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Abstract 
This paper looks at the place of adult education in the empowerment of 
rural youths and women in this 21st century emphasis were made on 
the concept of adult and non-formal education. The constraints and 
strategies employed in the implementation of adult education as well as 
the developmental role of rural youths and women in the 
transformation of Nigeria. Conclusion was drawn and 
recommendations made.  

 
Adult education plays a significant role in the development of any nation. The 

task of educating the adult is very challenging especially in Nigeria where the literacy 
level is very low (Ezele, 2011). The future of national development and integration as 
well as youth empowerment lies in the ability of all segments of the society to imbibe 
basic education practices (Ezele, 2011). Adult and non-formal education is another 
process of human resources development in national education. It is seen as a school 
education with no defined age group, no rules and regulations, no prescribed syllabus, 
no certified examination or regular certificate in the case of non-formal education 
(Ekwevugbe and Ezele, 2006). The intentional and systematic education enterprise 
outside the traditional schooling especially for the purpose of skill development was 
what Ezele (2005) defined as non-formal qaqadult education. 

Adult and non-formal education in Nigeria has however been neglected and 
without proper support/financial aid for it to strive (Ezele, 2007). This paper reviews 
issues bordering on the constraints and strategies for the improvement of adult and non-
formal education in Nigeria for rural youths and women empowerment in this 21st 
Century. 
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Concept of Adult Education 

Adult and non-formal education is an aspect of our educational system where 
enough efforts have not been put either by the government or the practitioners. Both 
concepts had been defined by various scholars. 

Adult education is the practice of teaching and educating adults (Wikipedia, 
2012). It takes place in the workplace through “extension” school or “school of 
continuing education”. Other learning places include community colleges, folk high 
schools, and lifelong learning centres (McCook, 2011). 

It is a programme which provides one to one tutoring and small group sessions 
for adults at the 6th grade level or below or adult below the Universal Basic Education 
level (Ekwevugbe and Ezele, 2006). 

Adult Education includes functional literacy, remedial, continuing, vocational, 
aesthetic, cultural and civic education for youths and adults outside the formal school 
system (The Beehwe, 2012). Omolewa (1983) saw adult education as embracing the 
education of adults, adult literacy, liberal education, extra-mural education, mass 
education, workers’ education, lifelong education, out of school education and non-
formal education. It shows that at any given time, an individual is involved in one form 
of education or the other. It confirms Tugbiyele (1975) view that adult education is 
something people need and want as long as they are alive regardless of the amount of 
their previous education. 

Non-formal education, according to Akinpelu (1989) refers to any intentional 
and systematic education enterprise usually outside the traditional schooling in which 
contents, media, time units, admission criteria, staff, facilities and other system 
components are either selected and or adapted for a particular student population. Such 
education is characterised by; 

1.  A great potential for multiplier effect, that is, it is more easily replicated as it 
takes a short time to learn a trade. 

2. A very flexible mode as it is designed to meet specific needs of the learners. 
3. Short or limited time span as learners go straight to the main task. 
4. Evaluation that is determined by performance on the job; and 
5. Progress is at the learners’ rate. 

 
In recognition of the importance of Adult and Non-Formal Education to National 

Development, the National Commission for Mass Literacy, Adult and Non-Formal 
Education was set up, whose function according to the National Policy on Education 
(2004:27) includes; 

i. The co-ordination of mass literacy, adult and non-formal education 
programmes nationwide. 
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ii. Ensuring uniform standard and quality control nationwide; liaising with 

national Non-Governmental Organisations and corporate bodies for the 
implementation of the mass literacy programmes; 

iii. Training the required manpower for the state agencies. 
iv. Developing curricular and didacted materials for mass literacy in  adult and 

non-formal education. 
v. Providing a nationally recognised basic education certificate.  

