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Abstract 

This paper examined the problems facing the Nigerian education sector. It is 
observed that the education system is not functional which results to youth 
restiveness across the country. The paper was examined under six sections. 
Section one was the introductory section. Sections two and three examined 
the concepts and meanings of education and functional education, 
respectively. In section four, an overview of youth restiveness in Nigeria was 
examined, where it was observed that it was due to inefficient and non-
functional education. A summary and conclusion of the paper was given in 
section five, while some recommendations on the way forward towards 
national development was given in the last section of the paper. Among the 
recommendations given was that, the UNESCO minimum standard of 26% 
annual budgetary allocation to education should strictly be adhered to.             

 
 

Over the years, the quality of education is Nigeria has been declining to the 
extent that one wonders whether what is being given today in the name of education 
can really be referred to as education in its real sense. Problems facing the Nigerian 
education system which lead to the almost collapse of the system are varied and on 
the increase that all hopes of reviving the education system seem farfetched. To 
substantiate this, none of the Nigerian universities is ranked among the first 500 
universities in the world (Academic Ranking of World Universities, 2012). This has 
led to the sad situation where academic certificates obtained from Nigerian schools 
are considered substandard and looked at with contempt. Elombah (2010) in a paper 
presented in London, has elucidated this point where he mentioned that many 
graduates from African countries including Nigeria, are not considered for job 
placements abroad like in the UK in different endeavours such as lawyers, doctors, 
nurses, and IT experts, unlike their counterparts in the same field from non-African 
counties. Elombah said “when I came to London seven years ago as a qualified 
barrister from Nigeria I discovered to my chagrin that I am ill-equipped to compete 
for places in UK Law firms so I had to back and do further studies at the university of 
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East London”. Ironically, the sad situation that is obtained abroad also seems to be the 
case here at home. The Nigerian governments itself, both at the federal and state 
levels do not seem to consider the academic certificates the country’s universities 
award to its citizens. This can be seen clearly where expatriate workers, particularly 
in oil companies, road constructions and other fields in science technology are highly 
respected and given lucrative contracts at the detriment of the national economic 
development in general and the indigenous workers in particular.  

 
Education is the bedrock for development, peace and stability for any society. 

One of its objectives is to develop the mind for the right forms of behaviour which are 
of positive values to the society. This can only be achieved through functional 
education in any society, whether through formal or informal educations, as was (and 
still is) the case in traditional African education where “functionalism was the main 
guiding principle” (Fafunwa, 1979). As a result, every individual in the traditional 
Africa society was functional; contributing positively, in his own capacity, to the 
progress of the society, socially and economically, as no individual was without a 
skill/vocation.  

 
With the coming of the British to Africa, including Nigeria, functional 

education in traditional African societies gave way to the British system of education 
where only the 3Rs (reading, writing and arithmetic) were emphasized for their 
political and economic interests, hence, “the school curriculum was arts-oriented, 
producing men who could work as clerks in the white man’s administrative 
establishments” (Ezeaku, 1979). This type of education cannot meet the manpower-
need in this era of science and technology, as “it remained lopsided, emphasizing the 
arts at the expense of science and technology” (Ezeaku, 1979). This remained the 
situation of education in Nigeria and most African nations up to independence and 
beyond. However, after independence, some frantic efforts have been made to revive 
the educational system by giving emphasis on technical, science and technology 
education yet, much still remain to be achieved in this regard.  

 
The Concept and Meaning of Education                                                                                         

Education has been variously defined, although, as Fafunwa (1974) pointed 
out, all systems of education tend to achieve certain goals “irrespective of the 
curriculum, methods and organization designed for the purpose”. To this regard, he 
defined educations as “the aggregate of all the processes by which a child or young 
adult develops the abilities, attitudes and other forms of behaviour which are of 
positive value to the society in which he lives; that is to say, it is a process for 
transmitting culture in terms of continuity and growth and for disseminating 
knowledge either to ensure social control or to guarantee rational direction of the 
society or both”.  
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Way back in 1969, the national curriculum conference held at Lagos as 
quoted in Fafunwa (1970) recommended the followings as the objectives of the 
Nigerian education;  
1) The inculcation of the right type of values and attitudes for the survival of 

individuals and society.  
2) The training of the mind in building valuable concept, generalizations, and 

understanding of the world around; 
3) The acquisition of appropriate skills, abilities and competencies of both mental 

and physical nature as equipment for the individual to live in his society.  
4) The acquisition of the relevant and balanced knowledge of facts about local and 

world phenomena. 
 

To sum it up, the conference recommended as follows “Nigerian education 
should be geared towards self-realization; better human relations; self-and national 
economic efficiency; effective citizenship; national consciousness; national unity; 
social and political progress; scientific and technological progress; national 
reconstruction.  

 
Furthermore, the conference recommended that the following values should 

be “recognized and positively emphasized at all levels of education”: 
1. respect for the worth and dignity of individual;  
2. faith in man’s ability to make rational decisions;  
3. guarantee of fundamental human freedoms in the social, economic and political 

spheres;  
4. moral and spiritual values in interpersonal and human relations;  
5. shared responsibility for the common good of society; and   
6. promotion of the emotional, physical and psychological health of all children. 

