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Abstract 
The fact that education is a right is indisputable. The launching of the 
Universal Basic Education (UBE) where primary and junior secondary 
schooling is declared free and compulsory in Nigeria is a right step towards 
achieving equality in education provision, irrespective of children's 
circumstances of birth. The paper attempts to examine the extent to which the 
almajirai can exercise their right to formal education under the UBE. It points 
to the fact that almajiri form of education has been in existence for centuries. 
Presently, there are millions of children enrolled in this school system. 
Stopping children from participating in the almajiri form of education will 
be a difficult task because of the strong religious implication therein, and 
indeed is not advocated in this paper. Since the almajirai ought to receive 
formal education (especially with the free and compulsory UBE) vis-a-vis 
Qur'anic education, the paper advocates the involvement of stakeholders in 
the almajiri form of education and Government needs to fashion out a 
workable strategy that could effectively ensure the education of the almajirai 
without compromising their inalienable right to Qur'anic education. 

Introduction 
Education is undoubtedly a requirement for empowerment of individuals in any given society, 

hi Nigeria, for example, forma! education plays an invaluable role in the economic and socio-political 
advancement of individuals. Schooling is generally regarded as a passport for entry into modern 
sector jobs, and to a larger extent, it determines individual's level of participation in governance. It is 
perhaps not out of this context that the free Universal Primary Education (UPE) was introduced in the 
country as National Programme in 1976. 

The UPE however, largely failed to register sustainable success due principally to improper 
planning, mismanagement of funds, inadequate infrastructure and lack of a sustained political will, 
among others (Fafunwa, 1991; Bakari & Kaibo, 1998; Bakari, 1999). With these highlighted obstacle 
therefore, full access to education in the country, especially primary education, remains Utopian, 
despite constitutional and policy provisions (National Policy on Education, NPE, 2004). 

Thus the lack of access to education by all, especially children forced Government to re-
launch the Universal Basic Education (UBE) programme in September 1999, in which primary and 
junior secondary education is declared free and compulsory. 

This re-launch is a positive political effort towards ensuring an accessible basic education, 
especially for children, albeit the practicability of this policy is likely to be impeded by several 
factors. One of these is socio-cultural circumstance to some groups of children that makes it difficult for 
them to exercise their right for formal education. 

The paper identifies almajirai as a typical example of children in this category. It analyzes the 
various factors that barricade them from the gates of schooling. With the re-launch of UBE, a possible 
suggestion through which almajirai may receive formal education is the major focus of this paper. 
Before then we first of all explain the almajirai as a concept. 

The Almajirai 
The almajirai (singular 'ahnajiri') is a term known to many as teenage beggars, street children 

and wanderers ( Sule-Kano, 1999). Although these are their noticeable features, the term however, is 
borrowed from the Arabic word 'muhaajir', meaning an immigrant. They are so called because the 
children are usually taken to a place other than theirs for Islamic scholarship. They spend a number of 
years under the care of traditional Islamic teachers commonly referred to as 'mallams'. 

The traditional Islamic schools are not confined to Nigeria alone. World Bank (1999), reported the 
' Quranic schooling in its many form constitutes a long standing parallel system of education 
throughout much of the African continent, one that has operated for centuries.' The same source 
revealed that as at 1990, Niger Republic alone had 40,000 traditional Islamic schools. Here in Nigeria, 
Sule-Jano (1999), asserted that there are over 63,021 traditional Quranic schools with an enrolment of 



more than 4,622,483 pupils, most of them concentrated in the North. Sule-Kano further enumerated that 
in Sokoto City alone, the traditional schools are in the region of 300(ten times the number of 
conventional primary schools with a pupil enrolment of over 500,000. 

This picture substantiates the fact that parents and Islamic scholars alike attach an invaluable 
importance to the almajiri form of education. It is perhaps worthy to state that prominent Nigerians in 
the North such as Alhaji Shehu Shagari (a former President of the Federal Republic of Nigeria), 
Mai lam Aminu Kano and Sir Ahmadn Bello (Premier of the then Northen Region) also went through the 
almajiri education system (Paden, 1986. cited by Imam, 1998). This value attachment makes the almajiri 
education system a long standing practice that is difficult to eliminate, especially in the northern part 
of Nigeria. The implication of this reality is that many parents see the traditional Quranic education 
system as an alternative to the formal education. This limits the chances of children in their millions to 
formal education, considering that they are usually taken out when they reach seven years or 
thereabout and they remain as almajirai for as long as ten years or beyond. 

Although efforts have been made by some States to check movements of the mallams with 
their pupils (e.g. the then Gongola State edict on Koranic schools in 1986), little achievements have 
been made so far in formally educating the almajirai. The Gongola State Edict, for instance, has only 
made provisions for compulsory certification of the mallams, and their schools as well as the approval of 
their schools' curricula! by government. It also provided for the restriction for movements by the 
mallams, except by consent of parents, District Heads and the Local Government Council (Gongola 
State of Nigeria, 1986). It should be pointed out however, that the Edit did not attempt to stop the 
almajirai system, or made efforts to provide them formal education. As a matter of fact, the Edit was a 
result of the bloody 'maitatsine' disturbance (which was mainly fought by a group of almajirai under 
the leadership of one itinerant mallams) that claimed thousands of lives and property in the then 
Gongola State in 1984. Thus, the Edit only attempted to arrest any possible breach of peace and 
stability by the almajirai. Consequently, the almajirai could still be found in Adamawa and Taraba 
Slates (hitherto, Gongola State) without attending formal schooling. 

