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Abstract 
The importance of girl-child (women) education to national development at 
all strata of development cannot be over emphasized. It is in recognition of 
this fact that Indira Ghandi once made the assertion that girl-child education 
is even more important to a nation than educating male children. This is 
because, the girl-child into the women who, by virtue of her paramount role 
in the upbringing of children, is the first teacher, educator and builder in 
society. However, inspite of unquestionable advantage of women education 
to a nation, Nigeria is still lagging conspicuously behind. This paper focuses 
on the role of religion in re-engineering women education in Nigeria. First, 
it highlights the problems militating against women education in Nigeria 
and discusses the role of religion in promoting women education in Nigeria. 

 
Nigeria is signatory to many international conventions aimed at bridging the gender 

imbalance in education. Despite this, the girl-child, especially in the northern part of the country, is 
still lagging behind. The 1984 universal declaration of human rights stated that every person has a 
right to education. In 1990 also, the world conference on Education For All (EFA), which was held 
in Jomtien, Thailand, declared among others, that every person shall be able to benefit from 
educational opportunities designed to meet their basic learning needs (Obadiya, 2011). However, 
irrespective of the fact that the two declarations do not have exclusion or exemption, the girl-
child, especially in Nigeria, and particular in some states in Northern Nigeria do not have easy 
access to education. Obadiya (2011:2) quoted Danladi Mam man is observation on the fate of the 
girl-child thus:  

It i s a well known fact  that many parents give preferential 
treatment to boys, especially in matters concerning education. It is 
really sad thai until now in some societies, girls are still made to live in 
their shadows, denied of education and rights. Their rights to attain 
womanhood before marriage are aborted. 

 
What more, despite the passage of the child rights act into law in 2003, by the law makers 

in Nigeria, experiences and available data reveal that the issue of girl child education is yet to be 
fully addressed. The child rights law seeks to facilitate the realization and protection of the rights 
of all children in the country regardless or their ethnic group, gender, religion or status of the 
parents. 

Though Nigeria as a nation recognizes education as a fundamental human right and is 
signatory to the major conventions for the protection of the rights of children and women, 
especially the convention on the rights of the child and the convention on the elimination of ail 
forms of discrimination against women (CEDAW), there continues to be a national gender 
disparity in basic education enrollment, retention and completion against the girl child. 
 
There are also regional variations in gender disparity in education with girls and women from 
some states in Northern Nigeria and the rural communities at a disadvantage. Women and girls 
that have passed through and those that are experiencing this kind of treatment,  according to 
Obadiya (2011:5) have been  relegated to low social status as well as denied the empowerment 
that education brings. 
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Women Education 

"Women education" is relatively a new concept in the field of education. It came. into use 
in the 21st century as a result of the gender disparity in education which is a common feature in 
educational system in most developing countries, especially Africa, and the desire to bridge the gap. 
The concept "Women Education" encompasses the education of females both young and old. 
Though the concept "Girl-child Education" is used to refer to the education of females, in most cases, 
it is used to refer to the education of girls, i.e. females between the ages of 3-16 years. Thus, the 
two concepts "Women Education" and "Girl-child Education" are used interchangeably to refer 
to the same thing, i.e. the education of the female members of society. However, this paper prefers 
to use women education as its title since its focus is on the education of both women and girls, 
irrespective of their age. 

 
The focus of the international community on women education is not intended to give more 
preference to the education of the female members of society and relegate or diminish that of the 
male counter part. Rather, the ultimate goal of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) is that 
by 2015, all boys and girls alike should have equal access to and complete good quality primary 
education. "AH" implies that both girls and boys must be equally well provided for; but there is a 
separate Millennium Development Goal that makes this explicit to eliminate all gender disparity in 
primary and secondary education by 2015, and to achieve by 2015, full gender equality in 
education including enrollment, completion and learning achievement (Mishra, 2007). 
 
