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Abstract 
The Universal Primary Education (UPE) was jettisoned in 1999 for 
the Universal Basic Education (USE). Six years later most of the 
operational factors that hampered the success of the UPE still bedevil 
the UBE. They include; poor funding, inadequate facilities, poor 
teacher motivation, etc. The paper is worried that if the UBE is not 
repositioned it will end up like the UPE. To address the problem, an 
opinion survey involving 1,703 respondents comprising primary 
school head teachers, education secretaries, board members and 
parents of basic education pupils was conducted. In addition to 
confirming the factors that nipped the UPE in the bud, the results also 
show that poverty, non-implementation of the UBE statute and illegal 
imposition of levies by school heads are among the elements that 
threaten the success of the UBE scheme. Among other 
recommendations, the paper lays emphasis on adequate funding, 
poverty reduction and the introduction of a social security system in 
Nigeria as crucial to the success of the UBE programme. 

Introduction 
It is no longer necessary to overstate the importance of the Universal Basic Education (UBE) in 

Nigeria. Both Chief ObafemJ Awolowo and Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe introduced similar programmes in 
the West and Eastern regions in the 1950s, even though they were short lived. They believed that 
education is an instrument for economic growth. This belief is in line with the position of "Human 
Capital" economists of the late fifties and early sixties, who advocated increased investment in 
education by demonstrating that high correlations existed between expenditure in education, 
educational standards, school enrollment ratios and the GNP per capita or level of economic growth as 
observed in industrialized societies (Harbison, 1973; Blang, 1966). 

Nothing but education and hard-work have transformed America, Russia, Japan, Germany, 
etc., to their present enviable industrial positions. The Ashby Commission on Education (1960), the 
.National Curriculum Conference (1969) and the National Seminar (1973), organized by the National 
Educational Research Council (NERC) have all pointed out the importance of education to the 
development of Nigeria as a nation. Also, Nigeria being part of the international community must of 
necessity be influenced by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights which guarantees the Nigerian 
child a right to education. 

No doubts, these events have influenced the measures of Nigerian leaders with respect to 
various laws and positions as they affect the child. Ali the four editions of the National Policy on 
Education have provided adequately for the education of the child. Furthermore, the 1979 and 1999, 
Constitutions of the Federal Republic of Nigeria have in section 18 guaranteed the child's right to 
education. 

The launching of the Universal Primary Education (UPE) in 1976, by General Obasanjo as 
the Head of State then was therefore, not a surprise because of the historical antecedents that led up to 
the event. The re-launching of the UPE scheme in a different name - Universal Basic Education 
(UBE) was not also surprising because of the monumental failure of the UPE. God's favour on 
President Obasanjo to lead Nigeria a second time was an opportunity for him to revitalize and correct the 
anomalies of the programme he founded. 

Statement of the Problem 
It is worrisome that the UBE is going the same way of the UPE whose failure is no longer in 

dispute. An appropriate law to guide the operations of the UBE has been enacted by the National 
Assembly known as "Compulsory, Free Universal Basic Education Act, 2004". All the necessary 
structures for the effective operations of the UBE have been put in place (UBE Annual Report, 2002). 
Huge sums of money and other resources have been invested in the scheme. Unfortunately, the 
general assessment of the programme is undesirable. There are tales of woes about inadequate.  

  



teachers, infrastructures, and many children of school age still roaming the streets. The misgivings in the 
UBE implementation are confirmed by the World Bank indictment of Nigeria. According to 'Chiahemen 
(2005, p.l), the World Bank notes, "that about 7.3 million primary school age children in Nigeria are out of 
school while only 35 percent of Secondary School age (12-17 years old) has been .enrolled". It is 
unfortunate that a scheme declared compulsory, free and universal will record so many causalities. No 
doubt, something is fundamentally wrong. It is for this reason and more that the UBE needs to be 
repositioned for better performance. 

Purpose of the Study 
The study aims at the following objectives. To: 

1. Identify the implementation constraints of the UBE. 
2. Identify factors that can facilitate the working of the UBE. 
3. Examine the statute establishing the UBE for possible flaws. 
4. Find out whether the objectives of the UBE scheme are being realized. 
5. Suggest ways of repositioning the UBE for a better performance. 

