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Introduction 
     An important sector of education 
that was not fully recognized until recently 
is the Nursery education. According to 
Kolawole (1989), Nigerian educational 
historians have neglected the annals of 
Nursery education in their writings. They 
usually begin with primary education and 
end with the university level. Probably, the 
only justification for this is that until 
recently a good number of educationalists 
did not regard Nursery education as a 
matter of public concern in Nigeria. For 
example, for many years there were no 
specific plans or recommendations by the 
government on how to operate Nursery 
schools in Nigeria. The Christian 
missionaries that started Nursery schools 
looked on Nursery schools as a by-product 
of church activities. 
        The origin and foundation of western 
form of Nursery education can be traced  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
mainly to Christianity. The humanitarian 
and research endeavours of Froebel, 
Pestalozi and Mentosori among others 
contributed significantly to the 
formalization of Nursery education from 
the informal process of child-rearing. The 
efforts of Robert Raikes in starting Sunday 
schools may also be regarded as a 
significant influence. 
 The events that led to the 
establishment of schools for very young 
children by the Sunday school movements 
in Britain in the 19th century were 
described by Kent (1972) as follows:  

The nadir of education in England 
and Wales was about 1870, when the 
industrial revolution had taken the 
livelihood away from cottage 
craftsmen and forced them and their 
children, including the three year 
olds, into the factories to earn 
enough to eat --- and on Sunday, the 
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Abstract 
This paper has critically examined the past and present of nursery 
education as the base of formally education in Nigeria. The 
effectiveness of this phase of education could be said to be a 
determined of the quantity of the education acquired by the child. 
Therefore the paper considered the establishment of a council on pre-
primary education for proper coordination of the efforts of the various 
ministries of Education in Nigeria very essential. 
 



 

607

day off, the children coarsened by 
incredible hardship, were 
uncountable. Only about a third of 
children of school age -received any 
scholarship at all. The immediate 
answer was the Sunday school 
movement, of which the driving force 
was Robert Raikes (Jill and Kent 
1972:21). 
 

According to Kolawole (1989), other 
factors that led to the 

foundation of Western forms of Nursery 
education include socio-economic, 
humanitarian and intellectual.  In 
essence, two major forces that foster 
Nursery education are religion and the 
study of human development through 
nature, but several other factors equally 
influence the development of Nursery 
schools. 

 
The Structure of Nigerian Educational 
System 

A look at the structure of Nigerian 
education reveals that the structure begins 
at the pre-primary level and ends at the 
university level. The National Policy on 
Education (1981) recommends as follows: 

Pre-primary—3-5 years old 
Primary --- 6-11 
Junior secondary---12-14 
Senior secondary---15-17 
Higher education--- 18-21 
Although for many years the 

annals of Nursery education have been 
neglected in Nigeria because a good 
number of educationists did not regard 
Nursery education as a matter of public 
concern. Today Nursery education is 
gaining its right status within the 
educational structure of the country. 

Educationalists have begun to 
acknowledge its importance as an essential 
foundation not only for the individuals 
within the society but also for the 
development of the society as a whole.  
Though, before the advent of western form 
of Nursery education, there was indigenous 
form of education where the basic needs of 
the child were taken care of by the nuclear 
or extended family. In other words, the 
family provided training at home which 
should be regarded as a kind of schooling, 
not every educationist may think or even 
accept the family system as a school 
system readily. Schools are usually 
described as a place where children go to 
learn. However, when the definition of the 
term school is considered further and 
particularly in a functional sense, one may 
agree that a family is a kind of school 
where children are trained and educated in 
the sense of the word.  

 In the 1981 UNESCO/UNICEF 
publication, the Universal role of the 
family is stressed that the family and the 
home is the child's first learning 
environment.  The publication highlighted 
that the pre-school education is a critically 
important phase of the life-long learning --
- and that the mother, or rather the parents 
in particular, and the family as a whole in 
general have to ensure that the potential 
for learning in later life is not impaired by 
the failure to take certain essential and 
critically important steps in this early 
period (UNESCO/UNICEF 1981: N.S. 
73). 
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The Development of Nursery Education 
after the Nigerian Independence 

Organised secular Nursery schools 
started springing up in Nigeria after 
independence in 1960 through private 
individuals to meet social and economic 
demands. 

