605
ASSESSMENT OF PRIMARY EDUCATION OBJECTIVES FOR THE
ACHIEVEMENT OF THE MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS
(MDGS)

Esther Jumoke Olubadewo
Department of Social Studies,
Federal College of Education,
Kano.

Abstract
Education generally is considered to be the foundation of progress the
world over. Any country that is aspiring to develop socially,
economically, emotionally, physically and politically needs to take the
issue of education seriously. It is only through education, the main
socialization agent that changes can take place in the society. In the
same vein, primary education being the basic upon which other levels of
education rest plays important roles towards the achievement of overall
goals of education in Nigeria. The success of any programme therefore
depends on the quality of educational system of that society. On the
above premise therefore, the paper assessed primary education and its
objectives for the achievement of Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs). The paper briefly traced the history of primary education, precolonial, colonial and post-colonial eras to the present dispensation. (i.e.
efforts make by various governments to universities education and make
it accessible to all citizens).
.

Primary education is considered
generally as a fundamental or basic level in
the educational system of all nations. It
occupies important position in the history
of Nigeria educational system. Thus, it is
viewed as the very foundation upon which
other strata of the education level are built.
It takes in the successful beneficiaries of
the pre-primary and supplies entrants into
the secondary education.
Primary education is the first level
of the Nation’s educational system in
which the total process of human ability

and behavior is developed. National
policy on Education (NPE) (2004) defined
primary education as the education given
in an institution to children aged 6-11 plus.
It is sometimes referred to as elementary
education. Microsoft Encarta (2009)
perceived it as the earliest programme of
education for children, beginning generally
at the age of five or six and lasting from
six to eight years. According to EFA
global monitoring report (2002) primary
education is education programmes that
are normally designed on a unit or project
basis to give pupils a sound basic
education in reading, writing and
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mathematics along with an elementary
understanding of other sources such as
history, geography, natural science, social
science, art and music. Primary education
refers to the first (or elementary) stage of
the total process in developing human
ability and behaviour. It also means the
first (or elementary) state of the social
process in which one achieve social
competence and individual growth carried
on a selected control setting which (in
modern society) is instructionalised
(Olorunmonu, 2006). According to
Fafunwa (1990), basic education (given at
the primary level) connotes fundamental
which in turn reflect those aspects of
behaviour
modification
within
an
environment, without which the individual
would be so handicapped that he would be
living at the periphery of the society, not
benefiting from it, and contributing to its
welfare and improvement.
Primary education is paramount to
the achievement of the overall goals of
education. The importance of primary
education
therefore
cannot
be
overemphasized in the area of overall
development of the nation. Education is
closely linked to virtually all dimensions of
development, be it human, economic and
social. The need for primary education in
the
achievement
of
millennium
development goals cannot be underrated.
This is because lack of basic education can
serve as obstacle to the achievement of
MDGs.
Faulty
primary
education
definitely will have adverse effects on
other levels of education and of which may
indirectly cause other problems like
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poverty,
malnutrition,
high
infant
mortality, low economic productivity, the
prevalence of preventable diseases, gender
issues, high maternal mortality, population
explosion and other related problems.
Historical Perspectives of Primary
Education in Nigeria.
Primary
education
can
be
considered as the oldest among other levels
of education in Nigeria. And it has passed
through different times in its history. The
advent of Europeans who came as
explorers, traders or missionaries marked
the beginning of formal education in
Nigeria. Precisely, between (1842-1882)
the primary education was in the hands of
various Christian missions. During this
period, no consideration was paid to
teacher quality and the teaching staff
comprised the missionary, his wife and
other employees. The subjects taught by
then were reading, writing, arithmetic and
religion. The teaching and learning of
these subjects took place in the same
building used for religious services.
1882 and 1940’s is another
important period in the history of primary
education in Nigeria. During this period
the colonial government came up and rules
and regulations on education were put in
place and latter codified into ordinances
and codes, mostly to direct the actions of
all Sundry connected with the education
system. The 1882 education ordinance
helped the state to provide financial
assistance and maintenance for the schools.
During this period, there was a little but
improvement in the primary education

