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Abstract  

The slow rate of national development in Nigeria is blamed on the poor quality 
of the nation’s education. There is a consensus opinion that if Nigerian 
education is made functional, positive changes which can accelerate national 
development in the country can emerge. This study examines some essential 
requirements which have to be met in order to bridge the gap in functional 
education in Nigeria. This study establishes that in order to bridge the gap in 
functional education, there must be marked improvement on the quality of the 
country’s educational curriculum, educational management and 
administration, teachers, educational facilities, national leadership and the 
Nigerian society. Functionality goes with good quality. To achieve it in our 
education system, the quality of all the factors that determine the quality of 
education must be raised to a higher level. 

 
 
 Education is as old as man on earth. God after creating the first man, Adam, 
educated him on how to live in the Garden of Eden (Gen. 2:17). Education has been 
with the  human society since creation. In our traditional societies, there was the 
traditional education going on. Through this traditional education, the traditional 
societies were able to satisfy their needs. The traditional education served the traditional 
societies because it reflected their culture and was able to give the people what they 
wanted from education.  
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In Nigeria, the coming of the Europeans led to a change in the type of education 
given to people. Traditional education gave way to western education introduced by the 
European missionaries in 1842. The British colonial rule in Nigeria strengthened this 
western education earlier introduced by the Christian missionaries. Western education, 
therefore, replaced the indigenous education of Nigerian peoples. Being a foreign 
education system imposed without adequate preparation and modification, it did not in 
any way reflect Nigerian culture. The independence given to Nigeria in October 1, 1960 
did not bring any meaningful change in the Nigerian education for quite a long time. 
The new leaders only continued from where the colonial powers stopped.  

 
One of the results of the continued use of the colonial education system in an  

independent Nigeria was a  very slow rate of national development. This was not a 
surprise to any person who knows the role of education in the society. A society cannot 
develop if the education system operating in such a society does not offer solutions to 
her development problems. An education system that cannot serve the needs of the 
society, make the recipients fit into the society or empower them socially, politically 
and economically cannot enhance national development. The first remarkable move 
made to give life to Nigerian education was the September 1969 National Curriculum 
Conference held at Ibadan. The product of this effort to restructure the Nigerian 
education was the National Policy on Education 1977 revised in 1981 and later 1998. 

 
Admitted that Nigerians have been addressing the country’s educational 

problems, there are still more and more things to be done in order to make the  
education system serve the nation’s  needs. Nigerian education system is still 
dysfunctional. How then can Nigeria make her education functional? This is the task 
this paper hopes to tackle and accomplish.  

 
Concepts of Functional Education   
 Education, simply put, is the process by which knowledge and skills are 
acquired. Okafor (1992c) defined education as a process of acculturation through which 
the individual is helped to attain the development of his potentialities and their 
maximum activation when necessary, according to right reason and to achieve thereby 
his perfect self-fulfillment.  
 

Functional education on the other hand is that type of education that equips the 
recipient with the knowledge and skills needed for the performance of productive tasks. 
It is education that helps the society meet their development needs. Good (1999) 
defined functional education as Education for which there is an anticipated application, 
which thus assumes that the learner has immediate meaning, transferable into action for 
his learning activities. 
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Cookey as cited in Akumah (1998:205), defined functional education as the 
education in which the ability to perform productive tasks is more emphasized than the 
education that aims at producing ideological conformity. It is a kind of education that 
emphasizes practice more than theory.  

 
Nigerian education has not been functional because too much emphasis has 

been placed on theoretical and academic knowledge. There is also undue emphasis on 
the possession of certificates instead of on what one can do. Buttressing this fact, Ukeje 
(1992:424), stated that the educational processes are … geared primarily to preparing 
candidates for the external examinations. Through this process of education, the 
products acquire knowledge and facts with little real understanding and without saleable 
skills. 
 

The result of this dysfunctional education is that schools turn out graduates 
without useful knowledge and skills and who also become alienated from the rural 
environment. Functional education stands for practicality and utility. It makes people to 
fit into the society and to function effectively. Okafor (1992), noted  that functional 
education connotes that level of education a citizen needs to function effectively in the 
society; the level of literacy necessary for a pupil to function normally and effectively in 
society.  

