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Abstract 

The paper examines functional cooperative education and its place in achieving self-

employment, self-reliance and economic emancipation in national development. The paper is 

of the view that the present knowledge-based cooperative education programmes are defective 

and therefore need to be made functional. The paper, therefore, advocates the need for 

functional cooperative education in which there is a synergy between process (skill) and 

content (knowledge) and thus of practical utility. Mere acquisition of knowledge is not enough. 

In functional cooperative education, skill acquisition is of first order in importance while 

knowledge acquisition is of second order. A good mix of both skills and knowledge leads to 

creativity and innovation. Functional cooperative education, in addition, should seek for 

development of entrepreneurial skills and behaviors, the cognitive, affective and psychomotor 

potentials of individuals. A well-thought out cooperative education programme that is 

functional in nature should afford graduates the means and opportunities to self-employment, 

self-reliance and economic emancipation. Higher education in Nigeria, especially the 

universities and polytechnics, has a key role to play in enhancing the socio and economic 

opportunities of citizens through adoption of functional cooperative education programmes.   
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Introduction 

Cooperative education derives from the principles and goals of cooperatives. A cooperative has 

been defined as an autonomous association of persons united voluntarily to meet their 

common economic, social and cultural needs and aspirations through jointly owned and 

democratically controlled enterprise (Aniodoh, 2011). Cooperatives are guided by ethical 

values which include honesty, openness, social responsibility and caring for others (I.C.A., 

2015). 

For cooperative education to be beneficial to the individual, it has to be functional. 

Functional education, according to Idowie (1999), is the total process of bringing up 

individuals to develop their potentials (cognitive, affective and psychomotor) to the fullest and 

consequently be able to contribute maximally to the development of their society. Geddes and 

Grosset (2005) viewed functional education as practical and having practical purpose. 

According to them, education should be skill-oriented (process) as first order and knowledge 

oriented (content or concept) as second order, in importance. 

Against this background, for cooperative education to be functional, there should be a 

synergy between process and content. Such functional cooperative education curricula should 
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be of practical utility and should be able to guide the individual in solving his day-to-day life 

problems.  

Functional Cooperative Education 

Functional cooperative education should endeavor to incorporate elements of 

entrepreneurship education and its many important attributes and values which translate to 

better life for the individual and society. Essentially, the purpose of entrepreneurship 

education is to develop expertise as an entrepreneur (Aniodoh, 2014). An entrepreneur, 

according to her, is a risk taker, one who is innovative and is able to make something out of 

nothing. An entrepreneur is creative, innovative, a job creator as well as a wealth creator. 

Anyanwu (1999) in Aniodoh (2014) described an entrepreneur as a person who coordinates 

the other factors of production by assuming the associated risks and investing his resources in 

a business venture. He is the person who plans, recruits personnel, organizes, directs and 

controls the business venture for the attainment of set goal. In essence, he is a person who 

starts or organizes a commercial enterprise, especially one involving financial risk. 

Functional Cooperative Education and Entrepreneurship Education 

Entrepreneurship may be defined as the application of enterprise skills specifically to creating 

and growing organizations in order to identify and build on opportunities. Entrepreneurship 

education focuses on the development and application of an enterprising mindset and skills in 

the specific contexts of setting up a new venture, developing and growing an existing business, 

or designing an entrepreneurial organization. Entrepreneurship education seeks to produce 

graduates who are capable of identifying opportunities and developing ventures, through 

setting up new businesses or developing and growing part of an existing venture. It focuses on 

encouraging students to apply enterprising skills and attributes to a range of different contexts, 

including new or existing businesses, charities, non-governmental organizations, the public 

sector and social enterprises. 

The application of entrepreneurial skills within an existing corporate or public sector 

organization is termed “intrapreneurship”. Both entrepreneurs and intrapreneurs require 

enterprise skills and behaviors as well as business knowledge, behaviors and skills that are 

specific to the particular context. 

Functional Cooperative Education and Self-employment 

According to the International Labour Organisation (ILO), in 2013, the total number of 

unemployed people worldwide was two hundred and two (202) million. There is no gainsaying 

that by now the number must have increased tremendously. In today’s Nigeria, the number of 

youth unemployment is alarming and this is of national concern. 

In tackling global unemployment crisis, functional cooperative education has an 

important role to play in the education of graduates of cooperatives. Cooperatives are known 

to provide different types of employments under different types of cooperatives, such as 

producers cooperative, retailers cooperative, farmers cooperative, workers cooperative, 

housing cooperative, multipurpose cooperative and so on. For the teeming youths roaming the 

streets in search of jobs, opportunities for self-employment abound through these various 

cooperatives. 
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Self-employment has been defined as an act of generating one’s income directly from 

customers through working, clients or other organizations as opposed to being an employee of 

a business or person. Self-employed persons generally find their own work rather than being 

provided with work by an employer. A self-employed person earns income from a trade or 

business that he or she operates. 

