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Abstract  
Primary education is the foundation on which all the other levels of education 
depend, hut the quality of primary education has in the list 10 years declined 
considerably. The low quality of graduates turned out of our primary education 
system has been blamed on inadequate financing, poorly paid and poorly trained 
teachers, obsolete equipment, and so on. As we enter the 2 T' century, there is the need 
for Nigeria to re-order completely her priorities and see good sense in the return of 
Teacher Training Colleges; imbibe a culture of honest hard work as the source of all 
greatness and the key to progress in nil societies; restore the dignity of teachers and 
enhance the quality of the learning environment through provision of sufficient relevant 
materials. There measures if adopted and religiously followed \vi)l ensure a solid 
intellectual and professional output at the secondary and tertiary levels of our education 
system for nation building. 

Introduction 
With the end of the first millennium and with the year 2001 around the corner, it is usual for IKS 

to look hack to see how far our education particularly the primary education system has fared. 
Stock-taking which is evaluative, in essence is bound to be value-laden. The National Policy on 
Education (NPE, 1981) defined primary education as the education given in an institution for children 
aged normally 6 to 1 1+ and the rest of the education system is built upon it .  Thus, primary education is 
the key to the success or failure of the whole system. Since the purpose of education is to prepare the 
young for the future membership of the society, the provision of basic primary education is viewed 
as the constitutional right of the Nigerian child. Thus the place of primary education in Nigeria needs 
not be over-emphasized, since it is seen as a pre-requisite to vocational and social success. It is also at 
this level of education that a solid foundation is laid for the development of our future manpower 
resources. This is why the quality of primary education offered becomes a measure of the quality of such 
manpower resources produced by Nigerians. 

Secondly, primary education is a terminal contact with formal education for some Nigerians 
who for several reasons cannot proceed with higher education, often rely on the knowledge and skills  
they have acquired from primary school for socio-economic and political survival. The extent to 
which graduates of primary education become useful citizens depends on the quality of formal 
education they have been exposed to. 

As we have gradually stepped into the twenty first century there is the need to reflect back into 
the first millennium with the view to providing readers with the facts as they arc. The facts are that in 
the past forty one years of "Nigeria's independence, the curricula of the primary education have gradually 
and progressively metamorphosed from the colonial curriculum of 3RS to the present 6-3-3-4 education 
system. However, the primary education system has witnessed some lapses and confronted by a 
number of challenges which among others include low quality of primary education, inadequate learning 
environment, undisciplined bureaucracy, teacher quality and retention and so on. These challenges 
which impinge on the operation of primary education have far-reaching consequences for Nigeria in 
the new millennium and if nothing is done to arrest the situation, the problems are very likely to be with 
us in this 2Is1 century. These challenges constitute the background addressed in this paper. The trend at the 
global level is that nations are re-positioning their systems, policies and programmes to meet the 
inevitable demands of the next century. Nigeria should be part of this re-ordering and the best starting 
point is the National Policy on Education. 

Taking-Stock Of Nigeria's Primary Education System 
It is normal and a course of wisdom for educational organisations from lime to time to look 

backwards in order,to determine how far their goals have been attained. One major problem facing  

education in Nigeria, which regularly features in the literature of teacher education is that primary 
school teachers are not sufficiently prepared to meet the complex demands of the teaching-learning 
process and as such cannot adequately contribute to nation building (Mkpa, 1999). 'I he National 
Policy on Education (NPE, 1981)  has prescribed the NCE as the minimum entry requirement for 



teaching in the primary school, but Mkpa (1999) noted that since the secondary school curriculum is 
being used to prepare such teachers, they arc grossly inadequate and ill-equipped to leach at the 
primary school level. This is because the curriculum of pre-service and in-service hardly provide 
experiences that can equip them to perform their main professional function of teaching. Again, 
experience shows that NCE students do their teaching practice in secondary schools instead of in their 
target destination which is the primary school. This gives a course for concern.  

