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The right to education, and its role in fostering the development of the human personality while strengthening respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, was first articulated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations, 1948). Despite significant global progress in literacy rates (UNESCO, 2025), access to education remains deeply unequal. An estimated 739 million adults worldwide are unable to read and write, two-thirds of whom are women. Furthermore, approximately 250 million children are currently out of school, an increase of six million since 2001 (Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2025) indicating that earlier gains in reducing educational exclusion have stalled. 
These disparities are particularly pronounced in West and Central Africa, where primary school attendance rates remain among the lowest globally. Of the 98 million out of school children in Sub-Saharan Africa, 20 million reside in Nigeria. In light of these persistent inequalities, this essay critically examines the barriers to accessing high quality, consistent education for children and young people in Nigeria, analysing national, regional, and international policy frameworks including the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989), the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (African Union, 1990) and the Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, 2015), interrogating whether these instruments function as transformative mechanisms for change or operate largely as symbolic commitments. In doing so, the essay questions the extent to which rights-based approaches meaningfully confront the structural inequalities that underpin educational exclusion.
Since gaining independence from the United Kingdom in 1960, Nigeria has remained one of the most populous countries in the Majority World, a term used to describe nations historically positioned at the margins of global economic and political power structures (Khan et al., 2022). A country with a population marked by ethnic, religious, and cultural diversity, contemporary educational inequalities cannot be understood solely through a post-independence lens. While numerous political, economic, and social challenges have constrained Nigeria’s capacity to deliver high quality, inclusive, and equitable education aligned with Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, 2015), the roots of educational disparity are firmly embedded in the colonial period.
Under British rule, missionary education was concentrated largely in Southern Nigeria, reflecting colonial administrative and economic priorities rather than a commitment to universal provision. Dissatisfied with the missionaries’ limited capacity to produce a skilled workforce to support colonial governance and commerce, the colonial state introduced a more formalised Western style education policy designed to meet its economic needs. In contrast, Northern Nigeria largely retained Qur’anic schooling systems, which were grounded in moral instruction, community responsibility, and practical competence. This traditional form of education was experiential and holistic, emphasising intellectual development, cultural knowledge, and survival skills transmitted through oral traditions, environmental engagement, and observation of elders (Sulaiman, 2012). Colonial education prioritised European history, language and literature. Marginalising local languages, cultures and epistemologies, creating epistemic violence with dominant powers silencing local knowledge systems (Spivak, 1988). 
Since Nigeria’s independence, civil war, prolonged military rule, and eventual democratic transition profoundly shaped the structure and inequalities of its education system. The Nigerian Civil War (1967–1970) devastated educational infrastructure, particularly in the Eastern Region, displacing students and teachers and closing educational facilities (Fafunwa, 2018) Federal government went on to use education as a method of nation building through unity schools and centralised admissions policies, attempting to rebuild trust between different groups and regions and promote a shared Nigerian identity. However, these attempts simply reinforced federal control, supporting theories of Governmentality where education is used as a technology of governance to produce a compliant population and reshaping national identity (Foucour, 2007).
The subsequent era of military rule (1966–1999) brought transformation to Nigeria’s education system. The oil boom of the 1970s facilitated rapid expansion of tertiary institutions; however, this growth was not matched by adequate investment, leading to overcrowding, infrastructural strain, and declining academic standards (Nigerian Institute of Social and Economic Research, 2026). These challenges were further exacerbated by the introduction of the Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) in 1986 under General Babangida. Guided by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank, SAP sought to stabilise the economy through austerity and liberalisation, but its implementation sharply reduced state funding for education increasing reliance on private provision (Iruonagbe and Egharevba, 2015).
From a Bourdieusian perspective, these policies reinforced inequalities in access to education by privileging students with greater economic and cultural capital, allowing them to navigate fee-based systems and maintain academic advantage, while marginalising those from less privileged backgrounds (Bourdieu, 1984)
The democratic transition in 1999 introduced renewed commitments to education with the introduction of Universal Basic Education providing free and mandatory basic education for every Nigerian child between the ages of 6 and 15 (Centre for Public Impact, 2024). However, multiple contemporary barriers to quality and consistent education demonstrate that its education system remains shaped by historical and structural factors. According to Usman, Madaki and Omeneke (2025) financial and systematic barriers are preventing education from being a fundamental basis for sustainable and transformative national development due to “chronic underfunding, poor governance, decaying infrastructure, a critical shortage of qualified teachers, institutional corruption, and worsening insecurity”. Statistics presented by the Universal Basic Education Commission (2023) found a current shortfall of 194,876 teachers. With the Nigeria Union for Teachers quoting poor welfare conditions, and inadequate funding as the cause for the deficit (Leadership, 2025).