 
Aims and Objectives of Functional Education  
 Education is the life wire of any society. It is the most powerful instrument for 
the survival and development of a society. Brain (1970), stated that upon education 
depends the growth, freedom and happiness of every known being, the quality of our 
society and the wealth of the nation. Ukeje (1986), also asserted that the most powerful 
instrument and investment known to man for the development of any nation and man’s 
improvement is education. 
 

It is the quality of education operating in a place that determines the quality of 
the people found in the place as well as the rate of development therein. What 
determines the quality of education is its ability to serve the needs of the society where 
it operates. It therefore means that education that has good quality will at the same time 
be functional.  

 
Functional education, observes Akumah (1998:206), provides students the 

opportunity to receive relevant education, one which enables them to understand clearly 
the nature of their society and equip them to develop effective solutions to problems. 
These aims and objectives of functional education as stated in Akumah (1998:206) are 
as follows: 
1. To integrate their products into the society and not to alienate them from it.  
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2. To make its products become self-reliant and generators of employment for 
themselves and others.  

3. To serve as an instrument for social stability, economic sufficiency and cultural 
integration.  

4. To solve the nation’s social and industrial problems; and  
5. To foster the development of character, the fulfillment of individual personality, 

the acquisition of knowledge and skills and ability to take one’s place in the 
society.  
 

Nigeria education as it is today cannot achieve the above objectives. Nigeria has 
a very good National Policy on Education published in 1977 revised in 1981 and 1998. 
The policy contains very attractive national goals, sound national values and good 
national educational aims and objectives. These national educational aims and 
objectives, national values and goals can only be achieved through functional education. 
 
The country’s education as it is today cannot help the country achieve the five main 
national objectives as stated in section 1 of the National Policy on Education. These are 
stated below.  
1. a free and democratic society; 
2. a just and egalitarian society; 
3. a united, strong and self-reliant nation; 
4. a great and dynamic economy; 
5. a land of bright and full opportunities for all citizens.  

 
The values which Nigerian education is expected to promote are:  
1. Respect for the worth and dignity of the individuals; 
2. Faith in man’s ability to make national decisions; 
3. Moral and spiritual values in interpersonal and human relations; 
4. Shared responsibility for the common good of the society; 
5. Respect for the dignity of labour; and  
6. Promotion of the emotional, physical and psychological health of all children.  

 
The national educational aims and objectives to which the philosophy of the nation is 

linked are: 
1. The inculcation of national consciousness and national unity; 
2. The inculcation of the right type of values and attitudes for the survival of the 

individual and the Nigerian society; 
3. The training of the mind in the understanding of the world around; and  
4. The acquisition of appropriate skills, abilities and competencies both mental and 

physical as equipment for the individual to live in and contribute to the 
development of his society.  
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The national Policy goes further to state that: 
Not only is education the greatest force that can be used to bring about redress, it is also 
the greatest investment that the nation can make for the quick development of its 
economic, political, sociological and human resources (NPE, 1998:8). 
 
Problem of Nigerian Education Today  

Nigerian education today is facing many problems some of which are discussed 
below: 
The most serious problem facing Nigerian education is examination malpractice. At all 
levels of the country’s education, malpractice is found; people cheat in examinations, 
internal and external, in various forms. Many Nigerians go to school not to acquire 
knowledge and skills needed for positive transformation of the society but to obtain 
certificates. The mania for certificates in Nigeria writes Ezeh (2002:67), “is unequalled 
anywhere in the world and those people who hunt for cheap certificates do not want 
anything to stand on their way”. Okolo (1994:117), as a result of this mad rush for 
certificates in Nigeria, has chosen to describe the country’s education as “love of 
certificate education”. Very few Nigerian graduates from Nigerian schools can defend 
the certificates which they claim to have obtained. 
 

Ezeh (1997:35-36), explained that the country still lacks qualified or skilled 
manpower because what our institutions of learning have been producing are merely 
possessors of certificates and not possessors of knowledge and/or skills. He laments that 
many Nigerian students are too lazy to struggle for the acquisition of the type of 
knowledge that can help them contribute to national development. The low quality of 
Nigerian education is caused by a number of factors among which are its foreign 
orientation, lack of facilities and dedicated teachers. This deplorable state of education 
is made worse by numerous societal ills in the country. Endemic corruption and low 
enthusiasm for honesty, patriotism, exemplary leadership, truth and moral integrity in 
Nigeria have combined to enhance low quality education and scarcity of skilled 
manpower in the country.  

