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Abstract 
Various philosophical schools of thought have different ways of 
contributing to the overall development of curriculum in arty part of the world, 
Nigeria inclusive. The position held by the existentialist is one. This position, 
other than helping in planning the curriculum, should entail how to achieve the 
goafs and objectives of education. Achieving these goats and objectives of. 
education presupposes working towards achieving the targets of the 
Millennium Development Goats (MDGs). This paper among other, things, 
examines the various stands of the existentialist, its benefits and shortcomings in 
planning and formulating the overall curriculum in Nigeria having the MDGs in 
focus, it posits that to achieve the MDGs in Nigeria, the position of the 
existentialist should not be thrown into the mud but upheld. 

 
Taking a critical took at a typical Nigerian student in his academic 

development is to see that he has gained everything but education (Akhigbe, 2010), 
"From one street to another, from one motor park to another, the Nigerian child is 
exposed to series of avoidable dangers on a daily basis" (Asade, 2010). The long 
term effect of a curriculum not developed falls back on the society. The individual, 
rather than being totally recognized is treated the other way round when it comes to 
developing the curriculum in Nigeria The place of the Nigerian child when it  
Journal of Resourcefulness and Distinction, Volume 4 No. 1, Novermber, 2012  



2 
 

comes to education seems to be hidden. Yet the curriculum with which to promote 
education seems not to consider the individual as either completely relevant or 
important. 

Developing a curriculum that is relevant to the overall development of 
Nigeria or the curriculum that is capable of achieving MDGs in Nigeria will not 
elude the fundamental fact given by the existentialist that the individual is 
important and should be treated as such. 
 
 What is Curriculum? 

Curriculum has no univocal definition. Rather, it has numerous 
definitions which can be slightly confusing. To some scholars, curriculum means 
two things, (i) the range of courses from which students choose what subject matters 
to study, and (ii) a specific learning programme. To them in the latter sense, 
curriculum collectively describes the teaching, learning and assessment materials 
available for a given course of study. 

 
in its broadest sense, curriculum may refer to all courses offered at a school-

which may be particularly true of schools at the university level, where the diversity 
of a curriculum might be an attractive point to a potential student. It may equally be 
referred to a defined and prescribed course of studies, which students must fulfill in 
order to pass a certain level of education, or rather, all the subjects that will be taught 
during a school year.  
 
What is Curriculum Development? 

Igwe (2005) quoting Nicholas (1978) noted that "curriculum 
development is the planning of learning opportunities intended to bring about certain 
changes in pupils and the assessment of the extent to which these changes have taken 
place:11 That is, curriculum development involves a process of making choices of 
learning activities for students which are being guided by some factors such as the 
learners, the available human and non-human resources, the society's needs, in order 
to achieve the society's aims and goals. 

 
Meanwhile, the development of curriculum cannot but be guided by some 

philosophical schools or movements. Such philosophical schools may be the 
empiricists' or the rationalists', among others. A philosophical movement like 
the existentialist can also guide the development of curriculum. The Empiricist, and 
the Existentialist, an of them have varying perceptions of what the human nature or 
the human mind is; and since the learner (the carrier of the human nature/mind) is 
one of the focuses in curriculum planning and development. The existentialists 
position stands a better place in formulating and developing curriculum in any 
society of the world like Nigeria.  
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Meaning of Existentialism 
Existentialism looks at life as life really is. It is a relatively young 

philosophy which stresses such notions as individual autonomy, mutual interpersonal 
relationship, freedom and existence (Omatseye, 1992). It is a movement emphasizing 
the importance of man in making decision and choice for himself on the basis that 
he would be fully responsible for the consequences of his choice. The nature of 
reality is subjective, and lies within the individual while the physical world has no 
inherent meaning outside of human existence (Cohen, 1999), Individual choice and 
individual standards rather than those external standards are central (Cohen 1999). 
Existence comes before any definition of what we are. "Who exists1 therefore is more 
important than 'what exists'. We define ourselves in relationship to that existence 
by the choices we make. Accepting anyone else's predetermined philosophical system 
would be wrong, rather we must take responsibility for deciding who we are. The 
existentialist's .focus is on freedom, the development of authentic 
individuals, as we make meaning of our lives. People make choices based on 
their experiences, beliefs, and outlook. Personal choices become unique without 
the necessity of an objective form. As a theory of human development, it is an 
approach to highlight the existence of being in the process of becoming. 
Existentialism sees the human life as a journey on which he finds newer experiences 
and gains greater insights, because a person in his becoming state is always 
constantly dynamic. 