Another equally disturbing problem is that on graduation, some of the graduates are admitted into 
the university (o pursue various degree programmes from where they find (heir ways into other lucrative 
professions (Odigbo, 2000). This problem is related to that of quantity teacher supply to primary 
schools. Quantity teachers supply refers to (he situation in which schools have fewer number of teachers 
than actually needed. This can he seen in urban schools overstaffed with the wives of senior civil 
servants and well-to-do business magnates, while the rural primary schools are grossly under-staffed. In 
such rural schools Mkpa (1999) observed that a single teacher handles two or more classes and under such 
a situation, no meaningful academic work can take place. If the problem continues unabated, it is very 
likely to remain with us in (he 2Pl century. 

The low quality of primary education offered is another area of concern. The UN Common 
Country Assessment (CCA) on Nigeria blamed the low quality of primary education on insufficient 
teaching time arising from frequent strikes by teachers for the ineffective delivery of the curriculum and 
also on the low quality and poor motivation of teaching staff, inadequate school infrastructure and lack of 
requisite tools. The UN said that the low salary levels, which place the Nigerian workers at the "margin of 
poverty lines" are a major contributor to the academic corruption in the country. No wonder why the 
country's wage policy has been seen as fictional and accepted by the employees with a tacit 
understanding of pursuing other income-generating opportunities. 

On the retention of primary school teachers, Odigbo (1998) frowned at the rate with which the 
male primary school teachers abandon their jobs in alarming number for other more rewarding 
occupations. This development may be attributed to inadequate financing, poorly paid and trained 
academic staff, insufficient and irrelevant leaching environment and so on. Consequently, the male 
primary school teachers are not proud of their "chosen" occupation resulting in the tendency for them to 
look for something bptter (Wokocha, 1998; and Odigbo, 1998). 

The genera! indiscipline in our school system today represents one of the administrative 
challenges militating against effective and efficient implementation of the programmes of primary 
education in Nigeria. It was Mkpa (1999) who in his work pointed out that (he absence of discipline was 
a sign of collapse of the educational system and that this problem exists at the various levels of the 
school and among the various categories of individuals such as learners, teachers and officials. This 
again is complicated by the crisis of financial indiscipline in the management of the schools" scarce 
resources. These acts of indiscipline are not limited to learners alone, but teachers are also guilty of 
such acts as favouritism, selected application of justice, "halo" effect, embezzlement of official funds 
and negligence of duty. The officials of (he Ministry of Education, local governments and National 
Primary Education Commission are also not free from indiscipline. '1 here are cases of embezzlement of 
funds meant for the management of primary schools, submission of incorrect statistical data on school 
enrolment, punitive transfer and retention of "ghost1' teachers (Mkpa. 1999). These eases f indiscipline set 
the primary school programes back, retard educational progress and frustrate the attainment of primary 
education goals. 

Re-Positioning Primary Education System For Nation Building 
There is no magic formula in nation building except honest hard work and careful re-ordering of 

our education system especially the primary education on which a solid foundation is built for secondary 
and tertiary education respectively. Hard work indeed is the source of ail greatness in all societies, and it is 
the key to progress in our time. As we gradually step into the 2Is 1  century, (here is the great need to 
re-order completely the primary education system to meet the new challenges, new problems and tasks,we 
shall encounter, which our present system of thoughts, knowledge and action may be incapable of 
resolving. It is reasonable to re-position the policies and programmes of Nigerian education system to 
meet the inevitable demands of this century and even beyond. A good starting 

point for this re-ordering is the National Policy on Education formulated in 1977 and revised in 1981.  
The provisions of this policy need to be reviewed particularly as it affects primary education, and re-
aligned to meet our expectations in I he 2 P' century. As part of ibis re-positioning, Nigeria should reorder 
her priorities completely. for example, we should see wisdom in: 



1. The return of Teacher Training Colleges now being phased out since the curriculum of pre- 
service training of NCR graduates does not equip them adequately for their assignment in 
primary schools. Scrapping of teachers1 training colleges on the one hand and mandating the 
National Teachers' Institute (NT!) to run the same programme amounts to double standards 
and promotion of inefficiency. It is only the teacher training institutions that can provide 
primary school teachers with adequate knowledge, skills, and methods for leaching at the 
primary school level. 

