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Introduction
Education is the cornerstone of societal progress, a powerful engine that drives
national development, fosters individual growth, and shapes the collective future of a
people. In Nigeria, a nation of immense diversity and potential, the educational
landscape is as complex as it is vital. With a burgeoning youth population and
aspirations for sustainable growth, understanding the intricacies of Nigeria's
educational system is not merely an academic exercise but a critical endeavor for
policymakers, educators, parents, and indeed, anyone invested in the nation's
trajectory. This book, "Education In Nigeria: A Comprehensive Overview from Early
Childhood to Higher Education," embarks on a journey to illuminate this multifaceted
system, offering a detailed exploration of its historical underpinnings, current realities,
and future prospects.

From the foundational stages of early childhood learning to the specialized pursuits of
higher education, this comprehensive overview aims to dissect the various
components that constitute the Nigerian educational experience. We delve into the
structure and accessibility of early childhood education, the pedagogical approaches
in primary schools, and the diverse pathways available within secondary education,
including the crucial role of technical and vocational training. Our scope extends to the
higher education landscape, examining the distinct contributions of universities,
polytechnics, and colleges of education, while also shedding light on the overarching
frameworks of curriculum development and the vital role of teacher education and
professional development.

Beyond the structural elements, this book critically examines the intricate web of
policies and governance that shape education in Nigeria, alongside the perennial
challenges of funding and financing. We explore critical issues of access and equity,
striving to understand how the system addresses the diverse needs of its learners,
including those with special needs, and how gender disparities continue to impact
educational outcomes. The significant contributions of private education providers are
also brought into focus, as is the transformative influence of technology on teaching
and learning practices across the nation.

Furthermore, "Education In Nigeria" confronts the pressing issues that impact the
quality and efficacy of the system. We investigate quality assurance mechanisms,
assessment practices, and the significant role of international partnerships and
influences. The book also addresses the profound challenges posed by education in
crisis and conflict zones, the phenomenon of brain drain and its implications for human
capital development, and the direct correlation between education and national
development goals. We also explore the unique challenges and opportunities present
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in rural education and underscore the invaluable role of parental and community
engagement in fostering educational success.

Ultimately, this book is more than just a descriptive account; it is an analytical
exploration designed to foster a deeper understanding of the triumphs, tribulations,
and transformative potential within Nigerian education. By examining emerging trends
and future prospects, and by presenting insightful case studies and success stories,
we aim to provide a holistic perspective that not only informs but also inspires. It is our
hope that this comprehensive overview will serve as an invaluable resource for anyone
seeking to comprehend, contribute to, or simply appreciate the dynamic and evolving
narrative of education in Nigeria.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Foundations of Education
in Nigeria
The story of education in Nigeria is a tapestry woven with threads of indigenous
traditions, external influences, and continuous adaptation. Before the arrival of
European missionaries and colonial administrators, various forms of indigenous
education thrived across the diverse ethnic groups that constitute present-day Nigeria.
These traditional systems were deeply embedded in the cultural fabric of each
community, designed to transmit knowledge, skills, and values essential for societal
survival and individual flourishing. They were pragmatic, holistic, and often vocational
in nature, preparing individuals for their roles within the family, clan, and broader
society.

In the northern parts of what is now Nigeria, Islamic education held sway for centuries,
predating direct European contact. The arrival of Arab traders and scholars as early as
the 11th century introduced a sophisticated system of learning centered on the Quran,
Hadith, Islamic law (Sharia), Arabic language, and various sciences. Centers of Islamic
scholarship flourished in cities like Kano, Katsina, and Sokoto, attracting students and
scholars from across West Africa. Education began in Quranic schools, often attached
to mosques, where children learned to recite and memorize the Quran. As students
progressed, they delved into more advanced subjects, ultimately leading to higher
learning in established madrasahs. This system produced generations of Islamic
jurists, theologians, administrators, and merchants, leaving an indelible mark on the
region's intellectual and cultural landscape.

In the southern regions, indigenous educational practices varied significantly among
ethnic groups such as the Yoruba, Igbo, Edo, and others. For the Yoruba, education
was largely informal but highly structured, focusing on apprenticeship in crafts,
farming, hunting, and various social roles. Children learned through observation,
participation, and storytelling. Oral traditions, proverbs, myths, and rituals served as
vital pedagogical tools for transmitting history, ethics, and societal norms. Age-grade
systems played a crucial role in character formation and the inculcation of communal
responsibilities. Similarly, among the Igbo, education was a continuous process of
socialization, with children learning practical skills, agricultural techniques, and the
complex social customs of their communities. Specialized knowledge, such as
traditional medicine or blacksmithing, was passed down through hereditary lines or
rigorous apprenticeships.

