
PRIMARY EDUCATION: CHALLENGES FOR THE 21ST CENTURY 

Dr. (Mrs) A. Olubunmi Omoniyi 

Abstract 
All human being should have the opportunity to make a better life for 
themselves. Unfortunately, too many children in the world today grow up 
without this chance, because they are denied their basic right to even attend 
primary school. This paper gives an overview of the objectives of Primary 
Education in Nigeria from the 1969, National Curriculum Conference, the 
nucleus from which the National policy has grown. It also analyses the 
features of primary education as presented in the National Policy on 
Education. The paper discusses relevant issues associated with achieving 
universal primary education as highlighted in the Millennium Development 
Goals to ensure that all boys and girls complete a full course of primary 
schooling. In conclusion, the paper proposes a new action plan for 
Government so that the country does not lag behind in the campaign for 
achieving the MDGs for Universal Primary Education. 

Introduction 
Primary education forms the bedrock of any nation's educational system. Nigerian education 

system is made up of pre-prirnary, primary, secondary, technical, and higher education. The nation 
equally operates, through outside the forma! school system adult and non-formal education. Of all, 
primary education is the most outstanding level and there are reasons for this assertion. 

First, primary education in Nigeria is the oldest system. It is dated back to the century before 
the last, precisely, 1842. It is eleven years older than technical education and seventeen years prior to 
secondary education. Primary education is the link between pre-primary and secondary education. It 
takes in the successful beneficiaries of the former and supplies entrants into the latter. But more 
importantly, it is generally regarded as the foundation upon which the strata of the educational edifice are 
built. Although, pre-primary education is a level below primary education, it is not considered as the 
foundation as it is enjoyed only in big towns by a few children whose parents could afford the high 
fees and other charges demanded by the wealthy private proprietors. Besides, primary education is the 
first level of the nation's 6-3-3-4 system. However, it is unfortunate that this foundation has been weak 
since its inception and government has not done much to solidify this weak foundation. 

An Overview of The Objectives Of Primary Education 
In the National Policy on Education (NPE, 2004), the primary level of education is described as 

"The key to the success or failure of the whole system". In its broad outline, the policy provided for a 
widening and an enrichment of the school curriculum with a view to preparing the Nigerian of 
tomorrow for living in the world's technological age, to be part of the twenty first century culture, and 
ready to be launched into further height. It also attempts to shift emphasis from the use of the head 
alone to that of the head and the hands. In doing this, the formal education sector of the policy revises the 
6-5-2-3 system and replaces it with something more meaningful and relevant to the Nigerian situation 
so that widening and the enrichment will be effective and efficient. It thus, provides for a 6-3-3-4 system; 
that is, six years of primary education, three years of Junior Secondary Education, followed by three 
years of Senior Secondary Education and terminating with a maximum of four years for a first degree 
in a University simultaneously with other tertiary level courses of varying periods. 

The goals of primary education as spelt out in the National Policy on Education are to: 
a) inculcate permanent literacy and numeracy, and ability to communicate effectively; 
b) lay a sound basis for scientific and reflective thinking; 
c) 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 adapt to the child's changing environment; 

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

provide the child with basic tools for further educational advancement, including preparation 
for trades and crafts of the locality. 



These goals form the basis of primary education in all the states of the federation. 

Gradual Expansion of Primary Education in Nigeria 
In the last three decades, primary education in Nigeria has had a rapid expansion leading to 

unprecedented increase in primary school enrolment. This increase has been largely attributed to the 
introduction of free Universal Primary Education in the country by the Federal Government in 1976. 

According to Adesina (1982, p. 19), "between 1977 and 1980, primary school enrolment in Nigeria 
had risen from 10, 104, 670 to 15,607,500 pupils". This shows 54.5% increase within four years of the 
introduction of UPE. Ironically, while the school enrolment continues to shoot up, the Federal Government 
expenditure on primary education continues to witness a downward trend. Hence, with increase in the 
school enrolment without a proportionate expansion of the educational facilities, the phenomenon of large 
schools and overcrowded classroom has become more persistent in "bur primary education system. 

