
 

 
GENDER ISSUES AND INSIGHTS IN NIGERIAN EDUCATION : THE CONSEQUENT! OF 

THE GIRL-CHILD EDUCATIONAL DEPRIVATION 

Robert Okah, I 

Abstract 
Education of the girl-child will not only help in the all round development of the 
girl-child but will assist her to make the best out of life. Through education, the 
girl-child is better equipped with skills that transform her into productive member 
of a rapidly changing world and society. This paper highlights the importance of 
girls education and the issues involved. The paper examines and analyses the 
consequences of educational deprivation of the girl-child in Nigeria and 
recommends positive attitude towards girl-child education through enlightenment 
programmes and other approaches to discourage and eliminate gender stereotyping. 

Introduction 
Education is supposed to be an important instrument for the correction of any kind of 

imbalance.  It is a socializing agent that liberates people from all societal ills. In support of the above 
assertion, Okezue in  Olanrewaju, (2005), sees education as a major force for developing individual talents 
in all works of life within the society, men and women inclusive. According to Ereze in Olanrewaju 
(2005:65); 

Education should be a birthright and privilege of every citizen of any country. An 
effective instrument of development, a strategic tool for liberating the masses of a people 
from ignorance, disease and poverty. And in which the government based its 
educational philosophy of educational opportunities for all citizens of the nation, men, 
women inclusive. 

The National Policy on Education (2004), equally advocates for equal education 
opportunities for all citizens (males and females) without giving any preference to any particular se . But in 
reality, there is a wide disparity in educational opportunities in Nigeria according to gender There exists 
particularly at the religious and cultural levels inequities in educational opportunism among sexes 
whereby girl-children are less favoured than their male counterparts. 

Traditionally, boys and girls are differently treated and perceived, with the boy-child almost and 
always emerging as the most preferred. While the birth of a male child brings with it joy and happiness, as 
the family rejoices over the birth of a potential family head, that of a girl-child in most cases is received 
with mixed feelings and at times obvious sadness, 

The practice of assigning values, status and attitudes to people on the basis of gender has been so 
stereotypically done that some forms of discrimination, deprivations and inequalities have been instituted. 
According to Njoku; in Ekeh (2000), gender discrimination arises in a situation where either of the sexes 
suffers because of lack of status, access to education and lack of participation in personal and communal 
decisions. In the pre-colonial days, Nigeria operated a social order or system that arrogated superior status 
and recognition to the male or boy-child thereby relegating the girl-child to an inferior status as a second 
class citizen. While the boy-child naturally enjoys to the fullest his rights and privileges and thereby 
flowers to his heart desires, the girl-child has some, if not all her rights infringed upon, including her right 
to equal educational opportunities. 

It is the intention of this paper therefore to discuss the various issues that concern the girl-child 
educational deprivation and the consequences on the general societal development 

The Girl-child School Enrolment 

In recent times, the education of the girl-child in Nigeria has attracted so much attention from both the government, and 
non-governmental organizations, as well as individuals, each group trying to justify the need for the girl-child education, the issues 
involved and how best it can be achieved This development indicates the realization that through education, the girl-child is better 
equipped with skills that will make her a truly productive member o the changing world and society. An adage has it that: :"the hand 
that rocks the cradle rules the world" and as Aggrey in Obi, (2001), puts it, "to educate a man is to educate an individual, but to 
educate a woman is to educate a nation". This was confirmed by Combs (1985) when he noted that education of women 
unlocks the entrance to other elements on which socio-cultural transformation hinge. With education, women can contribute 
immensely through acquired knowledge and skills to the development of the nation. Corroborating the above position, Kaita 
(1976), posited that: 

Girls being the mother of the next generation, should be given the best and soundest education 
possible so that our future generation might have the very best foundation and background to 
sustain our civilization because the educated girls of today will become tomorrow's mothers who 
will be in the position to take better care of the nation’s children for a better tomorrow. 

