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Abstract 
Since independence in October 1960, most Nigerian governments have given 
a priority position to education in their numerous programmes. This is due to 
the belief that education would eradicate illiteracy which has been the root of 
the majority of the problems facing the nation. However, the females, who 
constitute a significant half of the nation’s population, do not enjoy equal 
access to education. This paper focuses on the issues and concerns of the girl-
child education; it addressed the factors which militate against the girl-child 
from having access to education; and it describes some strategies for 
improving the girl-child participation in education so as to enable her develop 
skills that would make her a productive adult member of her society. 

Introduction 

Education, particularly at the primary level, is universally accepted as a basic human right 

embodied in numerous human right treaties, notable among these are: 

The 1948 United Nations Declaration which proposed universal goal for any nation that was in 

a quest for development. 

The Addis Ababa Conference of 1961 which endorsed the United Nations Declaration of 1948 

for all African countries. 

The Organization of African Unity (OAU) charter on Basic Human Rights of 1963 which 

placed emphasis on primary education as a tool for development. 

Rights of the Child which indicated that the child has a right to education and the state must 

ensure both a free and compulsory primary education. 

The 1990 Jomtien Conference on “Education for All” which resolved that by the year 2000, at 

least 80 percent of primary school age children should attend and complete primary education. 

This goal was reaffirmed by (i) The World Summit for Children in 1990, (ii) The 1994 

International Conference on Population and Development and, (iii) The World Summit for 

Social Development in 1995. 

The Nigerian government has over the years made concerted effort to adhere to these 

international declarations realising that the development of the nation depends significantly on a sound 

education, the foundation of which is primary education. In 1955, the then Western Region government 

launched a universal primary education for school age children in the region; this was immediately 

followed by the Eastern Region in 1957 when it also launched one in its area of jurisdiction. The Federal 

Government in a bid to equalize access to education for all and sundry nation-wide, launched the popular 

Universal Primary Education (UPE) scheme in 1976, all in an attempt to achieve the overall goal of 

sustainable development. The Universal Basic Education (UBE) programme was introduced in 

September, 1999 in order to readdress the failures of the earlier scheme as well as meet the aspirations of 

the international community for the Nigerian citizens. 

The right of every individual to education is one of the provisions guaranteed by the constitution 

of Nigeria. However, it appears that it is only the male members of the Nigerian society that benefit in 

full participation in education at all levels (Otu, 1994). It is therefore, not surprising that the overall 

literacy rate for Nigeria is put at 40% for females and 60% for males but with both genders having an 

almost equal number of persons in the population (FGN, 1992). 

Significance of Female Education 

According to the World Bank (1994) report, of the 300 million school age children that are not 

in school in the world, 60% of them are girls. The ultimate gains of education are un-quantifiable  
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and shields them from the violations of these rights. Education is the most effective way to inculcate the 
dignity of labour in persons and stem the flow of women and children in particular, into abusive form of 
employment, for example, prostitution, begging and street-hawking. 

Allowing women access to education serves as an important indicator to social progress. 

Researches have indicated that investment in the education of females is the “single most cost- effective 

investment to improve standards of living in developing countries” especially the poorest countries 

(Kane, 1995:4, United Nations Children’s Education Fund (UNICEF), 1997). 

Although it may be argued that the present generation of girls have had better educational 

opportunities than their mothers and grand mothers, recent statistics buttress the fact that despite marked 

improvement in female enrolment, girls still lag behind boys in the formal education system (Federal 

Office of Statistics, 1995). 

If the Universal Basic Education is to become a reality, educating girls will have to become a 

priority. Girls need peculiar skills of womanhood in addition to the ones that will enable them compete in 

the world of work with menfolk. 

Girls’ education affects the economic well-being of a country. There is a positive correlation 

between primary enrolment rates of girls and G.N.P. per capita (King, 1990 and Benavot, 1989). There is 

also an overall impact of education on the economic well-being of women, their families dnd society, 

however, the relationship is both complex and multidimensional. 

Girls who complete primary and secondary education participate more in the labour force and 

are employed in different types of occupation in that labour force. This leads to greater wage 

employment opportunities and more participation in self-employment and in the informal sector, which 

in turn leads to higher productivity, higher wage earnings, more access to credit and higher 

entrepreneurial earnings. Even when women do not join the formal or informal sector but remain in non-

market and home production, primary education still leads to more efficient performance of domestic 

work, child care and production of goods for home consumption (Floro and Wolf; 1990). 

