spirit of the Systems Theory, the outside world 
is beginning to feel the impact of its own carelessness. There have been biting 
social political and economic problems in the land having their attendant 
adverse effects on the masses. The adverse effects of these problems are evident 
in the quality of life which people live. The students are affected adversely 
because their parents are adversely affected. These problems are also felt by all 
the institutions of the society including the higher education sector. But most of 
these problems did not originate from the campuses, yet they have a profound 
adverse effect on the progress of the society's sole claim to the future: in the full 
training of the human potential, and also, in the fullest exploitation of the human 
potential (NPE 1981). By and large, these problems became part and parcel of 
the educational system by a symbiotic import from the immediate society and 
the wider world. This is why, using the Systems Theory propositions adopted in 
this study, all efforts must be focussed on the immediate society in search of the 
solutions to the salient problems confronting tertiary education in Nigeria. 

Here, three parties are addressed: the authorities (at government and 
campus levels), the academics, and the students. Various challenges lie ahead 
for each of these parties. Each has to work cooperatively with the others to 
produce the much-needed atmosphere for development. To the authorities (at 
state and federal levels), funding education at all levels is a requirement for 
adequately meeting the nation's educational objectives. The problems of 
economy and politics have been responsible for much of the unrest witnessed on 
our campuses and this ought to stop because the nation's educational institutions 
cannot afford to continue to 'open and close' at will. 

Governments are urged to employ democratic techniques rather than 
adopting autocratic (coercive) approacfw
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administrative success. Tolerance, patience, appreciation, tact and diplomacy, 
responsiveness, alertness, prudence and hard work are all necessary conditions 
for success. 

The proposal does not leave out institutional administrators too. They 
should devote a reasonable bulk of institutional resources to investing in 
profitable ventures to generate more income to meet other needs which 
government funds cannot satisfy. Academics are urged to combine their efforts 
with those of the authorities and with the students' in the frantic search for the 
lost glory of the nation's Ivory Tower. Students too are not left out. They are 
even the instruments for measuring the success or failure of the system. Time is 
now for them to realise that two wrongs do not make a right. Violence begets 
violence. As future leaders, they need to approach issues carefully and 
continuously so that their genuine feelings can be respected and their proposals 
considered. This is the only road to all-round peace on campus. 

In summary, the Systems Theory confirms that the future of peace on 
our campuses depends on the degree of the compromise and understanding 
between the authorities and their students. As the youths are urged to appreciate 
the efforts of the authorities, so let the authorities learn to appreciate and 
accommodate the concerns of the youths. Because students' problems are 
internally and externally sourced, it is hereby recommended that the authorities 
should be dedicated to the fulfillment of their promises to rescue the masses of 
the people from the tight grip of lack of everything, including the basic 
necessities of life. 
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