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Abstract

This paper examines the need to empower women for national development
through distance learning. It begins by presenting the statement of the problem
which has to do with the biased nature of education of some societies in
Nigeria. It proceeds to clarify the major concepts associated with the subject
of the study. It discusses the notion of distance learning, its objectives and
benefits. It concludes by noting that distance learning has been made possible
by the revolution in the information technology and communications industry.
As a matter of policy option the paper recommends that government should
encourage/enforce equality of education in the Nigerian constitution, that
there should be national policy for the empowerment of women in various
states of Nigeria to further promote literacy; that efforts should be made to
bridge the gap between the educational opportunities for men and women; that
government should discourage the withdrawal of girl-child from schools by
parents, among others.

Education is the most important instrument for social and economic
transformation in any nation. It is the most needed instrument by any society for its
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transformation and for the emancipation of any person or group of persons so as to
make meaningful contributions to the socio-economic development of their society. In
the case of the educated woman, she is likely to adopt strategies which will maximize
life chances by taking positive decisions in marital, official, economic and medical
areas in the society. A number of women are disadvantaged in terms of educational
opportunities or access to education and access to gainful employment.

Women have long suffered various forms of discrimination, inequality,
exclusion and violence. Majority of women in Nigeria are not assigned public positions
or allowed to participate in social functions because of their inadequate educational
backgrounds. In most communities in the country, the male child is preferred and
trained in school at the expense of the female child. To empower women is to make
available to them the opportunities to access education which will equip them to
contribute meaningfully to social, economic, political and cultural advancement of their
nation.

Nigeria as a nation has adopted education as an instrument for socio-economic
development. This is spelt out in Nigeria’s (2004) National Policy on Education (NPE).
According to the policy, every Nigerian child shall have the right to equal educational
opportunities. But Onuebunwa (2003) argued that the efforts of the government in
education has not yielded or made significant impact on girl-child/women education. To
prepare for life in a modern and complex society such as Nigeria, the citizens,
especially the women should be exposed to qualitative learning to enable them create a
humane society and to function effectively in a democratic political environment.

Conceptual Clarification
Women Empowerment

Empowerment is a contemporary term. It is a term that has been subjected to
various interpretations in the academia. The Oxford English Dictionary (2008) defined
empowerment as “an authority, power, strength and confidence given to” an individual
or group of persons. Smith (1995) state that empowerment is a way of encouraging
people to get more involved in the decisions and activities that affect life.

Aladenusi (2011), empowerment refers to increasing spiritual, political, social
or economic strength of individuals and communities. In the same vein, Page and Czuba
(1999) posited that, empowerment is a process that fosters power in people in their own
lives, their communities and in their societies by acting on matters they define as
important. According to Sako (1999) in Aladenusi (2011) described empowerment as:

The process of strengthening the existing capacities and capabilities of
disadvantaged groups in society so as to enable them perform towards
improving themselves, their families and the society as a whole. It involves the
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provision of enabling environment for their productive and intellectual abilities
to be realized. (p. 4)

In this perspective Oyebamiji and Adekola (2008) conceptualized empowerment
as helping people to act or perform, giving local people the necessary skills, tools,
resources and legal backing to perform. They outline different types of empowerment
as:

1. Educational empowerment. This requires a nation providing literacy education to
its citizens through formal and non-formal processes;

2. Economic empowerment. This involves the provision of vocational training and
provision of short or medium term loans to enable citizens to be self-employed
and self-reliant; and

3. Political empowerment. This provides the people with leadership skills through
learning/training.

Similarly, Rowlands (1992) identified three dimensions of empowerment as:

1. Personal empowerment: This is the ability to develop a sense of self or individual
confidence and capacity and undoing the effects of internalized oppression;

2. Rational empowerment: This is the ability to negotiate and influence the nature of
relationship and decision made with it; and

3. Collective empowerment: This is the process in which individuals work together
to achieve more extensive expectations than each could have done.

In view of the above, the researchers opine that empowerment entails providing
people especially with knowledge and skills to enable them increase their self-reliance
and internal strength, develop direction of change either economically, socially,
politically and culturally. Women empowerment as a process will enhance the natural
potentials of women to the fullest so as to make their contributions meaningfully to
national advancement. Women empowerment is a process of generating and building
capacities to enable the individual woman to exercise control over her life affairs
through increased opportunities.

National Development

Dike (2005) stated that the concept of national development brings with it
valuable and positive changes that improve the living standards of a people as it creates
employment opportunities and equality of opportunity, reduces poverty among other
things. He explains national development in terms of economic development as increase
in efficiency of a system of production of goods and services to meet basic needs of a
people in society. The achievement of this objective hinges on the character and attitude
of the leaders entrusted with the management of the state affairs.
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In the words of Ake (2001) in Nwaji (2011), national development is the
process by which people recreate themselves and their life circumstances to realize
higher levels of civilizations in accordance with their own choices and values. Put
differently, development refers to something in which members of a society have to do
by themselves or facilitated through the help of others.