Research Questions 
The following research questions will guide the study: 

1. What constraints impede the implementation of the UBE in Rivers Stale? 
•2. How can the objectives of the UBE scheme be better realized? 
3. What possible flaws in the UBE statute impede its effective implementation? 
4. Are the objectives to the UBE scheme being realized? 
5. What measures can be taken to reposition the UBE for better performance? 

Research Design 
An opinion survey design was used. 

Related Literature 
After the UPE of 976 then came the UBE of 1999. Many authorities including Taiwo (1980), 

agree that fundamental errors were made such as costs and population underestimation hence the 
failure of the UBE. The author of the UPE, President Obasanjo agreed that the UPE was a failure and 
therefore launched the UBE in 1999. Tahir (2001 p.3), recalls part of President Obasanjo's speech at the 
launching of the UBE thus: 

The Universal Basic Education Programme ...is almost the same as the 
old UPE scheme. It is "free" and universal.like before, but now, in 
addition, it will be compulsory. But having carefully reviewed our 
current national needs, our administration has decided to give it a 
broader focus. Thus, the new UBE now extends to all children from age 
six to age fifteen. It1 will accommodate them from primary school to 
junior secondary school. It will devote as much attention to producing 
trained and qualified teachers as to providing a large enough number of 
schools to take in all children who are eligible for enrollment in them. It 
embraces a comprehensive adult literacy programme. Funds will be 
made available for properly equipping the schools. 

Section 3 of the National Policy on Education (2004, p.13), provides that: 
Basic education shall be of 9-year duration comprising 6 years of 
primary education. It shall be free and compulsory. It shall also include 
adult and non-formal education programmes at primary and junior 
secondary education levels for the adults and out-of-school youths. 

Section 4 of the National Policy at page 14, States that "primary education ... is the education 
given in institutions for children aged 6 to 11plus". The goals of primary education, according to the 
policy, are to: 

(c) (a)         inculcate permanent literacy and numeracy, and ability to communicate effectively; '(b)        
lay a sound basis for scientific and reflective thinking; give citizenship education as a basis for 
effective participation in and contribution to the life 
of the society; 

(d) mould the character and develop sound attitude and morals in the child; 
(e) develop in the child the ability to adopt to the child's changing environment; 



(0 give the child the opportunities for developing manipulative skills that will enable the child 
function effectively in the society within the limits of the child's capacity; 

fg) provide the child with basic tools for further educational advancement, including preparation for 
trades and crafts of the locality (FRN, 2004, p.!4). 

The broad goals of secondary education as provided in Section 5 (p.18), of the National Policy 
are to prepare the individual for: 
(a) useful living within the society; and 
(b) higher education 

The policy provides that junior secondary school shall be both pre-vocational and academic. 
Furthermore, junior secondary school is to be tuition free, universal (for all) and compulsory (a 
necessity for every one).  According to the policy, students who complete junior secondary school are to be 
streamed into: (i)         the senior secondary school; (ii)        the technical college; 
(iii)       an out-of-school vocation training centre; and (iv)       
an apprenticeship scheme. 

In order to make the streaming exercise meaningful, it will be based on the result of tests to • 
determine academic ability, aptitude and vocational interest. A transition ratio of 50:50 is 
recommended by the policy (p.20). The grouping of subjects into core, pre-vocational elective and 
non-prevocational electives and to facilitate the goals of secondary education during the first three years. 

UBE Enabling Act 
. The National Policy on Education which encompasses the UBE scheme is not a law which renders 

its provisions unenforceable. Terry (1977, p.189), defines a policy as "an overall guide that gives the 
general limits and direction in which administrative action will take place". Lindblom (1957, p.86), 
describes policy-making as "a process of successive approximation to some desired objectives in which 
what is desired itself continues to change under reconsideration" 

The definitions advanced show that policies are not laws but mere guides and, therefore, cannot 
be enforced. Policies become effective only through understanding and co-operation. 