 
In the light of the definition of education, its objectives and values, the 

questions asked are: is the Nigerian society giving its citizens “education” in the real 
sense of its meaning? Has the present day Nigerian society so far achieved any of the 
objectives listed which the nation can boast of? And, are the educational values 
“recognized and positively emphasized by the different and many socio-religious 
citizens of the nation? 

 
If the answers to the above questions are in the affirmative, then we can 

proudly say that we are receiving education, not only education for that matter, but 
functional education. However, the heavy and worrisome question based on the above 
definition, objectives, and values, is that “is the Nigerian system of education actually 
functional?        
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What is Functional Education?  
Hornby (2010) defined the word functional as something which is “practical 

and useful”. The meaning can be applied to a machine, organization, or a system 
which can be said to be “working; able to work”. So, with regards to the educational 
system, the system can be referred to as functional if it is “practical and useful”, or 
“working”, or able to work”. Therefore, a functional education can be referred to as 
an educational system which is practical and useful to an individual and his society. 

 
Zeilbeger (1999) translated functional education from the United 

State/Germany and Western Europe perspective. From the U.S/Germany perspective, 
he refers to functional education as “education that comes spontaneously from the 
influence of the environment; It is a kind of undirected, natural education that is 
different from the deliberate, goal-oriented education, that is directed by man”. From 
the Western Europe perspective, he defined functional education as “education that 
comes from the child’s needs and that uses the child’s interest as a mechanism for 
activating him towards his desirable activities; its purpose is to develop the life of the 
mind, that acts from the wholeness of organic life, with relation to practical life in the 
present and in the future”. The two definitions, though may differ, have activity of the 
child, which is based on a practical work-plan, as the bases of functional education.  

 
Functional education is aimed at developing the thinking attitude of 

individual and the technical means of developing such attitudes positively towards 
solving practical problems for the progress and development of the individual, and the 
society in which he lives. Such practical problems could be from different fields of 
human endeavour like science education, vocational education, literacy programmes, 
special education, teacher education, etc. Abraham (2011) showed that which ever 
field that is applied, it “must lead to solving day-to-day problems as they come, as 
well as improve living conditions of recipients”. 

 
Functional education opposes the method of teaching where the learner is 

subjected to drilling and merely learning the subject matter in complete disregard of 
the learners’ needs and interest. In the contrary, functional education attempts at 
“training students towards a practical mastery of the subject, to get them into the habit 
to adapt to any situation, to bring them to experience first –hand with the studied 
subject by do-it-yourself work and experiments. The teacher is just a “go between 
teacher” between the subject and the students, and he enables the functioning – the 
live relation between the student and the studied subject, and the relation between 
them” (Zeilberger, 1999). In view of the foregoing, what is the answer to the 
question; “is the Nigerian system of education actually functional?”  
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Youth Restiveness in Nigeria – An Overview         
Hornby (2010) defined restiveness (from restive) as “unable to stay still or 

unwilling to be controlled especially because you feel bored or not satisfied”. 
Abraham (2011) showed that youth restiveness is a new vocabulary in the Nigerian 
political, social and economic setting. Why is youth restiveness a new vocabulary in 
the Nigerian socio-economic setting? Before the discovery of oil in commercial 
quantities in 1958 in Oloibiri up to the 70s, the citizens of Nigeria have been living in 
peace and harmony (except of course during the unfortunate incidence of the civil 
war). Despite the amalgamation in 1914 of the different regions of hitherto Nigeria 
into one nation which made the various people with different socio-religious 
backgrounds to live together as a nation, Nigerians recognized the essence of living 
together in peace, harmony and respect for each other. This helped in no small 
measure in the progress and stability of the nation where the currency of the nation 
could compete with any other currency in the world. Every child at that time could 
attend school up to university level. In fact, many children at that time (most of who 
are found at the helm of affairs of the nation today) attended prestigious universities 
abroad. The Nigerian community especially up north was mostly agrarian where 
families could produce what they eat, in addition to the production of cash crops for 
export. Fishing was however more predominant in the aquamarine regions of the 
south, which was the main source of income before the waters become polluted due to 
oil exploitation.  

 
As the exploitation of oil expanded, people started abandoning their farms 

and joined the oil business. In no time, the oil business took over the economy of the 
nation to the disadvantage of farming to the extent that many vibrant youths from the 
villages abandoned their farms and joined the “jerrican business” (locally referred to 
as bunburutu) of oil in every nook and corner of towns and cities. To worsen the 
situation, those same people that benefited from the oil economy and got educated, 
and are now running the affairs of the nation, (both the military and the politicians) 
refused to pay back what the country has done for them. The education sector is 
totally disregarded, hence, facing a lot of challenges which cannot be described within 
the short space of this paper. Many families cannot even sponsor their children to 
school as there is no longer free education. Those children that are opportuned to 
attend primary education hardly finish it up to secondary level so the rate of dropouts 
becomes high. The few lucky ones that are able to attend up to tertiary institutions do 
not acquire what is supposed to be education as “Nigeria is still using antiquated 
educational system of the past decades already abandoned by international 
community”, (Elombah, 2010).  

