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Abstract 
Education has been globally acknowledged as an instrument par excellence 
for national development. Nigeria over the years has at best paid lip 
-service to basic education The Universal Basic Education programme marks 
a turning point in Nigeria's march towards socio- economic development. 
Basic education with its attendant emphasis on literacy, numeracy and life 
skills is the foundation of education and therefore national development. No 
nation can ever attain development without a literate and numerate 
population. 

Introduction 
Education has been defined as organized and sustained instruction designed to communicate a 

combination of knowledge, skills and understanding valuable for all the activities of life (Page and 
Thomas, 1979). It includes the leading out of the potentialities of the individuals and the acquisition 
of skills, attitudes, and competencies necessary for self- realization, coping with life's problems and 
contributing effectively to the development of the society (Osokoya, 1987). According to Obemeata 
(1995), education is the only means by which the individual can acquire specialized knowledge and 
skills; it is an important instrument for effecting social change and social mobility. Education provides 
the attitudes, skills, knowledge and personality upon which modern science, technology, 
industrialization and organized development depend. It is in the light of this that the National Policy on 
Education (Federal Ministry of Education, 1981) described education as an instrument par 
excellence for effecting national development. Putting it succinctly, Ukeje (1978) stressed that 
education is a potent force which could be utilized for the solutions of problems and for the fullest 
realization of the potentialities and aspirations of a nation, hence it could be effectively used not only 
for social, economic and political reconstruction, but also to meet the critical needs of the nation. 

This is premised on the fact that education is an investment in human beings which yields 
returns and contributes to the nation's wealth and development by increasing the productive and 
consumptive capacity of its citizens. It was on this note that Alfred Marshall of the USA whose 
Marshall Plan after the 2"d World War led to the quick revival and reconstruction of war ravaged 
Europe said that the most valuable of all capitals is that invested in human beings. 

For a nation to reap the benefits of education, it must first strengthen its basic education level. 
The scope of basic education was expanded in 1992 to include pre- primary, primary, the first three 
years of secondary education, mass literacy for adolescents, adults and women's education 
(UNESCO, 2000). According to the UBE implementation guideline (Federal Republic of Nigeria, 
2000), basic education is not defined in term of years of schooling, nor is it limited to formal 
schooling. It conceptualizes education in its broadest sense as a close articulation of the formal, 
non-formal and informal approaches to and mechanism for the awakening and all round development 
of the human potential. The broad aim is to lay the foundation for lifelong learning through the 
inculcation of appropriate learning - to - learn, self-awareness, citizenship, and life skills. It provides 
the basic reading, writing and numeracy skills for effective functioning in society. 

Our Past 
Nigeria has over the years not given education, especially basic education the priority it 

deserves or had at best paid lip- service to it. This accounts for the wide disarticulation both in the 
entire social system and our educational sub-system in particular. It is regrettable to note that over 
forty years after independence, our literacy rate is still put at 52% far lower then many of our West 
African Neighbours like Ghana (Obanya, 2002). 

Our adult iliteracy rate is as high as 62. 67%, which translates to 30 million of our 80 million 
adults being illiterate. Also, available statistics show that about 15 million young Nigerians aged 
between 6 and 15 are out of school and out of any meaningful social activity. This is made up of 
children and adolescents who never had the opportunity to go to school, school drop-outs, street 

children, almajiria, area boys, victims of child labour, etc (UNESCO, 2000; Mahmood, 2000; 
Alajuruonye, 2001; Adeyanju, Abolade and Junaid, 2001). This is attributed to poverty, apathy, and 
distance of school from home, early marriages, non attractive nature of school and schooling, 



religious factors, etc 
Also, our primary school enrolment has over the years not kept pace with our population. For 

instance, in 1996, only 14.1 million pupils registered in primary school out of the 21 million children of 
school going age. In 1997 14.8 registered while the 1998 figure was 15.5million (Federal Ministry of 
Education, 2000). Furthermore, Nigeria has over the years recorded low levels of pupils 
achievement in school. For instance, the 1997 Monitoring of Learning Achievement (MLA) of 
primary four pupils in Nigeria showed their numeracy level as 32.2%, literacy 25.2% and life skills 
36.9% (FGN / UNICEF/ UNESCO, 1997). 

The above have had serious negative effects on national development. According to Obanya, 
(2002), these have led to a situation whereby Nigeria is ranked very low in Human Development 
Index (HDI). In a UNDP HDI Survey in 2001, Nigeria occupied 136"' position out of 162 countries of 
the world and ranked 18 out of 42 African countries. 

