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Abstract  
In Nigeria and other developing countries, it has been the common practice to marginalize 

women especially in the social, political and cultural circles of life, against having equal 

educational opportunities with their male counterparts. This situation has impeded women 

from making meaningful contributions towards sustainable social and economic development 

of the nation. Women empowerment through adult and non-formal education is a critical 

factor in the achievement of greater economic development. It is within this sphere that this 

study identifies adult and non-formal education as a veritable tool for achieving women 

empowerment for a sustainable national development. On this basis, it suggests and 

recommends that women generally should be effectively empowered through direct access to 

education, given more opportunities to participate in politics, have free access to information, 

and participate in governance and in decision making. This could be achieved through the 

elimination of limiting cultural and traditional practices that are meted against the women. 

Equal opportunities should be given to both men and women without prejudice at all levels of 

national activity as a measure of promoting gender equality. 
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Introduction 

    Nigerian traditional culture promotes domination of women by men; where women 

are saddled with domestic roles but contemporary society has witnessed changes in these 

roles. But despite these changes, literature is replete with the fact that women are still being 

oppressed and marginalised. Women’s viewpoints tend to be silenced or marginalised to the 

point of being discredited or considered invalid. Gender inequality has been a developmental 

problem since Nigeria was created in 1914 (Umukoro, 2014). However, despite the decades 

of efforts to achieve equality (FRN 2006), women remain under-represented in socio-

economic development and in politics. In the political arena, Ogbogu, (2012), assert that 

“Over the years, women in Nigeria have been relegated to the background and are 

circumscribed within the political arenas by structures, procedures and ideologies that favour 

men, as well as the existence of an invisible ‘glass ceiling’ that block their (women's) upward 

mobility and full participation”.  

The issue of women's marginalisation in Nigeria can be attributed to cultural and 

religious affinity. According to Agbalajobi, (2010) who submitted that throughout recorded 

history in all parts of the world, women have been subjected to domination by men and this 

domination has been the result of persisting cultural stereotype, abuse of religious and 

traditional practices, patriarchal societal structures in economic, political and social power 

dominated by men and the role women have historically played as followers of male political 

leaders. She further stated that “this form of discrimination is not simply an African or 

Nigerian phenomenon but a global one". Despite the unfriendly disposition of the society to 

women, the position of women in the society remains a very important one.  
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What is Adult and Non-Formal Education?  

Adult education, as an integral aspect of education is a learning process whether 

formal, informal and non-formal which the adult person engages in for better information, 

self and national development (Onyenemezu, 2012). Adult education emphasizes all forms of 

functional education programmes for youths and adults outside the formal school system. 

Such educational programmes include basic literacy programme, post-literacy programme, 

continuing education programme and vocational education programme (F.R.N. 2008). These 

adult education programmes are geared towards human and national development. 

Onyenemezu (2012), submitted that adult education exerts enormous influence on the larger 

society in terms of national development. The benefits of adult education to individuals and 

nations cannot be over-emphasized. Adult education can be relied upon for sensitizing people 

to analytically assess the impact of government’s economic, political, social environmental 

and general policies (Onyenemezu, 2013).  

Non-formal education is any organized systematic educational activity carried on 

outside the framework of the formal school system to provide a selected type of learning to 

particular sub-group in the population (adults, youth or children) (Ihejirika, 2000). It includes 

adult education, the apprenticeship system, continuing education, in-service programmes, on-

the-job training programmes, personnel and professional development, refresher courses, 

staff development programmes, and worker and student industrial training.  

 

Goals/Objectives of Adult and Non-Formal Education  

The Federal Republic of Nigeria has outlined the goals of mass literacy, and adult and 

non-formal education as that which shall:  

 Provide functional literacy and continuing education for adults and youths who have not 

had the advantage of formal education or who did not complete their primary education. 

This may include nomads, migrant families, the disabled and other categories or groups, 

particularly young girls and women;  

 Provide functional and remedial education for those young people who did not complete 

secondary education;  

 Provide education for different categories of graduates of the formal education system in 

order to improve their basic knowledge and skills;  

 Provide in-service on-the-job, vocational and professional training for different categories 

of workers and professionals in order to improve their skills; and  

 Give the adult citizens of the country the necessary aesthetic, cultural and civic education 

for public enlightenment (FRN, 2004). 