 
 Nigeria has in recent years been facing so many problems created by the poor 
quality of education. These problems include high rate of unemployment and under-
employment, high crime rate, poverty, moral decadence and social insecurity. The final 
result has been increasing dependence on other countries for survival and 
underdevelopment. The solution to these myriad of problems is one and that is 
functional education. How can this be achieved? 
 
Essential Tools for the Enthronement of Functional Education in Nigeria 
 Wise people say that knowing a problem and what causes it is already half way 
into getting solution to it. Any country that wants to develop must not play with her 
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education. Nigerian leaders seem to know this. It is said that no nation can rise above 
the quality of her education system. 
  

If Nigerian education has to determine the quality of life of Nigerians and the 
pace of National development, all the problems in the already existing education system 
that make it dysfunctional have to be removed so that it can become functional. Among 
the problems are: 
a. The educational curriculum; 
b. The educational management; 
c. The quality of teachers; 
d. The quality of educational facilities; 
e. The national leadership; and  
f. The Nigerian society  
 
The Educational Curriculum  
 It is the view of the authors that the present curriculum of Nigerian education 
still needs retouching, modification, adjustment and adaptation. There can be no 
functional education without functional curriculum for it is the curriculum that gives 
meaning to education. Without it, education remains a concept in the air. Curriculum is 
the practical aspect of education. As Eze (1982:2) observed, education “is made real 
through the instrumentality of the curriculum”. For education to be functional, it must 
reflect the culture of the place where it operates. This too shows that the curriculum 
must reflect the way of life of the people who make use of it.  
 

The curriculum of Nigerian education has to be structured and organized in a 
way that the needs of the nation can be satisfied through it and that people who are 
exposed to it will on graduation fit into the society and contribute to its development. 
Curriculum according to Ukeje (1992:336) is “all the learning experiences or 
opportunities designed for the learner under the auspices of the school”. The 1969 
Curriculum Conference held at Ibadan and Organized by the National Educational 
Research Council (NERC) which gave rise to the National Policy on Education was a 
giant step in the decolonization of the country’s educational curriculum but more 
changes still need to be made in its content and organization to make it suit our own 
environment.  

 
English Language, for example, is important in many parts of the world but the 

emphasis on it in Nigeria is too much and detrimental to the development of our own 
indigenous languages. It also hinders teaching and learning and therefore retards ability 
to communicate in the classroom or lecture halls. Must English Language be the 
country’s chief language of instruction in schools? Scholars have written so much on 
the negative effects of using foreign language to teach and learn. The next problem to 
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address is the neglect of some disciplines in our schools, mostly the humanities and 
social sciences. Since 1994 such subjects as History, Geography, Economics and 
Political Science where removed from the curriculum of colleges of education in 
Nigeria. In a good number of our secondary schools, some of these subjects are no 
longer taught. There are other curriculum problems which need to be addressed to make 
it functional and useful to the country. 

 
Educational Management and Administration  
 Administration concerns the act of controlling or directing affairs for the 
purpose of achieving a stated goal.  
 

The quality of administration in education affects the quality of education as 
well as the products of schools. The make-up of educational management and 
administration as they are used here cover educational policies, planning, supervision 
and school administration. How these aspects of educational administration are handled 
influence greatly what the quality of education in a place becomes. Sound educational 
policies that must be properly implemented are essential for quality education and 
national development. In the same way, good and result-oriented educational plans 
should be made before introducing educational programmes or policies. Planning 
according to Gregg (1957:281), “is intelligent preparation for action”. Planning is 
preparation for a future action. It tries to predict the effects of future actions or  events 
and therefore helps to remove or reduce the limitations of the present. Nigerian 
education has suffered so much from lack of adequate planning. The Universal free 
Primary Education (UPE) introduced in 1976, the 6-3:3-4 system of education and the 
continuous assessment system failed because of lack of good planning. The present 
Universal Basic Education may toe the same line because it is not also planned well. 
Functional education requires very good educational planning.  
 
