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The present clarion call to re-examine the Nigeria education system for functionality is an 
outcome of the inconsistencies and obvious ineffective implementation of the educational policies. Calls 
of this nature are usual and they have occurred periodically at regular in intervals within the education 
sector since the colonial era in Nigeria. The first move of the colonial government in Nigeria (formerly 
in the British colonies and protectorates) to publish a white paper on education was the 1925 
Memorandum on Education following the Phelps Stokes Report in 1923, which stated among other 
things that: 
1. The colonial government in Africa was a mixture of the good and the bad, effective and 

ineffective, the wise and the unwise. 
2. Many of the missions provided educational facilities that did not realize the full 

significance of education in the development of the Africans. 
3. The adaptation of the needs of the people was the first requisite of school activities. 
4. Application of sound principles of administration to educational work in terms of organization 

and supervision was important. 
5. Education of the masses and native leadership required proper attention. 
6. Need for cooperation among stake holders in education cannot be neglected. 
 

The memorandum formed the nucleus of the present National Policy on Education that was 
first published over 50 years later in 1977 after a National Curriculum Conference in September 
1969, where 63 recommendations were made to address dissatisfactions with the then education 
practice in Nigeria. The education policy document has undergone reviews in 1981, 1998 and 2004. In its 
present form, the National Education in Nigeria is based on the five main national goals in Nigeria, 
which include building: 
a. A free and democratic society 
b. A just and egalitarian society 
c. A united, strong and self reliant nation 
d. A great and dynamic economy 
e. A land full of bright opportunities for all citizens. 

 
Based on these broad goals Nigeria philosophy of education include the belief that education 

is an instrument for national development, education fosters the worth and development of the 
individual, every Nigerian child shall have a right to equal educational opportunities, and there is 
need for functional education for the promotion of a progressive united Nigeria through relevant school 
programmes that are practical and comprehensive, taking into account interest and ability in the 
individual's direction in education. Today in 2010 we are reappraising, evaluating, re-examining and 
assessing the content and implementation of this current policy in order to address issues and 
challenges related to functionality and self reliance. 

 
Although one of the items in the five main national goals of Nigeria, which have been 

endorsed as the necessary foundation for the current national policy on education, states that: The 
policy would help Nigerians to build a united, strong and self-reliant nation; we are yet far from 
achieving that goal. This means that much is left to be desired in the area of effectiveness   
of the   policy   content   and   its   implementation   towards functionality for self reliance. The 
questions that arise therefore include. What exactly is functionality? How has education addressed 
functionality in Nigeria? 
How can education deliver functionality? 
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Conceptual Clarifications 
The concept of functionality refers to the effectiveness of an idea, a concept, or institution to 

make worthwhile contributions (positive or negative) in order to influence the functioning of 
interrelated entities that make up a whole. It derives from the theory of functionalism which portrays 
society as a social system comprised of various social institutions. The key points of this philosophy may 
be summarized by comparisons drawn from biology. A biologist would be unable to explain how the 
human body works and how life is maintained if he examines the heart, lungs, liver and the brain in 
isolation. He would instead analyze the relationship between the parts to know how they operate and 
understand their importance. From this view point, any part of the body must be seen in terms of the 
person as a whole. In the same vein, the various parts of society are interrelated and taken together to 
form a complete system. The function of any part of society such as education is geared to 
meet society's functional prerequisites, which must be met for the survival of the entire society. 
It seems to me that the political institution in Nigeria for instance is as isolated from the educational 
institution as the health institution and the economy. The obvious deceit and confusion in the political 
sector therefore point to the deficiency of the participants in the requisite knowledge and 
qualities/character to effectively function in it. If in the same vein the medical personnel also lack the 
education to function or effectively perform their duties, and the financial analysts, the teacher, and others 
are deficient in the knowledge and character required for effectiveness in their business, it is clear that the 
education provided for the preparation of these professionals is distorted and simply exists to serve the 
job market as a means of social mobility. 

