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HOW AND WHY DID NIGERIAN EDUCATION GET SO BAD? 

G. C. Edozie 

Abstract 
The concern and discontent about the changing features of Nigerian 
Education has received the attention of scholars, and other 
stakeholders in education. Beyond pilling the blame on government, 
teachers, students and parents, this paper underpinned the structural 
problem - that of the amalgamation of chiefdoms and kingdoms which 
ought to be different nations with different educational and 
developmental aspirations. It also catalogued a long list of factors 
responsible for the present state of education in Nigeria. Amongst 
other things, the paper recommended a reconvention of the National 
Curriculum Conference that would be built from the grassroots to 
make curriculum responsive, and give education in Nigeria an 
indigenous philosophy to guide it. 

Introduction 

Over the years, there has been great concerns and discontent about the changing fortunes of 

Nigerian education. Constant references have beee made by researchers, educators and commentators at 

different fora about the declining educational and moral standards in most Nigerian schools. The 

erroneous conclusion generally arrived at has been that teachers are responsible for the falling standards 

in education. Unfortunately, the quantity of output or the students‟ performance at public examinations 

seems to be the most popular parameter for assessing the Nigerian school system. But this is wrong 

because the performance of students in any examination is an interplay of many factors within and 

without the system - some of these being outside the control of teachers. 

In literature, however factors alleged to be the main causes of declining standards of education 

include the government (Udoh, 1988; Chukwu, 1989:7) students Okpara, 1986), society (Ajayi, 1987), 

parents (Udoh 1988) and teachers (Popoola, 1986, Chukwu, 1989). Some commentators have been 

taken up on the use of the term „falling standards on semantic grounds, since a standard is something 

used as a basis of measurement, a basis for judging quality or a level of excellence aimed at or required 

(Ogunwuyi, 1996:245). What then is the standard? The debate may continue for some time. 

But then let us consider the following questions: Is Nigerian education really bad? How did the 

Nigerian rducational system evolve? Is the system built on workable objectives? What has been the 

constraints of the system? What efforts have been made to tackle these challenges and problems? What 

can be done to restore confidence in the system? These issues are fundamental to the main question on 

how and why Nigerian education got to bad. And they form the focus of this paper. 

Concept of Education System 

Two words, „education‟ and „system‟ are important in this discussion. Several definitions of 

education are to be found in literature but this paper adopts the one given by Urevbu (1997:9). 

According to him education is the process by which a society generates the knowledge necessary for its 

survival and sustenance and transmits this from one generation to another. 

A system, according to Huse and Bowditch (1977), is a series of interrelated and interdependent 

parts such that the interaction of any part (Sub system) affects the whole system. This definition 

emphasises the unity of parts in interaction. Kaufman (1972:1) defined it as the sum total of parts 

working independently and working together to achieve required results or outcomes, based on needs. 

This definition hinges on interaction and interdependence of parts for the achievement of desired results 

that are based on needs. 

Nwadiani (1997:7) defined an educational system as all the processes, agencies including 

individuals that play different roles which are mutually inclusive in the provision of opportunities 

geared towards learning in any society. To Commbs (1985:9) it also includes all systematic programmes 

and processes of education and training that lies outside the formal education. Taiwo (1980:1) added 

that an educational system is a complex organization of interactions between interdependent bodies, 

groups and individuals, all aimed at the achievement of educational goals. 
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Evaluation of Nigerian Educational System 

Historical antecedents are an important factor in the analysis of every educational system. 

According to Onwuejeogwu (1975) Africa has always had its system of education before the coming of 

formal western education. This point has been understood by Urevbu, (1985), Fafunwa (1974) and 

Taiwo, (1980). The coming of Christian missionaries into Nigeria marked the beginning of formal 

schooling in the country. What began as “Sunday Schools‟ culminated in the establishment of the first 

school as Badagary in 1942. 

By 1895, various Christian denominations namely: the Methodist, Anglican, Catholics and 

Baptists had built primary and secondary schools across the Southern part of the country. The aims and 

objectives of early missionaries were summed up at a conference of West African Protestant Missions 

held in Gabon in February 1876 thus ‟to impart knowledge saving the soul and to fit (the converts) for 

practical usefulness in life” (Onabamiro, 1983:290). 