The 21st century posed series of challenges to Nigeria in her bid to improve the living 
standards of her over 120 million people. Acknowledging the fact that education is the only viable 
option for this, it became expedient to heed the clarion call for basic education as a launching pad for re 
- engineering not just the educational system, but at the long run, the entire society. The Universal 
Basic Education Programme (UBE) is a fallout of the series of EFA (Educationn For All) conferences 
and conventions to which Nigeria is a signatory. It was launched in Sokoto on 30tl September, 1999 to 
herald the 1999/ 2000 school year and commenced in the 2000/ 2001 school year with the primary 
one cohort. 

The Objectives of UBE 
The objectives of UBE are as follows: 

1. Developing in the entire citizenry a strong consciousness for education and a strong commitment 
to its vigorous promotion; 

2. Provision of free, Universal Basic Education for every Nigerian child of school- going age; 

3. Reducing drastically the incidence of drop - out from the formal school system, through 
improved relevance, quality and efficiency; 

4. Catering for the learning needs of young persons who, for one reason or another, have had to 
interrupt their schooling through appropriate  forms  of complementary approaches- to the 
provision and promotion of basic education, and 

5. Ensuring   the   acquisition   of   appropriate   levels   of   literacy,   numeracy,   
manipulative, 
communicative and life skills, as well as the ethical, moral and civic values needed for laying a 
solid foundation for life- long -learning . 

SCOPE: 
The UBE is an all-inclusive programme whose scope covers: 

1. Programmer and initiatives for early childhood education and development. 
2. The forma! school system from the beginning of primary education to the end of the junior  

secondary school. 
3. Special programmes for nomadic education. 
4. Programmes and initiatives for the acquisition of functional literacy, numeracy and life skills 

especially for adults. 
5. Out- of- school children, non - formal education programmes for updating the knowledge and 

skills of persons who left school before acquiring the basics needed for life - long- learning. 
6. Non - formal skills and apprenticeship training for adolescents and youth who 

have not had the benefit of formal education. 
        Basic education, which is the focus of the UBE is the foundation of education. Its 

foundation is predicated on the provision of basic skills of writing, reading, and numeracy for effective 
life- long learning, and living. Nigeria has taken several major initiatives which have greatly 
influenced and guided activities geared towards EFA (Education For All ) goals. With the expanded 
vision of basic education, Nigeria even before the official launching of UBE set some achievable goals 
(UNESCO, 2000). They include : 



(a) Reduction by one third, of the gap between the 1990 primary school enrolment / retention 
rates and the year 2000 goal for reaching universal access to basic education (84. 6% 
enrolment); 

(b) Achievement of primary education by at least 80% of the school age children (ie 6 to 11 
years); 

(c) Reduction of the gender gap in primary education in 1990 by one third (Boys 45%, Girls 
35%, Gender gap= 10%); 

(d) Reduction of adult female illiteracy by one third of its 1990 level (ie 61% to 40. 7%); 
(e) Increase in the proportion of primary school children achieving minimum level of learning; 
(f) Expansion of access to pre - primary education for 25% of children below the age of 6 years, 

especially those in rural areas as well as urban groups. 
Ever since the official launching of the UBE, frantic efforts have been in place to bring basic 

education to the forefront. This is because basic education is human development - oriented, it 
broadens the scope of participation in education, and thus will have ripple effect on both education and 
societal development. Also, higher education needs to be built on a solid foundation by ensuring that 
the basic ie lower level of education that feeds it is strengthened. 

Thus the UBE is set to prepare the generation of Nigerians that will launch the country into the 
much-needed socio- economic development. This is discernible not only from the aims of the 
programme, but also from the short- term achievements. From the forgoing, it is evident that the UBE 
aims at re- defining, re-focusing, and re- aligning education to make it more relevant and result 
-oriented. This is the only way we can adequately harness our abundant human and material potentials 
for national development. 

The entire concept of universalizing basic education is the best thing that has ever happened to 
Nigeria. The need for this had been envisioned many thousand years ago when Plato in The 
Republic (427- 347 BC) (1974 translated) articulated the inextricable link between education and the 
polity, free, just and good society. According to him, the good life for the individual is dependent 
upon the good society which can only be established through education of the generality of the 
people. All the developed countries of the world and even the high ranking developing countries made 
their feat through the provision of free and basic education. 