Furthermore, girls educational and literacy levels have a direct effect on health, nutrition and 

family planning. Educated mothers have healthier families. Since the mother carries the main burden of 

looking after the health of the children, how well she performs this task depends on the knowledge and 

confidence that she gains from getting an education, hi addition, educated women generally marry later, 

and are more likely to practice family planning and have smaller families than their uneducated 

counterparts. This in turn contributes immensely to social development. 

Girls’ education has a positive influence on girls’ education for future generation. More 

educated women tend to have positive attitudes towards education, have higher income than others and 

are more likely to send their girls and boys to school. Educated mothers also encourage their daughters 

more in their studies. In short, education of women has an impact on intergenerational education. 

Girl’s education ensures social equity because education empowers women. By increasing 

women’s ability to earn an independent income, education increases women’s status in the community 

and leads to greater inputs into family and community decision-making. More importantly, education 

provides girls with a basic knowledge of their rights as individuals and as citizens of their nation and the 

world. Having knowledge, income and decision-making power can place women on a more equal footing 

with their male counterparts. 

Education provides people with the knowledge and skills to contribute to and benefit from 

development efforts, especially in the areas of health, nutrition, water and sanitation, and the 

environment. Efforts in these areas are more likely to be successful if women comprehend the new ideas 

and their potential benefits, possess the skills needed to implement new ideas and are willing to test these 

concepts with their families and communities. Although education alone cannot bring about change and 

improvements in national development, yet without education, the ultimate sustainability of development 

efforts may not be realized. In essence, girls education is a necessary condition to ensure that 

development efforts will be sustained. 

Factors Militating Against the Girl-Child Education 
Basically, none of the nation’s educational policies has specifically stated that education is meant for 

boys than girls, but in actual practice, boys are being favoured over girls in education. The . 

Life situation in the northern states of Nigeria is very pathetic. There are several barriers to girl-child 
education some of which are deep-rooted in the traditional beliefs and attitude of the populace about the 
role of women in the society. Some of these barriers are described below. 

The first one is societal factor. The society believes that the prime role of women is 

motherhood: child-bearing and child-rearing. Women are to produce children to ensure the continuity of 



the society. Because of this very important role of women in the society, the parental attitude to girl’s 

education is very poor and often negative. In some parts of the country today, brilliant girls are 

encouraged by their parents to deliberately perform very poorly in promotion examinations so that the 

school would ask such pupils to withdraw. Furthermore, the society gives more respect to married 

women irrespective of the women’s state of happiness, comfort and satisfaction in such marriages (Otu, 

1994:5). This means that girls are sometimes very anxious to marry at the expense of their education. 

Secondly, economically, the education available in the country is beyond the means of most 

people especially with the poor state of the economy. Even the Universal Basic Education does not mean 

that parents will not make any financial input into their children’s education. Parents have to buy 

children’s school uniforms, provide meals, buy books and other educational materials, and they are 

regularly required to pay sundry education levies. Moreover, if a child has to be educated in large 

families with low economy, preference is given to the male child who is considered a better asset to the 

family in terms of financial returns. For the affluent parents, educating women is an exercise that will 

increase their price in the marriage market. In the eastern states of Nigeria the current practice is that the 

boys are leaving school at the end of the primary education to go into trading while more girls remain 

and receive more and higher education so as to get richer suitors (FME, Statistics: 1992; Otu 1994). 

The third factor is the Muslim purdah system which forbids women to go out. When parents 

envisage that their daughters would end up in such a marriage system, they are always reluctant to spend 

the meager resources at their disposal on educating the girls. Added to this is early marriage for girls 

between the age of 11 and 15. This is a common problem in some northern states as well as in most of 

our rural communities. Quite often, in low-income families, girls are withdrawn from schools and 

married off to some rich men in order to fetch the girls’ fathers more money and better social status. 

The fourth factor hinges on morality and religious values. By the time the girls are in 

postprimary institutions, they are in their adolescence and as such sexually active. Many girls fall victims 

of unplanned and unwanted pregnancies, and have to drop out of school. The issue of teenage 

pregnancies is currently a sociological problem particularly in our large towns and cities. In many cases, 

these young girls are not sure of the men who are responsible for the unborn babies. Often such men, 

who are old enough to be the girls’ grand-fathers, abandon the girls and escape from any form of social 

justice or responsibility for the girls and the babies. Even when the culprits are from among the girls’ 

colleagues, the boys often continue their education undisturbed, thus leaving the unfortunate girls to bear 

the burden of caring for the babies alone. Without much education to enhance skills development, 

women cannot participate maximally in the labour force, nation building and national development. 