On the other hand, Peretomode (1992, p.l), defines law as "a rule or a body of rules to which 
actions conform". Houghteling (1963) believes that law is a dynamic process, a system of 
regularized, institutionalized procedures for the orderly decision of social question, including 
settlement of disputes. Peretomode (1992, p. 1), notes that 

Law provides a framework for group relations and serves as a vastly 
complex mechanism or system for social control. It permits, regulates and 
prohibits certain conducts for the purpose of achieving harmony in 
society. It thus, delimits individual liberty for the perfection of social 
interest. 

Although the declaration of the UBE scheme was in September, 1999, a law to legitimize its 
operations was enacted on 26th May, 2004. This implies that the compulsory, free and universal nature 
of the scheme could not be enforced before the enactment of this legislation. Consequently, many 
defaulters of the scheme went unpunished. 

Compulsory, Free Universal Basic Education Act, 2004 
A la w to give teeth to the policy of compulsory, free universal basic education in Nigeria was enacted in 

May, 2004, Some aspects of the law pertinent to this paper are reproduced as follows: 
 

2-(!) Every Government in Nigeria shall provide free, compulsory basic education for every child of 
primary and junior secondary school age. 
(2) Every parent shall ensure that his child or ward attends and completes 

his -  
(a) primary school education; and 
(b) junior secondary school education, by endeavouring to send the child to primary and 

junior secondary schools. 
 
(3) The stakeholders in education in a Local Government Area, shall ensure that every parent or 

person who has the care and custody of a child performs the duty imposed on him under 



section 2(2) of this Act. 
(4) A parent who contravenes section 2(2) of this Act commits on offence and is liable- 

 
a) on first conviction, to be reprimanded; 
b) on second conviction, to a fine of N2,000,00; or imprisonment for a term of 1 month or to 

both; and 
c) on subsequent conviction, to a fine of N5,000:00 or imprisonment for a term of 2 months. 

3-(!) The services provided in public primary and junior secondary schools shall be free of 
charge. 

(2) A person who receives or obtains any fee contrary to the provisions of subsection (1) of 
this section commits on offence and is liable on conviction to a fine not exceeding Nl0,000.00 or 
imprisonment for a term of 3 months or both. 

4 -(1) Every parent shall ensure that his child receives full-time education suitable to his age, 
ability and aptitude by regular attendance at school. 

11-(1) The implementation of the Universal Basic Education shall be financed   from - 
(a) Federal Government block grant of not less than 2% of its Consolidated Revenue 

Fund; 
(b) Funds or contributions in form of federal guaranteed credits; and 
(c) Local and international donor grants. 

(2) For any state to qualify for the Federal Government block grant pursuant to sub-section 
(1) (1) of this section, such state shall contribute not less than 50% of the total cost of projects as its 
commitment in the execution of the project. 

Materials and Methods 
The paper is of the view that since inception in 1999, the UBE has not operated under the 

right atmosphere and requires repositioning. In order to confirm the direction of repositioning an 
opinion survey was conducted. The population consisted of 1040 primary school head teachers, the 
23 Local Government Areas education secretaries, members of State Primary Education Board and 
some members of the general public with primary school age children from the 23 Local Government 
Areas. The application of stratified random sampling technique yielded the following sample. 

520 Primary school head teachers (50% of total) 
23 Education Secretaries (100%) 
10 Board members (100%) 
1150 Parents of Primary School and Junior Secondary School children (50 from each LGA) 
Total = 1,703. 

Instrumentation 
A data gathering instrument christened "Repositioning the Universal Basic Education for 

Better Performance (RUSEBP)' was designed by the researcher. The instrument contained alternative 
items of 'agree' and 'disagree' with elements that sought to verify the adequacy or otherwise of the 
implementation of the UBE scheme. The computation of simple percentages was used to analyze the 
data obtained. 

Results 
Responses were obtained from 1,500 respondents representing 88% of the sample, 

Research Question 1: What constraints impede the implementation of the UBE scheme in Rivers State? 

Table 1: Distrib ution of Responses 
S/No Parameter Agree Disagree 
1 Inadequate funding 1,100(72%) 420 (28%) 
2 Poverty among the populace 1300(86%) 220(14%) 
3 Inadequate facilities for teaching and learning l,]00(72°/o)___ 420 (22%) 

Research Question 2: How can the objectives of the UBE scheme be better realized? 