When the British conquered the Sokoto Caliphate in 1903, they decided, as a matter of policy, 

to respect the religious susceptibilities of the Emirs and the people of the North because any attempt to 

force them to attend Christian schools could have proved disastrous to the Colonial Government who 

wanted to stabilize their government first. This was particularly so because numerous Koranic schools 

existed in the area then. The aims of these schools were to prepare the children for adult life as 

Muslims, that is, not only to profess Islam as a religion but to adopt it as a way of life (Taiwo, 

1980:177). When the Katsina College was established in 1922, Islamic Religious Knowledge was a 

compulsory subject. 

In the South, Yoruba was the medium of instruction in the West, and Igbo in the East. 

Languages were important in all the schools. Hausa was the medium of instruction in the North. Some 

minority languages were also taught. 

Educational reform came at the heels of amalgamation of the Northern and Southern 

protectorates. Lugard was faced with the problem of having a dual system of education in the same 

country and manpower needs were mounting. The demand for education was increasing in the South 

and Lugard saw the rise of the educated elite as a profound threat to this policy of indirect rule. By 

1914, considerable disparity existed between the North and the South in the area of education (Urevbu, 

1985:94). For example, the North had no secondary school in 1914 while the South had eleven; primary 

school population in the South in 1912 was 35,176 while the North had about 1.131 for the same period. 

This disparity has been attributed to geo-political and religious differences and they have remained the 

bane of the development of education in Nigeria. 

Even the suggestion for the education of girls was resisted by the Muslim north because it 

infringed on their culture of keeping their women in „pudalT and giving them out in marriage early. 

However there are other ways the Britain colonial-government affected educational practice in Nigeria. 

First, they imported their own system of education into the country without recourse to our 

developmental needs and culture. Second, they tried to amalgamate chiefdoms that ought to be different 

nations with different educational and developmental aspirations. Third, they created a class- structure 

in the educational system - they had the elitist secondary schools which were highly selective, highly 

academic, and highly regarded to the detriment of technical, vocational schools which were less 

academic, underfunded, and neglected. 

Since independence in I960, according to Urevbu, (1985:98), Nigeria has been faced with the 

problem of adjusting its educational system to suit the particular circumstances of its historical 

development and political structure. He further summed up the situation in a rather definite way as 

follows: 

The present-day Nigerian school system is still strongly influenced by two very different curriculum 

traditions: the missionary and koranic school traditions, and the curriculum ideas inherited from the 

Britain colonial educational system. These two traditions with totally different assumptions and aims, 

came together 1916; since then, they have been jungled and mixed up in different quantities as the 

tripartite system (Urevbe, 1985:103). 

The result has been numerous complaints in different parts of the country since the 1940's. This 

led to the setting up different commissions - the reports of which influenced the Nigerian sschool 

curriculum. The commissions included: 

i. The Asquith and the Elliot Commissions on Higher Education, 1943. 

ii. The Phillipson Report, 1948 
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iii. The Thorp Commission, 1960. 

iv. The Ashby Commission, 1960 

v. The Banjo Commission, 1960. 

vi. The Oldman Commission, 1961. 

vii. The Dike Commission, 1962 

viii. The Ikoku Commission, 1963. 

ix. The Taiwo Commission, 1968. 

The reports of these commissions informed the convening of the 1969 Curriculum Conference, 

which culminated in the National Policy on Education, 1977 (revised, 1981). 

The historical antecedents of the Nigerian educational system, help to explain the 'how' of its 

present state. Other factors however help to explain why our education got so bad. 

Why Nigerian Educational System Got so Bad. 

Below are some of the factors responsible for the present state of education in Nigeria:- 

1) Absence of an indigenous philosophy for Nigerian education 

2) The convening of the 1969 Curriculum Conference at a time when the civil was was still on. 

3) The politicization of education 

4) Inconsistent educational policies 

5) The deceit of the oil boom vis-a-vis the National Policy on Education 

6) The U PE. 

7) Financial Constraints 

8) Socio-Cultural Constraints 

9) Paper Qualification Syndrome and Examination Cheating. 

10) Quota System and Modes of admission to tertiary institutions 

1 1) Poor Planning techniques and poor data base. 

12) Teacher demand and supply. 