 Good and regular supervision of what happens in the our schools and other 
departments whose activities affect education is inevitable for the achievement of 
functional education. Again, Ukeje (1994:344) defined Supervision as: 
 

The element of the administrative process which  is concerned with efforts to 
guide the day-to-day activities of the work group by stimulating, directing and 
coordinating the workers and their efforts, cultivating good working personal 
relationships so that they all work towards a more efficient achievement of 
task goal.  

 
Supervision as it concerns the school system aims at achieving better school 

performance and therefore relates to guiding and coordinating the work of teachers and 
all those connected with school work in such a way that student-learning is facilitated. 
School supervision aims at facilitating learning through planning and devising ways of 
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improving teachers professionally, and releasing their creative abilities so that they 
willingly improve the learning situation. Nwaogu (1980:7), defines supervision of 
instruction as “the process of bringing about improvement in instruction by working 
with people who are working with pupils”. The author further states that “good 
supervision is a process of releasing energies of people in creative ways to solve 
individual and common problems”.  

 
Good and effective supervision of all that affect the education system in the 

area of supervision is insufficient. In the first place, little or no supervision is carried out 
in important offices that handle education matters in Nigeria such as the ministries of 
Education, Education Commissions and Boards like National University Commission 
(NUC), National Commission for Colleges of Education (NCCE), National Primary 
Education Commission (NPEC), State Primary Education Boards (SPEB), etc. What 
happens in these offices determines to a large extent what we get from the schools they 
control.  

 
In most cases, appointment of heads of these commissions and boards are not 

based on merit. What is known as ‘Nigerian factor’ sometimes influences the choice of 
who becomes what in Nigeria and this affects performance. Such appointments are 
made not for the interest of the nation but to offer opportunity to the people appointed to 
get their own share of the ‘national cake’. This partly explains why no serious provision 
is made on how such people and their activities should be supervised.  

 
In schools where some degree of supervision takes place, similar problems 

occur. The same Nigerian factor comes in and no good work is done. Some of the 
supervisors may not be qualified for the job and may be worse than the people they 
claim to be supervising. Others who may be qualified for the job may still not do good 
work. They may yield to bribe directly or indirectly and report wrongly. It needs to be 
pointed out here that many school heads and workers bought their positions with 
money. Others have god-fathers who give them unlimited protection. It is not easy 
therefore to influence many of  them to offer good and effective performance. 
Functional education, however, cannot be achieved unless proper supervision of what 
happens in the schools and other important offices connected with schools are 
maintained. 

 
Equally essential in the achievement of functional education in the area of 

management is the internal administration in schools by the school authorities. What 
happens in the larger Nigerian society has crept into schools. The result is that school 
authorities do whatever they like in order to please themselves even at the detriment of 
many of the subordinates and the schools. Many schools do not follow the rules in many 
of what they do such as in the use of fund and in assignment of duties to their 
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subordinates. Financial mismanagement, misappropriation and embezzlement are 
features of corrupt societies sand organizations. Many school heads are notorious for 
this retrogressive approach to administration. Also, important positions such as Deans 
of Schools and Faculties in the higher institutions, departmental heads, headship of 
important committees etc., are given to friends and relations or puppets who can easily 
be manipulated. This results in the use of incompetent people instead of responsible, 
qualified and experienced people. This has not been favourable to the pursuit of national 
development and must therefore be stopped. Managers and administrators of education 
must be professionally qualified, morally sound, well experienced, industrious and 
dedicated if Nigerian education is to be functional.  

 
The Quality of Teachers  

“Teachers”, wrote Eze (1982), “are principal executives of any functional 
curriculum”. This is true because education cannot have meaning without teachers. 
Functional education cannot be achieved anywhere and at any time without dedicated 
teachers. This seems to explain why Nigeria’s National Policy on Education states that 
“teacher education will continue to be given a major emphasis in all our educational 
planning”.   

 
In Nigeria toady, there are many educational institutions that are involved in the 

business of production of teachers. However, there is little or no emphasis on the quality 
of what are eventually produced as teachers in these institutions. Also, there is little or 
no emphasis on the welfare of these teachers as professionals on whom the quality of 
Nigerian education is hinged. For decades, teaching profession in Nigeria has remained 
a neglected profession and teachers as the least respected members of the society. This 
has been so because teachers in Nigeria are not well cared for. Their salaries and 
allowances are rarely paid and only very few of them who have wealthy relations and 
friends meet their basic needs. Teaching is among the professions in Nigeria that lack 
members from wealthy influential families particularly families that are well connected 
in government. This adds to their problem as there is no person that protects them where 
important decisions that affect them are taken. In Nigeria, the word teaching has been 
for years synonymous with poverty. Big families therefore hate to be associated with 
teaching.  