The State of Women Education in Northern Nigeria 

Despite the launching of Universal Basic Education with fanfare in 1999 over ten years ago, 
the girl child's education and women education in Nigeria is still lagging behind. The 2005 
National School Census (NSC) for children of 6-11 years revealed that the National Enrolment 
Ratio (NER) is 83.71% (Male 87.05% while female is 12.95%) (FME, 2007). This suggests that a 
substantial proportion (about 16 percent) school age population was not enroll in school. This may 
look encouraging but there are regional and gender disparities between the regions of Nigeria, partly 
due to underlying socio-cultural factors. Girls NER in some states are as high as 70% while in some 
northern states it is as low as 24% (FME 2007). 
Between 2002 and 2005, completion rates at the national level had improved for boys by 3% (from 
83% to 86%) but declined for girls by 8% (from 83% to 75%)  (FME 2007) Gender participation 
still favoured males with wide variations in gender gap in access to primary education in all the 
states and zones. 
 

One of the main barriers holding back the advancement of women in Nigeria is the high level 
of female illiteracy. Only 41% of Nigeria women aged 15 years and above were literate in 1999 
compared with 58% of men according to FME (2003), indicating that the situation had deteriorated 
since the 1991 census, which found that 48% of women were literate (FOS, 2000). The situation is 
worse than the average for Sub-Saharan Africa (47%) and is particularly worrisome in some parts of 
Northern Nigeria where barely more than one in five women is literate (Anthony 2001: 181). 

 
In the remote communities of Sokoto, Kebbi, Zamfara, Katsina, Jigawa and Kano states, schools are 
not enthusiastically patronized due to the age long cultural and religious barriers. While the male child 
has a choice to attend school, most of the female counterparts are restricted and discouraged from 
pursuing even the basic elementary western education. In most cases, the ambition of the girl-children 
are tied to the apron strings of culture and religion (Badejo, 1981). Action Aid International (AAI) 
a non-governmental organization working to promote girl-child education in northern Nigeria 
discovered that there is a gap in favour of boys in school enrolment, retention and completion in 
Zamfara, Sokoto and Kebbi States (UNlCEF-Nigeria, 2010). 
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To further demonstrate the level of Women Education in Northern Nigeria, Obinna (2007) 

conducted a research into Girl - Child Education in Kacha community in Kebbi State. He 
discovered that more than 60 percent of all adults in the community were illiterates with females 
making up more than 64% of the group. Less than half of the children of school age were attending 
school at the time of the study and there was a wide gap between the number of boys and girls as 
well as male and female teachers in favour of the boys in all the schools in Kacha community. 
Kiki (2010) observed that in Jega Local Government of Kebbi State, a lot of girls didn't have the right 
to choose education until the Local Government Chairman in Kebbi State enacted a bye- law, making 
female education compulsory. The same is the experience of so may females in many parts of Northern 
Nigeria. 
 
Factors Militating Against Women Education in Northern Nigeria 

Right from the onset of Western education in Nigeria, women education began to encounter so 
many obstacles, especially in some state in Northern Nigeria. Kabir Gundawa (2011) has observed 
that at the very onset of education in Katsina Emirate, women education encountered 
problem of gender disparity. This  observation is true of many other states in Northern Nigeria, 
where, uptil today, women education is seriously lagging behind with an alarming gender disparity in 
favour of the male counter part. 

Several researches into women education in Northern Nigeria (e.g. that of Anthony 
2001, Obinna 2007, Zaid 2009) have shown that so many factors are responsible for the poor status 
of women education in some states in Northern Nigeria. Some of these factors are: 
 
Cultural Factors 

Women in Nigeria, and especially in some northern states face a series of specific problems 
mainly of cultural and character regarding the role ofd women in the family and society. 
Historically, women's self advancement has been curtailed by the burden of reproduction, 
particularly heavy with high facility rate (currently more than five children per woman.) Some of the 
births starts at a very early age, sometimes as early as 11 years. Closely associated with this is the 
cultural views about the basic roles" of the women being that of a child-bearer, child-raiser and home 
maker, with limited reason to entertain wider aspirations (Anthony 2001:177). 
 