The effect of this is the improvement in school enrolment and thus reducing wastage to the 
barest minimum. For instance, in 1998, a year to the launching of the UBE, primary school enrolment 
stood at 15. .5 million. As at 1st June 2000, the enrolment figure had increased to 20.5 million. The 
figure has been on the increase ever since. Some of the available figures from the baseline data for 
2001/ 2002 and 20027 2003 enrolment are shown in Table 1. 

Table 1 
Some Baseline Data for 2001/2002 and 2002/2003 Primary School Enrolments  
State 1999/2000 2001/2002 2002/2003 

Bayelsa 410,079  472,950 

Bauchi 437,950  1.39M 

Cross Rivers 386,297  565,696 

Edo 898,979  1.34M 

Kwara 305,610 449,558 NA 

Plateau 540,593  582,394 

Extracted from UBE - related statistics as at 1/6/2000 and The Punch newspaper, Tuesday, 
August 12,2003. 

It is worthy of note that the trend is applicable to almost all the states. This is attributed to the 
introduction of free basic education in all its ramifications-free tuition and free school materials. Other 
factors responsible for the increase include effective mobilization and the determination/will to 
succeed. 

The UBE programme sets out to prepare the next generation of Nigerians attitudinally to take 
their rightful places in the scheme of things. The conscientization for the values and relevance of 
education is an innovation in our educational system. The UBE advocacy and awareness campaign to 



sensitize not only our primary school pupils but the entire citizenry on the need to make the 
"Education of ALL, the Responsibility of ALL" is quite commendable. This thus makes every 
Nigerian of whatever status, background and age a stakeholder in the education enterprise. 

The renewed emphasis on basic education seeks to fine - tune the programme to prepare 
Nigeria for the challenges of the 21sl century and beyond. Basic education with its attendant emphasis on 
basic literacy, numeracy and life skills makes its recipient adequately prepared for life - long learning 
and effective adjustment. He is able to make sense out of life and living and thus be a major player in 
nation building. There is already discernable improvement in the literacy and numeracy skills of the 
Nigerian child. Already, a follow- up study of the Assessment of Learning Achievement of primary 
five pupils in English language and mathematics by the UBE in 2001 showed the national mean scores 
of 40. 30% and 34.02% respectively (UBE 2003). These figures though low, are higher than the earlier 
FGN/ UNICEF/ UNESCO figures cited above. As aptly noted by Blooms, Hastings and Madaus, 
(1971) when learners receive positive indications of their performance, they feel happier, more 
satisfied and motivated to show more interest in learning to learn. With the gradual improvement in 
learning skills in our school, the making of our schools learner - friendly and as well child- friendly, will 
interact to make our schools melting points for effective human development. 

This will reduce drop-out rate and improve school retention. It is also expected that there will be 
renewed improvement in communication skills, problem solving, creativity, versatility, team spirit, 
analytical reasoning, etc. These will adequately prepare the children for future challenges, result 
-oriented higher level education, apprenticeship, skills acquisition, vision, adjustment and life coping 
strategies, reduce unemployment, crime rate etc. It will also set the stage for the jet age and launch 
Nigeria into the new age of science and technology. Already Nigeria has joined the league of nations in 
space with the recent lunching of a satellite into orbit. 

Also, the engagement of the estimated 15 million young persons aged between 6 and 15 that 
are out of school and of any meaningful social activity and as well as the school drop - outs will 
release all these forces and make them productive and lend their hands toward the socio- economic 
development of our society. 

It must be emphasised that basic education contributes to a nation's improved quality of life 
through improved health, better food consumption, enhanced sanitary practices, better fertility and 

population control, improved child care, greater openness towards innovation and enables the 
individual form new purposes, attitudes, values, etc. No nation can ever achieve socio-economic 
development without a literate and numerate population. The UBE is therefore set to make the Nigeria 
of our dream. 

It is however cautioned that for these lofty ideals to be realized the UBE must be 
implemented to the letter. It is unfortunate to note that over the years, policy implementation has 
always been the missing link in Nigerian development. Often sound policies and programmes have 
been poorly implemented., leading to distortions and gaps in national development. 

Conclusion 
Universal access to basic education is a pre- condition for socio — economic development. It 

seeks to provide the requisite basic skills for life - long learning. It is pertinent that the UBE 
programme be given the attention it deserves so that Nigeria can attain the desired development and 
take her proper place in the comity of nations. 
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