 
Functional Education therefore starts with the individual and ends with society. The two are 

inseparable because the quality of education that is acquired by the citizens qualifies the form of 
development in a nation. A country is developed not because of the amount of money she controls, but 
because of the quality of human capital therein. Functionalism here examines education for its 
contributions to the maintenance of the social system, with particular reference to the effective 
functioning of its finished products in the society. It is likened to pragmatism, which is a utilitarian 
philosophy that emphasizes the usefulness of an entity, the workability of practices, and their ultimate 
effectiveness in realizing the desired end. The whole essence of education is invariably the individual's 
ability to solve problems of life and the most evident fact in the process is change (Okafor, 1984). 
Utility is the underlying idea in any rational educational provision to address the needs and aspirations 
of the people for whom education is provided. It is also true that the whole fortune of the education 
system hangs on the quality of teachers in its service. 
 
How has Educational Provisions Addressed Functionality Issues in Nigeria 

If Nigeria has to make progress towards becoming a strong nation with functional self-
reliant citizens, the education programmes in institutions of learning comprising of schools, colleges 
and universities need to be relevant to this goal. The experiences provided by these institutions towards 
implementation of the National Policy on Education would at most be practical, realistic and geared to 
train citizens enrolled in formal schools and in the non-formal sector. The need to review the National 
Policy on Education (1998) to take its present form in 2004 could not have arisen if it were not necessary 
to ensure that the issue of functionality was addressed for effective outcomes. To increase the chances of 
realizing equal opportunity and ensuring that implementation of the requisite content for self-reliance 
was possible, the following innovations influenced the review in 2004. 

1. Lifting  of the  suspension  order on  open  and distance  learning 
programmes 

2. Revitalization and expansion of the national mathematical centre. 
3. Establishment of teacher's registration council. 
4. Introduction of information and communications technology 
5. Prescription of French language in the primary and secondary school curriculum as 

second official language. 
6. Prescription of minimum number of subjects to be taken by senior school certificate 

candidates 
7. Integration of basic education programme of quean  schools  for effective 
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implementation of the universal basic education scheme. 
8. Repositioning science, technical and vocational education in the scheme of 

national education for optimum performance. 
9. General contextual change to reflect the state of professional practice in education. 

 
The policy provides for a line up of 15 subjects at the primary level, 8 core subjects, 7 

prevocational and 3 non prevocational subjects at the junior secondary level; 7 core subjects, 17 
vocational electives and 15 non vocational electives at the senior secondary level; mass literacy and non 
formal education; science, technology and vocational education, open and distance learning at the 
tertiary level. There is also provision for special education intervention at all levels. 

 
Despite these innovations for the establishment of the current education policy in Nigeria, a 

reasonable percentage of school products, college and university graduates are grossly incompetent in-
spite of their qualifications. As I speak, there about 40 million unemployed youths in Nigeria. 60% 
among them are not employable while the other 40% roam the streets without jobs. To be self-reliant is 
to function effectively and be consistently relevant in varying situations as a result of acquired 
knowledge, skills and attitudes. In other words, an educated person is one who has developed the ability to 
exhibit sound moral sense, engage in common cultural issues and values, debate and question 
unrealistic decisions and become inevitably subordinated to those elements in social life that are 
controllable and measurable. He has a sense of direction. He is reliant on his own abilities, resources, or 
judgment to face challenges of life and living (Webster 2004). 

 
This follows that functional education is concerned with the conversion of information to 

knowledge through a process of reflection, practice and application. Nwangwu (2010) differentiates it 
from schooling, which is obviously the pattern of curriculum implementation within the context of 
2004 National Policy where in many classrooms, the entire education experience is focused on 
the teacher, and class is designed/arranged for listening to the teacher rather than engaging the 
student in learning. The emphasis is on the delivery of the curriculum to a class of learners and not on 
learning by the individual student as in education for inclusion. Only rarely are students assessed based 
on the creation of knowledge. This lack of proper learning results in the regurgitation of 
information rather than use of initiative for creativity among students in the schools, colleges and 
universities. The assessment systems tend to focus on right and wrong answers as derived from schemes 
taught by "teachers," Nwangwu continues in the distinction between schooling and functional education 
by referring to this education by schooling as a necessary but insufficient component of education that 
emphasizes teaching, information, competencies' and employability, while functional education 
covers learning, knowledge, qualities and humanities. The latter prepares people for both employability 
and coping with complexities of life as responsible and sensitive persons in society, by providing for 
extensive range of human qualities rather than narrow skills and information. 