13) Population Explosion 

14) Management Problems. 

15) Poor infrastructural base and poor maintenance culture. 

16) Pedagogical problems and inertia 

17) Poor curriculum Implementation strategy. 

18) Cultism, moral decadence, and students militancy 

19) Military in Politics. 

20) Strike actions and incessant school closures. 

This list is by no means exhaustive but for the constraints of space, only a few of them will be 

discussed in detail. 

Absence of an Indigenous Philosophy for Nigerian Education 

There has been a noticeable gap between the school curriculum and the kind of society that is 

desired for Nigeria. This may be attributable to the absence of an indigenous philosophy for Nigerian 

education (Dubey, Edem and Thakur, 1979; Urevbu, 1985). So far, Nigeria has been unable to evolve a 

philosophy of education of her own. She has been unable to articulate how to use education to preserve 

its diverse societal values and make judicious selection from the traditional Nigerian culture and 

foreign values. This raises the question of a national ideology because curriculum development, 

according to Bishop, (1985) is a political activity in every sense. There is an inextricable relationship 

between education and national ideas and objectives. Nigeria‟s national ideology seems unclear and 

this creates a gap between national development objectives and our educational goals. 

Politicization of Education, Quota System, and the Military Factor in Politics 

As we pointed out earlier, the different regions had their own educational programmes before 

independence. While the regions in the south floated the free education programme, the North was still 

grappling with the problem of accepting western education. This created a serious imbalance between 

the North and the South. Efforts to bridge this gap or imbalance led to the politicization of education. 

Higher institutions were arbitrarily established, the quota system was introduced for
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admission to tertiary institutions, and meritocracy gave way to mediocrity in admission, staffing, funding 

and injection of facilities. 

Whether during the military or civilian administration, federal educational policies and programmes 

are markedly different form those of the states (Aghenta, 1993). Between 1979 and 1983, for example, the 

Unity Party of Nigeria (UPN) states operated the free education programme at all levels while the other 

states did not. This further widened the gap between the west and other parts of the country. 

The quota system for admission to tertiary institutions has raised the question of accessibility to 

these institutions. With it came such terms as „catchment area‟, „educationally disadvantaged states‟ and the 

like. These are mere political contractions to justify political manoeuvres to balance education in Nigeria. 

How does one explain a situation where a candidate from Edo/Delta who scored 290 in JAMB is not given 

admission while another candidate form Katsina/Bauchi is admitted with a score of 191? How do you 

explain a situation where a brilliant student cannot attend Othman Dan Fodio University because he is not 

from that „catchment area‟? 

There is also the issue of political instability and the insurgence of the military in politics. This has 

affected policy formulation and implementation at different levels of government. Some Military Governors 

make it clear that education was not their priority and that professors are idle people who should not ask for 

better conditions of service. This has been the situation to which education was subjugated in the twenty-

nine years of military rule in Nigeria. 

Population Explosion, Poor Planning Technique, and Poor Data base. 

According to the Federal Office of Statistics (FOS), Nigeria‟s population was 88,992,220 in 1991 

and it was estimated at 102,317, 806 in 1996 (FOS 1997). While primary school enrolment was 13.776,854 

in 1991, it rose to 16,190,947 in 1994 but dropped to 15,741,078 in 1995. During the same period there 

were353,600 teachers in 1991, 435,210 in 1994 and 437,619 in 1995 nationwide. At the post-primary level, 

the enrolment was 3,123,277 in 1991, and 4,451,329 in 1994, and 4,448,991 in 1995. fhe number of teachers 

at his level was 141,491 in 1991, 152,596 in 1994, and 158,122 in 1995. 

The UPE of 195/1951 in the Western and Eastern Regions led to an explosion of school population. 

The same was the case when it was re-introduced in 1977. Population projections in schools were faulty due 

to poor data base, incompetence and conflicting yet misleading data from some of the Commissions who 

wanted to use their assignment for political reasons. 

The consequences of learners population include overcrowding, increased class sizes, 

overutilization of inadequate and poorly maintained resources, declining quality of learning outcomes 

because of marginal attention paid to learners by teachers. Some children carry their seats to and from school 

daily, especially during the free education programme. Teacher demand and supply is another factor. Some 

urban schools have a ratio of one teacher to about 69 students (Yoloye, 1994), Qualified teachers are in short 

supply in most schools especially in the rural areas. 