Religious and Other Related Factors 

Gundawa (2011) Quoted Nak Katprot (1939) to demonstrate the influence of religion on 
Western education in Katsina Emirate during the colonial period. Accordingly, in November 1937, a 
meeting was held by the Katsina Resident, ESQ R.L Payne, a female superintendent of education and 
the then Emir of Katsina, Mohammed Dikko, during which "proposals for female education in Katsina" 
were presented before the emir. The Emir responded: Plans for female education could be carried 
out on condition that it would not go contrary to my custom, religion and that of my subjects. 
Teaching of our girls and women by men is not allowed. 

Thus, right from the colonial period the Emirs and their subjects resisted the mingling of 
females with men. Where there are no female teachers to teach the females, it was a problem. It is 
most certain that some rudiments of these views and attitudes are still on display today. 
Other factors   related to religion include Muslim's strong opposition to girl-child education, early 
marriage (for example in some communities girls marry as early as 10 - 16 years and start bearing 
children), polygamous system of marriage, etc.  
 
Politico - Religions Resistance to Western Education 
The history of Nigerian education shows that some Emirs resisted Western education, probably 
because of its close link to Christianity and western way of life. This resistance to western 
education generally   affected women education negatively. 
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Lack of Political Will 
Lack of political will and policies that specifically address gender problems in education by 

both the federal state governments, especially in Northern Nigeria, is militating against the Girl-Child 
Education. 
 
Other Factors Militating Against Women Education in Northern Nigeria 

These include the low value accorded by parents to girl-child education, poverty, ignorance on 
the part of the parents and society, bad governance, massive drop-out cases, poor educational facilities, 
street hawking by girl children etc. 
 
Effort to Promote Women Education in Northern Nigeria 

Despite some obstacles militating against women education in Nigeria, the federal, state and 
local governments, non-governmental organizations and some religious bodies have started 
intensifying efforts to address the problems. These include the following: 
 
1.  The Establishment of Schools for Women. States and the federal government have 
established schools for women. These include Federal Government Girls Colleges, Government Girls 
Colleges, Women Teachers Colleges, Federal Colleges of Education (Female). Here women and Girl-
children are given opportunities to acquire quality education. 
 
2. The Establishment of the National Commission for Mass Literacy, Adult 
and non-formal Education. Despite the fact that between 1990 and 1997 only 45% of the total 
enrollment into this programme were women, it has promoted opportunity for women to acquire 
education which they could not get in the formal education system (FGN, 1999). 
 
3. The Launching of Universal basic Education in Nigeria in 1999. The 
Universal Basic Education (USE) provides for a 9 year free and compulsory 
basic education to all Nigerian children. It is the federal government's 
intervention at the primary and junior secondary school levels. It provides 
opportunity for the poor parents to send their girl-children to school. 
 
4. Collaborations between the Federal Government and International 
Organizations.The federal government is collaborating with bodies like 
UNTCEF, UNESCO to promote schemes such as Girls Education Project 
(GEP),  and Africa Girls Education Initiative (AGEI).  GEP focuses on 
national awareness on girls-child education and on increasing political and 
financial commitment through advocacy and sensitization of policy makers 
at all levels. It equally aims at developing the technical capacity of schools and teachers pedagogical 
skills to create girl friendly school environments that enhance the participation of girls and improve 
learning out comes.  
 
5. Efforts by State Government to Make Education Available and Accessible to Female 
Children. Almost all the states in Northern Nigeria, especially those that have alarming crisis 
of women education, have made commendable efforts at making education available to female 
children in their respective domains. States like Kano, Gombe, Bauchi, Niger, Sokoto, Yobe, Kebbi, 
Katsina have started encouraging female education through expansion of schools in the remote or 
rural areas, provision of free books, serving of meals at school, recruitment of additional teachers, 
provision of scholarship etc. 