The arrival of Christian missionaries in the mid-19th century marked a significant
turning point in the history of education in Nigeria. Their primary objective was
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evangelism, and they quickly recognized that education was an indispensable tool for
spreading the Christian faith. The first mission schools were established to teach
converts to read the Bible and write, thereby creating a literate indigenous clergy and
catechists. The Church Missionary Society (CMS), the Wesleyan Methodist Mission, and
the Roman Catholic Mission were among the pioneers. The CMS, for instance,
established its first mission school in Badagry in 1843, followed by others in Abeokuta
and Lagos. These early schools focused heavily on religious instruction, literacy in
English and local languages, and rudimentary arithmetic.

The curriculum in these early missionary schools, though limited, began to introduce
Western concepts and methodologies. Beyond religious texts, students were exposed
to subjects like geography, history, and basic science, albeit through a distinctly
European lens. The pedagogical approach was largely didactic, with rote learning and
memorization being common. While the initial aim was evangelization, the skills
imparted in these schools, particularly literacy, quickly proved valuable in the
emerging colonial administration and burgeoning commercial activities. Consequently,
demand for Western education began to grow, extending beyond those solely
interested in religious conversion.

As British colonial influence expanded and consolidated in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries, the colonial government gradually began to take an interest in education,
primarily to serve its administrative needs. The colonial administration required a
cadre of educated Africans to work as clerks, interpreters, and junior civil servants.
This pragmatic approach led to the establishment of government schools, often
alongside or in partnership with mission schools. The first formal Education Ordinance
was enacted in 1882, applying to the Gold Coast (Ghana) and Lagos, and it provided a
framework for government grants to schools and prescribed conditions for their
operation. This ordinance marked the beginning of government involvement in
regulating and funding education, though its reach was initially limited.

Subsequent education ordinances and policies in the early 20th century further
shaped the educational landscape. The 1916 Education Ordinance, for example,
sought to standardize education across the Southern Provinces and introduced a
system of inspection and grants-in-aid. It also emphasized vocational training to
produce skilled artisans and agricultural workers, reflecting the colonial economic
agenda. However, funding remained a significant challenge, and the expansion of
education was often slow and uneven, heavily reliant on the initiatives of various
missionary bodies. The northern protectorate, with its established Islamic education
system, initially resisted Western education due to concerns about cultural and
religious erosion, resulting in a significant disparity in educational development
between the north and south that persisted for many years.

Between the two World Wars, education in Nigeria continued to expand, albeit with
persistent challenges. The Phelps-Stokes Commissions of the 1920s, which
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investigated education in Africa, significantly influenced British colonial education
policy. Their recommendations emphasized "adaption" – an education that was
relevant to the African context, promoting practical skills, agriculture, and community
development, rather than a mere replication of the European curriculum. While the
implementation of these recommendations was varied and often debated, they did
encourage a greater focus on vocational and technical education, and the use of local
languages in the early years of schooling.

The period leading up to and immediately following Nigeria's independence in 1960
saw a rapid expansion of educational opportunities. There was a strong belief among
Nigerian nationalists and the new political leaders that education was key to national
development, self-reliance, and overcoming the legacies of colonialism. Regional
governments, with increased autonomy, embarked on ambitious educational
programs. The Western Region, under Chief Obafemi Awolowo, notably introduced
universal primary education (UPE) in 1955, a pioneering effort that significantly
boosted enrollment and literacy rates in the region. The Eastern Region followed suit
in 1957, though both schemes faced immense challenges related to funding, teacher
training, and infrastructure.

The Ashby Commission, established in 1959, played a pivotal role in shaping post-
independence higher education. Tasked with assessing Nigeria's needs in higher
education for the next 20 years, the commission recommended a massive expansion
of universities, the establishment of more technical and vocational institutions, and a
greater focus on science and technology. Its recommendations led to the
establishment of several new universities, including the University of Nigeria, Nsukka;
Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria; and the University of Ife (now Obafemi Awolowo
University), among others. This era marked a shift towards a more comprehensive and
nationally driven educational system, designed to produce the skilled workforce and
intellectual capital required for a newly independent nation.

In the decades following independence, the Nigerian government assumed greater
control over education, gradually phasing out the dominant role of missions and
establishing a more unified national system. The National Policy on Education, first
formulated in 1977 and subsequently revised, became the guiding document for
educational development, outlining the philosophy, goals, and structure of education
from early childhood to higher education. This policy introduced the 6-3-3-4 system
(six years primary, three years junior secondary, three years senior secondary, and
four years university), though its full implementation and effectiveness have been
subjects of ongoing debate and reform.

The historical trajectory of education in Nigeria is thus one of continuous evolution,
from localized indigenous learning and early Islamic scholarship to the profound
impact of missionary and colonial interventions, and finally, to the ambitious nation-
building efforts of the post-independence era. Each phase has left its imprint, shaping
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the institutional frameworks, curriculum content, and pedagogical approaches that
define the contemporary Nigerian educational landscape. Understanding these
historical foundations is crucial for appreciating the complexities and challenges that
continue to characterize education in Nigeria today. The journey has been long,
marked by both progress and setbacks, reflecting the nation's broader historical
narrative and its persistent quest for development through human capital formation.
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