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Education in Nigeria: Colonial Legacies, Global Pressures and the Structural Barriers to Quality and Consistent Schooling

Introduction: Learning Poverty, Sustainable Development, and the Stakes for Nigeria
The concept of “learning poverty,” defined as the inability of a child to read and comprehend a straightforward text by the age of ten, has emerged as a defining metric of global educational inequality (World Bank, 2019, pp. 8–12). In Nigeria, learning poverty rates remain close to 70 percent, indicating that a substantial majority of children are not acquiring foundational literacy (World Bank, 2023). This statistic is not merely educational; it is profoundly developmental. Foundational literacy underpins lifelong learning, economic productivity, civic participation, and social mobility. Without it, education systems fail in their most basic function.
Education is widely recognised as a multiplier across the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Progress toward quality education (SDG 4) is structurally linked to poverty reduction (SDG 1), gender equality (SDG 5), decent work (SDG 8), reduced inequalities (SDG 10), and improved health outcomes (SDG 3) (United Nations, 2015, pp. 17–19). Education enhances human capital, expands employment opportunities, delays early marriage, improves maternal health, and strengthens democratic participation. Consequently, educational stagnation constrains national development across sectors.
[bookmark: _Int_2wNXmVde]Nigeria, Africa’s most populous country, exemplifies this tension between demographic potential and structural constraint. Over 60 percent of its population is under the age of 25 (National Bureau of Statistics, 2025). In principle, this youth bulge represents a demographic dividend capable of driving innovation and economic growth. In practice, Nigeria currently has approximately 18–20 million out-of-school children, the highest number globally (UNICEF, 2025). Gross secondary school enrolment remains below 45 percent nationally, with female literacy rates in some northern states below 35 percent (National Bureau of Statistics, 2025). Furthermore, only about 27 percent of Primary 3 pupils demonstrate grade-level reading proficiency (UBEC, 2025, pp. 52–60). These figures reveal not only restricted access but a deeper crisis of educational quality and consistency.
This essay argues that barriers to decent quality, consistent education in Nigeria reflect a lingering post-colonial legacy compounded by contemporary globalisation pressures. While Nigeria formally aligns with international frameworks such as SDG 4 and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), the translation of these commitments into lived educational realities is undermined by insecurity, governance fragility, structural inequality, and epistemic hierarchies inherited from colonial rule. Through sustained engagement with post-colonial theory, dependency theory, human rights frameworks and development critique, this essay evaluates both the nature and the effects of educational reform in Nigeria.
Historical Trajectories and Colonial Influence
Indigenous and Islamic Educational Systems
Prior to British colonisation, educational systems in present-day Nigeria were plural, decentralised, and embedded within social and economic life. Indigenous education emphasised moral formation, vocational competence, oral history, agricultural skills, and collective identity formation (Fafunwa, 1974, pp. 10–18). Learning occurred through apprenticeship, storytelling, ritual participation, and communal mentorship. Knowledge transmission was experiential, intergenerational, and culturally grounded.
In northern regions, Islamic scholarship flourished for centuries through Quranic schooling networks, producing literate elites and religious scholars within the Sokoto Caliphate. Literacy in Arabic facilitated theological scholarship, governance, and commercial administration. Education was therefore socially functional and culturally coherent rather than institutionally standardised.
This historical reality challenges the colonial narrative that education was introduced ex nihilo through European intervention. Rather, colonial schooling displaced, delegitimised and hierarchically restructured existing knowledge systems.
Colonial Education and Regional Inequality
Western-style schooling began in 1842 through missionary expansion along coastal regions. Colonial education followed an essentialist model designed to produce clerks, interpreters, and administrative intermediaries (Taiwo, 1980, pp. 18–22). Its purpose was bureaucratic efficiency rather than intellectual emancipation or indigenous capacity-building.
British indirect rule entrenched regional inequality. Missionary education expanded significantly in southern Nigeria, while northern regions experienced restricted missionary penetration to preserve Islamic authority structures (Crowder, 1968, pp. 221–230). This policy divergence institutionalised uneven educational development. Southern regions developed higher literacy rates, greater access to formal schooling and stronger integration into colonial administrative structures. Northern regions retained traditional systems but received fewer investments in Western schooling infrastructure.
Contemporary regional disparities in literacy, enrolment and gender parity are therefore historically structured rather than coincidental. Colonial administrative priorities created durable inequalities that persist into the present.