 
Challenges Facing the Practice of Adult Education in Nigeria 

It is obvious that Adult and Non-Formal Education practice in Nigeria has not 
been given its pride of place even when its importance to national development have 
been acknowledged as contained in the National Policy on Education (2004:27). 
Practitioners in this area are therefore facing herculean tasks in the course of doing their 
job. Several studies have been conducted to examine the problems facing the 
implementation and execution of adult and non-formal education in Nigeria: Ezele 
(2005), Akinpelu (2002) and Omoruyi (1996) identified the following amongst others 
as the challenges facing adults and non-formal education in Nigeria: 

 
1. Lack of Fund and Motivation: This aspect of education is not properly 

funded by the government and as such, practitioners are not motivated enough 
to do their work. The stakeholders in the education sector merely pay lip 
service to the motivation of teachers generally and in particular, the 
practitioners of adult and non-formal education have been neglected that one 
wonders if the great roles they play in the training, and re-training of adult and 
those not catered for by the formal education is not noticed by the government. 
The practitioners in the face of scarce resources still struggle unaided to 
produce artisans, craftsmen and other economically independent individuals 
and groups. 
It is however sad to note that this set of persons are neither recognised by 
government for award of bursary, retraining of its personnel, sponsorship to 
conferences and seminars to update existing knowledge nor paid any stipend. 
They are virtually left alone unaided, unguided and in some cases, laughed at 
by the very society that they struggle to serve. 
 

2. Inadequate Facilities: Most practitioners of adult and non-formal education 
provide facilities for training themselves, as the government does not provide 
enough. Such situation hampers the smooth running of programmes as private 
individuals would not be able to provide the needed facilities that the 
government ought to put in place.  
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3. Absence of Organised Body to Champion the Course Of Practitioners: 

While there are organised bodies in place like the Academic Staff Union of 
Universities (ASUU), the College of Education Academic Staff Union 
(COEASU), Academic Staff Union of Polytechnics (ASUP), in the formal 
education programmes, the adult and non-formal education programmes is not 
that lucky. These bodies help to present a solid front and the practitioners of 
adult and non-formal educations that do not have such umbrella organisations 
may not be able to present their case as a united body and this tends to reduce 
their ability to agitate for welfare packages for members. 
 

4. Lack of awareness on the Part of the Public of the Benefit Accruable to 
Practitioners and Learners: Many Nigerians are not properly informed of the 
benefit of adult and non-formal education programmes and the government 
does not help matters as it has scattered adult and non-formal education 
programmes into several ministries as can be found in the Ministry of 
Agriculture, Ministry of Information and Ministry of Education. Not much in 
terms of publicity has been done to help the growth and development of this 
all-important aspect of lives. There is hardly paper advert, handbill, posters, etc 
calling on people to come forward to reap the fruits of adult and non-formal 
education. 
 

5. Problem of Personnel Growth and Development: The practitioners in the 
adult and non-formal education sector are looked upon as the nobodies in the 
society and as such the young and indeed, the adult do not wish to be 
associated with them. No wonder the sector does not appear to grow especially 
in terms of personnel. It is now very difficult to persuade people to take to 
certain vocations because they are not satisfied with the status of existing 
practitioners in the field. The practice and indeed, apprenticeship is now left 
only to the not-to-do-wells in the society. This however, does not give room for 
ingenuity, which the sector demands.  
On a daily basis, people wishing to study medicine, engineering, accountancy 
amongst others are generally on the increase because of the prestige and gains 
accruable to practitioners in these fields. However, not much in terms of 
number is recorded for people wishing to learn these trades that are freely 
given in the adult and non-formal education. There is therefore a dearth of 
personnel as nobody is willing to be recruited into poverty knowingly. 
 

6. Problem of Appropriate Legislation to Guide the Practice of Adult and 
Non-Formal Education: The various economic and social policies of 
government are major problems helping to strangulate the practice of Adult and  
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Non-formal Education. It has been observed that the importation of textile and 
second hand clothes into the country has gradually forced certain practitioners 
out of business. The great clothes that are produced in Abeokuta and the 
beautiful tie and dye from the northern part of the country are gradually giving 
way to imported and more sophisticated materials. Government policy has also 
accounted for the gradual extinction of tailors and “obiomas” from the streets 
in Nigeria. This very lucrative trade in the time past is gradually fading away as 
people are no longer interested in patching clothes neither are they willing to 
wait for tailors to sew their clothes. They would rather buy imported second 
hand clothes in the open market and move on with their lives. This is however 
having a drastic effect on the lives of the existing practitioners. 
 