 
On the issues of practice and application of knowledge suffice it to say that Nigeria 

educational institutions, viz: the schools, colleges and universities still bask in the euphoria of past glory 
by relying heavily on the methods, techniques and strategies that made them successful in past, even 
when these practices have become obsolete and completely over taken by the events of 
technological, social, economic, and political changes occurring in their operational environment 
into the first decade of the 21st century. No wonder it is no longer news that no university in Nigeria 
ranks within the first 600 of the world universities in all respects. To reflect on this issue, Karani cited in 
UNESCO Report (1998) asserts that the research output of tertiary institutions in Nigeria was about 
the best in Sub Saharan Africa up to the late 80s when Nigeria higher education was well-regarded for 
offering instruction at an international standard in a number of disciplines. 

 
The universities of Ibadan and Ahmadu Bello University for instance earned global 

recognition for their research in tropical health and agricultural sciences. Under successive 
military governments, the powers of the institutions of learning became eroded to the extent that 
incentives and rewards for research, teaching excellence, and innovation gradually disappeared 
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leading to brain drain, low research output, and quality management structures in institutions became 
rigid. The real value of government allocation to universities at the time declined by 27%, while 
enrolment grew by 97% leading to downward pressure on staff remuneration and attendant deterioration 
in working conditions along side series of staff and student strikes since the 1990s to the present time. 
This is a show of how cleaved the economy and the political institutions are to education. These negative 
factors affecting practice and application of knowledge in Nigeria schools and colleges for as long as it 
is now difficult to quantify, have plagued the education system with declining morale, flight of talent, 
poor Library facilities, violence and cultism, explosion of student enrolment and a self triggering explosion 
of value system. 

 
To this end, the education system has not so far in concrete terms achieved a mental shift from 

irrelevant teaching and dissemination of information that do not address the current survival needs of 
Nigerians, to relevant education that helps learners develop abilities and resources to face life challenges. 
In a situation where many Nigerians prefer to drop out of school because the schools do not offer 
hope for employment or the development of abilities to cope with school work, it is obvious that the 
practice of education does not include extensive non- formal functional educational provisions or 
facilities. The products are unable to acquire knowledge and skills to earn money and make a living at 
their pace in more flexible settings. This system was condemed by Paulo Freiere many years ago in his 
work on Pedagogy of the Oppressed. The young men in Nigeria are in a hurry to earn income and enjoy 
life, but all too often the education provided by the present system is all theoretical, abstract, and based on 
memorization of information (from handouts and "texts") without sufficient practical sessions due to lack 
of required teachers in many subject areas, lack of practical facilities, and lack of commitment of 
stakeholders. Out of frustration resulting from unmet learning expectations, some learners drop out and 
opt for vices like kidnapping, armed robbery, drug trafficking, prostitution, and other engagements 
wherein their energy can be spent on "worthwhile" activities for "good" pay that is commonly 
described as greener pastures. Although many school counselors are produced annually by the present 
education system, their impact has remained very mild. Young people enter into disciplines that do 
not match their interests or abilities because of faulty foundation and poor career guidance that are 
traceable to both the family and the schools. 

A recent study of the school systems of four states in Nigeria comprising Enugu, Kaduna, Lagos, and 
Rivers by Obanya (2005) revealed that: 

1. There are shortfalls in the supply of school teachers in the four states. 
2. The shortfall affects virtually every subject taught at the Secondary level including Religious 

Studies, Commerce, Literature and English Language. 
3. Mother tongue teachers were not available in Hausa in Kaduna, Igbo in Enugu, and Yoruba in 

Lagos. 
4. Mathematics and technical/vocational subjects were top of the list of teacher deprived subjects. 
5. Lagos State had the longest of teacher deprived subjects though it is perhaps the most 

economically endowed of the four. 
 