Post-Colonial Theory and Epistemic Violence
Post-colonial scholars argue that colonial domination extended beyond territorial control into epistemological authority. Said (1978, pp. 12–15) contends that colonial power operated through “epistemic violence,” constructing Western knowledge systems as universal while marginalising indigenous epistemologies. This hierarchy reshaped what counted as legitimate knowledge.
Bhabha (1994) further argues that colonial systems produce cultural hybridity characterised by mimicry and ambivalence. Colonised societies are pressured to imitate colonial norms while remaining structurally excluded from full equality. This produces education systems that reproduce foreign models without contextual coherence.
In Nigeria, the dominance of English as the primary language of instruction and the prioritisation of Western curricular content reflect this enduring epistemic hierarchy. Indigenous histories, languages, and knowledge systems remain peripheral within formal schooling. This has direct implications for Article 29(c) of the UNCRC, which requires education to promote respect for cultural identity, language, and values.
If education marginalises indigenous epistemologies, it risks violating cultural rights while also reducing pedagogical effectiveness. Research consistently demonstrates that mother-tongue instruction enhances early literacy acquisition and cognitive development. Thus, the colonial inheritance of linguistic hierarchy continues to undermine both educational quality and inclusion.
Policy Frameworks: Rights, Development, and Implementation
SDG 4 and the Education 2030 Agenda
The 2030 Agenda situates education as central to sustainable development (United Nations, 2015). SDG 4 extends beyond access to emphasise equity, quality, relevance, and lifelong learning. Several targets are particularly relevant to Nigeria:
Target 4.1: Free, equitable primary and secondary education
Target 4.2: Quality early childhood development and pre-primary education
Target 4.4: Relevant technical and digital skills
Target 4.5: Elimination of gender disparities
Target 4.6: Youth literacy and numeracy
Target 4.a: Safe, inclusive learning environments
Target 4.c: Increased supply of qualified teachers
[bookmark: _Int_CK7Sa3Hx]Nigeria has endorsed these commitments through international frameworks (UNESCO, 2015, pp. 7–12). However, persistent learning poverty, teacher shortages, gender inequality, and insecurity indicate that SDG alignment remains largely normative rather than transformative.
Moreover, SDG measurement frameworks prioritise quantifiable indicators such as enrolment and completion rates. While useful, these metrics risk obscuring learning quality, cultural relevance, and classroom realities. Educational progress may therefore appear statistically significant without corresponding improvements in lived learning experiences.
UNCRC: Articles 28 and 29 in Depth
The UNCRC establishes education as both an access right and a developmental right (United Nations, 1989).
Article 28 mandates free and compulsory primary education, reduction of dropout rates, and accessible secondary schooling. Nigeria’s Universal Basic Education Act (2004) formally guarantees free schooling. However, informal fees, insecurity, child labour pressures, and infrastructural deficits undermine effective compulsion. Persistent dropout rates, particularly among girls in northern states, indicate partial compliance.
Article 29 defines educational purpose. Education must develop the child’s personality, talents, and abilities to their fullest potential; promote respect for human rights and foster respect for cultural identity.
When only 27 percent of children achieve grade-level reading (UBEC, 2025, p. 55), the state fails not merely in service delivery but in fulfilling Article 29’s developmental mandate. Education that does not enable cognitive growth cannot realise children’s full potential.
Furthermore, Article 29(c) emphasises cultural identity and language. English-medium instruction without adequate bilingual support may impede comprehension, limit participation, and alienate learners from their cultural contexts. Linguistic policy therefore becomes a rights issue, not simply a pedagogical preference.
Education must be both effective and culturally responsive to meet UNCRC standards.
ACRWC and Contextualised Rights
The African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child embeds education within African socio-cultural contexts (African Union, 1990). Its emphasis on cultural relevance, community values, and regional priorities reinforces critiques of universalist educational models.
However, Nigeria’s uneven domestication of child rights legislation across states demonstrates the gap between regional aspirations and federal implementation.
Key Structural Barriers
1. Insecurity and Educational Disruption
[bookmark: _Int_62j4YlIN]Nigeria continues to experience armed insurgency, banditry, and communal violence that directly affect educational access and continuity. Since 2020, more than 1,000 schools have been temporarily closed due to insecurity (Global Coalition to Protect Education from Attack, 2025, pp. 118–125). High-profile abductions of students and teachers have intensified parental fear, disproportionately affecting girls’ attendance and reinforcing existing gender disparities.