Another factor is that girls serve as unpaid labour on parents’ farms and as source of income 

generation in low-income families where they hawk wares in order to augment family income. 

Furthermore, many parents believe that moral decadence, and indiscipline among youth is closely related 

to exposure to western education, and so do their best to forbid their children from going to school. 

The seventh factor can be attributed to poor infrastructure and inadequate facilities in schools 

whereby pupils sit on dirty floors to learn. This is a major source of discouragement as the learning 

environment is not pleasant enough to entice these young girls to remain in school for any reasonable 

length of time. 

Added to this is the girls’ curriculum which is not geared to techno-scientific studies. When 

they are trained in home related courses, some of them see such courses as mundane and not challenging 

enough for them to stay on in school. 

The ninth factor is caused by lack of interest and commitment to duty by the teachers. This 

problem is strengthened by the governments, the major employers of teachers, who refuse to pay 
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industrial actions embarked upon by teachers for several months at a time. 

The tenth and last factor is that we live in a male -dominated society in which policy 

formulation and decision-making are made by men to favour men in order to maintain the status quo. 

The men often ensure that implementation of government policies are done to favour men to the 

detriment of women (Women in Nigeria, 1992:5). 

In order to improve the girl-child access to education, strategies that will serve as main guide for 

action need to be put in place. There are two main challenges in this area. These are increasing the 

availability of education by expanding the number of school places for girls, thereby increasing supply, 

benefits and reducing the costs of education for girls and their families so as to increase their demand for 

education. These efforts will help to increase girls’ access to basic education, increase girls’ retention, or 

the number of years in school once they are enrolled, and increase girls’ achievement or performance 



during their years in school. 

The main approaches of meeting these challenges are summarized as follows. 

1) Schools should be located closer to communities. This will bring schools closer to communities, 

create culturally appropriate facilities, and establish more single - gender schools particularly in 

the Muslim areas where co-educational schools are frowned at. 

2) The Local Education Authorities should promote the appointment of female teachers by: 

a) Increasing the supply of female teachers. 

b) Providing incentives for teachers who teach in the rural areas where social conditions 

are harsh. 

c) Providing training locally through weekend, part-time training programmes such as the 

N.T.I. Distance Learning to up date the knowledge and skills of teachers already on the 

job and new entrants into the profession. 

d) Providing training to meet traditional norms, and values of the people. 

3) The government should lower the costs of education to parents by: 
a) Providing scholarships for girls particularly those from poor homes and rural areas. 
b) Providing textbooks in the core subjects (at primary and secondary levels) and uniforms. 

c) Finding ways of reducing the need for girls’ labour particularly among the low- income 

families. 

4. The school curriculum should be made more relevant to local needs. The cultural and religious 

values of the communities should be respected and their main elements be included in the 

curriculum. Efforts should be made to eliminate existing gaps between boys and girls in 

Mathematics and Science subjects. Communities, particularly girls, must feel that there is 

something better for them if and when they complete schooling. If the curricula do not increase 

girls’ future employment possibilities, education does girls a disservice. Girls will perform 

better and drop out less often if they know they have a future. 

5. There should be an increase in community participation in education so as to raise the level of 

parental demand for girls’ education. The government should give support to those communities 

that express an interest in improving education. Wherever the community is not interested in 

girls’ education, the challenge for the policy makers occurs. In such situation, harnessing the 

support of influential community and religious leaders can encourage parents to send their 

children to school. 

The state and local governments should involve parents and community in planning, 
management, decision-making and advisory efforts. Some of the activities they can be involved in 
include: 

i) Assisting in the selection of a school site and/or the construction of a school; 
ii) Making the curriculum more relevant to the communities; 
iii) Making school facilities more acceptable for girls to attend; 
iv) Developing daily schedules for all girls to attend school and also perform some of their 

traditional home tasks; 
v) Developing yearly schedules with vocations scheduled to allow girls to perform seasonal and 

home production duties; 
vi) Recruiting teachers from the local community. Using local women provides positive role models 

for the young girls and builds women’s status in the community. 

6. The District and Village Education Committees arms of the Primary Education Management 

Board structure must be made more active and functional. These two arms of the management 

structure enhance localization and decentralization of education thereby promoting involvement 

of the communities in educational activities and result in a greater commitment of the parents to 

schooling. 