 
The most important step to be taken to achieve functional education in Nigeria 

is to revolutionize the teaching profession. Teachers in Nigeria should be well trained 
and well cared for. They should be paid well and at the right time so that they can 
become dedicated to their duties. There can be no functional education in a country that 
lacks well qualified and dedicated teachers.  

 
 

Functional Education: An Essential Tool for Bridging the Gap in Education in Nigeria -T. O. 
Maduegbunam and N. M. Okafor 



10 
 

The Quality and Quantity of Educational Facilities  
Educational facilities are important for functional education. Teaching and 

learning facilities must be available and must be of good quality for the achievement of 
good quality education. Nigerian schools have to be well equipped to enhance learning.  

 
In many Nigerian schools today, many things that are essential for teaching and 

learning are lacking. There is the problem of accommodation in many of our schools – 
primary, secondary and tertiary levels. Too many students are lumped in one small 
classroom or lecture hall. There are some higher institutions in some parts of Nigeria 
where some students sleep in classrooms because they cannot get a space in the hostels. 
In some secondary schools, one can get 80 to 90 students in a small classroom. Many of 
our schools also lack teaching and learning materials such as good and well-equipped 
science and technology laboratories, libraries and other things that aid teaching and 
learning.  

 
Functional education requires very good accommodation for the learners, good 

and well-equipped laboratories and libraries and other instructional materials that 
facilitate teaching and learning. There is emphasis on practical activities in functional 
education. This cannot work without materials students can see or up-to-date books to 
read.  

 
The Nigerian Society 

The Nigerian society as it is today is not conducive for the emergence of 
functional education. Nothing good and progressive functions well in a decaying 
society. Nigeria is a country suffering from many social ills among which are poor and 
corrupt leadership,  high crime rate and social insecurity, ethnicity and religious 
intolerance, squandermania and laziness, examination malpractices and certificate 
forgery etc. All these must be addressed to make way for progress. What is implied here 
is that a kind of “clean-up” exercise should be carried out to rid Nigeria of these social 
ills so that the young ones will be growing in a clean and sanitized environment where 
justice, industry, honesty national pride and fear of God will be thriving and where there 
will be great enthusiasm for the identity of labour and love for neighbours.  

 
When Nigeria society becomes sanitized and Nigerians begin to call evil things 

evil and good things good, functional education can be firmly established and national 
development guaranteed.  

 
Conclusion  

Every nation – developed or developing – requires high quality education for 
the former to maintain what they have achieved and for the latter to reach where the 
former has reached. Education is the key to development and the custodians of this key 
according to Ezeh (1997b) are the teachers.  
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Lassa (1997:5), stated three reasons why any nation, particularly the third world 
nations should desire high quality education. These are: 
i. There is the need for more entrants into the study of science and technology and 

only a highly qualitative teaching and learning can produce candidates with 
acceptable standard performances for entry into the study of science and 
technology.  

ii. There is the need to give adequate preparation to  the university potentials and at 
the same time assist the variety of pupils to benefit from school education.  

iii. The intensified competition with and fear of being left behind by other countries 
constitute potent motivating factor for a keen desire for high standard of education. 
 

It is with the tremendous power of education that Nigeria can achieve her hopes 
and aspirations. It is only an education system that is functional that can be used to meet 
these needs. Nigeria must therefore use all the resources at her command to ensure that 
the present problems in our education system are taken care of so that functional 
education can be firmly established in the country. 

 
Recommendations  

Functional education, which is the main instrument for national development, 
can be achieved in Nigeria if the following essential requirements for good quality 
education are provided: 
1. Responsible, patriotic and experienced leaders at the national, state and local 

government levels; 
2. Functional curriculum that can take adequate care of our development needs;  
3. Competent, well-qualified and experienced educational administrators; 
4. Adequate number of well-qualified and dedicated teachers; 
5. Educational facilities that must be of good quality and up-to-date; and a 
6. Sanitized Nigerian state whose citizens will be God-fearing and patriotic.  
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