 
One can understand the existentialists by what they do not believe in; they 

do not believe in conservation ism and conventionalism. They do not also support any 
of the following:  
1  wealth, pleasure or honour makes the good life; 
2 social values and structure control the individual; 
3 accept what it is and that is enough in life;  
4 science can and will make everything better;  
5 people are basically good but ruined by society or external forces;  
6 “I want my way, now!" or "it is not my fault!" mentally. 

 
Existential thought has viewed as its cardinal concerns a quest for 

subjective truth, a reaction against the 'negation of being1 and a perennial search for 
freedom. 
Harries and Leveys (1975) defined existentialism as "any of several philosophic 
systems, all centered on the individual and his relationship with the universe or to 
God." Tiryakian (1962) defines curriculum as " an attempt to reaffirm the importance 
of the individual by rigorous and in many respects radically new analysis of the 
nature of man”. These opinions suggest that existentialism is a Humanistic 
perspective on the individual situation, a philosophy of existence, of 
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authenticity and of universal freedom and individual responsibility. The 
existentialist therefore believes in the following;  
i That the centre of existence is man rather than truth, laws, principles or 

Essence. 
ii That the uniqueness of man comes from   his emotions, feelings, perception 

and thinking. 
iii That only through development of meaning in his life, man can make 

something of the absurdity which surrounds him. 
iv That man is not alone in the world; he is connected to other men; he 

communicates with others; therefore, he cannot Jive in a state of  
anarchy.  In other words, existentialism takes into consideration the 
underlying concepts: 

a  human free will; 
b  human nature is chosen through life choices; 
c  a person is best when struggling against their individual nature, 

fighting for life; 
d  decisions are not without stress and consequences; 
e  there are things that are not rational; 
f  personal responsibility and discipline are crucial; 
g  society is unnatural’ and its traditional religious and secular rules are 

arbitrary; 
h  worldly desire is futile. 

 
To the existentialist, life is seen as a gift, which, in part is a mystery. Man 

is free to choose commitments in life, in his choice, he becomes himself. He is the 
product of his choices. He is, therefore, an individual who is different from other 
persons. The real living person is more important that any statement we can 
make about him, Man's existence is more important than his essence. The 
existentialist holds that man cannot accept the ready-made concepts of existence 
forced upon him and therefore he is a free agent capable of his own life and 
choosing his own destiny so that he cannot be treated as a machine whenever we 
first pull one lever, then another, and thereafter expect predictable results. 
Therefore, we cannot say that the stimulus response or conditioning is a 
sufficient description of man's behaviour Man can transcend both himself and 
his culture the extent to which man can go is determined by man himself. 

 
Having highlighted curriculum development, the perception of the 

existentialist, his beliefs, his decision, responsibilities, his position on secular 
rules, methods of content delivery, the teacher, the learner, school 
organization, all interwoven, one needs to discuss the contributions of 
existentialism to curriculum development, not exempting their position in the 
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formulation of goals as they may positively affect the goals of education in Nigeria 
and or the Millennium Development Goals.  
 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 

The thrust of the Eight Millennium Development Goals which were 
developed out of the eight chapters of the United Nations Millennium 
Declaration, signed in September 2000 and revised in October 2007 when the 
United Nations General Assembly adopted four additional targets include: 
1. Eradication   of  extreme   poverty  and   hunger;   achievement  of  full 

productive employment and decent work for all. 
2. Achievement of Universal Primary education by 2015 for all. 
3. Promotion of gender equality and empowerment of women. 
4. Reduction in child morality, especially the under-five mortality rate. 
5. Improvement in maternal health and universal access to reproductive 

health. 
6. Combating of HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases. 
7. Ensuring environmental sustain ability and sustainable development into 

country policies. 
8. Developing a global partnership for development and commitment to 

good governance, development and poverty reduction. 
 

Achieving the above goals presupposes applying the existential's position 
in the formulation of educational goals in Nigeria 

In Nigeria, there are five main goals, which have been endorsed as necessary 
foundation for the national policy on education. They are, building of: 
a  a free and democratic society, 
b  a just and egalitarian society; 
c  a united strong and self-reliant nation; 
d  a great and dynamic economy; and 
e  a land full of bright opportunities for all citizens. 
(NPE, 2004), 