607

Assessment of Primary Education Objectives for…

compared with missionary era, although
there were still lapses. However the
Phelps-stokes funds from United States of
America and international education board
set up a commission to study education in
west, south and equatorial Africa in 1922
and the report entitled “education in
Africa” was published in the same year.
Between 1954 and 1960, primary
education was controlled by regional
government. The western and eastern
regional governments placed highest
priority on primary education level by
introducing
the
universal
primary
education (UPE) scheme in 1955 and 1957
respectively. But it is a pity that the UPE
scheme could not live long in the Eastern
region while that of the western region
lingered on for a long time.
Ashby
commission
was
constituted in 1959 and it was discovered
through this commission that the quality of
teaching was poor and the command of
English language in the primary education
system was below the usual standard. The
Ashby commission report in 1960 no doubt
changed the aspirations of Nigerian
citizens towards the educational system
that would be relevant to the pressing
needs of the economic, social and culture
of the country.
In 1963, a draft of the national
policy on education was prepared. Based
on this draft, a seminar was held at Lagos
in June 1973 in which many distinguished
personalities of various disciplines took
part. The five major national objectives, as
indicated in the second national

development plan, were adopted. The
recommendations
of
the
national
conference on curriculum development,
most especially that of a six-years primary,
three-years junior secondary, three-years
senior secondary school and four years
university system of education. This
marked the beginning of uniforminity in
the primary education curriculum in
Nigeria.
Another remarkable dimension of
primary education in Nigeria was the
introduction
of
universal
primary
education (UPE) in 1976 by federal
government to provide free primary
education
throughout
the
country
following the somade commission report
in 1973. Children whose ages range from
six to eleven plus constitute its
beneficiaries. The educational policy
making was the sole responsibility of the
federal and state governments. The
financial burden for UPE was the
responsibility of federal, state and local
governments. The control of primary
education however, was shifted to the local
governments after the 1976 local
government reforms. By September 30th
1999, the Universal Basic Education
(UBE) was formerly launched by the
Nigeria’s Head of State in fulfillment of
promise made by people’s Democratic
Party (PDP) to the people of Nigeria
during its electioneering campaign. The
new UBE, unlike the previous schemes is
larger in scope, covering the first nine
years of education (i.e six years of primary
education and three years of junior
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secondary school) Adult literacy and
nomadic education.
In 1977, national policy on
education was produced and revised in
1981, 1989 and 2004. The 86 page policy
document has twelve sections. The third
section which is on primary education is
the focus of the writer.
National Policy on Primary Education
The adoption of 6-3-3-4 system of
education in 1976 brought about a change
in the curriculum of primary education. In
this system, pupils were to spend six years
in primary school. According to the
national policy, education given in this
institution is for children aged 6-11 years
plus. In addition, the NPE (2004) remarked
that primary education is the key to the
success or failure of the whole educational
system because the rest of the educational
system is built upon it. The above
statement implies that the preceding
educational systems such as secondary and
tertiary are built upon the primary school
stage in this direction, Akinyemi (1987)
posits that primary school is the embryo of
a country’s educational system.
At primary education level, the
concern according to Taylor (1997) is to
assist the child develop his natural abilities
by creating the necessary environment that
will stimulate challenges and involve him
socially, physically, intellectually and
emotionally in the act of learning and
doing. The goals of primary education
according to NPE (2004) include molding
of character, sound actions and morals in
the child and provision of basic tools for

further education, just to mention but a
few. In essence, primary education is the
bed rock to the realization of the national
aims and objectives of the country’s
development.
The general objectives that form
the basis of primary education in all the
states of the federation as stated in section
3, subsection 14 of the national policy on
education 2004 include:
(a) The inculcation of permanent literacy
and numeracy, and ability to
communicate effectively
(b) The laying of a sound basis for
scientific and reflective thinking
(c) Citizenship education as a basis for
effective
participation
in
the
contribution to the life of the society
(d) Character and moral training and the
development of sound attitudes
(e) Developing in the child the ability to
adapt to his changing environment
(f) Giving the child the opportunities for
developing manipulative skills that
will enable him to function effectively
in the society within the limits of his
capacity
(g) Providing basis tools for further
education advancement, including
preparation for trade and crafts of the
locality.
These laudable aims are expected
to be attained through their practical
translation into meaningful school
activities. In order to achieve these
laudable objectives therefore, the
government has made primary
education
free,
universal
by
implementing the UPE scheme in
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September 1976 and UBE scheme in
September 1999.
The
curriculum
activities
prescribed by Nigerian government for
the primary school in order to achieve
its objectives include the following:
the inculcation of literacy and
numeracy, the study of science, the
study of social norms and values of the
local community and of the country as
a whole through civic and social
studies, the giving of health and
physical education, moral and religious
education, the encouragement of
aesthetic, creative and musical
activities, the teaching of local crafts
and domestic science and Agriculture.
Series of activities that are to be
embarked upon to make the carrying
out of the curriculum activities easy
involve provision of junior libraries,
materials and manpower for teaching
of science, encourage by various
means, interstate visits and school
excursions, maintain a high degree of
sanitation in the school environment to
make health and physical education
meaningful in primary education and
making staff and facilities available for
the teaching of creative arts, teaching
would be by practical exploratory and
experimental methods.
The medium of instruction in the
primary school at initial stage would be
the language of the environment and at a
later stage, English. The ratio of teacher
to pupil in primary school would be 1:30