Regarding the poor facilities provided for teaching and learning of practical subjects, there 
is a global move (though not fully adopted in Nigeria) towards cooperation of school and the private 
sector to enable students learn the practical aspects in their discipline through industrial training 
schemes resulting from such cooperation. This process navigates into the abilities and talents of 
students involved to capture their interest in relevant areas with a view to build capacity for the 
realization of individual potentials (Nebo, 2008).The teacher preparation sector of present policy 
provides for training of technical teachers to acquire various qualifications from higher educational 
institutions (diploma, Bachelors degree, masters and doctorate degrees). A dearth of technical teachers 
still adversely affects the accomplishment of the provisions for functional learning for obvious 
reasons. 

 
The major values of Nigeria society are obviously not expressed in various parts of the 

social structure in Nigeria such as the economy, education, health, and political institutions. 
These parts ought to be integrated to function effectively for progress and advancement towards a 
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common goal: To build a united, strong self reliant nation. It can be argued for instance that the value of 
materialism integrates many parts of the social structure in Western industrial society. The educational 
system is partly concerned with producing the skills and expertise to expand production and increase the 
efficiency of the economic system, which produces a large range of goods because ever increasing 
productivity is regarded as an important goal. The family also remains the important unit of 
consumption with its steadily increasing demand for consumer durables such as clothes, televisions and 
other household wares. The political system is concerned with improving material living standards and 
raising productivity so that to the extent that these parts of the social structure are based on the same 
values, they may be said to be not only integrated but are working to make acceptable standard of social 
life possible. 

 
This analysis implies that value consensus provides the foundation for functionality of the 

product of education. Emphasis is placed on a process of education whereby common values are 
internalized and transmitted from generation to generation. This forms the basis for unity in progress 
since people are more likely to be at peace with those who share the same values as themselves 
(Haralamboos, 2000). The family is an integral part of the education system which helps to ensure that 
once learned, values must be maintained so that those who deviate from society's values must be brought 
back into line through established mechanisms of social control to mould behavior in the desirable 
direction. 
 
How can Education Deliver Functionality in Nigeria? 

The provisions of the current National Policy on Education in Nigeria (FGN, 2004) would have 
been truly functional if they were effectively implemented. In many ways the compartmentalization of 
education into basic education, secondary education, and tertiary education is still creating waves among 
some teachers and managers of education. Before the idea of Junior Secondary and Senior Secondary in 
the 6-3-3-4 system became clear, it was replace with 9-3-4 system, which in itself is another bundle 
of confusion both administratively and academically. What all the means is that the problem of achieving 
functionality in Nigeria education may not just rest with lack of resources but could also be 
related to commitment, conceptualization and management. The role of ideology and values in 
shaping the citizens of Nigeria towards building a united, scientifically and technologically self reliant 
nation should not be lost. It is important that value education constitute the thrust of Nigeria educational 
curricular across all levels of formal and non formal sectors. 

 
Commitment to change is the key to achievement in this regard. We must all agree on what the 

values of Nigerians are or would be so that the consensus will provide a foundation for pursuing 
implementation of educational provisions contained in the national policy. Only this direction of 
commitment of stakeholders in education can produce people with employability and humane qualities 
to function effectively in various domains. These qualities may include emotional intelligence, 
commitment to personal growth and learning, requisite skill for minimizing selfishness in Nigeria, 
perseverance and optimism, ability to work and live interdependently and a clear sense of 
personal moral value (Nwangu, 2010). Products of this functional education type may not lack the 
political will and commitment to push to conclusion, projects which favour true development of citizen's 
in-spite of change of personnel. They may not also break laws which they have a hand in making, as we 
observe among some politicians in Nigeria today. 