 

The Concept of Sustainable Development  

The concept of sustainable development is not new in the contemporary Nigerian 

society. The term has witnessed series of discussions in literature. Sustainable development is 

an attempt to shape and secure a future. Nwaokugha (2006) viewed that sustainable 

development contemporarily, has become a password that cuts across all disciplines in 

today’s knowledge industry. According to him, it is associated with “omnipotent capacities” 

of proffering solutions to all the problems of man and the society.  
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Munasinghe (2004), sees sustainable development is a process of improving the range 

of opportunities that will enable individual humans and communities to achieve their 

aspirations and full potential over a sustained period of time while maintaining the resilience 

of economic, social and environmental systems. Age (2005), identified some objectives 

which sustainable development is expected to realize: increase capital income and 

employment, promoting human welfare satisfying basic needs; protecting the environment. 

Considering the path of future generations, achieving equity between rich and poor and 

participation on a broad basis in development and decision making, is important. From the 

above definitions, there are common phenomenona which they all shared; that is prioritizing 

the development of the present generation without compromising the future generation. 

 

The Concept of Women Empowerment  

Women’s empowerment is an important goal in achieving sustainable development 

worldwide. Women empowerment eliminates wrong value systems and oppression beliefs 

from the society. It creates a situation where there is no gender discrimination and both 

(males and females) use their skills to build a friendly. Women empowerment can be 

achieved through educating girls. Education develops skills, knowledge and confidence in 

women that can help them in achieving opportunities in economy. Fee concession and needy 

scholarships for girls at school has helped a lot in increasing educated women. Vocational 

training Programs will help in providing better skills and good jobs to women (Tornqvist, A. 

& C. Schmitz, 2009).  

The aim of women empowerment is equal distribution of power between the sexes. 

Both men and women should be provided equal economic, social, legal, and political 

opportunities for their development. To get empowerment, women should increase their self-

esteem, self-confidence, and understanding of their own potential, appreciate themselves and 

value their knowledge and skills. Women should obtain equal distribution of power and 

involvement in decision making at home, in society, economy, and politics through women 

empowerment (Panigraphy, R.L., & Bhuyan, D., 2006).  

Desai (2010), highlights the issues of women empowerment and improvement in 

education, health, and economic and political participation. Women must have authority, 

power, and preference in functional and important decisions. Women empowerment reduces 

maternal mortality and fertility. Women violence prevents the welfare of women. Women 

empowerment is measured through dimensions of knowledge, health, resources, decision 

making and employment. 

 

Educational Empowerment  

Education is one of the most important means of empowering women in terms of 

knowledge, skills and self reliance needed to participate fully in national development. 

Education is an important tool for all but most especially for the women folk. There is a 

saying, “train a woman and you train a nation”. The education of women is an entry point to 

other opportunities and this can have multiplying effect within the family and the society at 

large. Investing in the girl-child’s education is one of the most effective ways to eradicate 

poverty. Educational empowerment goes beyond the acquisition of literacy. In the case of 

women, it involves skill acquisition in all spheres of the national economy including the 
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boldness and confidence to compete with their male counterparts. To this end, the 

sensitization on the importance of girl-child education should be heightened down to the rural 

areas. Emphasis should be made that no career is male-specific and cultural and religious 

biases against women in participating in national affairs must be removed. Gender equality 

must be demonstrated in appointment in public offices. Nigeria is making remarkable 

improvement in this area.  

 

Political Empowerment  

In the political sphere previously, women were left out in political engagements in the 

country, yet they are the ladder by which the male politicians climb to the top because they 

are greater in number than men. This is strengthened by the report that women account for 

more than 50% of the population, but they are underrepresented in national affairs relative to 

their population (Federal Republic of Nigeria, 1987; Population Reference Bureau, 1998). 

Women are only mobilized to actualize the agenda of their male counterparts because they 

are not properly empowered. The contention that there was bias against women in traditional 

Nigerian society is obvious to scholars of history of Education in the country (Amegwom 

2009). Women were only to be seen and not heard. Their place was in the kitchen. They were 

also regarded as sex objects whose major role is to raise children for the continuation of the 

family line. Other reasons that prevent women from venturing into politics include the 

diabolism/crudity and muscle flexing that men exhibit in the practice. If by any design a 

woman gains a political position, the male counterparts will scheme and do everything 

possible to pull her down. A good example is the case of Honourable Patricia Ette who was 

elected as Speaker of the House of Representatives in 2009 but was schemed out of the office 

shortly after assuming office and a male counterpart in the person of (Honourable Aminu 

Tambuwal) was made to replace her.  

