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Abstract 
According to UN1CEF (1993), 61 percent of the total female population in Nigeria are 
illiterates as against the 37.7 percent illiterate male population. These statistics on girl child 
education have given rise to serious concern on the state of the girl child education in 
Nigeria. This paper therefore identifies traditional beliefs, religion, economic factors, 
premature pregnancy and school organization as some of the serious constraints militating 
against high-level educational attainment by girls in Nigeria. The paper also identifies 
gender disparity in enrolment, dropout syndrome, poverty, obnoxious traditional beliefs 
and early marriage as the challenges facing the girl child education in the 2Is1  century in 
Nigeria. Based on these constraints and challenges, the paper makes some recommendations 
towards improving the girl child education. The paper concludes that if we in Nigeria 
subscribe to the adage that "to educate a woman is to educate a nation". then, concerted 
efforts at attaining and sustaining high-level girl child education have to be made in the 21SI 
century. 

Introduction 
The World Conference on Education For ALL (EFA) held in Jomtien , Thailand in 1990, made a 

declaration on the education of women and girls to the effect that all nation*; should ensure access to basic 
education for girls and improve the quality of education for girls and women. It enjoined all nations to remove 
all obstacles that impede the active participation of girls and women in education. In Nigeria today, the need and 
relevance of girl child education cannot be overemphasized. A survey of the recent census results reveals that 
women constitute about 50% of the population in the country. By implication, this means that women are not a 
negligible, few that can be discarded with a wave of the hand. However, in spite of the Jomtien Conference 
Declaration of 1990. and in spite of their population, there is still low-level educational attainment by women 
and there exists glaring inequality of educational opportunities between boys and girls in Nigeria. 

Indeed, girls and-women stand out clearly as an educationally disadvantaged group. Uttilti (1999) 
maintains that girls and women constitute over49 percent of Nigeria's population. Ironically, however, 61% 
percent of the total female population are illiterates as against the 37.7 percent illiterate male population 
(UNICEF, 1993). These statistics on the girl child education have given rise to serious concern on the state of 
the girl - child education in Nigeria. Since it is universally accepted that the social and technological 
advancement of a nation is to a large extent, dependent upon the educational development of its women folk, it 
is imperative for all stakeholders in education to urgently and seriously address the issue of girl child education in 
the 21st century. This is because, in a fast developing country like Nigeria, the present status of the girl-child 
education cannot be ignored in view of the strong opinion that to educate a woman means to educate a family and 
indeed a nation. This paper examines the constraints and challenges of girl child education in the 2P1 century. 

The Girl Child 

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the child, defined "child" as "all those below the age of 18 years 
unless national laws grant majority of earlier age.'" Adaramola (1997) sees the girl child as "a female offspring 
from birth to age 18." Akimade (1999) on the other hand, defines (he girl child as any female human being 
between the age of 0-17 years. In the context of this paper, (he girl child refers to a female person that is between 
the ages of 0-18 years, 

Constraints 
As-staled earlier, despite genuine efforts by all the three tiers of government in Nigeria, many 

problems continue to impede the girl child education all over (he country. In this section, the constraints that 
impede the girl child education in Nigeria are discussed. 

(a)        Traditional Beliefs 
One of the major constraints to girl child education in Nigeria is traditional belief It is traditionally 

believed that girls should have informal training to become good housewives and mothers in the future. This 
implies that, the idea of training a girl formally is considered a waste of time, as it is firmly believed that the place 
of the woman is in the kitchen and bringing up children, hi addition to the above, Ortyoyande (1999) maintains that, 
cultural aspects such as domestic functions, early marriage and laws of inheritance, conflict with efforts to train 
girls in formal schools. Umar (1997), has pointed out that in some parts of the country, it is widely believed that 
girl's education is not important because husbands are not only in charge of the girl once married, hut also take 
care of her in terms of feeding and other needs. It is the belief of many that girls who attend schools are highly 
immoral as evidenced by several abortions and unwanted pregnancies as against those who do not go to school. 
Moreover, there is a general belief that those girls who are educated become difficult for their husbands to 
control. Such girls they contend, tend to become rude, immoral and uncontrollable and may not get a husband in 
the future thereby denying the parents the badly needed resources to sustain their families. 