In Nigeria’s 2025 government budget, education was allocated a mere 7% of total expenditure, reflecting sustained underinvestment in human capital development. Falling well below UNESCO’s recommended 15–20% benchmark and behind several sub-Saharan counterparts such as Kenya and Ghana who allocated 20% and 13% respectively. This allocation demonstrates state priorities. The limited share devoted to education suggests that long-term social investment remains subordinated to short-term political and economic considerations (Business Day, 2025).
These figures may offer insight into shifting economic hierarchies within Sub-Saharan Africa. Nigeria’s displacement in regional economic rankings, overtaken by South Africa after spending most of a decade in a leading position, raises questions about the relationship between human capital investment and macroeconomic performance. South Africa’s sustained prioritisation of education making it the highest funded priority within its national budget (Quidah, 2025), suggests a recognition of schooling as a strategic driver of productivity, skills development, and long-term economic resilience. While economic growth is shaped by multiple structural factors, comparative budgetary commitments indicate that consistent investment in education may strengthen not only educational outcomes but broader economic competitiveness 
Such underfunding has implications beyond infrastructure and staffing. Drawing again on Bourdieu’s (1986) concept of cultural capital, reduced public investment shifts the burden of educational success onto families, privileging those with greater economic resources, social, and academic competencies. In this context, education ceases to function as a mechanism of social mobility and instead deepens existing class and regional inequalities.
State capacity theory also helps explain the financial and structural barriers affecting education in Nigeria, with its limited fiscal capacity restricting the ability to allocate sufficient and sustained funding to the education sector.  At the same time, systemic weaknesses including poor financial management, corruption, and weak administrative coordination reduce the effectiveness of available resources. From this perspective, persistent educational inequality reflects not only lack of funding, but also institutional limitations in managing and distributing resources effectively (Onyeoziri, 2005).
Despite the formal provision of free primary education in Nigeria, access remains deeply uneven. An estimated 61% of children are not attending school nationally, with attendance rates falling further in the North to just 53% (UNICEF, 2020). These patterns must be understood within the broader context of multidimensional poverty. Approximately two thirds of Nigerian children experience overlapping deprivations in healthcare, education, nutrition, and access to clean water (UNICEF, 2019). Although tuition may be officially free, indirect and hidden costs including uniforms, textbooks, equipment, security levies, and examination fees, create significant financial barriers for low-income households. Furthermore, funds collected locally through Parent Teacher Associations to compensate for inadequate state funding are frequently undermined by mismanagement and corruption, limiting their effectiveness. (African Youth Hub, 2021). 
Widespread poverty remains a significant driver of child economic participation in Nigeria. According to the International Labour Organisation (2024), more than half of children are engaged in employment, with 39% classified as being in child labour and 22.9% involved in hazardous activities, including mining and sexual exploitation. Notably, one in four working children do not attend school at all, illustrating the direct trade-off between economic survival and educational participation. The report further identifies a strong negative correlation between children’s school attendance and the educational attainment of their parents, indicating the intergenerational transmission of disadvantage, another example of Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital, where advantage is reproduced across generations. This reality is brought into sharp focus through the story of ten-year old Joshua from Lagos who left school when his family could no longer afford fees, books, and uniforms. He now works as a weekend house help and street hawker, far from the opportunities he once hoped for (Emaojo, 2024).
Educational inequality in Nigeria is also reflected in pronounced regional disparities, with over 60% of out of school children residing in the northern regions. While this imbalance can be traced in part to colonial policies that concentrated Western style education within economically strategic southern areas, socio-cultural factors have also shaped access to education. In parts of the North, Western education closely associated with Christian missionary activity, was perceived as a threat to Islamic identity and religious traditions. Locally referred to as “boko” meaning Western education, it was at times resisted by communities who feared cultural and religious erosion. Historical accounts indicate that some parents temporarily withdrew their children from villages to avoid compulsory enrolment initiatives. Many families choose to educate their children through Quranic schools but with concerns over child exploitation and abuse and no formal literacy or numeracy teaching, the system has faced criticism (Umar and Maaji, 2025), and therefore attendance is excluded from education data (UNICEF, 2020). Viewed through a postcolonial lens, these regional disparities reflect the enduring legacy of colonial educational policies that privileged Western knowledge systems while marginalising Islamic and indigenous traditions. Resistance to “boko” education in the North is not necessarily a resistance to education in itself but to cultural imperialism. 