7. The state and local governments should prepare an action plan for social mobilization to involve 

educators, parents and community leaders where they would work together to disseminate 

information on education to the people. This may also include enlightenment campaigns to be 

mounted at religious centres and other public places such as markets. 

8. The government should design systems that accommodate the needs of female students. 

Flexibility should be allowed in the daily schedules and the yearly calendar. Time lost due to 



shorter school days may be compensated for through a longer school year, with shorter vacation 

period scheduled to suit seasonal work or religious celebrations. 

9. The local governments should render support to multiple delivery systems. The formal sector 

alone will not be able to achieve the objective of reaching universal primary education, let alone 

the other levels of education. Education for girls and boys, women and men has to be delivered 

through a variety of channels which include the formal schools, which are operated by the public 

and private sectors in the country; the non-formal training schools/centres, which are less 

structured than the formal ones; the non-traditional alternative schools, which are even more 

flexible than the former two mechanisms and which work around the constraints of out-of-school 

children; the adult literacy centres and the “third channel”, which delivers functional knowledge, 

skills and general information through tradition and modem communication/information 

systems. The importance of the multiple delivery system arises from the fact that lack of funds 

makes it impossible for the Federal and States governments to reach all the school-age children 

through formal schools. All other non-formal, informal and “third channel” alternatives will have 

to be used to advance the goal of providing education to all. 

10. The emergence of Koranic/Islamiyya schools where the 3 Rs are taught in conjunction with 

Islamic religion gives an alternative to primary school. The government should incorporate the 

efforts of these schools to fall in line with national educational goals and also cater for the needs 

of girls’ education in a modern society. Some of the subjects in these schools should be taught in 

English. A model of such school is presented here. 

Quranic, Islamic and Primary School 

The school has 3 sections, namely, 

a. The nursery school section (2-6 years of age) 

b. The primary school section (6-12 years of age) 

c. The Islamiyya school section (9-16 years of age). It should be noted that the Islamiyya section 

can be categorized into classes 1 to 6 as it is in the formal primary school section. 

Courses Offered 

A) Nursery School Section 

(i) English language (ii) Mathematics (iii) Health Education (iv) Hausa (or any local equivalent 

(v) Science (vi) Social Studies (vii) Quran (viii) Fiqh (fikiu) 

(ix) Sirah (x) Tajwid (xi) Arabic. 
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B) Primary School Section 
(i) English language (ii) Mathematics (iii) Social Studies (iv) Health Education 

(v) Primary science (vi) Hausa (or any local equivalent) (vii) Qur’an (viii) Sirah (ix) Fiqh 
(fikiu) (x) Tajwid (xi) Arabic. 

Medium of instruction 

Lower primary classes Hausa (or local equivalent) and English (classes 1- 3) 

Senior primary - English and sometimes Hausa (or a local equivalent) and Arabic. 

C) Islamiyya section 
(i) Qur’an (ii) Sirah (iii) Arabic (iv) Fiqh (Fikiu) (v) Tajwid Medium of instruction is Arabic 

with Hausa (or a local equivalent). This section may operate at night so that married women and young 

girls may attend. 

11. Traditional/religious values of particular areas should be stressed and adhered to. The wearing 

of religiously/traditionally accepted attires or mode of dressing to school should be allowed. 

Summary and Conclusion 

In order to make the girl-child live a productive adult life, more opportunities should be opened 

to her to get education. This could be done by: 

1. The government setting up more conventional and skills training centres in the various localities 



for young girls and women. 

2. Efforts should be made to alleviate the burden of housework in order to facilitate the process of 

education of the women particularly those in the rural areas. The invention of cheap household 

devices such as: stoves that consume less fuel, grinders and mills for grains and roots could be 

of great help. 

3. Girls who have dropped out of school should be given a second chance by having vocational 

training at the women centres. This will help to ensure self-reliance through training. 

4. There should be part-time courses for women who are willing to return to the formal school 

setting. This educational programme should be made available through continuing education. 

This should be combined with acquisition and development of appropriate skills, abilities and 

competencies as equipment for individuals to live and contribute to the development of the 

society. 

5. There should be a legislation that girls should remain in school until the age of 18 years. This 

will defeat early marriage, prejudices, and child-bearing which are factors that cut short the 

education of girls and women. 

It is necessary to reiterate here that great nations are made of people who are diligent, hard 

working, self-helping and self-reliant. These people include women who are organized, mobilized, 

cohesive, co-operative and above all, extremely creative and productive. 
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