Distance Learning

Distance Learning is a field of study that has different meaning and approach
from one country to another. It is a special programme designed to provide educational
opportunity for people who are eager to acquire degrees and other certificates outside
the traditional school system. Barikor (2003) citing Shabani and Okebukola (2001)
stated that distance learning is:

A set of teaching and learning strategies or method that can be used to
overcome spatial and temporal separation between educators and learners,
which can be integrated into any educational programme and potentially used
in any combination, with any other teaching and learning strategies in the
provision of education strategies, which demand that learners and educators be
together at the same or indifferent place (p. 1).

This implies that distance learning is the type of education that takes place
outside the traditional school system, which is impacted without necessarily having
personal interaction with the learners and has liberal admission procedures and
requirements. Distance learning as a process creates and provides access to learning
when the source of information and learners are separated by time and distance or both.
Distance learning is conceptualized by Ochoma (2009) as a method of imparting
knowledge, skills and attitude, which is rationalized by the application of labour,
organizational principles and also extensive use of technological media particularly to
instruct a large audience at the same time, their geographical location notwithstanding.

Distance learning focuses on teaching methods and technology with the aim of
delivering teaching, often on an individual basis, to students who are not physically
present in a traditional educational setting such as classroom. In the same vein,
Simonson (2008) described distance learning as methods of instruction that utilize
different communication technologies to carry out teaching to learners in different
places. Distance learning programmes enable learners and teachers to interact with each
other by means of computers, artificial satellites; telephones; radio or television
broadcasting, newsprint or other technologies.

Objectives of Distance Learning
A number of objectives of distance learning have been identified by Ochoma
(2009). They are:
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1.  To create learning opportunity for the mass illiterate group including women;

2. To provide alternative access to education for those who could not be
accommodated in the conventional school system;

3. To provide professional development and upgrading opportunities that do not
remove learners from their workplace;

4.  To afford learners the opportunity of studying at their own pace while carrying
out their social roles; and

5. Toenrich and develop the individual mentally and physically.

It is evident from the above objectives that distance learning aims at meeting the
educational needs of the populace in a given society. Thus, it has become a primary
response in developing countries like Nigeria for mass demand for higher education.
Distance learning is an effective tool of education used to meet the continuous needs of
the educationally thirsty in response to the adjustment problems created by economic,
political, social and cultural changes in the nation.

Benefits of Distance Learning
Distance learning or open learning has been critically examined by a number of
scholars and acclaimed to possess the following merits:
Nwizu (2001) in Barikor (2003) summarized the benefits of distance learning as:
The provision of equal opportunity for education;
Liberalization or democratisation of education;
Meeting of the demand for higher education by individuals;
Achievement of education for all;
Providing access to education;
Providing opportunity for work-study; and
It is cost effective in the face of limited resources.
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Similarly, Saint (2000) in Barikor (2003) identified the following as the benefits of

distance learning anywhere in the world:

1. It provides an open door for those otherwise denied opportunities to quality
education;

2. It accommodates the growing demands for lifelong learning more easily than do
traditional school systems.

3. It enhances the expansion of universities' educational environments at less cost
per student than under the traditional resident campus system;

4.  Makes quality programme hitherto not available in our part of the world easily
accessible; and

5. It has greater flexibility in the design and delivery of curriculum content than is
normally associated with classroom teaching.
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Need for Women Empowerment

The need for women empowerment is central to the success of a nation. In any
case, women empowerment involves the development of the mental, physical, capacity
or skills in women to operate meaningfully in their social milieu thereby experiencing a
more favourable level of social recognition and enhancement of their well being.
Women are builders of society as they establish the institution of the family and bring
up the children to become good citizens.

In this regard, the education of women is a necessity. Educating a woman
would mean to give and equip her for all round development, which will enable her
contribute meaningfully to national development. Education of women will help them
to think better on matters concerning building a good family, healthcare, sex education,
governance, and so on. An effective way to meaningfully contribute to the emancipation
and empowerment of women in Nigeria is to widen the access of women and the girl-
child to quality education.

Education opens the opportunity and choice for women. When women are
given the education that is relevant to their need and environment, they will eventually
become more visible in the mainstream of activities both at home and in the society in
general United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA, 1994). In this sense, it is necessary
to state that the family of an educated woman tends to appear healthier than that of a
non-educated woman because of its imports. In the light of the above, distance learning
has been instrumental in lowering illiteracy rate, drop-out rate, creating accessibility and
immense opportunities for women in Nigeria.

Conclusion

Distance learning is the most modern strategy of instructional delivery in the
twenty-first century. This system or form of education was considered to be inferior, but
with the impact and revolution in the media and new information technologies, that
perspective has abated. Modern electronic technology has made it possible to teach or
disseminate knowledge without the teacher’s direct contact or presence. It is alluded
that distance learning involves separation of teacher and learner, involvement of
educational organization, the media and information technologies. It is in recognition of
this, that women especially the elderly and highly busy women are expected to avail
themselves of the opportunity of quality education while at the same time discharging
other pressing official and or domestic responsibilities.

Recommendations
Arising from the forgoing discourse and analysis, the following policy
recommendations are made:
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1.  Government should encourage/enforce equality of gender education in the
Nigerian constitution.

2. There should be National Policy on empowerment of women in various states of
Nigeria to further promote literacy.

3. Efforts should be made to bridge the gap between the educational opportunities
for men and women;

4.  Government should discourage the withdrawal of girl-child from schools by

parents;
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