One of the ways to bring about dynamism in the desired rapid development of the 

country is to empower women politically by electing and appointing them into positions of 

authority and giving them freehand to perform while removing the syndrome of “mere 

woman”. Awe (2001) posited that a lot can be achieved by a nation that taps the resource of 

women. Perhaps part of the reason for which Nigeria has remained underdeveloped is her 

inability to give women opportunity to bring their potentials to bear in governance. The 

potentials of women in governance was demonstrated in the administration of President 

Goodluck Ebele Jonathan as he appointed a number of women into various positions in the 

Government. A few examples are Professor Ngozi Okonjo Iweala as Coordinating Minister 

and Minister of Finance, Mrs. Diezani Madueke who was Minister of Petroleum, Oby 

Ezekwesili, former Minister of Mineral Resources, Late Dr. Dora Akunyili who was Director 

of NAFDAC and a lot of others. They helped to move the country forward in the 

Transformation Agenda of the President in their various of assignments. Their success is 

because they endeavoured to neglect the cold bickering of their male counterparts coupled 

with the empowerment they got through education. With above examples, women should 

endeavor to join politics and shun the prejudices that deterred them from active participation 

in it. Education broadens the experience of women and gives them access to new resources 

and skills. This implies that education is a social tool that is imperative for the continued 

survival and growth of the human society. The National Orientation Agency, Ministry of 
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Women Affairs and other Agencies should do more to sensitize women and encourage them 

to avail themselves of the opportunities available to them in political engagements.  

 

Health Empowerment  

Evidently, women are the worse hit in terms of health matters. Through education, 

women will acquire relevant information and skills about proper health care and 

environmental management. Great hope lies in the fact that the various curricula of the 

country’s institutions of learning from basic to tertiary level have been revised to give greater 

emphasis on population and family life education, environmental studies and health 

education. What remains is for parents and guardians to send their girl children to school and 

for the older women (who did not attend formal school) to enlist in Adult Education 

programmes offered in their various localities. Enlightenment campaigns by Women Affairs 

Ministry, National Orientation Agencies etc will also help to empower the women 

(particularly the rural women) in the areas of controlling practices that are unwholesome to 

the health and manpower development of the nation, such as child labour, trafficking in 

women, prostitution which increases HIV/AIDS infection among the populace, indolence 

among youths, consumption of alcohol and drug abuse. Parents and other well-to-do 

members of families should endeavor to provide radios and televisions in their homes to 

enable women and children to listen to various educational and enlightenment programmes 

that are provided through these media every day. These will empower women to acquire 

skills that can catapult them to positions of responsibility and honour in the country.  

 

Legal Empowerment 

 Legal empowerment is demonstrated when one is able to know his/her rights and is 

able to pursue the protection of those rights. If the larger creame of the women are educated, 

they will be able to know their rights and do everything possible to protect them, especially in 

the areas of family cases that come in the form of property ownership, divorce, husband’s 

death, etc. Women should be encouraged to enlist in Legal studies.  

 

Women Empowerment and Sustainable Development 

In shaping and securing a future, women contributions cannot be over emphasized. 

Suffice to say that empowerment of women is relevant to the sustainability of any community 

development programme or project. Empowerment is the encouragement and the 

development of skills for self - sufficiency with a focus on eliminating the future need for 

charity or welfare in the individuals of the group. It occurs through improvement of 

conditions, standards, events and on a global perspective of life. This process can be difficult 

to start and to implement effectively, but there are many examples of empowerment projects 

which have succeeded (http://sughoshim/Empowerment.html, 2010). The issue of women 

empowerment emerges as a result of marginalisation and discrimination against women all 

over the world. Though, Nigeria government has been responding to the clarion call for 

women empowerment through United Nations series of programmes, conferences and 

declarations that promotes gender equality, but the rhetoric question that needed to be raised 

is that: is women empowerment capable of sustaining community development programmes 

or projects in Nigeria?  
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Benefits of Women Empowerment  

Women are usually the first known teachers of children at home. This is the reason 

why women education is a key to national development and so, empowering women through 

adult and non-formal education is an asset to their family, her immediate environment, the 

nation and the world at large. Bolivia (2010) argues that investing on women’s education 

carries very high returns. It improves livelihood, leads to better child and maternal health and 

favors the girls. Furthermore, education gives women a voice in their families, political life 

and on the world stage. It is a first step towards personal freedom and broader prosperity. 