Table 2: Distribution of Responses 



4 Teachers are poorly motivated 1,005(66%) 5 1 5 (34%) 
5 Non-enforcement of UBE statute 1,200(79%) 320(21%) 

 

S/No Parameter Agree Disagree 
] Adequate funding 1,400(88%) 120(12%) 
2 Commitment    by    Government,   teachers    

and parents 
1,450(95%) 70 (5%) 

3 Strict enforcement of all UBE laws and guidelines 1,150(76%) 370 (24%) 
4 The free nature of the scheme should be fully 

adhered to 
1000(66%) 520 (34%) 

5 All forms of levies must be discouraged 1,250(82%) 270(18%) 
6 Facilities    must    be    adequate    for   

qualitative teaching and learning 
1070(70%) 450(30%) 

7. The Guidelines on the UBE and the National 
Policy should be strictly adhered to 

1100(72%) 420 (28%) 

Research Question; 3: What possible flaws in the UBE statute (law) impede its effective 
implementation? 

 

Table 3: Distribution of Responses 
S/No Parameter Agree Disagree 
1 Parents cannot be compelled to put their children in 

school without social security by the state. 
1270(84%) 250 ( 1 6%) 

2 The mechanism of enforcing the UBE statute is 
unclear and unfeasible 

1000(66%) 520 (34%) 

3 Section 3 (2) of the law prohibits the collections of 
any fees but some school heads impose levies that 
are often more than schools fees and nothing 
happens to them 

1,200(79%) 320(21%) 

4. The UBE law approves about 2% only of the 
Federal Government Consolidated Revenue Fund as 
a bloc grant for the UBE scheme. This is grossly 
inadequate 

1350(89%) 170(11%) 

Research Question 4: Are the objectives of the UBE scheme being realized? 

Without necessarily carrying out a survey this question can readily be answered by referring to the 
World Bank report which states that "about 7.3 million primary school-age children in Nigeria are out of 
school while only 35 percent of secondary school-age (12-17 years old) has been enrolled .(Chiahemen, 
2005, O. I). 

Research   Question  5:   What   measures  can   be  taken   to  reposition  the   UBE   
for  better performance? 

Table 4: Distribution of Responses 
S/No Parameter Agree Disagree 
1 At least 10% of Governments' annual budgets should go 

into funding the UBE 
1250(82%) 270(18%) 

2 There should be social security for every Nigerian I 1 80 (78%) 340 (22%) 



3 Primary and Junior Secondary should compulsorily be 
made to be one school. Senior secondary school should 
not be integrated with basic education schools as they 
are presently. 

980 (65%) 540(35%) 

4 Parents and guardians must be empowered through 
good government polices to enable them meet the 
basic needs of their school age children since the 
UBE does not take care of feeding, clothing, 
transportation, books etc 

1350(89%) 170(11%) 

5 Government should constitute special marshals to 
ensure that all school age children are in school. 
Defaulting parents and guardians should be 
sanctioned according to the law. 

1150(76%) 370 (24%) 

6 Low income and unemployed parents and guardians 
should be paid at least N 1,500 per school age child per 
month to sustain them in school (Primary and Junior 
Secondary). 

1,100(72%) 420 (28%) 

Discussion of Results 
Research question 1, is answered in Table 1. The respondents overwhelmingly agreed that the UBE 

scheme is constrained by inadequate funding, general poverty, inadequate teaching and learning facilities, 
poor motivation of teachers and non-enforcement of the UBE statute. These results are supported by Aliyu 
(1999), who noted that "poverty prevents many families from enrolling all or some of their children in 
school or force them to withdraw children prematurely from school..." Adesina (2005, p. 12), is worried 
that even though the 1999 constitution at section 18 provides, that Government has a fundamental objective 
and responsibility to provide Nigerians with equal and adequate educational opportunities, successive 
governments have paid lip service to this declaration. 
        The interest of research question uykl eg finding out measures that can enhance the realization of the 
UBE objectives. Table 2 contains the measures recommended by the respondents.  In order to achieve the 
objectives of the UBE Government must show commitments in all its ramifications.  The scheme is the 
brainchild of the Government which also controls all the resources.   Having declared the UBE free, 
universal and compulsory then the citizens are left on the receiving end. Funding, facilities, adequate 
teachers, prohibition of levies, enforcement of statutes concerning the scheme, etc are among the 
commitments of Government that it must diligently pursue to make for the desired success. These 
observations are supported by the views of Ali (1985, p.16), who noted thus: Inadequate infrastructures and 
school materials, insufficient teachers and lack of funds were militating against the 6-3-3-4 system of education 
which incorporates the UBE. 