According to Kolawole (1989), 
immediately after political independence 
was secured in 1960, Nigerian women 
intensified the demands for equal 
educational opportunities for all children in 
the family, boys and girls. This means that 
children of both sexes born from 1960 can 
now be found in private and public offices 
as clerks, typists and secretaries. Some are 
employed as factory workers after primary 
education. Women compete with men in 
every sector of Nigerian economy. 

These responsibilities are 
sometimes in addition to child rearing. 
Modern Nursery schools thus became great 
aid to working women with families and 
frequently women who are working 
encouraged other women who are so 
inclined to start Nursery schools for their 
children so that they can be looked after 
during the day. Some other women send 
their children to Nursery schools to keep 
up with others who have done same so that 
they could belong to the same social status. 
Consequently, the number of children 
seeking Nursery admission into modern 
Nursery schools continued to rise. The 
increase in population is another factor 
responsible for the continued increase in 
the Nursery admission. 
 
 
 

Purpose of Nursery Education in 
Nigeria 
 The purpose of Nursery education 
in Nigeria depends on the form. That is, on 
whether it is the indigenous form, western 
form or Islamic form. It will be observed 
that initially, government was not officially 
involved in Nursery education. The first 
attempt to involve Nigerian government in 
Nursery education was in 1977. Following 
several recommendations of the National 
Curriculum Conference held at Ibadan in 
1969, a national philosophy of education 
was outlined for the country. The 
philosophy became the foundation stone 
for the National Policy on Education 
(1977), which includes pre-primary 
education as one of the levels of education 
recognized by the government in the 
country. The revised edition of the 1977 
National Policy on Education, that is the 
1981 edition defined pre-primary 
education as education given in an 
educational institution to children aged 3-5 
plus prior to their entering the primary 
school. The document outlined the purpose 
of pre-primary education in Nigeria to be 
the following: 
a.  Effecting a smooth transition from 

home to school; 
b.  Preparing the child for primary level of 

education 
c.  Providing adequate care and 

supervision for children while their 
parents are at work (on the farms, in 
the markets, offices e.t.c); 

d.  Inculcating social norms 
e.  Inculcating in the child the spirit of 

enquiry and creativity through 
exploration of nature and the local 
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environment, playing with toys, artistic 
and musical activities, etc. 

f.  Teaching cooperative and team spirit 
g.  Teaching the rudiments of numbers, 

letters, colours, shapes, forms 
    etc through play, and 
h.  Teaching good habits especially good 

health habits 
The documents also stated that: to 

achieve the above objectives, government 
will encourage: 
1. Private efforts in the provision of 

pre-primary education; 
2.    Make provision in Teacher training 

institutions for student teachers 
who want to specialize in pre-
primary education 

3.      Ensure that the medium of instruction 
will be principally the mother tongue 
or the language of the immediate 
community. 

       Although National Policy on 
Education (1981) formally gives 
recognition to pre primary education as a 
sector in the education ladder, apart from 
this development very little has happened 
in the pre-primary education in Nigeria.  
Another innovation is that prior to this 
formal recognition as a sector in the 
education ladder, the teachers generally 
used trial and error as the method of 
teaching because they were untrained and 
used the cane to correct any child who 
misbehaved. Today most of the western-
based Nursery schools teachers have been 
well-trained in the Teachers' College, 
Colleges of Education and the Universities 
due to the efforts of the governments to 
train teachers for this sector.  Unlike the 
church-based Nursery schools which were 

actually formal schools in informal settings 
with children of all ages attending and 
where what they teach was based on what 
the church believes is appropriate, 
presently the Nursery schools are secular 
in their setup and designed to meet social 
and economic demands.  Although it is 
doubtful whether the proprietors include 
training children in national unity and 
political stability in their objectives. 
Nursery schools in Nigeria have also 
assumed a national outlook. 
 
The Way Forward 

At present Nursery education is 
left to private individuals and Nursery 
School operation has become a lucrative 
business and sometimes poorly equipped, 
and anyone can operate a Nursery school 
and collect huge amount per child making 
it difficult for poor parents to send their 
children to Nursery schools. Since it is 
likely that the social and economic 
pressures will continue to increase the 
demand for Nursery school education, the 
intervention of the government becomes 
justified so as to give equal opportunity for 
qualitative education to both the children 
of the poor and the rich parents. Nursery 
education should be given great impetus as 
part of the Federal government' attack on 
poverty in Nigeria so that every family will 
be able to afford it for their children. A 
national council on pre-primary education 
should be established and strengthened to 
coordinate the efforts of the various 
ministries of education in all the states of 
the federation. 
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