for effective teaching and learning.
Moreover, incidence of dropping out at
the primary level of education would be
discouraged and provision shall be made
for any pupils that eventually drop out in
the context of adult and non formal
education to enable such early leavers to
continue
with
their
education.
Government will base the primary school
leaving
certificate
on
continuous
assessment issued locally by the head
teacher of the school.
Contributions of Primary Education to
the
Achievement
of
Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs)
Millennium development goals
(MDGs) as developmental intervention
came into existence from the United
Nations. Millennium declaration adopted
in September 2000, specifically to address
the problem of poverty and promote
sustainable development by improving
social and economic conditions in the
World’s poorest countries. MDGs serve as
a strategy of responding to the World’s
main development challenges, set for the
year 2015 which focuses on several key
areas of human well-being MDGs are
drawn from the actions and targets
contained in the millennium declaration
that was adopted by 189 Nations and
signed by 147 heads of states and
governments during the United Nation
Millennium summit in September, 2000.
MDGs have eight (8) achievable
objectives which include to:
1. Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger
2. Achieve universal primary education
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3. Promote
gender
equality and
empower women
4. Reduce child mortality
5. Improve maternal health
6. Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other
diseases
7. Ensure environmental sustainability
8. Develop a global partnership for
development.
It is important to note that these agreed set
of goals can only be achieved if all sectors
work together and do their parts.
This paper focuses attention on the
objective No 2 of MDGs (i.e.) delivery of
universal primary education targeted for all
children in Nigeria (boys and girls) by the
year 2015. By this date they would have
completed full course of primary
education. Ensuring also that, the increase
in the enrolment must have been
accompanied by efforts to ensure that all
children remain at school and receive a
high quality education. The realization of
this goal is directly connected with other
goals set up in MDGs with positive impact
on the area of setting men, women and
children free from the abject and
dehumanizing conditions of extreme
poverty.
Education generally is closely
linked to virtually all dimensions of
human, economic and social development.
The usefulness of education in the area of
development
therefore,
cannot
be
underrated. It is the available tool for
socio-economic
and
political
transformation of a country and powerful
instrument for increasing the quality of the
individual in an economy and thus helps to
speed up the rate of general development

of a nation. Thus primary education as the
basic education as designed to develop
pupils ability to obtain and use information
about the immediate environment and
nation. This is all the more reason why
most of the countries pay more attention to
primary education. Nigeria, for instance,
attached so much importance to primary
education and made it to be free and
universal by implementing UPE scheme in
September 1976 and UBE in September
1999 to enable all children of school age to
have access to qualitative education.
In recognition of the importance of
education in the area of development, the
Federal Republic of Nigeria in the national
policy on education (2004) states that:
“The federal government of Nigeria has
adopted education as an instrument per
excellence for affecting national
development. It is the greatest
investment that the nation can make for
the quick development of its economic,
political, sociological and human
resource………education will continue
to be highly roted in national
development plans because education is
the most important instrument of change
as any fundamental change in the
intellectual and social outlook of any
society has to be preceded by
educational revolution”

On the above premises therefore,
millennium development goals can be
achieved through qualitative primary
education, which is the most vital level for
all citizens. It is the education level upon
which other education systems depend. At
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primary education level, the basic tools for
further educational advancement that
would prepare the children for trades and
crafts of the locality is providing for them.
The fundamental knowledge in
skills and ability needed by the children to
enable them communicate effectively is
also inculcated into the children. It is the
foundation for scientific and reflective
thinking; and the citizenship education that
would enable them to effectively
participate in contributing to the life of the
society is acquired at this level. More
importantly primary education develops in
the children the ability to adapt to their
changing environment and it also gives
them the opportunities to develop
manipulative skills that will assist them to
function effectively in the society within
the limits of their capacity. Also character,
moral and sound attitudes are developed in
the children at primary education level
upon which other levels of education build
upon.
However, primary education is
indeed the backbone of all other systems of
education. It can be seen as bedrock and a
prerequisite for achievement of millennium
development goals. Nevertheless, primary
education as the basic level of education
develops in the children, the knowledge
and manipulative skills that will enable
them function effectively. Consequently a
neglect of the primary education sector
translates to significant malfunctioning in
other vital sectors. This means that faulty
primary education system may affect the
achievement of MDGs.

