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Abstract 

The importance of Basic Education and the role it plays in the educational system of any 

nation is germane to the social and economic development of such country.  In this paper the 

emergence of Universal Basic Education (UBE) in Nigeria, its aims and objectives and the set 

goals desired to be achieved was critically examined.  Encouraging National Integration, 

inculcation of knowledge of literacy and numeracy, enhancement of educational reforms, 

provision of solid foundation and promoting gender equality were highlighted as the needs for 

UBE.  While lack of improper management strategy, demography pressure, inadequate 

funding, lack of proper monitoring and supervision and over emphasis on tertiary education 

were observed as the major challenges of UBE. The paper then concludes with appropriate 

recommendations. 
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Introduction 

 Education is the process of imparting knowledge and skills through training to enable the 

child or individual develop positive attitude to adjust to the society to which he/she belongs. Okpala 

(2008) sees education as a process that emphasizes development, acculturation and learning how to 

learn.  Ukeje, (2000) in his own view states that “education is so powerful, it can lift up or 

impoverish”.  Therefore, it is important to make education compulsory and effective for all citizens.  

In most countries, basic education has been made compulsory and this contributed to the full 

involvement of citizens.  This level of education has been regarded as the foundation ladder that will 

guide and determine the onward movement of learners to other higher levels of educational 

programmes. 

 Universal Basic Education is that type of education that can help an individual function 

effectively in the society (Adewole, 2000).  It is the transmission of fundamental knowledge to all 

facets of the Nigerian society from generation to generation (Eddy and Akpan, 2009).  Anyabolu, 

(2000) emphasized that what Nigeria needs to turn her economy around is not extended primary and 

elementary education, but a basic education programme that will ensure that every Nigerian youth on 

graduation is sufficiently equipped with the knowledge, skills and experience required for initial entry 

into one occupation in the world of work.  

 The Education System in Nigeria existed prior the emergence of the missionaries was the 

induction of members of the society into the activities and exposure to culture and behavior of the 

society.  This system of education is referring to as indigenous, traditional, pre-colonial or informal 

system of education.  It was notice that in most cases, there were no schools and professional teachers, 



2 
 

 

 

Nigerian Academic Forum, Volume 29 No 1, June, 2022. ISSN: 1596-3306 

it was essentially practical training designed to enable the individual to play a useful role in the 

society. 

 Oni (2008), opines that, the success and failure of the entire education system are determined 

by basic education and also as universalization of access to education.  This implies that any society 

requires a functional basic education system for adequate effective educational system.  Education is 

often seen as a prerequisite for quality manpower development and opportunity for wealth creation.  

Generally, one of the national education goals as stated in the National Policy on Education 4
th
 edition 

(2004) section 1 No 7b, is “the acquisition of appropriate skills and the development of mental 

physical and social abilities and competencies as equipment for the individual to live and contribute to 

the development of the nation. 

Education is a panacea for any development with enormous social and economic benefits 

attached; there is no nation that can rise without an effective educational system especially at the grass 

root level.  It is in this view that the government of Nigeria made provision for basic education in the 

National Policy on education in section 3 No 15 that “basic education shall be of 9 years duration 

comprising 6 years of primary school and 3 years of junior secondary education.  It shall be free and 

compulsory.  It shall also  include adult and non-formal education programme at primary and 

junior secondary education levels for the adults and out – of – school youth.  Therefore, this paper 

explores theoretically the emergence of basic education in Nigeria, the objectives, needs for basic 

education and challenges of basic education. 

 

The Emergence of Universal Basic Education in Nigeria 

 The account of basic education in Nigeria started in 1995 when the universal primary 

education scheme was inaugurated by the government of Western Nigeria.  The Eastern Nigeria 

government launched its own universal primary education in 1957.  In Northern Nigeria, education 

was provided free by government in a bid to make children attend school (Adeyemi, 2007).  This 

shows that before independence the administration of universal basic education was based on regional 

basis and supervised by their various governments. 

 The Nigeria government under General Murtala Mohammed and General Olusegun Obasanjo 

military regime launched Universal Primary Education (UPE) in October 1976 and directed that all 

the regional locations should collaborate with the new development. This unprecedented development 

enhances the growth of education at all levels especially at the primary school level.  One of the 

decree that made primary education, programme free and compulsory for all citizen, this gave rise to 

an explosive in the primary education system because there was a tremendous increase in schools as a 

result of non-free access to education.   

 Nigeria participated in the world conference on education in 1990 held in Jomtien, Thailand 

which was tagged education for all (EFA).  Among other issue raised at the conference was the high 

rate of illiteracy in mostly all the countries represented, also it was observed that many students that 

had the opportunity to start schooling are in one very or the other drop-out of school because of 

inability to pay the necessary fees attached therefore, one of the outcome of the gathering was the 

adoption of Education For All (ETF) in order to reduce to the bearest minimum the rates of drop-out 

and illiteracy in every society. 