The position of the existentialist in the formulation of goals is that 
education is that which helps an Individual to realize the best that he is capable 
of The individual therefore, in line with the existentialist, should not only be a free 
citizen but such freedom should lead him to self expression in all cases and 
situations. In the same dimension, the individual belongs in a society where his 
individual right is not denied him. The idea of 'self comes in when individuals are 
allowed to think for the nation by being self creative, self skilled and self-reliant. A 
cumulative effect of the individual's effort m being creative and productive will 
enrich the nation economically, thus, showing the power an individual has. The idea 
of bright opportunities for all citizens will never be achievable where the individual 
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is denied the freedom to exercise his 'God-given1 potentialities. While the goal of 
education is to develop in him his uniqueness, existentialist's correlate view is that it 
must cater for individual differences. To the ex is ten ti a fist, education must make 
pupil aware of the infinite possibilities of his freedom and the responsibilities he must 
bear in fife. Other contributions of the existentialist to goal formulation in 
curriculum development include; 
1  Education is for complete development of personality. 
2  Subjective knowledge is more important than objective knowledge. 
3  Education should create consciousness for 'self. 
4 Education should train men to make better choices and also give the man  the   

idea   that   since   his   choices   are   never   perfect,   the consequences 
cannot be predicted. 
 
The existentialist beholds human fife as unique and emerging, then, a child 

is to be recognized as a full person and not simply as an incomplete adult. The 
practices by which the child is socialized varied from culture to culture. As such, 
every individual should be helped to develop his unique qualities, to harness his 
potentialities and cultivate his individualities Doing these and helping the 
individual to realize the best he is capable of will help in achieving the goals of 
education generally. Instruction Method and Existentialism. 
 

The existentialist supports the questioning approach to teaching, as this 
method is personal and intimate. The individual is fully allowed to express himself 
through the questioning method. The questioning method, like the Socratic 
'Problem-solving Method', should be accepted if the problem originates in the 
life of the one who has to work out the solutions. But it is unacceptable if the 
problem is derived from the needs of the society, in developing a curriculum, the 
existentialist advocates for the Problem Solving Method. They frown at the 
Collaborative learning strategy because they feel that the superiority of the group's 
decision over individual is prominent. There is danger of losing unique 
individualism and free choice. They advocate that methods of teaching must develop 
the creative abilities in children. The Teacher and Existentialism 

The teacher is another factor to be considered in curriculum 
development. Here are some of the views of the existentialist about the teacher in 
curriculum development: 
1  The teacher must be a free personality, engaged in such relations and 

projects with individual students that they too will come to realize that 
they are free personalities (www. a rticlebase. com) 

2  Teachers should relate with learners so that they behave original and 
authentic. 
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The Child and Existentialism 
An overall view of the existentialist's position on the child could be stated 

as follows: 
1 The existentialists want to give full freedom lo the child. But the 

child should know the nature of his 'self and recognize his being 
and convert imperfection into perfection. 

2  They do not want the child to become selfish, autocratic and 
irresponsible. Freedom is needed only for natural development. 

3  Education should be provided according to the child's powers and 
the needs.  The relation of the child with his 'self should be 
strengthened rather than severed. 

4  The child has to make 'choices' and decision. 
5 Self-evaluation is the beginning and end of the learning process. 
6  Primary emphasis must always be on the child, as learner and not 

on the learning programme. 
7  The child needs positive evaluation, not labels. 

( www. articlebase .com) School Organization and Existentialism 
Existentialists have their own perceptions on school organization. Their 
perceptions on school organization are noted as follows: 

8  The school should provide an atmosphere where the individuals 
develop in a healthy way, 

9  Any subject in school (even extra activities like athletics, music etc.) 
can present existential situations for teaching and the development of human 
beings. 

10 The aim of school tasks should be to nurture self-discipline and 
cultivate self-evaluation. 

11 The schedule must be flexible and open. 
12 Democratic ideals should pervade the school. Democracy must be the 

soil in which the individual grows. Self-government, pupil participation 
in   planning   and   the   encouragement   of   a   free   atmosphere 
characterizes the school. 

13  Mechanization and impersonality should be counteracted in school.  
Students timetables and work programmes are computerized, thus the 
relationships   between   the   individual   students   and   the   school 
programme becomes an impersonal one.  Besides this, the use of 
programmed instruction, teaching machines and other equipments 
tend to decrease the personal contact between teachers and pupils. 
 
This impersonality is a hazard to the individual development and 

growth   of  the  child's  personality.   Concern and respect for the individual 
students should be a feature of the school. 
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(www.articlebase.com) 
Curriculum of Existentialism 

Existentialists unfold their curriculum to suit the individual in a number of 
ways. The curriculum of existentialism is as revealed in the following statement: 
1. Since the existentialists believe in the individual's freedom, they do not 

advocate any rigid curriculum. 
2. Existentialists recognize the 'individual differences' and wish to have 

diverse curricula  suiting  the  needs,  abilities  and  aptitudes  of the 
individual. 