In Nigeria, the birth of a boy child is greeted with joy while that of a girl child is greeted with ambivalent 



attitude. Thu;;, priority is given to educating the boy children who are seen as more promising investments, 
which will yield returns and carry on the family name and legacy- The notion that the girls' place is in the kitchen 
perhaps explains why many arc denied complete education or withdrawn from school and given out for marriage 
so as to maintain the home. Girls are also usually kept out of school to cater for their younger siblings or anyone 
who is sick in the family. In some parts of Nigeria, Tabu (1994), reports that "Virginity is considered a bridal 
asset" rather than a liability, Therefore, parents see the need of giving out their daughter for early marriage to 
save them from family embarrassment. When such young girls marry, they drop out of school. This explains 
why out of the 130 million children in developing countries who arc without education, XI million are gills (Umar, 
1997:34). 

(b)        Religion 
Another militating problem against girl-child education is religion. In many stales of the country that are 
predominately Muslim, (here are still many parents who view western type of education as un-Islamic. Such 
parents view schools as institutions of conversion to Christianity rather than educating their children. Indeed, the 
religious impediments lo girl child education constitute an important element that continues to hinder genuine 
efforts by government and individuals to improve girl child education. Parents are held responsible for the 
moral upbringing of their children. The Islamic religion holds parents responsible for the moral supervision of 
their children up to the time they marry husbands or wives. One big Islamic militating impediment lo the girl 
child education is that Islam is opposed to the uncontrolled socialization of boys and girls (Umar, 1997). ) This 
implies that the co-educational schools or institutions of learning are abhorred by the Islamic religion. Thus 
parents deny their girl children education or withraw them from school because of the fear of being converted to 
Christianity and the perceived uncontrolled socialization of both boys and girls in western education type of 
schools, which are against the Islamic religion. 

(c)         Economic Factors 
Indeed one of the serious problems confronting girl child education in Nigeria is the issue of poverty 

occasioned by the economic down turn in the country. As a result of the hopelessness of the economy, parents are 
finding it increasingly difficult to sustain their families. As a result, children, most especially girls, are seen as 
means of generating income for the family. Many parents refuse to enroll their daughters because of the cost 
involved in their education and instead prefer giving out their daughters for marriage to bring in money to 
sustain the family. Such parents regard any investment in the education of the girl child as an unnecessary 
expenditure. Also, as a result of the poor state of the economy, many parents prefer to engage their children in 
petty trading, hawking, domestic services and farm work that yield instant money to sustain their families to 
sending their children to school (Ortyoyande, 1-999; Akpakwu & Kwaghngu , 2004). Poverty compels many 
parents to give out their daughters out for early marriage instead of sending them to school. For example, it was 
discovered that 77.8 % of the 324 women respondents got married before the age of 15 years (Ejembi, 1989). 

(d)        Premature Pregnancy 
Premature pregnancy could result either from sexual abuse or the way-ward behaviour of.lhc child. 

Pre-marital sexual activity is assuming alarming proportions in Nigeria in spite of the devastating effect of 
HIV AIDS. Aftermaths of sexuality including venereal diseases and, teenage pregnancy expose the girl child to the 
risk of dropping out of school. The girl child is often driven into premature pregnancy as a result of inadequate 
care by parents due to poverty. A girl child who lacks the basic needs is likely to yield to the luring of sex 
exploiters. Often times, the lust for money and .material wealth pushes many girl children into situations which 
subject them to sexual abuse. The result of this is usually unplanned pregnancy. In many cases, such girls are 
chased out of the home by their angry parents or expelled from the school. This then brings an abrupt end to their 
education. 

(e) Location of Schools 
Some schools are located in areas far away from some settlements. In this situation, some parents 

entertain the fear that their daughters may be harassed sexually on their way to or from the school. Such parents 
prefer to enroll their male wards leaving their daughters to-assist their mothers with domestic work. 