Functional cooperative education which emphasizes skill and knowledge acquisition 

can be helpful to those who wish to start a business. The cooperative form of enterprise is an 

option for those youths looking for employment. This form of enterprise has low capital 

requirements, limited liability and in cases where members are also employees, the flexibility 

of self-employment. The self-employment option is of great importance for persons wishing to 

enter the labour market when faced with problems of finding a first job due to lack of 

opportunities or lack of experience. Functional cooperative education equips one not only with 

the requisite skills and knowledge but also his affective and psychomotor skills. His interests 

and manipulative skills must be taken into account in fashioning a functional cooperative 

education programme. 

 

Functional Cooperative Education and Self-reliance 

Self-reliance is the ability to think and act without the help or influence of others. It is the 

ability for a person to decide for himself what he should be or do. Linked with self-help, mutual 

help, indigenous participation and rural development, self-reliance is the basis of effective 

community development. 

According to Anyanwu (1992), self-reliance encourages the need for people to improve 

their living conditions using home initiatives and resources at their disposal. On his part, 

Ojamesuaya (2004) viewed self-reliance as an economic development that relies on human 

resources (internal resources as opposed to development that relies heavily on external 

resources). Thus we talk of a self-reliant nation. 

Cooperatives, all over the world, focus on people. They are people-oriented. Cooperative 

education, therefore, should be people-oriented. Functional cooperative education should seek 

to produce or foster self-reliant education. Present day cooperative programmes/curricula 

which tend to emphasize knowledge-based education to the detriment of skill acquisition need 

to be revisited. It has been observed that there is no good mix in the theoretical and practical 

skills which students of cooperatives are exposed to, during their training. Again, it has further 

been observed that some students of cooperative, like their counterparts in some other 

programmes, do not take their Students’ Industrial Workshop Experiences (SIWES) seriously. 

Some of them who did not participate in such field experiences are known to have obtained 

fake reports from officials of the scheme purporting that they participated in the exercise. 

Functional cooperative education programme should ensure that there is a synergy between 

process (skill) and content (knowledge). A good mix of both skills and knowledge leads to 

creativity, innovation and self-reliance.  

Functional Cooperative Education and Economic Emancipation 

The role cooperatives and by extention cooperative education play in national development 

can hardly be overemphasized. Dogarawa (2007) noted that cooperatives have been an 

effective way for people to exert control over their economic livelihoods, thus becoming 
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economically emancipated. Cooperatives provide a unique tool for achieving one or more 

economic goals in an increasingly competitive global economy. 

Dogarawa further observed that as governments around the world cut services and 

withdraw from regular markets, cooperatives are being considered useful mechanisms to 

manage risk for members in agricultural and other similar cooperatives, help salary/wage 

earners save for the future through a soft-felt monthly contribution that is deducted from 

source, own what might be difficult for individuals to own by their efforts, strengthen the 

communities in which they operate through job provisions and payment of local taxes. In 

general, cooperatives provide an economic boost to the community. 

A cooperative education scheme that is able to articulate the above stated objectives 

and incorporate them into its programme can be regarded as being functional and worthwhile. 

Such functional cooperative education programme is essential in providing graduates of 

cooperatives the means and opportunities to self-employment. In an era, where white-collar or 

paid jobs are no longer readily available, cooperatives will continue to play an increasingly role 

in facilitating job creation, economic growth and social development. As Somavia (2002) aptly 

observed, as cooperatives foster economies in scope and scale, they increase the bargaining 

power of their members, providing them, among other benefits, higher income and social 

protection. Thus, cooperatives accord members opportunity, protection and empowerment. 

These are essential elements in uplifting them from degradation and poverty, thus, enabling 

them to be economically emancipated. 

 

Conclusion  

Higher education in Nigeria especially the universities and polytechnics have a key role to play 

in enhancing or fostering socio-economic opportunities of citizens. This can be achieved 

through adoption of functional cooperative education programmes. Functional cooperative 

education provides for a synergy between process (skill) and content (knowledge) which 

makes for practical utility. The present day cooperative education programme which lays 

undue emphasis on knowledge acquisition to the detriment of skill acquisition leaves much to 

be desired. 

A good mix of both knowledge and practical skills needs to be adopted in our 

cooperative education programmes to make for creativity and innovation. Functional 

cooperative education should incorporate in its curricula elements of entrepreneurship 

education which has as its major purpose the development of expertise as entrepreneurs. An 

entrepreneur is a risk taker, creative, innovative, able to create something out of nothing. A 

well-thought out cooperative education programme that is functional in nature should afford 

graduates the means and opportunities to self-employment, self-reliance and economic 

emancipation. 
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