3. Curriculum, they say, should not primarily satisfy the immediate needs 
but also ultimate needs. 

4. The central place is given to 'humanities', poetry, drama, music, art, 
novels etc. as they exert the human impact in revealing man's inherent 
guilt, sin, suffering, tragedy, death and love. Humanities have spiritual 
power. Art and Literature, they say should be taught, as they represent 
a priori (cause effect) power of human nature. Through these the 
students profit from the ideas and judgments of others. 

5. "Second place is given to social sciences as they lead the man to feel 
that he is nothing more than an object. They however, wish to teach 
social sciences for inculcating moral obligation and for knowing the 
relationship of the individual to a group". 

6. History should be taught in order to help the students to change the 
course of history and to mould future. 

7. The specialization in any field must be complemented by liberalizing 
studies for it is the man who counts and not the profession. 

8. The study of the world's religion should be taught so as to develop 
religious attitude freely within the students. Tile ideal school permits 
religious unfolding in accordance with whatever doctrine the student 
wishes to accept or to reject. Religion keeps him aware of death 

9. Realization of self, forms part of the curriculum. Self-examination and 
social obedience is the first lesson. The child must be saved from his 
own unexamined self and from those who interfere with the free 
exercise of his moral decision. 

10. Scientific   subjects   and   mathematics   should   be   included   in   the 
curriculum but they should not be given more stress, as they deal with 
objective knowledge. 'Self-knowledge precedes universal knowledge'. 
Existentialists do not believe in formal curriculum consisting of set of   
body of studies to be pursued but a curriculum, which features the reverberate 
effect upon heart( and mind of passionate good reading and then personal 
contact. The curriculum should be chosen, sorted out and owned by the 
leaner. The learner takes the lead but fully guided as he progresses.  
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The underlying assumption is that man has more potentials for controlling 
his situation than he realizes (Omatseye, 1992) Limitations of Existentialism to 
Curriculum Development.  

Existentialism however has its shortcomings which are not without the 
following: 
1. After studying the philosophy of Existentialism, the question will arise in 

anybody's mind: how can the aims, curricula and methods in a school 
depend upon the individual's choice and freedom? Organization of such 
a programme would be impossible and bring about chaos. The Nigeria 
case of multi-ethnic groups and interest is an example. 

2. The teacher's individual relationship and close understanding of every 
pupil’s personality would require a great deal of time and effort. This is a 
great challenge on the growing population of any country like Nigeria 

3. The  concepts  of 'Being',  'Person'  are  not very clear and  appear 
nebulous. It is not easy to build up an educational programme when the 
terminologies for the objectives of the educational process are not clear. 

4. Educational   standards   and   practices   that   manipulate   the   child's 
behaviours in an arbitrary manner violate the principle of free choice. 
Yet individual choices may vary-and this complicates issues when a 
uniformed decision is to be taken on matters affecting all the students. 

5. Many teaching practices, testing procedures, and bureaucratic systems 
of classifying children may be questioned. In a way, this may be a  
hindrance to the running of a school, 

6. Over-structured public and parochial school systems enslave rather  
than liberate the manufacture of efficient robots rather than inspired,  
enlightened, and creative individuals. As a result various contemporary 
educational theories are radicalizing the institutionalized structures of 
learning. 

 
Conclusion 

Using existential framework to formulate and develop curriculum in Nigeria would 
assist curriculum developers to search without error for educative experience. The 
attitude and outlook of existentialism that emphasizes human existence and the qualities 
of individual persons rather than man in abstract of nature and the world in genera have very 
strong and positive effects in formulating and developing the curriculum in Nigeria How 
education should be, is to edify and enrich mans mind so that it may be respectable in his 
own eyes and in the eyes of others. It should help him to make him human. But 
positively changing him character-wise and potentially or economically wise. Upholding the 
existentialist's position in formulating the goals of education and development of curriculum 
in Nigeria will allow for the personal education and touch of the individual, both of which 
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will serve as a very good advantage in achieving the Millennium Development Goals as may 
be so required. 
 
Recommendation 

No   matter   what   the    limitation    of   existentialism    to    curriculum 
development could bee the individual is very important and significant in the 
formulation viz-a-viz its development in the following ways; 
1  If the purpose of education is to build character, to optimize potential 

and creativity and to enhance the quality of life through knowledge, then, 
from an existentialist perspective bureaucratization needs to be replaced by 
humanization, 

2.  A study of students1 values indication should be learnt in Nigeria and 
opportunities should be given students to predominantly seek to learn 
survival skills rather than to develop an attitude of placing grades and 
certificates above every other thing. Individual experience on 
knowledge should take precedence over the certificate obtained in all cases. 

3  This crisis in educational institutions in Nigeria today can be better 
managed if the existentialist's position or view on the formulation and 
development of curriculum can be upheld or maintained. 
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