 The federal government of Nigeria launched Universal Basic Education in 30
th
 September, 

1999 to replace the former Universal Primary Education (UPE).  It was launched in Sokoto State with 

Professor Pai Obanyan as the pioneer National Coordinator.  The Universal Basic Education Act 

(2004) makes provision for basic education comprising of ECCE, primary and junior secondary 

education.  The financing of basic education is the responsibility of states and local governments.  

However, the federal government has decided to intervene in the provision of basic education with 

2% of its Consolidated Revenue Fund.  The Act also provides for the establishment of Universal 

Basic Education Commission (UBEC) to co-ordinate the implementation of the programme at the 
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states and local government through the State Universal Basic Education Board (SUBEB) of each 

state and the Local Government Education Authorities (LGEAs).  The Universal Basic Education 

Commission was formally established on October 7
th
, 2004. 

 The aims and objectives of Universal Basic Education according to Nwagwu (2002) are as 

follows:- 

- Developing in the citizenry a strong consciousness for education and a strong improved 

relevance, quality and efficiency. 

- Reducing drastically the incidence of drop-out from the formal school system, through 

improved relevance, quality and efficiency. 

- Catering for young persons who for one reason or another have had  to interrupt their 

schooling as well as other out of school children, adolescent, through appropriate forms of 

complementary approaches to the provision and promotion of basic education. 

- Ensuring the acquisition of appropriate levels of literacy, numeracy, manipulative, 

communicative and life skills, as well as ethical moral and civic values needed for laying a solid 

foundation for lifelong learning. 

In 1990, another world conference on education was held in Dakar, Senegal as a follow-up 

meeting to the conference in Jomtien Thailand.  At this meeting new sets of goals were set to be 

attained by the year 2015.  The goals according to UNESCO (2000) are as follows: 

1. Ensuring that the learning needs of all young people and adults are met through equitable 

access to appropriate learning and life skills programme. 

2. Improving all aspects of the quality of education, and ensuring excellence for all, so that 

recognized and reasonable learning outcomes are achieved, especially in literacy numeracy and 

essential life skills. 

3. Eliminating gender disparities in primary and secondary education by 2005 and achieving 

gender equality in education by 2015, with a focus on ensuring girls fill and equal access to and 

achievement in basic education of good quality. 

4. Expanding and improving comprehensive early childhood care and education especially for 

the most vulnerable and disadvantage children. 

5. Ensuring that by 2015, all children with special emphasis on girls, children in difficult 

circumstances have access to and complete free and compulsory primary education of good quality. 

6. Achieving a 50 percent improvement in levels of adult literacy by 2015, especially for 

women, and equitable access to basic and continuing education for all adults. 

 

The Needs for Universal Basic Education in Nigeria 

The Universal Basic Education Programme may not be a new idea totally. It can be regarded 

as an offshoot of the Universal Primary Education (UPE) which was introduced in the country but 

was abandoned mid-way (Aluede, 2006). According to Denga (1999), the universal access to 

education has been the prime target for Nigeria, since the mid-1970s, when the UPE took off. The 

sharp increase in enrolment that happened as a result of the UPE, however, created problems because 

there was not adequate planning for the increased enrolment. Factors such as inadequate public 

enlightenment and social mobilization for full community involvement made educationally conscious 

Nigerians to lose faith in the scheme disparaging the government’s effort to finance the system which 

many concluded was a nightmare. 

In other, therefore, to avoid the problems which impeded the realization of the objectives of 

past educational programmes like the UPE, the government according to Patrick (2000) outlined the 

following implementation guidelines to facilitate the successful achievement of the goals of the 

Universal Basic Education Programme: 

1. Public enlightenment and social mobilization for full community involvement; 

2. Data collection and analysis; 
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3. Planning, monitoring and evaluation; 

4. The recruitment, education, training, retraining and motivation of teachers; 

5. Infrastructural facilities; 

6. Enriched curricula; 

7. Textbooks and instructional materials; 

8. Improved funding and 

9. Management of the entire process. 

 

Encouraging National Integration:  Nigeria is one of such country that is united together by 

ethnicity and culture, neglecting the individual background and needs.  The emergence of universal 

basic education further enhances this union because the aims and objectives is one for the nation, and 

everybody sees the need for education. The culture of the society is taught and emphases are being 

laid on national unity (Ojo and Obumiyiwa, 2019). 