2 Adopting   and   subjecting   prospective   candidates   for   admission   into   our   
educational 

institutions to a battery of psychological, aptitude and altitudinal testing which shall be 
established and administered for thai purpose. Obe (1983) pointed out that the altitude testing is 
a very important determinant of the success of any education system. The National 
Commission for Colleges of Kducalion (NCCH) has also recommended "altitude scale 
towards teaching", which will be used as an adjunct to JAMB selection test (Lassa, 199?). 
One advantage of this kind of lest is to ensure that only teachers who arc academically 
qualified and attitudinally attuned to leaching, will be admitted into our teacher education 
institutions, so thai our educators are not confronted with the training of unwilling and 
dissatisfied disciples. Il is only when this attitude scale testing is fully put in place, shall we 
begin to generate qualified and effective primary school teachers. This will go a long way to 
reduce the "brain drain" syndrome typical of the primary and other levels of our educational 
institutions. 

3. Restoring the dignity of the teachers by giving them the conditions of service that are 
comparable with what obtains in the oil sector, banking and other industries. Odigbo (1999) 
noted that wages and salaries arc the main components of the compensation and reward 
process, aimed at re-imbursing employees for work done and at the same time motivating 
them to perform to the best of their abilities. In addition, primary school teachers should be 
motivated enough to seek effectiveness by providing them with adequate incentives called 
employee benefits. Such benefits include social security, insurance plans, and certain other 
benefits which essentially protect teachers in the event of illness, or accident and during 
periods of unemployment and retirement. 

4. Prudent management of funds allocated to the primary education sector. This can  be achieved 
through  constant  monitoring  of funds and  programmes.   Funds  allocated   for     
primary 
education are to be judiciously managed and monitored on a regular basis. This will ensure 
financial probity and accountability. It is only when these objective are achieved shall the 
problems of inflated contracts for which mobilization fees had been paid, approval of inferior 
works executed and embezzlement of funds shall finally be put to rest (Mkpa, 1999). Money 
looted  from the national treasury and hidden  in  foreign banks by  individuals should 
be 
recovered and invested in primary education. 

 

5. .Retaining primary school teachers especially in the rural schools by making the conditions of 
service in rural schools more attractive than those in the urban schools. Such drastic decisions 
among others should include monthly inconvenience allowance, vehicle advances, provision 
of low-cost housing units with electricity and water bore holes in the rural settings. 

6. Rewarding a good teacher/researcher who has actually distinguished himself/herself certainly 
better than  the  way we  reward  footballers  in  this country.  Also teachers'  salaries 
and 
allowances should be paid as and when due in order to eliminate frequent strikes by  teachers 
for better conditions of service. 

 
                
 

              1. enhancing the quality of the learning environment in primary schools by providing 
sufficient 



and relevant materials, replacing outdated/obsolete equipment. 

Conclusion 
Primary education is the foundation cm which the other levels of education depend and the 

quality of manpower resources produced for education, industrial, agricultural, commerce, economic and 
political sectors of the economic system can be determined by the quality of primary education in the 
country. But with the new millennium around our door steps, the Nigerian primary education system is 
besieged by a number of problems which threaten the solid intellectual and professional output at the 
secondary and tertiary levels of our education system. The very low quality graduates turned out of our 
schools has been attributed to inadequate financing, poorly paid and untrained academic staff, 
insufficient and irrelevant learning materials and so on. The 21S| century primary schools can adopt the 
suggestions proffered in this paper, to minimise the problems discussed in this paper. 
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