The extremist activities of Boko Haram, a violent Islamist group whose name is often translated as “Western education is a sin,” have had a devastating impact on education in northern Nigeria since their formation in 2002. The group has specifically targeted schools, students, and teachers, severely disrupting educational infrastructure. Nearly 15 million people have been affected by violent radicalisation, with over 20,000 lives lost and more than two million individuals displaced (Bertoni et al., 2019). In response to repeated mass abductions of children and staff, thousands of schools have been forced to close, leaving many children unable to continue their education and pushing them into low paid labour to support their families. In one week alone, over 20,000 schools across seven regions were closed following a security incident earlier this year. Amnesty International (2025) has criticised the Nigerian government for failing to investigate these attacks and hold perpetrators accountable, describing the lack of action as “an assault on childhood and an utter failure to guarantee the safety and security of school children and teachers”. From a state capacity perspective, these events further highlight systemic weaknesses in the government’s ability to ensure safe and equitable access to education, representing a direct contravention of the 2014 Nigerian Safe Schools Initiative, which pledged to protect children’s right to learn (Global Business Coalition for Education, 2014).
Boko Haram’s targeted abduction of girls represents an extreme manifestation of broader gender inequalities that restrict girls’ access to education in Nigeria. Girls account for approximately 60% of out of school children, a disparity closely linked to practices such as child marriage, with 64% of girls reportedly married before the age of eighteen. Although the Child’s Rights Act (Government of Nigeria, 2003) sought to prohibit these marriages, its failure to be adopted by twelve northern states has significantly limited its effectiveness, contributing only a marginal reductions in child marriage over recent decades. This is highlighted by the story of Nafissa who left school to get married, citing societal mindsets and prejudices as the cause. She was married during a school break and became pregnant before she could return (The World Bank, 2017). The coexistence of statutory and customary marriage laws further weakens enforcement mechanisms and leaves many girls unprotected. In some communities, marriage occurs as early as seven years of age, and if current trends persist, the number of child brides is projected to double by 2050. Driven by economic, cultural, and religious factors, child marriage perpetuates cycles of poverty and exposes girls to physical and psychological harm, reinforcing gendered barriers to educational participation (Nawrozzada, 2022). 
In many rural areas of Nigeria, patriarchal norms shape educational access by prioritising boys’ schooling over that of girls. Men are positioned as authority figures and future economic providers, while women are confined to domestic roles. Consequently, limited household resources are often invested in sons, who are expected to sustain the family line. Girls, by contrast, are socialised into roles that restrict aspirations for academic achievement. This dynamic reflects Walby’s (1990) theory of patriarchy, in which social institutions reproduce gendered power hierarchies. As Makama (2013) observes, women in Nigeria are frequently treated as second class citizens and are often excluded from formal education.
At the same time, framing Nigerian girls solely as victims in need of rescue risks reproducing the “saving girls” discourse critiqued by Mohanty (1988). Such narratives can oversimplify complex social realities, portraying girls in the Majority World as passive and powerless while privileging Western-led intervention. This perspective obscures deeper structural factors that shape educational exclusion. A more critically informed approach acknowledges both the persistence of gendered inequality and the complex socio-economic and cultural environments that shape girls’ ability to make choices.
For those who are able to access education the expansion of Universal Basic Education (2023) has led to a quality crisis, although figures show a rise in enrolments, quality of learning is still poor ranking 103 out of 118 countries in UNESCO’s Education for All (EFA) Development Index (UNESCO, 2022). Freire’s (1970) concept of problem‑posing education provides a useful model for understanding the limitations of the Nigerian education system. relying on a “banking” model, in which teachers deposit knowledge into students, reinforcing historical and exclusionary structures and existing inequalities, rather than fostering critical thinking. Using a problem‑posing model, characterised by dialogue, reflection, and co‑creation of knowledge, could empower students to critically engage with their social realities, challenge oppressive norms, and actively participate in shaping their communities. In the Nigerian context, such a shift could help address the structural and cultural factors that restrict access to education and limit its transformative potential. 