Strategies for Improvement in Adult and Non-Formal Education  
The strategy that can help improve adult and non-formal education is the 

introduction of proper implementation of micro-financing of business. Funds should be 
made available to enable players in the sector benefit and continue to provide affective 
services to the teeming adults and youths who are not in school (formal education) and 
who are daily roaming the streets. The government should help to produce and make 
funds available to deserving players in the non-formal education sector.  
 

Another strategy is motivation for staff and students. The staffs and students in 
the adult and non-formal education programme should be adequately motivated for 
improved productivity. The government through its agency and other NGO’s should do 
more like providing better welfare package to encourage the participants in the adult 
and non-formal education setting. 
Adult and non-formal education should incorporate scientific teaching and learning 
methods. The operators and students of adult and non-formal education should be 
exposed to the world of computers and the World Wide Web, where information is 
unlimited. Machines and other equipment of fabrication though expensive should be 
deployed. 
 

Another effective strategy is a good enlightenment campaign. A good number 
of the citizens of the country are either ignorant or not properly schooled as to the 
benefits that can be derived from adult and non-formal education. This ignorance might 
be as a result of insufficient information from the government that is supposed to 
provide the education. Furthermore, citizens are sceptical, as the programmes are not 
arranged as normal education programmes (Ezele, 2005). 
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The Developmental Roles of Rural Youths and Women 

The place of rural youths and women in achieving any transformational or 
developmental society goals cannot be over emphasised. The potentials and talents of 
youths and women in rural communities or societies have not been harnessed due to 
obscurity in knowledge and skills. Youths and women in Africa especially the rural lots 
have proved themselves worthy in the economics and socio-political areas of their time. 
Both African and oral traditional surviving religions, cultures and extinct political 
institution all attest to the significant position youths and women have occupied in the 
social, economic and political evolution of the different African communities (Agee, 
1996). From time immemorial, youths and women particularly the rural lot’s 
contribution to national development are innumerable and inestimable (Otunu-Ogbisi, 
2010). The majority of the women and youths about 80% of them in rural communities 
are the peasants who produce the food needs of the nation (Avwata, 2002). They also 
produce cash crops. That is to say that rural youths and women as the development and 
transformation agenda of any society is indispensable. From the onset, they have been 
in the business of developing and sustaining any society in history (Otunu-Ogbisi, 
2010). 
 
Challenges Facing Rural Youths and Women Empowerment 
Factors impinging on rural youths and women empowerment vary. 
These issues include; 

1. Traditional/Cultural Inclinations  
The traditions and cultures of many rural groups in Nigeria are replete with 
signs and symbols of gender stereotyping and future neglect of the young 
generations. For example, education for the girl child in most rural 
communities is designed to make them effective mothers and house-wives 
while for their male counterpart, as successful farmers and hunters. This sort of 
narrows their future and education. 

2. Negative Attitude of Some Parents  
Some parents have negative mindset towards the education of youths and 
women especially illiterate parents who often withdraw their daughters from 
school for marriage and their sons to help them in the farms. 

3. Early Marriage 
Particularly in the northern part of Nigeria, early marriage is a permanent 
feature and young girls are usually given out for marriage at the age of between 
twelve and thirteen, while their male counterpart are engaged early in life to 
some domestic chores like farming. 

4. Unequal Employment Opportunities 
Another subtle constraint is the discrimination against the rural populace by 
government and employers of labour. A lot of jobs are provided for the urban  
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folks, while skilled jobs are lacking for the rural dwellers. The result is that 
many parents no longer see the need for sending their children to school 
thereby, increasing the number of stark illiterates in the society which limits the 
progress and development of the society. 

 
Empowering Rural Youths and Women through Functional Adult Education in 
the 21st Century  

Education is an instrument for excellence for the achievement of all-round 
development and advancement in securing the future of the individual to optimally 
function excellently in the society. Quality education equips the individual with the 
required attitude, knowledge and competence crucial for effective socio-economic and 
political participation (Otunu-Ogbisi, 2010). The educated rural youths and women 
have greater understanding of their responsibilities and rights which put them in better 
position to contribute and challenge unwholesome policies that impinge on their rights 
(Ezelem, 2006). Education is a great equalizer and a sure means by which rural youths 
and women can be empowered to overcome all forms of existing constraints against the 
rural dwellers (Otunu-Ogbisi, 2010). It is a powerful instrument for transforming the 
youths and women in rural societies and their environment in this present information 
age. 
 