Challenges for the 21st Century 
The Problem of Derelict Infrastructural Facilities and Inadequate Funding 

Primary education which constitutes an important aspect of Nigerian educational system, apart from 
providing the necessary foundation upon which the rest of the educational system is built and also serves as 
the only source of secondary school intakes, it is the most neglected and inadequately funded. While one 
can reasonably compare other aspects of our educational institutions (Secondary, Post-Secondary and 
University) with their counterparts in other nations, we cannot show many of our primary schools to visitors, 
unless we have to select, because they are deplorable, dilapidated, lack furniture, equipment and have 
unkempt environment. The questions then arise, why have we decided to make our primary schools an eye 
sore? Is it by omission or commission? It is obvious but noteworthy that primary schools because of their 
importance were the earliest educational institutions established by our colonial masters in this country. Now 
they are the most neglected. 

Primary schools suffer severely and critically from infrastructure inadequacy. 
There are not enough school buildings and the available ones are in a state of disrepair. There is no gainsaying 
that with huge increases in enrolment in the number of schools, the classrooms need to rise in proportion to the 
rising size of enrolment. With the dramatic increases, a good question to ask is whether there have been 
corresponding increases in the number of classrooms. There is no reason why there should not be sufficient 
classrooms for all primary school children in every State. Almost all the schools in urban areas are faced 
with the problem of critical shortage of classrooms and classroom furniture. Reports are prevalent about 
the existence of schools without roofs in many states and that many schools have fallen into a very bad state. 
One must admit that the severity of the classroom problem is not the same throughout the country. Indeed 
there are States where statistics have revealed under-enrolment in some schools, while occasional visits to 
villages have revealed the existence of many classrooms standing half empty. Such a variation has also been 
much noticeable between rural and urban areas. For while in the urban areas, some classrooms appear to be 
bursting at the seams, in rural areas two classes can be combined into one without any appreciable increase in 
numbers. 

The problem of financing primary education in Nigeria has become so critical that it continues to 
re-echo in some public debates, seminars and workshops. The continued closure of some primary schools in 
some states of the Federation a few years ago arises from the inability of Local Government Authority to pay 
salaries and allowances due to insufficient funding. It is not an overstatement to say that if primary 
education is starved with funds, then the accomplishment of its lofty objective of laying a firm foundation for 
the whole system would be absolutely elusive. 

Primary Education and the Millennium Development Goals 
The target of the Millennium Development Goals for primary education is to achieve Universal 

Primary Education by ensuring that by 2015, children everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to 
complete a full course on primary schooling. 

According to United Nations Millennium Goals Reports (2005), the following key messages should 
be noted in order to achieve Universal Primary Education in Nigeria so as to meet the challenges for the 
21sl century. 

• Primary education is a right and should be made available to everyone. 
• With a 2015 target date for achieving the goals, very little time for action is left. A majority of 

countries including Nigeria have a six-year primary school cycle. To achieve UPE in these 
countries by 2015, all children of the age to complete primary school that year will have to be 
enrolled by 2009, less than three years away. 



• The goal of achieving "education for all" cannot be reached without improving the quality of 
education. How well pupils are taught and how much they learn can have a crucial impact on 
the frequency and duration of school attendance. 

• Good quality education is essential for enabling developing countries like Nigeria to achieve 
the level of economic growth needed to tackle poverty and make sustainable development a 
reality. It enables people to transform their own lives and the society in which they live. 

• Educating girls and women has particular benefits for the health and prosperity of developing 
countries like Nigeria. For example in Africa, children of mothers who received five years of 
primary education are 40 per cent more likely to live beyond five years of age (UNESCO, 
2007). 