 

Inculcation of knowledge of Literacy and Numeracy: Since the introduction of universal basic 

education in Nigeria, there was a drastically reduction in the population of people that could not read 

nor write, people that had no opportunity to go to school now preferred that their children attends 

school.  This was made possible since little or no fee is attached and individual possess the ability to 

communicate no matter how little at any point in time (UNESCO, 2014; Kazeem and Oduaran, 2006). 

 

Enhancement of Educational Reform:  According to Mordi (2006),the system of education is not 

static, it requires consistent checking and re-organization as at when due in order to achieve the 

desired goals and to meet up with the needs of the society.  Therefore, the introduction of universal 

basic education enables the governments at all levels to be involved in the development of education 

especially at the grassroots that is primary education. 

 

Provision of Solid Foundation:  Education levels are in stages and whatever happens at the lower 

stages affects negatively or positively the remaining stages.  The involvement of government at the 

basic education level will go a long way to solve many future problems in the attainment of desired 

learning outcomes. 

 

Promoting Gender Equality:  The report of Millennium Development Goals (MDG) as of 2001 

estimates around 115 million children of primary school age, the majority of them girls, do not attend 

school. The education of children without gender barrier is a way of reducing poverty and aids the 

social and economic development of the nation.  It will also help to reduce the mortality rates and 

promote concern for the environment.  Before the introduction of the universal basic education in 

Nigeria, some parts of the country denied their children especially girls the opportunity to attending 

school.  UNICEF also advocates quality basic education for all, with an emphasis on gender equality 

and eliminating disparities of all kinds.  Educated girls are likely to marry later and have fewer 

children and they are likely more productive and more able to participate in social, economic and 

political development of the society (Ogu, Ezeonwuka and Kefas, 2016). 

 

Challenges Confronting the Development of Universal Basic Education in Nigeria 

As already noted, diverse factors have militated against the effective delivery of education in 

Nigeria.  Perhaps the most significant and overriding factors are:- 

 

Inadequate Funding:  The world over, ability to allocate enough funds for a programme remains the 

greatest challenge that a programme can have.  This is also, the case with the funding of the Universal 

Basic Education in Nigeria.  Severe budgetary constraints have led to a slow pace of programme 
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implementation and heavy dependence on donor assistance (Igbuzor, 2006). While, UNESCO 

recommended that countries allocate at least 26% of their annual national budget to education, Nigeria 

has never gone beyond the 13% threshold which Labo-Popoola, Bello and Atanda (2009) observed 

have affected the realization of the goals of the programme. Mobilizing resources for education needs 

to be based on accurate knowledge and analysis of the given situation.  While a major obstacle to 

resource mobilization is a weak capacity for proper planning and implementation. 

 

Improper Management Strategy: The size and diversity of the country’s population create the need 

for a decentralized approach to education administration and management.  In spite of the existence of 

the three tiers of government, the structure of the Federation and the creation of the National Primary 

Education Commission at “the centre” Schools Management Boards at the State level, Local 

Government Education Authorities (LGEAs) at the local government level, decentralization in its true 

nature has never really occurred.  Federal and State Governments continue to have control over 

governments in terms of policy and programme initiation.  Yet local government lack adequate 

planning and management capacity. One of the factors identified as a cause of improper planning is 

the faulty census exercise. According to Oni (2008) and Dare, Ihebareme and Maduewesi (2008), all 

the attempts at conducting a national census before and since independence have been politicized. The 

resultant unreliable statistics has led to poor projections which in turn has affected adequate provision 

of infrastructures (Labo-Popoola, Bello and Atanda (2009).  

 

Demography Pressure:  The high population growth rate of Nigeria and her large size put a great 

strain on available resources because the provision of educational facilities to remote locations, 

especially the rural populations of the country, most of which lack access roads, has great financial 

implications.  The issue of population control has so far not been addressed.  This problem has been 

reflected in the provision of structures such as classrooms, laboratories and even quality teachers since 

1976, when UPE Scheme was introduced (Oni, 2008) and indeed the situation is the same with the 

present UBE Scheme. 

Over-Emphasis on Tertiary Education:  Continued emphasis on tertiary education and adult 

literacy, and corresponding increase in resource allocations to colleges and universities at the expense 

of primary education, have tended to aggravate the problems of access, and retention at the latter 

levels as well as problems of adult literacy. 

 

Ethical Problem:  It has been suggested that because of suspicion by many parents of the values of 

Nigerian education to-day, many parents in the rural communities would rather send their children to 

koranic Schools than to formal Western-style primary schools.  The former have not become part of 

the country’s integrated education statistics, though in Northern States, many children are enrolled in 

Koranic and Islamiyya schools.  Yet, in order to achieve the nations’ goal of EFA, all available 

channels ought to come into play. 