 
The various state governments are creating awareness that unless the Muslim parents 

allow female children to acquire education, subsequently they may not have Muslim nurses and 
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teachers that are needed in Muslim communities. It is preferred that the medical personnel that attend to 
female patients should also be females. The parents are enlightened on this so that they will have 
these professionals in future to assist their gender partners. Deborah Ezra Dikki, Executive Director, 
Youth Advancement Organization of Nigeria (YAONN), an implementation partner of the EGBENN 
stated that  it has helped to increase the enrollment of girls in schools (UNGEI-Nigeria, 2010). 
A gender policy unit was launched at Ahmadu Bello University Zaria by the Vice Chancellor on the 
9/3/2006. The aim is to help the girl-child in Northern Nigeria with educational aid, such as 
scholarship, in order to improve the enrolment and retention of the Girl-Child at all  levels 
of Education. 
 
6. Effort of some Non-Governmental Organizations. Of particular note is Action Aid 
International, a not-for-profit Organization is working in the northern states of Nigeria to enhance 
women education. The organization's aime at elevating the poor from their deplorable situation is at 
the root of "Enhancing Girls basic Education in Northern Nigeria". The Action Aid International's 
Enhancing Basic Education in Northern Nigeria (EGBENN) project is being prosecuted in the 
aforementioned states with support from NOVIB Oxfem, Netherlands. It started its EGBENN project in 
three states -Sokoto, Kebbi, and Zamafara (UNGEI-NIGERIA, 2010) 
 
Religion as a Tool for Re-engineering Women Education 

A critic may say that it is a contradiction to assume or suggest that religion can help to 
enhance women education in Northern Nigeria when it has been observed that it is part of the 
problems militating against it. However, a critical examinations of the potentials of Islam and 
Christianity will show that if properly utilized, they can stimulate and enhance (engineer) women 
education in Northern Nigeria. Though a greater percentage of the people in the affected states 
in Northern Nigeria are Muslims, these states also have substantial numbers of Christians that are 
indigenes or other Nigerians resident in these states, hence the potentials of all the religions will be 
highlighted. These potentials includes: 
 
1.  The need to have professionals that are Muslims. There is the need to have Muslim 

female doctors, nurses and teachers that will cater for the needs of their female counterparts. 
Since most Muslims in Northern Nigeria will prefer their sick wives to be attended to by 
female doctors and nurses, religion can be used to convince parents to support women 
education  

2.  The women friendly and the women education friendly teaching in Islam. There are lots 
of women friendly and women education friendly teachings in both the Qur'an and the 
Hadih, as well as in the Bible and Christianity. Such could be used to enlist support for 
women education.  

3.  There is also opportunity for enlightenment campaign for women education using the 
Mosque during the daily prayers and the Jumaat prayers. This can also be done in the 
churches during Sunday worship service and other weekly activities such as Bible 
study, prayer meeting etc. 

4. There is also opportunity for religion to be used to encourage women 
education   during   organized   preaching.   In   Islam,   there   is   Tafsir  and 
evangelism at the local, state and national levels. In Christianity there is the 
yearly   and   other   periodically   organized   religious   activities   such   as 
evangelism, revival ceremonies, conferences, retreats, etc. 

5. There is also opportunity, provided during big religious ceremonies like 
Sallah, Christmas, Easter, etc. In Islam, hundreds of thousands of people 
gather to pay homage to the Emirs and Chiefs who in turn advise and inform 
them of the state of things in their domains. Such periods could be used for 
campaign and enlightenment for women education. 
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6. The Mosques and the Churches are capable of providing women education 
through building of schools and provision of support for children of poor  
parents. Before the take over of schools from missions, there were also many 
educational institutions for women belonging to Christian missionaries and a 
few belonging to Muslim organizations. However, with the permission for 
private participation, the Church and the Mosque have the opportunity to 
participate in providing for women education. 

 
Recommendations 
1. If the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) are to be realized, then much more efforts 

must be made to invest in Girl Child Education (GCE). More budgetary allocation 
should be channeled into women education by the states and federal governments. 

2. Civil   societies   should  start  to   advocate   and   seek  policy  reform  and accountability 
from the education authorities at the local, state, and federal levels. 

3. The monitoring, inspection and evaluation in the whole exercise of girl-child or women 
education should remain paramount at all times. 
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