This context is increasingly understood within the humanitarian framework of Education in Emergencies (EiE), which recognises education as both lifesaving and life-sustaining during crises. EiE frameworks emphasise that schooling provides psychosocial stability, protection from exploitation, continuity of learning and restoration of normalcy in conflict-affected settings. The Nigerian case therefore reflects not merely disruption of services but the erosion of a critical protective system for children and young people.
Insecurity directly undermines SDG Target 4.a, which calls for safe, non-violent, and inclusive learning environments, as well as Article 28 of the UNCRC, which guarantees access to education based on equal opportunity. Applying Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1943) further clarifies the structural nature of the barrier. Safety constitutes a foundational human requirement; where children face threats of abduction, displacement, or violence, sustained cognitive engagement becomes implausible. Educational access in such contexts cannot be treated as a conventional service-delivery issue but as a protection and humanitarian priority.
Importantly, insecurity generates chronic inconsistency rather than temporary interruption. Repeated school closures fragment learning trajectories, weaken teacher retention, disrupt assessment cycles, and increase long-term dropout risk. Educational disruption thus becomes systemic, entrenching inequality across already marginalised regions.
2. The Digital Divide and Structural Dependency
Global education discourse increasingly promotes digital transformation aligned with SDG Target 4.4, which emphasises relevant technical and digital skills. However, fewer than 15 percent of rural Nigerian schools possess reliable internet access (World Bank, 2024, pp. 33–40) and millions of children remain excluded from digital learning opportunities (UNICEF, 2025). In such contexts, technology-led reform risks widening inequalities between urban and rural learners.
Dependency theory provides a structural lens for understanding this dynamic. Peripheral economies remain reliant on core economies for technological goods, digital platforms, and knowledge infrastructures (Frank, 1967, pp. 3–10). Nigeria’s reliance on imported EdTech systems reflects this asymmetry. Digital expansion may modernise classrooms, but it can also reproduce technological dependence, financial outflows, and limited domestic innovation capacity.
This dependency extends beyond hardware and software to human capital. Nigeria faces a significant “brain drain,” popularly termed the Japa phenomenon, whereby skilled teachers, education administrators, and technology professionals migrate to wealthier economies in search of better remuneration and working conditions. The outward flow of skilled labour weakens institutional capacity, reduces mentoring opportunities for younger professionals, and limits the sustainability of digital reforms. Human capital, like technological capital, is drawn toward core economies, reinforcing uneven global knowledge hierarchies.
Furthermore, digital reform agendas frequently assume reliable electricity, connectivity, maintenance capacity, and digitally trained teachers. Where classrooms lack textbooks, sanitation, or stable staffing, such assumptions risk misaligned priorities. Technology can enhance learning only when embedded within functional educational ecosystems.
Thus, global digital agendas, while normatively aligned with SDG 4, may inadvertently reproduce structural dependency and internal inequality if implemented without infrastructural readiness and workforce retention strategies.
3. Governance and Teacher Capacity
Nigeria faces a deficit of over 200,000 qualified teachers (UBEC, 2025, p. 58). Overcrowded classrooms, inconsistent salaries, and limited professional development undermine quality.
Escobar (1995, pp. 52–57) critiques development discourse for privileging technocratic outputs over structural reform. In Nigeria, infrastructure expansion often outpaces teacher investment.
Without prioritising teacher quality, SDG Target 4.c remains unattainable.
Critical Evaluation: The Nature and Effect of Development
International organisations play an influential role in Nigeria’s education sector through funding, technical assistance, policy coordination, and global benchmarking. Financial support and programmatic partnerships have enabled school construction, expanded enrolment, strengthened education data systems, and supported curriculum reform initiatives. These contributions are significant in a context where domestic fiscal constraints and governance limitations restrict state capacity. International engagement has therefore helped sustain education as a policy priority and aligned Nigeria with global norms on equity, inclusion, and rights-based provision.
However, a critical perspective reveals that development assistance is not politically neutral. Aid dependency can encourage policy convergence toward global templates that prioritise standardisation over contextual responsiveness. When reform agendas are shaped by donor priorities, domestic ownership may weaken, and policies risk becoming externally driven rather than locally grounded. This dynamic can produce reform fatigue, uneven implementation, and limited sustainability once funding cycles conclude.