Socio-Cultural Constraints, Paper Qualification Syndrome, and Societal value System 

Muslims and Christians are diametrically opposed in matters of education and morality. 

Government is therefore careful in the formulation of educational policies not to offend any religious or 

social group. For example, a common syllabus for moral education, state take over of schools, the 

introduction of English and Mathematics as compulsory subjects in secondary schools, deboarding and 

others have been seriously opposed by social and religious groups (Aghenta, 1993). 

The overemphasis on paper qualification has made the Nigerian system of education bookish to the 

neglect of skill acquisition. The result is massive cheating in internal and public examinations, at all levels 

by students, under the influence of parents, schools, and even communities. In tertiary institutions 

examination cheating occurs before, during and after the examination by diverse sophisticated methods. 

Urevbu, (1997:21) reports that, at the secondary level, in 1994 alone WAEC recorded 58,630 cases of 

examination cheating in the May/June SSCE examination while results of 41,418 candidates were withheld 

in the November/December SSCE results the same year. That year also, JAMB cancelled over 21,466 

results. 

Changes in societal value system is another factor. The emphasis has changed from academic excellence to 

material acquisition. Teachers have lost respect, education is no longer regarded and 

society dose not accord respect to academic excellence. The focus has shifted to wealth acquisition by all 

means whether legitimate or illegitimate. This factor helps to explain the high drop-out rate of young 
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persons from school in some parts of Nigeria. 

Financial Constraints, Lack of Facilities and Poor Management Culture. 

The education sector is poorly funded in Nigeria. In 1992. of the N 136.73 billion recurrent 

expenditure of federal government, only N297 million was spent on education while N8.85 billion was spent 

on general administration, internal security, and defence. However, in 1996, of the n 129,42 billion recurrent 

expenditure, Nll,69 billion was spent on education. Of the federal government capital expenditure of N 

114.68 billion in 1996, N3.22 billion (representing 2.%) was spent on education (FOS, 1997). 

On a comparative basis, the ratio with the oil boom era shows a remarkable decline in the fiscal 

fortunes of the education sector. The result is her inability to develop new physical facilities and equipment, 

or its inability to maintain old ones or finish the uncompleted ones. There is gross decay of facilities and 

different school plants due to scarcity of funds and poor maintenance culture. Funds are also mismanaged, 

executive recklessness and indiscipline, open corruption and misappropriation of funds, seem to go on 

unabated. 

Poor Curriculum Implementation Strategies, Pedagogical Problems, and Inertia. 

The oil boom led us into an overambitious National Policy on Education which was hastily 

implemented by government. Politicians took over the job of curriculum experts. New subject areas were 

mounted when teachers were not on the ground, for example in Introductory Technology, and the Language 

areas (Yoruba, Igbo, and Hausa). Equipment were imported without personnel to install them let alone, use 

them for instruction. The continuous assessment technique was introduced without prior training of teachers. 

Some new programmes suffered the problems of inertia from policy planners, administrators and 

teachers. There was also the pedagogical problem of teachers to students, the subject centred approach, and 

the over-emphasis on examinations and certification. 

The military compounded this problem with their poor attitude to education. Precious learning time 

was sacrificed to school closures, students militancy, cultism and general moral decadence. Absenteeism, 

non-willingness to learn, violence, reduced teacher-morale, brain-drain and the like are now the common 

features of our institution of learning. The situation is bad, unwholesome, chaotic, and unfortunate. 

Conclusion 

It is clear from the discussion so far that Nigerian education is in a precarious condition. The 

reason for this situation is multi-facetted can dates back to the amalgamation of chiefdoms that ought to be 

different nations, with diverse cultures and ideologies. Great imbalance exists between the far north and the 

south, and attempts to bridge this gap has worsened the situation. Also, military intervention and 

politicization of education have led to conflicting policies in different parts of the country. Teacher morale is 

low, underachievement is now a recurring decimal at all levels, facilities are either inadequate or in gross 

disrepair. The situation calls for urgent attention. This paper recommends another National Conference 

similar to that of 1969 where Nigerian education will be reviewed and overhauled. 
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