• Certain groups of girls are more likely to be excluded from schools on the basis of ethnicity, 
religion or disability. Disabled children, disabled girls in particular, constitute a significant 
group that is denied access to education especially in the Northern part of Nigeria. The 
challenge is to support governments to provide quality education for excluded groups. 

• There are 73 million children of primary age out of school, of whom 64% are girls (UNICEF, 
2004).   The   Federal   Ministry  of Education   in   Nigeria   is   implementing  an   
education 
programme with support from the Department for International Development (DFID) and 
UNICEF to achieve the MDGs (Universal Primary Education and getting equal numbers of 
boys and girls into school. DFID is providing a 26 million pounds grant to education in six 
northern states to help the government achieve this (UNICEF, 2004). 

Globalization and Digital Revolution 
The evolution of globalization is marked by deeper transformation trends that pose a different kind of 

challenges to educational systems. Arising from globalization therefore, 'is the emergence of global forces 
which affect educational planning today in terms of the rising emphasis on technology and information in the 
classroom. 

Held (1991, p.21), viewed globalization as "the intensification of worldwide social relations which 
link distant localities in such a way that local happenings are shaped by events occurring many miles away". 
Held suggests, among other things that globalization is the product of the emergence of a global economy, 
expansion of transnational linkages between economic units creating new forms of collective decision 
making, development of intergovernmental institutions and intensification of transnational communication. 
The technology evolution in information and communication with the coming of international communication 
services like telephone, telex, E-mail have the world to be a global village. Either directly or indirectly, 
events are brought to live as they occur elsewhere. This phenomenon has become more dramatic with the 
coming of the Cable Network News (C.N.N.) and other international News Agencies. Foreign authority 
structures are no longer remote. Investigative news programmes have constantly exposed the activities of 
states to International viewers. 

Thus, the activities of states are opened to verification and vindication by the International Community. This 
exposure of States has greatly weakened sovereignty, making the State to be vulnerable to challenges and 
attacks from local and international dissident groups. The need to inform and communicate more effectively 
with each other, send and receive information is driving the networking process. The use of Information 
technology or Instructional technology (Multimedia) is now an important factor in education in the modem 
world. 

The Use of Computer in Primary Schools in Meeting the Challenges of the 21st Century 
Individual tutoring can be done using computer. Tutor programmes typically assume that the learner 

is in a blank state. Some learning materials are presented, and questions are then asked. If the answer is 
wrong, the computer will give two or three clues. If a right answer is not finally submitted, the computer 
classifies the learners as stark illiterates. It then goes away back to the very basic concepts. When the 
learner demonstrates full grasp of these basic concepts, the computer then goes to the first frame presented. 

Microprocessor chip (microcomputer is a means of learning or receiving instruction). It falls into two 
classes, and they include: -....  

•     Computer Assisted Learning. 1C A L); and  
•     Computer Managed Learning (CML). 

In CAL, Computers are used as learning resources. The teacher is completely substituted as the 



learner interacts directly with the medium of instruction through the available input terminal (Ajayi, 
-1999).-The teaching materials are stored inside the computer system. The teacher controls the overall 
environment in which his students learn, and such system will enable him select, specify design and even 
write computer based learning materials which he asserts to be of value to his students, and which 
complement or supplement other materials and activities (Kennenth Tant, 1984). The Computer Managed 
Learning (CML) is a method by which the learning material is stored in a system and released to the students 
through the computer. The system guides the students from one part of a course to another in individualized 
instruction. In this approach, the computer keeps record of the student's experience and needs. In this type of 
instruction, the computer helps solve the teacher and management problem by administering diagnostic tests, 
scoring the tests, prescribing appropriate next step and monitoring the process of each student to the end of the 
course. In essence, a computer based teaching system is a growing collection of software tools, which assist 
the teacher to develop programmes using facilities within the system. In these circumstances, the teacher 
can develop interactive teaching materials based on the following framework: 

(i)         Content/details of the subject matter 
(ii)        Presentation - arrangement on the screen 
(iii)       Interaction - the style of exchange between subject and machine 
(iv)       Structure the link between student activities. 