In a similar vein, Emenyonu (1994) believes that: 

The greatest fault in our entire education system today is in our method of 
funding education; education at all levels in Nigeria is grossly 
under-funded and sadly speaking, the Government is wholly and 
entirely to blame for this... 

The law giving teeth to the UBE scheme was enacted only in 2004 implying that between 1999 
when the policy was conceptualized and the passage of the law nobody could be prosecuted for any 
violation of the implementation guidelines. Beyond this, the study has shown in Table 3 that aspects of 
the statute are faulty and many are not being enforced as necessary. For example, parents cannot morally be 
compelled to send their children to school if they cannot afford basic things such as food, clothing, 
transportation, etc, In order to be able to enforce this provision the state must first introduce a social 
security system that can guarantee the basic things of life. Secondly, the statute approves only 2% of the 
Federal Government Consolidated Revenue Fund as a block grant for a scheme as elaborate as the UBE 
that take care of millions of children and even adults which is expected to be free. Furthermore, the 
inadequacy of funds for the scheme has prompted the collection of illegal levies against the spirit of the 
programme. Unfortunately, no sanctions have been meted out to culprits... All the respondents are in 



agreement with these observations. 
The answer to research question four was provided by the World Bank report which asserts that 

7.3 million primary school age children are out of school with only 35 percent of secondary school age 
(12-17 years old) enrolled (Chiahemen, 2005, p.1). This is an indication that the objectives of the 
UBE are not being realized, 

Table 4 has confirmed the measures, among others, that can be taken to reposition the UBE for 
better results. Overwhelmingly, the respondents agreed that the Government funding should improve, 
social security should be introduced, primary and junior secondary should constitute one school and 
separated from senior secondary school, poverty should be drastically reduced through planned 
empowerment programmes, the UBE Act should be enforced and violators punished, parents and 
guardians of low income including those unemployed should be given some financial incentives to enable 
them put their children and keep them in school (primary and junior secondary) as part of the social 
security effort. 

Conclusion 
The study has made the following conclusions inevitable. 

»    About six years after the introduction of the UBE the problems that led to the failure of the UPE 
have not been adequately addressed. This may culminate in another failure. 

• Although an UBE Act exists the scheme is operating as if none is in place.  Everyone is operating 
as he likes. 

• The funding of the scheme is grossly inadequate resulting in low quality UBE programme. 
• The scheme is free in theory; levies of various types are collected by school heads to provide 

some basic facilities that government has failed to provide. 
• The UBE is compulsory in theory but not in practice as many primary school age children are 

found on the streets and markets hawking various items because their parents/guardians can-not 
afford to send them to school. 

Recommendations 
In order to reposition the UBE scheme the following steps should be taken without delay. , •     Increase 

its funding to at least 10% of the annual budgets of the Federal and State Governments. The federal funds 
should be distributed to the states according to population sizes. 
• Nigeria must introduce a social security scheme if the UBE is to be objectively pursued. A parent 

without the means cannot send the child to school as the school will not provide food, books,  
uniforms, transportation etc for the child.   No amount of convictions and jailing of defaulting 
parents/guardians will change the situation. 

• The UBE scheme should not be put under unnecessary political pressure. 
• Adequate facilities should be provided for all primary schools regardless of where they are 

situated. 

• • Junior secondary education should strictly adhere to the provisions of the National 
Policy on 
Education (2004). 
• * No levies of any description should be permitted in any UBB school .so that its free nature 
will not 
be defeated-  Defaulters must not be spared regardless of how highly placed or connected. 
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