Moreover, global accountability frameworks often privilege quantifiable indicators—enrolment rates, gender parity ratios, and completion statistics—over qualitative learning outcomes and lived classroom realities. Governments may therefore pursue performative compliance, focusing on metric optimisation rather than substantive pedagogical improvement. School attendance can rise while instructional quality, teacher capacity and learner comprehension remain stagnant. Such patterns illustrate how statistical progress may obscure structural stagnation.
The material expression of development further illustrates this tension. Investment frequently prioritises visible infrastructure—new school buildings, digital devices and publicised initiatives-because these outputs are politically tangible and donor-visible. Yet functional infrastructure, including teacher training systems, curriculum reform, school leadership capacity, and maintenance budgets, often receives comparatively less attention. The result is an education system that expands physically while remaining institutionally fragile.
From a critical development perspective, this reflects a technocratic bias that privileges measurable outputs over systemic transformation. Development becomes equated with expansion rather than effectiveness, visibility rather than viability. Consequently, reforms may improve access without ensuring quality and align with international standards without resolving local structural constraints.
Nevertheless, dismissing international engagement entirely would be analytically reductive. Global cooperation remains essential for financing, knowledge exchange, emergency response, and norm-setting. The central issue is not whether development assistance is beneficial, but under what conditions it becomes transformative rather than symbolic. Effective reform requires alignment between global frameworks and domestic realities, meaningful local participation in policy design and sustained investment in institutional capacity rather than short-term project cycles.
Development in Nigeria’s education sector is therefore best understood as ambivalent: it generates opportunities for expansion and reform while simultaneously reproducing dependency, metric-driven governance, and implementation gaps. Its ultimate value depends on whether reforms address structural barriers or merely repackage them within internationally recognisable frameworks.
Findings and Way Forward
Primary barriers include structural insecurity, governance fragility, and epistemic misalignment. Financial investment alone is insufficient.
A way forward requires:
• Integrating security reform with education planning
• Prioritising teacher training and retention
• Decolonising curricula and expanding mother-tongue instruction
• Fully domesticating child rights legislation
• Integrating Quranic schools into formal accreditation systems
Sustainable reform also requires recognising education as a relational ecosystem rather than a standalone sector. Household poverty, gender norms, child labour patterns, and rural marginalisation shape educational participation as profoundly as school-based factors. Policies that isolate schooling from broader social protection frameworks risk limited impact. Conditional cash transfers, school feeding programmes, and community-based attendance monitoring have demonstrated potential to improve retention when integrated with educational planning. A genuinely inclusive system must therefore align education policy with social welfare, public health, and local governance structures to address the multidimensional barriers that constrain consistent participation and learning continuity.
Conclusion
Nigeria’s educational challenges are not the product of isolated policy failures but the cumulative outcome of historical legacies, contemporary insecurities, and structural governance constraints. Colonial educational structures established enduring regional inequalities and epistemic hierarchies that continue to shape curriculum design, language policy, and institutional priorities. Globalisation has introduced new opportunities for cooperation, funding, and innovation, yet it has also embedded Nigeria within international policy regimes that do not always align with domestic realities. Governance fragility and persistent insecurity further disrupt implementation, undermining the consistency and quality required for meaningful learning.
While international frameworks such as the SDGs and the UNCRC provide vital normative direction, formal alignment alone is insufficient. Educational transformation depends on translating rights and targets into lived classroom experiences that are safe, inclusive, culturally relevant, and pedagogically effective. Where insecurity prevents attendance, teacher shortages weaken instruction, and linguistic policies marginalise learners, the promise of universal education remains unrealised.
Nigeria’s youth population represents both urgency and opportunity. Without systemic reform, the demographic dividend risks becoming a demographic liability characterised by unemployment, inequality, and social instability. Conversely, sustained investment in equitable, context-sensitive education could unlock long-term economic resilience, social cohesion, and democratic participation.
Transformative progress requires an integrated approach that links security reform with education planning, prioritises teacher development alongside infrastructure, recognises indigenous knowledge within curricula and ensures full domestication of child rights protections across all states. It also requires rebalancing development priorities toward institutional capacity, community participation, and culturally grounded pedagogy.
Education must move beyond symbolic compliance toward structural transformation. Only when policy commitments translate into consistent, meaningful learning opportunities can education fulfil its role as a foundation for sustainable development and social justice in Nigeria.
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