Rural youths and women empowerment in this context is the process whereby, 
the odds and discriminations suffered by those in the rural society in utilizing the 
knowledge and skills acquired from non-formal adult education programme is removed 
to alleviate their socio-economic and political status. This will make them become co-
equal with their counterparts in the cities in development matters and to use their 
abilities and capabilities to harness their uncovered potentialities with the available 
resources at their disposal for the development of international and national goals. 
Rural youths and women having greater access to education underpins the effect of 
bridging the gender gap, eradicate extreme poverty and empower youths and women in 
achieving all round development for securing the future. In fact, the achievement of the 
other six international goals of the Millennium Developmental Goals (MDGs) depend 
on the MDG 3 which is educating the rural youths and women meaningfully through 
functional adult education and its manifold implications in achieving various 
developments in our economies in relation to the present transformation agenda of the 
present administration in Nigeria. 

 
Rural youths and women are still living in a state of squalor and neglect. 

Majority of them are stark illiterates. They are poor, diseased, idle and hunger-laden. 
They no longer have time to think for themselves or the resources to invest in the 
normal education programme. Meaningful and functional adult education becomes the  
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option for empowering them. It is the process whereby education is given to persons 
who neither have been to school nor have attended school on regular basis. Adult and 
non-formal education in this era of modernization becomes an essential activity which 
all rural youths and women should participate in to ensure the acquisition of knowledge 
and skills needed to empower them for the achievement of any development (Otunu-
Ogbisi, 2010). 
 

 Today, many youths and women in rural communities do not understand the 
implications of Adult Education. Although, the Local Government have established 
Community Development Centres (CDC) concerned with the education of the masses 
vocationally and otherwise, but the impact is like a drop in an ocean. In some states in 
Nigeria, youths and women vocational centres are established with the aim of providing 
basic knowledge and skills but unfortunately, such centres are no longer fictional 
because of inadequate awareness on the part of the youths and women and other 
constraints. Adequate mass enlightenment campaign would cause Adult Education 
programme to be functional and be able to achieve its objectives. 

The use of modern technology in ICTs should not be left out. This will enhance 
the rural youths and women’s understanding of education in their lives most especially 
if they see rural youths and women in other part of the world excelling in every aspect 
of their life through education. 
Lastly, the basic means of empowering any individual is by providing him/her with the 
means of reading, writing, vocational skills, basic knowledge of calculating and its 
application to trade. These and other daily activities and economic development can be 
achieved through adult education. The effect is that rural youths and women will now 
have their earning power increased and their standard of living improved. 

In support of this, Chilebowske (1991) reported that literacy training has the 
ability of contributing to higher earning and empowerment in the living condition of 
rural women and youths thereby helping them out. In addition, literacy skills empower 
them with a new set of eyes with which they see their plight, their lives and how to 
improve their present conditions and contribute their quota to the transformation 
agenda. 
 
Conclusion/Recommendation 

The place of functional adult education in empowering rural youths and women 
cannot be overemphasised. Rural youths and women could bridge the gap between 
them and their counterparts in the cities if they are exposed to the right type of 
knowledge and they acquire the basic skills. This could guarantee them secured future 
and help them contribute to the transformation of Nigeria. Therefore, in order to 
achieve the goal of empowering the rural youths and women and taking them out of  
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their present burden in this 21st century, using non-formal and adult education, the 
following recommendations are made: 

i. Government and all stakeholders should be engaged in mass literacy 
campaign programme that enhances and make the youths and women 
understand how their present predicament could be resolved and their 
dignity restored through adult education. 

ii. Rural community learning centres should be established and properly 
managed in every village so that this adult education programme could get 
to the grassroots. 

iii. Free learning materials and other resources should be provided and the use 
of ICT and audio-visual aids in teaching adult learners should be 
encouraged.  
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