Education of the girl-child in the past was purely traditional and informal. There was no stipulated curriculum. The 
cultural and social setting in which she operated determined what she was taught. Early marriage was the in-thing, hence the 
best education for her was considered to be that which equipped her with skills for successful married life. Under the guidance 
of her mother and significant others, she was tutored aboul motherhood and how to carry out household chores. 



With such a scenario, the introduction of western education did not make much meaning to the girl-child and her 
parents. Little wonder fewer number of girls turned out for enrolment into formal education as compared to their male 
counterparts. For instance, according to Amadiume (1987), by 1906, 1,592 boys and 132 girls, were enrolled for 12 primary 
schools managed by the United Free Church of Scotland in the Eastern Province; while 213 boys and 109 girls enrolled in the 
4 schools ran by the Roman Catholic Mission. In government owned schools 4,302 boys and 279 girls enrolled in the same year. 

This trend in school enrolment of boys and girls did not change quickly. The situation has virtually remained the same 
as girls have continued to lag behind boys in school enrolment even up till this moment. Trends in school enrolment of boys 
and girls in Nigeria over the years are as indicated in tables I, II, III below. Figures in the tables indicate that boys are 
consistently ahead of girls in school enrolment at various levels of education. This trend however has become reversed in 
favour of girls in some parts of Nigeria, especially the Eastern part of Nigeria and specifically in Enugu and Anambra States. 
Confirming this position, Okonkwo (1998) and Robert-Okah (2005) have indicated that there was a steady rise in female 
educational enrolment at all levels during the period under reference. This development has been attributed to the present. 

Table I:   Pupils Enrolment in the Nigerian Primary Schools According to Gender 
Academic 
Year 

Males Female  

 Number Percentage 
(%) 

Number Percentage 
(%) 

Total 

1959 1,956,380 63.27 1,019,558 36.73 2,775,938      
1963 1,771,644 61.17 2,124,738 38.83 2,896,382 
1970 2,216,229 63.04 1,299,598 36.96 3,515,825 
1975/76 3,450,486 57.42 2,6250,061 42.58 6,165,547 
1976/77 4,588,539 56.65 3,511.785 43.35 8,188,324 
1977/78 5,610,164 56/85 4,257,815 43.15 9,867,961 
1978/79 6,101,868 56.51 4,696,682 43.49 10,798,550 
1979/80 6,822,120 56.30 5.295,363 43.70 12,117,483 
1980/81 7,789,786 56.61 5,970,244 43.39 13,760,030 
1993 8,930,650 56.63 6,939,680 43.37 15,810,280 
1994 9,056,367 55.93 7,134,580 44.07 16,190,947 
1995 8,729,421 55.46 7,011,657 44.54 15,741,078 
1996 8,235,865 55.66 6,560,209 44.34 14,796,074 
1997 9,837,394 56.54 7,560,159 43.46 173,977,553 

 
 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 Although some level of improvement in girls school enrolment have been achieved over the years through 
various intervention programmes and government policies such as the Universal Primary Education (UPE) (1976), the 
Universal Basic Education (1994), and through seminars, workshops and conferences, Nigeria according to Ekeh (2000), 
cannot be said to have completely overcome the problem of imbalance in accessibility to education and school enrolment of 
boys and girls. 

Pattern of subject Choice and Academic Achievement of the Girl-Child 
Research findings have indicated that girls opt for subjects in Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences than in pure 

sciences and technology. Information on table III indicates that girls have more propensity for arts, education and social 
sciences than they do in science and science-related areas. Girls who find themselves enrolled do not perform as much as 
their male counterparts. For instance, Obioma and Ohuche (1981), and Ekeh (2000), found significant gender-based 
differences in Science achievement, which is in favour of boys. 

Table IV shows that girls performance in science, technology and mathematics during the period examined, has 
consistently remained poor and discouraging. This could be due to a number of socio-economic factors. 

Problems that Militate Against the Girl-Child Education in Nigeria 
A number of factors have contributed to the poor school enrolment and academic achievement of the girl-child 

in Nigeria. Parents during the pre-colonial era preferred early marriages of their daughters to their education. 