For the teacher to develop interactive teaching materials using computer, he should be encouraged 
to acquire sufficient programming ability to develop programmes to meet the students, curriculum, and the 
educational goals of teachers. He/She must also be able to identify the essential components of the computer 
such as Central Processing Unit (CPU), printers and softwares such as diskettes. The ability to manipulate the 
key board and other computer operations will be essential to any teacher to use computer in the classroom. 

Conclusion 
In view of the numerous advantages of globalization/digital revolution such as enhancing teacher 

effectiveness, offering students access to a variety of learning tools, and the tremendous gains of computer 
education, the nation cannot afford to fail in the implementation of the curriculum. The implementation of the 
curriculum calls for collaboration between Government, NGO's, Professional Association like Science 
Teachers Association of Nigeria, international organization and bodies. A lot will be achieved if government 
is 100 per cent committed to financing primary education in Nigeria. Only a strong primary education 
system can, in this new millennium support other levels of education and be beneficial to the nation at large. 

Suggestions 
To solve these problems and to maintain quality primary education, the following measures 

.should be put into practice.  

\1 It  is   important   to   note  that  government  alone  cannot  shoulder  the   heavy   
financial 
responsibility of Primary Education. There is the need to seek for alternative sources of funding primary 
education in Nigeria. According to the National Policy on Education (1981), section 12, paragraph 106, it is 
stated inter alia that "The financing of education is a joint responsibility of the Federal, State and Local 
Government. In this connection Government welcomes and encourages the participation of Local 
Communities, individuals and other organizations". This section in the white paper lays down the policy for 
the participants of entrepreneurs in the funding of education, At present, government grants constitute the 
main source of primary school revenue. To make the primary school system more financially buoyant 
especially in this period of socio- economic distress, the following sources could be effectively explored. 
(a) Fund Raising Activities 

The primary schools can embark on fund-raising activities. These include organizing Parent Teachers 
Association, encouraging donations both in kind and in cash from philanthropists and religious 
organizations, engaging in commercial farming such as poultry and fishery. Also, politicians and 
wealthy individuals in the community should be encouraged to assist in financing primary education. 

(b) External Aid 
External Aid for primary education could be sought through Bureau for External Aid. The process of 
achieving this has been mentioned in the earlier part of the paper. 

(c) School Activities 
Primary School could generate some money through certain co-curricular activities like school crafts, 
literacy activities such as staging of drama, running buttery for the sale of stationery items and charging 



community members to make use of some school materials and building for their social activities or 
extra-mural programme. 
1. Government should determine the per capita cost of educating a child, we will then apportion 

the responsibility amongst Federal, State, L.G.A. Parent/Community. Federal Government 
will have to set up minimum standards below which no State or L.G.A. should fall. If major 
policy pronouncements are Federal prerogative such as free, compulsory education, etc, then 
it has to bear the primary cost. 

2. Communities should be given the responsibility to provide materials such as land, farm 
implements, craft materials and even resource persons to enable the practical aspects of 
primary school content to be taught. They should maintain the physical environment of the 
school as part of service to themselves rather than waiting for government, since delay in 
carrying out minor repairs can lead to more damage that could be more expensive to repair. 
The school buildings can in turn be used for civic community functions and activities. It is 
realized that some communities in which a school is built may not have the means to provide 
the sort of support discussed above. 

3. Educational services like libraries and medical services to schools can, through judicious  
approach and requests be provided and maintained by volunteers and professional bodies. 

4. HIV and AIDS- The prevalence of HIV and AIDs, particularly in Nigeria is affecting 
children both at home and at school, reducing the numbers of experienced teachers and 
forcing children, especially girls, to drop out of school to care for sick family members  
(DFID, 2006). Education is probably the single most effective way of preventing the further 
spread of HIV. Facts about how young people can protect themselves are increasingly being 
integrated into school curricula. 
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