Women education is seen as a catalyst that reduces, if not eliminates completely, the 

inhibiting factors suffered by women such as low income, inferior social status, superstition, 

ill health, dogmatism, early marriage, and low level of aspiration.  

According to Hanuum and Buchman (2003), literate and empowered women have 

been known to contribute to stability and peace in a country. When women are effectively 

empowered, they will participate actively in issues of national concern. Empowerment of 

women leads to political, educational, social and economic emancipation. Empowerment of 

women will afford them the ability to organize and create awareness on issues that have great 

impact on economic development of the society. Empowerment of women ensures full 

integration in development at all levels. It has been observed that in many remote areas in 

Nigeria, women contribute a substantial portion of the labour required for infrastructure 

development. It is against such background that the economic empowerment of the women is 

imperative and necessary to enhance manpower potentials at the grass-root level. Economic 

empowerment therefore must be backed up by sound education. Women need to be spared of 

all forms of the stereotyped prejudices, biases and misconceptions of womanhood so that they 

come to know that they are not lesser beings. Women need education to broaden their ideas, 

knowledge, understanding, attitudes, values and perceptions of issues and events and this can 

make them live a better life and also make them contribute meaningfully to any national 

discourse.  

When women are appointed to decision making positions in the government, and 

when women’s voices can be heard and their opinions considered, they will always 

emphasize programmes that are aimed at empowering women in all aspects of national life. 

The National Commission for Women Affairs is established to champion the cause of women 

in Nigeria. Equally, a ministry of Women Affairs is in place and a woman is appointed to be 

the head (Federal Republic of Nigeria, 2006). These are developments in the right direction. 

The provision of formal, informal and adult education can go a long way to empower women 

and the government is doing well in this direction. What remains is for parents and husbands 

to allow their female folk to come out for these programmes.  

 

Conclusions 

In this paper, the concept of empowerment of women through adult and non-formal 

education for sustainable national development was discussed. It is noted that education is the 

surest and greatest instrument through which women can be empowered socially, 

economically and politically for them to contribute meaningfully in national development. It 

is revealed that women are in the majority of rural dwellers and that education is the only 
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means of making them develop their potentials which will help them in meeting their basic 

needs. It is, suggested that well articulated and systematic educational programmes be 

designed for women. Grass-root enlightenment campaign programmes should be continually 

extended to the rural areas to encourage the women to enlist in adult education programmes. 

Social mobilization efforts should also be extended to rural women in rural areas to enable 

the women to see themselves as partners in national development efforts. The government is 

encouraged to create a level playing ground to enable women participate in politics, and to 

give more women opportunity to serve at all levels of government.  

 

Recommendations  

The following recommendations were made:  

1. To have equal access to education with their male counterparts, women should be 

 empowered educationally, economically, and politically.  

2. The government can adopt and enforce policies and programmes for empowering 

women so that all stakeholders in the society will give women direct access to 

productive resources such as land, income and credit facilities in the public or private 

sector.  

3. The government should legislate against some policies, biases and prejudices that 

women face culturally and traditionally which deter them from engaging in public 

services. The religious establishments (churches and mosques) and indeed the entire 

society should team up to abolish these ugly monsters against women. Awareness 

campaign should be carried out to stop some of those obnoxious acts against women in 

the various societies.  

4. The government should promote gender sensitization at all levels to bring equality in 

employment, school admission and other opportunities.  

5. The parents are not left out; they should give their children equal opportunity to 

education (both male and female).  

6. Mothers should encourage their female children to read courses that are related to 

politics such as law and political science. All stakeholders should encourage young 

women to be involved in politics through awareness campaigns, seminars and 

workshops among others. 

7. Government as a matter of urgency should show adequate political will and 

commitment to issues of gender equality and empowerment of women by 

implementing, enforcing and achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).  
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