It is worth stating that the almajirai form of education stems parents' belief that good 
parenting means that 'children should be brought up strictly and with religious training' (Ebigbo, 
1996), especially in the Islamic faith. Perhaps the advent of formal education, which sprang side by 
side with Christian ization, also made Muslim parents stick to the traditional Quranic school system. 
Until today, many parents, especially in traditional rural Islamic settlements, do believe that formal 
education is an institution that promotes Christian evangelism. Therefore, being mindful of their 
religious obligation of a proper upbringing of their children in an Islamic oriented environment., many 
parents still do choose to send their wards to the almajirai form of education, at the expense of formal 
schooling. Since Islamic education is the fundamental goal of the almajirai system, why are begging 
and streelism become their renowned features? 

The Begging and the Wandering 
Sule-Kano (1999), noted, that the presently rampant begging by the almajirai was not a virtue 

of the practice. It only emerged in recent times, due to the poor conditions of the schools, and the 
poverty of most parents who send their children to such schools. But better, begging and wandering are 
as a result of schools not being able to provide the required care for its pupils. This itself, Sule-Kano 
observed, has its roots in the history of socio-economic, political and cultural transformation of the 
society. Because of the high level of poverty in the country, parents are unable to sustain their wards in 
the schools. 

The mallams as well as the economic power with which to provide adequate shelter, food and 
clothing for their pupils. As rightly observed by Ebigbo (1996), 'the mallams live off the children, 
sending them onto the streets to beg and to forage for food on refuse dumps, mainly because some 
parents, after entrusting their children to the teachers, never visit them or enquire about them 
subsequently.' Indeed, many of these mallams also rely on the food and money the pupils get through 
begging and labour, for their sustenance, it is this situation that compelled Ennew (1996), to see 
begging as 'an integral part of the social institution of Quranic schools.' This, perhaps, explains why 
some assert, that pupils in these schools 'spend more time in begging than in school and are subjected 
to abuse, neglect and other maltreatment' by the mallams (Ennew, 1996). Imam's (1998) study of the 
situation if almajiris in the North-East (1998) also noted the prevalence of this abuse and neglect on 
almajirai by their mallams. Imam found that begging is a major component of the almajiri education 
system with a specific time allocated to it in the curriculum. 



A visit to a market place, motor park, and other public places, especially in the North may 
compel one to agree with Ennew and Imam. At any one time one goes to these places, one is bound to 
meet almajirai, individually and in groups, begging for food or money. The present author relates 
with a number of ex-almajirai, who on a number of occasions recounted their experiences of being 
forced by mallams to bring a certain amount of money on a weekly basis. The money could be 
earned through begging and/or labour (e.g. loading or off-loading vehicles, carrying goods from 
market places to houses, etc.). 

In this regard, apart from denying children access to formal education, they are also exposed to 
socially undesirable attitude and behaviour such as begging. In addition, effective acquisition of 
Islamic education (the purpose for which they were enrolled), becomes difficult. Thus, at least three 
issues are associated with this practice. There are: (i)      denial of children and their right to formal 
education; (ii)     encouraging child labour; 
(iii)    abusing and neglecting children through the lack of proper and adequate care; and 
(iv)    in terms of their food, clothing and shelter. 

It is a known fact that most of these children sleep in an unimaginably substandard rooms, 
enjoy little medical, are engaged in farm and domestic chores, and gave no guaranteed meals. Worst 
still, Ebigbo (1996) observed that the mallams move from one place to another with these children, 
and when they die (the mallams) the children reportedly become delinquent street dwellers. Although 
this assertion may not always be the case, it however, happens, and has a significant negative impact 
on the future of these children (Kisekka, 1981). 

Since basic education is now 'free' and 'compulsory', how can these children enjoy their 
entitlement to education? Is it possible to educate them? How possible? 

The UBE and Education of the Almajiri 
There is hardly denying the fact formally educating the almajirai can be a difficult task. This 

assertion is based on the fact that parents who enrol their wards into the traditional Quranic schools 
regard the act as a necessary religious obligation. Anything that is purely motivated by faith, 
therefore, difficult to be dispensed with. 

Secondly, Islam as a religion places premium on an educated population, albeit that form of 
education is secondary compared to Islamic education. It will be hardly debated by any scholar that 
Islam insists on the acquisition of Quranic education first and foremost before any other form of 
education. Put better, whereas Islam encourages secular education, it however, compels every 
Muslim to acquire Islamic education. Thus, basic or primary education to a Muslim is the Quranic 
education, and not the Western style of formal education. Hence the term primary education means 
a different thing to the proponents of traditional Quranic schools from the Western point of view. 
Because of this different view, enforcing the compulsion of primary education to the almajiri as it is 
will be hard to achieve. 