 

Lack of Proper Monitoring and Supervision:  Lack of proper monitoring and supervision of the 

(UBE) programme has been identified as one of the problems of the UBE programme.  According to 

the National Policy on Education (2009) 

government shall establish efficient inspectorate services at federal, state and local government levels 

for monitoring and maintaining set standards at all levels of education below the tertiary level. 

Federal, state ministries and local government education authorities in collaboration will carry out 
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inspectorate supervision and inspection of all the educational institution under their jurisdiction where 

the inspectors shall: 

(a)  Disseminate information about instructional materials and tested effective teaching methods 

and good practices; 

(b)  Obtain information in respect of difficulties experienced by teachers in schools and 

institutions and further provide advisory solution through authorities; 

(c)  Monitor and document the overall quality of education in schools and proffer practical and 

positive advice; 

(d)   Organize meetings with and workshops for teachers when necessary with a view to 

improving their professional competence and; 

(e)   Provide a strong sense of comradeship and professionalism among teachers. 

Therefore, there should be proper monitoring and supervision of the UBE teachers because they are 

the translators of the programme.  

 

Inadequate Facilities:  The Universal Basic Education Commission (UBEC) (2009) stated that 

“physical facilities are very important aspect of curriculum implementation on which the expansion of 

curriculum depends”.  This view was further supported by Nwagwu (2002), who pointed out that 

“success of the UBE programme is dependent on two resources namely; human and material 

resources”.  Eddy (2009) also observed that, provision of physical facilities, model equipment and 

hand tools are necessary for the vehicle of national development.  Despite the pronouncements, it was 

observed that there has been inadequate provision of facilities for the UBE programme to function 

well.  Oni (2008) carried out a research and indicated that physical facilities such as workshops, 

laboratories, equipment and tools in most of the schools were grossly inadequate.  He further stated 

that, this situation makes it difficult to carryout practical work in workshops oriented courses.  He also 

observed that some schools that had the equipment sent to them some 20 years ago have been broken 

down while others have been stolen or sold-off. Mbuk (2009) also stated, “it is expected that the 

current UBE programme is going to offset the problems that besieged the previous scheme (UPE) but 

as at now, there is inadequate infrastructural facilities as well as lack of funds required for a functional 

programme”. 

 

Conclusion 
This study has examined the emergence of basic education in Nigeria, the objectives, needs 

for basic education, and challenges facing the Universal Basic Education Scheme.  Some of the 

challenges mentioned in this study are inadequate funding, poor planning due to incomplete data, lack 

of proper monitoring and supervision, inadequate facilities in form of physical structures, improper 

management strategy and even quality teachers and corruption.  These challenges were found to be 

militating against the objectives of the UBE programme.  In view of these challenges, the study has 

suggested certain measures that the federal government can put in place to help achieve the desired 

goals and objectives in delivering an effective Universal Basic Education programme in Nigeria.  

 

Recommendations  

For effective Universal Basic Education in Nigeria, the following recommendations are 

proffered: 

1. There is need for adequate funding by all tiers of government, since the future of any nation 

depends on the quality of its educational system, it is very important that a good percentage of the 

budget should be set aside for the development of education especially at the level of providing basic 

education for all citizens. 
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2. There is need for the government to encourage and create an enabling environment for 

external and non-governmental agencies to support universal basic education as stated at the world 

conference tagged Education for all (EFA). 

3. Employment of professional teachers is another factor that can boast the effort of the 

government on universal basic education and improve the standard of education as a whole.  The 

maxim that no educational system can rise above the level of its teaching staff underscores, according 

to Omoregie, (2006), the roles of the teacher and teacher educational programmes in national 

development.  This study therefore, recommends that henceforth, only professional teachers who have 

been certified should be allowed to teach in schools.  

4. There should be proper monitoring and supervision of curriculum and teaching.  It is equally 

important to consider its translation as well.  The translator (teacher) should be monitored from time 

to time for efficiency.   

5. In-service staff development programme such as seminars, workshops and conferences for 

teachers to keep them abreast in the new teaching methods and techniques. 

6. Government should ensure proper utilization of the allocation budget.   many occasions, it is 

always realized that due to high level of corruption in Nigeria, the money assigned for Universal 

Basic Education among other ministries and parastatal are diverted by some government officials or 

their own selfish interest.  Therefore, this study recommends that government should not only release 

money for this programme but ensure proper utilization and monitoring of the fund. 

7. The Federal Government should endeavour to conduct a national census that will be devoid of 

political undertone.  Proper and accurate data shall enable accurate projection, which will help the 

education planners and government plan ahead.  This will not bring embarrassment such as not having 

enough teachers, resources for both teachers and students. 
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