Table IV: Pattern of Girls Achievement in Science, Technology and Mathematics in WAEC Exams 
Subject 1980  1981  1983  1984  
 Total 

candidates 
No.   & 
% 

Total 
candidates 

No.   & 
% 

Total 
candidates 

No.   & 
% 

Total 
candidate's 

JVo.   & 
% 

Mathematics 5,026 4,385 
(8.72) 

70,242 2,104 
(2.99) 

129,313 6,910 
(5-34) 

156,576 10,096 
6.44 

Statistics 231 16 
(6.92) 

240 56 
(23.33) 

518 77 
(14.86) 

620 87 
(14.03) 

Add Maths 535 188 
(35.14) 

629 143 
(22.73) 

1,083 273 
(21.88) 

1,264 374 
(29.58) 

Physics. 4,265 1,881 
(44.10) 

6,668 
(20.94) 

1,187 11,074 
(13.18) 

1,460 12,191 2,509 
(20.58) 

Chemistry 18,52 6,021 
(32.50) 

24,336 3,742 
(15.37) 

38,051 2,899 
(7.61) 

39.374 6,767 
(17.18) 

Biology 43,67 10,888 54,251 5,360 
(9.88) 

111,541 6,951 
(6.23) 

 8,885 
(6.81) 

Technical 
drawing 

98 72 
(73.46) 141 

45 
(31.91) 361 

83 
(22.99) 476 

137 
(28.78) 

Wood 
work 

- - 7 0 (0.00) 11 6 (54.54) 12 0 
(0.00) 

Metal 
work 

4 
3 (75.00) 2 0 (0.00) 3 2 (66.66) 6 

0 
(0.00) 

Applied 
electrical 11 

3 
(27.27) 18 7 (38.88) 60 

38 
(63.33) 62 

0 
(0.00) 

Basic 
Elect. 5 

1 
(20.00) 3 3 (1.00) 32 

22 
(68.75) 24 

20 
(83.3) 

Auto 
Mechanics 

- - 4 0 (0.00) 7 4 (57.14) 12 4 
(33.33) 



The thinking was that girls' education would eventually end in the kitchen since their most important traditional roles of 
housekeeping and rearing of children would naturally demand that they stay around the home. Acquisition of western education 
therefore would make them abandon their household responsibilities for office work, thus making it impossible for them to 
give adequate attention to their husbands and children. Parents also thought it was useless educating their daughters for other 
men to reap the benefits. 

According to STAN (1992), the indoor activities that girls engage in make it difficult for them to interact effectively with 
their environment hence stalling their curiosity and appreciation of natural phenomena. This may also hamper their understanding of 
science concepts, resulting to poor mastery of the scientific process skills and low performance in science subjects. On the other 
hand, boys enjoy the freedom of participating in activities outside the home, thus interacting more effectively and exploring their 
environment. 

It is also common knowledge that the boy-child was and has continued to be the most preferred child in most 
Nigerian families. He therefore enjoys greater privileges and opportunities from his parent, education inclusive. Boys were 
encouraged early to embrace western education as this was regarded as a way of raising and supporting the development of a prospective 
family head. Corroborating the above sentiment, Roberts (1984), in his study on parental attitudes towards education of the girl-child, 
discovered that 76% of families would educate their sons instead of their daughters if finances were limited. Another study by Carter and 
Mene (Omozuwa and Idada, 2003), discovered that sons are more likely to be educated but that girls' chances of education 
increases with their parents Socio-Economic Status (SES). 

It is feared even in the present day Nigeria that educated women may not make good house wives. Education, it is 
feared would make them wiser, more out-going, cause them to know and demand their rights from the society and their 
husbands. This situation will likely be viewed as a mark of disrespect and insubordination in a country like Nigeria where 
women are expected to be submissive and subordinate to men, where they should only be seen and not heard.  

Added to the above-mentioned factors emanating from family and society is the Science Teachers Association of 
Nigeria (STAN, 1992), observation that girls generally have poor attitudes towards schooling and to science and technology. 
Most girls view science subjects as boring, masculine, involving a lot of memorization and may not necessarily be used or 
applied in problem-solving and life planning. 