Beside this technical problem, economic constraint is also likely to impede the format 
schooling of the almajirai. As earlier discussed, both the pupils and their teachers are most likely poor 
and rely on begging for sustenance. Thus, this economic hardship has led the pupils to devote so much 
time in search of food and other necessities of life. They therefore, have little or no time to attend 
formal education. In addition, the lack of financial resources may not allow for effective schooling of 
the almajirai even if enrolled. Provision of uniforms, writing materials and other requirements will 
certainly be a problem. These are gloomy situations that require a well developed strategy if the 
almajirai are to receive a formal education. 

Educating the Almajirai: Policy Options 
Before substantive issues are discussed, it should be stated that education should be seen as an 

investment in human capital. Investment therefore, means putting in required financial and other 
demands for a successful business. Besides, nation-states are obliged to 'make primary education 
compulsory and available, free to all" (Penrose, 1998), by the United Nations convention on the rights of 
the child. Suggestions in this section are purely motivated by desire to provide a free and 
compulsory formal education to the almajirai, at least for the first nine years. 

Formally educating the almajirai will require a strategy that takes into account their-cultural 
situation. It has to recognize their value for Islamic scholarship, their extreme level of poverty, time 
constraints occasioned by a struggle for survival, etc. Although Epstein (1995), observed that 'a 
comparative assessment of educational programmes designed to address the differing needs of street 



children and youth can be extremely complex or, when subjected to generalization, may support over 
simplistic conclusions that are of limited utility', the present author however, opines that the almajirai in 
Nigeria, besides sharing common features, are also mainly motivated by the desire to acquire Islamic 
knowledge. Thus, a carefully designed educational strategy that recognizes, appreciates, and protects 
their fundamental desire will be effective in persuading all the stakeholders to allow almajirai exercise 
their right to formal education. The stakeholders in this respect are the parents, the pupils and the 
mallams. 

To design an appropriate strategy requires the active involvement of those stakeholders 
through which a viable and implementable policy will be adopted. One may argue that the existing NPE 
is sufficient. However, the failure of the NPE and the 1976 UPE, to integrate the almajirai into the 
education system is sufficient to accept that the present policy has largely failed in its strategy. In addition, 
even though it is suggested for punishment of parents who failed to enroll their wards into primary 
schools (Bakari & Kaibo. 1998), this suggestion may not work in this situation. This is because, as 
earlier advanced, primary education refers to Quranic schooling to these parents. Secondly, 
religiously motivated practices can hardly be slopped without a strong, and even violent reactions. The 
present LIBE therefore, is likely to fail if stakeholders are not involved in the planning for, and 
execution of. an education programme for them. H could be pointed out clearly that some previous 
military regimes (specially between 1984-1985), attempted without success, to coerce almajirai to 
primary schools, even through arrests of their mallams. 

As a pre-requisite for involving the stakeholders, the Government should recognize the 
existence of the almajirai schooling system, and look forward to ways in which the schools could be 
improved upon and upgraded to primary schools status. It is perhaps worth stating that some of these 
schools have a pupil enrolment within the region of one thousand (1.000). This is a workable strategy, 
bearing in mind that Pakistan experiment of its similitude where Mosque schools were supported by 
non-governmental agency with salaries, instructional facilities, and other logistics. This attempt 
culminated in an unprecedented pupil enrolment (The British Council, 1997). 
The Pakistan strategy could work with modifications to suit our local circumstances, albeit these 
modifications should be subject to negotiation between the government and other stakeholders. This 
negotiation should address, as a minimum the following major issues: the two forms of education, 
funding of the programme, teachers' welfare, and poverty alleviation strategies, especially for the 
pupils and their teachcrs alike. 

The major problems that could impede this proposed negotiation are likely to be ideological 
and funding, albeit persuasion through constructive arguments can solve the ideological bottleneck. 
Funding on the other hand, can be done, especially if the political will is strong. 

Recommendations 
In view of the above problems, this paper recommends that the almajirai be classified as 

educationally disadvantaged and be treated as such  for the purpose of funding their education. 
Similarly, the money spent on primary schools that is calculated based on the number of pupils should 
also apply. But better, funding for the almajirai education programme could be derived from: 

(i) special grants for educationally disadvantaged; and  
(ii) capital and recurrent grants to be calculated based on pupil ratio; 

 In addition to the above, government should solicit strong financial assistance from 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) such as the UNICEF, UNESCO, Safe the Children Fund, 
Islamic Education Trust. 

Conclusion 
Throughout this paper, an attempt has been made to discuss the difficult socio-economic 

life of the almajirai. More importantly, the paper analyzes various factors that impede enrolment of 
this category of children into primary schools. Even though primary education has just been 
declared 'free' and 'compulsory', the author questions the practicability of this political 
pronouncement for the benefit of the almajirai. As a way out, an active involvement of all 
stakeholders to fashion out a comprehensive and a practicable policy on education of the almajirai is 
recommended in this paper, albeit such a proposed policy's success will largely depend on 
government's will to educate the almajirai folk. 
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