 
Appropriate conceptualization and data planning is important to achieve functional learning., 

Although, the effort of the federal Ministry of Education to gather data and plan for the functional 
training of the "real professionals" at middle level manpower in 2000 was bogged down by change of 
government, the idea could have made a resounding success of the move to provide required manpower in 
many areas and help people to earn a living (Nebo, 2008). The present federal government has made 
efforts to pursue the MDGs towards 2015 in many respects. Concerning poverty alleviation through 
NEEDS, SEEDS, LEEDS and literacy efforts, the FGN intensified action by involving UNICEF to 
develop a hand book on non-formal education to be delivered by trained facilitators in both rural and 
urban areas. The training secessions were organized via work shops in collaboration with SAME (State 
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Agencies for Mass Education) to build capacity and enable facilitators perform their assignments 
effectively toward 2015. After five years or more of implementing the non-formal education programmes 
in government and NGO learning centres, UNICEF is currently assisting to conduct a research to raise 
data on the achievements and gaps in the programme. This monitoring and evaluation effort could be to 
ensure that mistakes are minimized and literacy for all by 2015 will not become another illusion. 

 
If the target of functional education is to alleviate poverty, all school subjects and disciplines 

must be subsumed under this major objective so that Mathematics for instance, would be taught with 
dressing in mind rather than general Mathematics for people who may not fit into the general or regular 
programmme. Basic literacy could be embedded in job related programmes. The organization of learning 
materials may actually not be easy but it may be more productive if people who are familiar with 
literary techniques such as REFLECT, PRA, Literacy Shop, Real Learning and Materials, and 
Learner Generated Materials are place in position of authority in such learning situations. Apart from 
literacy skills, vocational and entrepreneurial skills should form part of the content. The whole person 
development is the target of functional education and implementers must be prepared and equipped to 
achieve the set goals and objectives of the programme. Any plan to achieve effectiveness should contain 
targets that must be met, and reviewed periodically (as we are doing today) for necessary adjustments 
and amendments to be made. This is to ensure consistency when the short term and long term so that even 
if there is a change in baton, the project would be protected collapse. Finance is a major factor in the 
implementation functional of education projects that affect quality of lives and welfare of people. It is a 
basic determinant for training, recruitment and retention of high quality staff in appropriate numbers and 
mix. The role of evaluation cannot be over emphasized and it is important that students themselves are 
allowed to assess staffs role/performance in the teaching and learning process. This kind of 
assessment in order to encourages commitment and scholarship along side accountability, and 
transparency in all academic and administrative transactions. All learning experiences that are geared 
towards functionality should exceed the learning expectations of the learners because that is a major 
factor in the provision of quality functional education. 
 
Conclusion 

Nigeria needs to execute functional education to enable educated citizens function effectively 
on the bases of education they received from their families through school to the society. The success 
of the plan to achieve functionality hinges on proper planning, efficient administration adequate funding 
and motivation of teachers/ learners in order to provide the enabling environment for both teaching and 
learning it critical to ensure creative knowledge and not just teaching and learning for employability 
purposes through passing of examinations and acquiring of certificates. 
 
Recommendations 

1. Let is move into action and take the gown to town, not allowing the "Ivory Tower" to 
collapse by producing graduates who are not consumable by employers. We in the 
education sector must aim at educating to produce people who possess both the culture and 
expert knowledge in special directions to perform optimally. 

2. Experts in formal and non-formal education should cooperate to prepare a curriculum that 
incorporates inculcation of value education beyond passing of information and  grooming  
learners  to  pass examinations in various subject areas. 

3. Vocational oriented programmes should be developed and implemented with techniques    that 
would lead to the creation and establishment of Small and Medium Scale Enterprises 
(SMSE). Education for self employment should start early at the secondary education level. 
Japan is the world's leading economy and majority of her citizens are engaged in SMSE 

4. Entrepreneurial studies should be a compulsory course for all university students as a 
prerequisite for graduation to enable the products possess work and business skills for 
self support and self reliance. 
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Inclusive education is the current trend in the education sector world wide. It involves 
provision of facilities to engage every member of society in worthwhile education irrespective of 
abilities, aptitude and age. Only by this process can education be truly an instrument par excellence for 
national development. By the inclusion strategy each citizen is opportuned to contribute in various 
special area towards nation building. Special education interventions, vocational technology and 
vocational education, adult education programmes among others should provide the modes for its 
accomplishment. Thanks you for listening. 
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