Certain school factors have been found to be detrimental to both girl-children school environment and their 
academic achievement. Girls are susceptible to all kinds of external harassment and aggression. Most parents may have 
reasoned that sending their daughters to school meant exposing them to danger. Such parents would prefer their daughters to 
remain indoors for safety (UNESCO, 1993). 

Teachers differential expectations for boys and girls and discrimination in relating with students of the opposite sex 
have been identified by STAN (1992), as a veritable limiting factor to girls achievement in schools. Teachers have very low 
expectation of girls hence go at the pace of boys in classroom teaching. Okwubunka (1997), posited that low expectations of the 
girl-child and her over-protection right from birth, may likely have creeping effect on her curiosity, initiative and creative 
tendencies, which are necessary in her school work, especially in scientific studies and operations. A situation where in some 
schools girls are made to sit separately from boys, warming their seats while teachers ask questions eliciting answers form 
boys, is detrimental to their (girls) participation and achievement in schools. 

. The advent of Christianity and Islamic religions projected a male God, to be served by male pastors and imams. Women 
were relegated to the background even in the church, which felt that the best education for women was that which prepared 
them to become good wives and mothers. The 'purdah' system as it was practiced by Moslems was and is still a major 
hindrance to girls enrolment into schools. 

Nigeria may not be different in this regard. Those who patronize the services of these girls do not send them to school. Again, the 
economic depression in Nigeria has rendered most families in both the urban and rural areas very poor such that they find it difficult 
to send their children to school. Since sons are preferred, most families tend to spend their meagre resources on the education of their 
sons, while training and encouraging their daughters for early marriage. 

Consequences of Educational Deprivation of the Girl-Child in Nigeria 
Today in Nigeria, men dominate the work force. Women have continued to be under represented in managerial, 

administrative and professional positions both in private and government organizations. This is due to the fact that majority of women 
in Nigeria are still illiterates or semiskilled. The near absence of women in science and technology according to Ekeh (2000), 
contributes to their employment problems. Many of them lack the required skills to engage in a wide range of jobs and careers. 
Nigeria women are therefore the worst hit by the unemployment problem in this part of the globe. 

Commenting on women education and job situation, Okwubunka in Ekeh (2000) observed that.. ."women swell the base of 
education pyramid, feminizing the elementary schools; and men perch along the structures' lop, issuing their directives". It is a 
well known fact that since the introduction of university education in Nigeria, only two Nigerian women have been appointed Vice 
chancellors - Professors Alele Williams, the former Vice Chancellor of University of Benin and the current Vice-chancellor of 
University of Abuja. 

Nigerian women hardly venture into the political arena. Those who show interest are intimidated and frustrated to 
withdraw. Since independence, Nigeria has never produced a female president or Head of State, nor has any state produced a female 
governor. Female Ministers, Senators, Commissioners and Speakers of House of Assembly are too few to be counted on the fingers. 
This is due to their ill-preparation, through education to attain such positions. 

Conclusion 
The issue of imbalance in accessibility of education of girl-children in Nigeria has constituted a major obstacle towards their 

development. It is important therefore to seek ways and means to assist them to gain maximum development of their abilities and 
potentials through education. The roles of parents, the school, the government and the society to make this a reality have been properly 
articulated in this paper. 



Recommendations 
1. Government   and   non-governmental   organizations   should   establish   strong   grassroots 

enlightenment programmes to mobilize and sensitise people towards a positive attitude in the 
area of girl-child education. 

2. Religious institutions should be enlightened through seminars and sermons on the importance 
of girl-child education. 

3. Government should put in place laws prohibiting withdrawal of girls from school for marriage 
or for any other reason before the completion of at least the junior secondary school. 

4. Girls that drop out of schools as a result of early pregnancy should be encouraged and 
provided opportunity to continue with their education after delivery. 

5. For improved girls enrolment and achievement in science and technology, some girl-friendly 
approaches or strategies should be adapted in the teaching of science. 

6. Girls who show outstanding performances or make noticeable contributions to science and 
technology knowledge should be identified and awarded scholarships and grants by 
governments, NGOs and wealthy individuals. 
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