The cycle of deprivation may
likely continue if the children of the poor
in turn have low accessibility to education
system. It is important to note that
knowledge has no substitute; anybody
without knowledge would lack access to
adequate food, health care and to the
information and resources to prevent
diseases. In fact, the efficiency of a
primary school system is a dependent on
the achievement of MDGs. The truth of the
matter is that when the percentage of
primary school enrolment is poor, there
would be large number of illiterates in
Nigeria, and the implication of this is that,
there would be unemployed and
underemployed, marginalization, poverty
level would be high, and the resultant
effect would be bad experience and poor
health care services.
It is a pity to note that with just
four years left for Nigeria to usher in 2015,
the target years, many crucial factors still
stand as impediment to the realization of
the goals of the MDGs. The 2007 progress
report on MDGs indicated that there is still
a long way to go in order to achieve these
set targets. There is apparent absence of
genuine and action matched with political
will on the side of the Nigerian
government for the realization of goals of
the MDGs. In line with this, Igbuzor
(2007) remarks that Nigeria has adequate
potentials to meet the millennium targets
but lack of political will by government
has been retarding her progress.
The government of Nigeria has no
commitment to education. This has led to
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official neglect of public schools that
suffer from under-funding. Hence, the
attempt at providing universal primary
education by the government has not been
realized as majority of parents are still
been involved in keeping their children at
home. Many children of school age are still
been involved in hawking, begging,
delinquency behaviour etc. According to
Raymond (2007) a presidential monitoring
committee was set up to see the progress of
meeting the MDGs but enough fund has
not been made available from Nigeria
government.
The quality of the teachers
engaged in the UBE scheme also made the
realization of its objectives elusive; acute
shortage of qualified ill-equipped and
unskilled teaching force and insufficient
instructional materials remain obstacles to
the progress of MDG programme. Another
hindrance to the realization of MDGs is
that the rich countries and other donor
agencies do not give aid without very hard
conditionalities and the aid they give is
always grossly insufficient in tackling the
poverty of the world. Over the years, the
health sector has suffered from neglect and
under funding. This maybe the reason why
maternal and infant mortalities are very
high in Nigeria; currently Nigeria is
marked second highest in maternal
mortality with just 2% of the world’s
population but accounting for 55,000 out
of 500,000 maternal mortalities (Obinna,
2007)
The goal of promoting gender
equality can be elusive and utopian unless
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an operational meaning of the term is
provided. Is gender equality connoting
equality in everything and in all spheres? If
there is connotation, then realizing this
aspect of the MDGs will not be feasible to
religious and cultural prescription.
However, the aspect of the MDGs that
touches on women empowerment is
desirable and achievable especially, if we
consider the contribution which women
make in term of physical labour, brilliant
on socialization, and women are in fact,
more accountable and better managers of
resources than men. The quest for
environmental sustainability in Nigeria
will continue to be a mirage since there is
no reliable sustainable source of energy for
the people; the continous increase in the
price of petroleum products makes matter
worse. More so, there is sufficient
government effort aiming at stopping
desert
encroachment
erosion
and
indiscriminate felling of trees in Nigeria.
Conclusion
The position of education in the
achievement of MDGs that aims to
encourage development by improving
social and economic conditions in the
World’s poorest countries cannot play
important role in the reduction of poverty.
Evidence has it that the incidence of
poverty in Nigeria is more common among
less educated people. Nigeria government
has been trying her best possible towards
qualitative education over the years,
specifically at elementary level of
education. For instance, Universal Primary
Education (UPE) of 1955 and 1957 in the
western and eastern regions respectively;
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UPE of 1976 and the universal basic
education (UBE) of 1999 were introduced.
Despite the commitment of Nigeria
government to education, there remains
inequality to access education. According
to Igbusor (2006) the national literacy rate
in 2006 placed at 57 percent with 47
percent of the teaching force unqualified
coupled with the acute shortage of
infrastructure and facilities at all levels. In
fact, the 2007 progress report on MDGs
indicates that there is still a long way to go
in order to achieve set targets. If the
government of Nigeria is to achieve MDGs
therefore, primary education which is the
foundation level needs to be taken
seriously by ensuring that all the children
of school age have access to quality, free
education.
Recommendations
1. There should be proper funding of
primary education for realization
of number 2 of the MDGs and
fund provided should be properly
utilized
for
sustaining
the
programme
2. There should be improvement in
teacher supply, the teacher
education institutions in the
country need to be properly
harnessed to play a central role in
the scheme. Thus, only qualified
and well trained teachers should be
engaged in the teaching process
and the pupils teacher ratio
recommended in National policy
should be implemented for
effective teaching

3. There should be provision for a
workable framework on how to
reach the out-of school children
and other marginalized groups
such as Almajiris, nomadic
children and over aged children
4. The incidence of unemployment
needs to be addressed in order to
reduce the problem of poverty
among the people in Nigeria
5. Government, school proprietors
and proprietresses of schools
should make provision for library,
basic
health
scheme
and
counseling services in the schools
as enumerated in the national
policy on education
6. Workshops,
seminars
and
conferences should be encouraged
in order to equip the teachers with
new innovating of teaching and
learning for the betterment of the
whole nation.
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