 
All these sad situations culminate in the fact that the Nigeria youths cannot 

find job placements either at home or abroad. As stated earlier, the few lucky ones 
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that graduated are not considered skilled enough even by their government for job 
placements as it is common to see expatriates manning most of the firms requiring 
skilled expertise. In the Niger Delta where oil is being exploited, youths, due to poor 
quality of education, “lack the requisite preparation to compete for more prestigious 
job placements in oil companies working in and around their communities. They 
settle for the menial jobs, when available” (Abraham, 2011). The situation in the 
Niger Delta as described by Abraham is the same everywhere in the country. It is hard 
to come across an indigene manning any of the firms operating in his own country 
such as the oil firms or construction firms, talk less of firms abroad. Sadly, even firms 
owned by indigenes, are manned by expatriate workers. This is the result of 
dysfunctional education i.e. education that is not working and cannot develop the 
youths for self-sufficiency and national development, but youths who become a 
liability and problem to themselves and to their community, youths who are frustrated 
with boredom and hence become unsatisfied with the way things are managed around 
them. Remember, Hornby pointed out that restiveness is as a result of boredom or 
lack of satisfaction.  

 
Dysfunctional education leads to youth’s restiveness which is the order of the 

day all over the country. All uprisings that occur in the country, be it political, ethnic 
or religious, it is the youths that are involved and a close look at these youths, will 
reveal that almost of them are unemployed. Again, most of these youths are from 
lower class family suffering from poverty. One never see any youth from the elite or 
well-to-do families involved in such crisis. From the ‘area boys’ of the South West, to 
the ‘bakassi boys’ of the South-South/South East, up to the ‘yan kaleri boys’ of the 
North East and the `yandaba boys’ of North West, the same fundamental issue is 
boredom and frustration due to unemployment which is as a result of inefficient 
functional educational system. If the educational system had been functional, the gory 
monster called ‘youth restiveness’ wouldn’t have reared its gory face in the hitherto 
peaceful Nigerian soil. This writer is of the view that youth restiveness is not 
accidental, but a deliberate phenomenon perpetuated by the corrupt leaders of the 
country in collaboration with their masters abroad in order to divert the attention of 
the masses away from their corrupt practices so that they continue siphoning the 
wealth of the nation, and while at the same time perpetuate themselves in power, 
themselves and their cohorts. To buttress this point, a top politician once said “if we 
give these youths sound education, who will rally round us”? In other words, if the 
youths get functional education, they will be self-dependent; hence, will abandon 
political thuggery which politicians utilize for their selfishness. To sum it up, the 
writer was once conversing with a taxi driver who said “I was once a political thug. 
One day, we gathered at the house of one big shot politician. His children were well 
dressed and seated in an expensive flashy car ready for school. Some of us rested our 
backs on the car. The politician saw us and started raining abuses on us calling us all 
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sorts of names simply because we touch and rested on the car. A sudden thought 
flashed into me, that why can’t I also attend school? From then I abandoned thuggery 
and went back to school. I am now educated and self-employed, so no politicians will 
ever use and dump me as a political thug again”.  

 
Summary and Conclusion  

No nation can move forward and attain greatness in complete disregard to its 
education system. Education is the means through which a nation attains such 
greatness. To attain sustainable development and greatness, the education should not 
be just a mere education but a functional one for that matter. Youth restiveness will 
never stop if the youths are not given functional education. To this end, it is only if 
the youths are given functional education that they will progress, become employed 
and self-sufficient so that they also contribute positively to the socio-economic 
development of the nation. In this regard, our leaders have to fight corruption which is 
a hindrance to progress, peace and stability. Nigeria will never achieve its desire of 
attaining the vision 20:2020 if functional education is not provided to its citizens.  

 
Recommendations and the Way Forward 

To set up and provide a functional educational system which in its self will 
curb the menace of youths’ restiveness, the followings are recommended:  
1. Corruption is the major factor responsible for all problems facing this country. 

Corruption has eaten deep into the fabrics of the country, that it has become 
virtually recognized and legalized. Government should show seriousness in 
fighting corruption, and all hands should also be on deck to this regard. Only if 
corruption is brought to its barest minimum that functional education will become 
a reality. 
 

2. The UNESCO minimum standard of 26% annual budget allocation to education 
should strictly be adhered to. In fact a country like Nigeria should allocate more 
than the recommend minimum. The paltry 13% annual budgetary allocation to the 
education sector cannot provide any meaningful functional education. 
 

3. The curriculum should completely be overhauled to meet international standard. 
Science and technology education should particularly be emphasized. 
 

4. Vocational and entrepreneurial education should be given much emphasis so that 
youths that are not opportune to attain university education will find this helpful 
as middle manpower skilled jobs will be provided.  
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5. Laws should be provided so that top government functionaries and politicians 
should educate their children at home in public schools. This will force such 
people pay attention to the educational sector.  
 

6. Government should provide free education from primary to university levels, so 
that no parents/guardians will complain of economic constraints for not being 
able to sponsor their children/wards for education.                    
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