There are multiple international instruments guiding educational rights across the globe. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989) provides a global legally binding framework setting out the civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights of all children. Its purpose is to protect children’s rights and promote their development in conditions of dignity, equality, and security. Articles 28 and 29 guarantee both access to and quality of education. This shift away from a welfare-based approach to one based on children’s rights enforces a child’s entitlement to dignity and respect, rather than identifying them as victims of harm. A welfare-based approach carries greater risks that a child’s interests will be interpreted to suit the convenience of their parents or society. However, the UNCRC has faced criticism over its Western liberal roots, it emphasises individual autonomy and rights based understandings of childhood that may not correspond with the perspectives prevalent in many African societies (Driscoll, 2022). This can be demonstrated by the UNCRC’s focus on child autonomy being in direct contrast to Nigeria’s ideas of children situated within an interconnected social structure where family, community, and collective responsibilities are central to their identity and development (Tendai Charity Nhenga-Chakarisa, 2024). 
In response to the Western orientation of the UNCRC and the limited African representation in its development, the African Union (1990) introduced the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC). This continent specific framework is grounded in African historical, cultural, and social contexts, balancing children’s rights with their responsibilities, and explicitly addressing issues such as child exploitation and child marriage (Adu-Gyamfi & Keating, 2013). Nigeria ratified the ACRWC in 2001 and subsequently enacted the Child’s Rights Act (Government of Nigeria, 2003) to domesticate the key provisions of both the UNCRC and the ACRWC. However, the Act has so far been adopted by only 24 of Nigeria’s 36 states, limiting its nationwide impact.
This has severely impacted on Nigeria’s ability to reach The United Nations (2022) Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4 “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all” ActionAid (2020) found that in order for Nigeria to meet SDG 4 by 2030 it must increase its spending on education to 20% of the national budget, with an emphasis on increasing that budget by improving domestic revenue. Further emphasising that improvements cannot be made purely through policy frameworks but must stem from effective governance, and the mobilisation of domestic resources. 
A review by the Federal Ministry of Education (2025) assessed Nigeria’s progress in meeting the six goals of the Education for All (UNESCO, 2020) framework, noting “strides and milestones” in implementing the required reforms. However, UNESCO (2022) reported that Nigeria has made limited progress toward almost every EFA target, highlighting the persistent gap between international commitments spanning the UNCRC, ACRWC, and SDG 4, and the realities of equitable, quality education for children. This demonstrates that, despite a comprehensive network of global and regional policies advocating for children’s educational rights, translating these frameworks into practical, nationwide improvements remains a significant challenge.
It is crucial that educational transformation in Nigeria is driven by domestic reforms rather than reliance on foreign aid, which is often lost to corruption and can undermine the incentive to develop local resources, infrastructure, and industries. As Edet, Ebong, and Nwachi (2024) argue, while foreign aid has provided support to certain sectors, Nigeria must prioritise the mobilisation and strengthening of its own internal resources. External aid should serve only as a supplementary measure, not a substitute for sustainable, homegrown development initiatives.
In conclusion, international policy frameworks such as the UNCRC, the ACRWC, SDG 4 and the EFA demonstrate clear and ambitious commitments to transforming access to education. Collectively, they reposition education as a protected right and emphasise not only access, but also quality, equity and gender equality. In principle, these instruments provide a strong ethical and legal foundation capable of reshaping national education systems and holding governments accountable to global standards.
However, the Nigerian context reveals a persistent gap between commitment and delivery. underfunding, pronounced regional disparities, gender inequality, child labour and weak state capacity continue to undermine implementation. Despite ratifying key treaties and aligning with international targets, education spending remains below recommended benchmarks, teacher shortages persist, and millions of children remain out of school. The incomplete adoption of the Child’s Rights Act across all states further illustrates that legal domestication alone does not ensure uniform protection or access. Structural barriers rooted in poverty, patriarchal norms, colonial legacies and economic austerity continue to shape patterns of exclusion.
Therefore, while these instruments possess transformative potential, in practice they operate largely as symbolic commitments when not supported by sustained domestic investment, effective governance and meaningful structural reform. Genuine transformation depends not merely on the articulation of rights, but on the political will and institutional capacity to realise them in practice.
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