(f) Sex Chauvinism 

Sex role has continued to affect the educational programmes of women despite the demand of equality of 
educational opportunity in Nigeria. Bkoja and Akume (2002) assert that a strong association exists between 
parents' occupation and status and their children's aspirations and choice. The common trend is for the female 
child to take to her mother's vocation and the male to his father's. This means that, many girl children abandon 
school in preference to their mother's vocation. Ekoja and Akume opine that this is perhaps the beginning of the 
so called sex role stereotyping whereby the female inherits feminine vocations to the detriment of her formal 
education and the male-masculine . The stereotypic images of male and female roles, the parental 
discouragement of young women from participating in educational programmes have negative influence 
on women's desires Id advance academically. Generally. men are afraid that women's education will 
bring about self-awareness and independence resulting in lack of submission. This has indirect 
bearing on girl child education. • 



(g)        School Organizational Problems 
Ortyoyande (1999) discovered from his .study that school organizational problem is one 

of (lie constraints of girl child education, lie found out that certain religions such as Fulani, do 
not support co-education because Islamic religion forbids unnecessary mingling of both .sexes. 
Indeed, Sometimes, (he way in which schools arc organized discourages parents from sending (heir 
girls to such .schools. For example, mixed gender classes, (he dominance of male teachers and 
school uniforms that do not properly cover the girls' bodies are all considered as an abomination lo 
Islamic religion. In predominantly Muslim areas, (he girl-child is denied access to such schools or 
withdrawn along the line.. 

Challenges 
The social and technological advancement of Nigeria can hardly be achieved if serious 

actions are not taken to improve the girl child education in the 21s' century. In doing so, so many 
challenges lie ahead and these challenges arc discussed below: 

(i) Gender Disparity in Education 
Perhaps one of the greatest challenges of girl child education in the 21sl century is the issue of 

gender disparity in enrolment. In Nigeria, gender disparity in education continues !o exist a! all levels 
of education with varying degrees and usually skewed in favour of the boy-child. With regard !o 
primary .school enrolment, available data shows that the disparity in enrolment ratios between (he 
sexes has persisted with enrolment ratio of 56. .1 percent for males and -13.7 percent for females in 
1991 and 55.9 percent for males and 44.1 percent for females in 1994 (FME;, 1995). Even though it 
was not possible for this writer to obtain (he current data on enrolment ratio between the sexes as at the 
time of writing this paper, due to lack of lime, (he above data shows a disturbing (rend in gender 
disparity in primary school enrolment in the country. 

At (he secondary school level, ''(he story is (he same. There is an estimated 41 .7  percent 
participation of female students out of the total secondary school enrolment. In I99T the enrolment 
figure for females stood at 45. 6: percent (FMF, 1995). See Table I, 

 

Table I: Statistics 
Year 

of Secondary 
School ~MF~ 

1 Enrolment by 
Sex M 

1987- 1 994 
F "%(F)                 

1987 2,934,349 1,700,22 1,234,127 42.0 
1988 2,941,781 1,729,537 •1,212, 244 41.2 
1 989 2,901,993 1,661,468 1,241,525 43.0 
1 99 1 3,123,277 1,821,307 1,301,970 41.7 
1992 3,600,620 1,979, 045 1,621,575 45.0 
1993 4,032,08.1 2,182,034 1,850,049 46.0 
1 994 4,451,329 2,419,782 2,031,547 45.6 
Sources:Federal Ministry of Education (FME, 1995). 

At the tertiary level .of education, (lie gender disparity in enrolment becomes wider, especially in the 
Universities. For instance, (he National Universities Commission ( NUC, 1973) reported that out of 200 , 774 
students that got enrolled into the various universities in the country during the 1990/1991 'academic session 
, only 50, 660 or 25,2 percent were females while male students accounted for 150, 1 14 or 74,8 percent. 
Similarly, during the 1991/1992 academic year the NUC also reported that a total of 170, 945 or 73.5 percent 
male students as against the 61,537 or 26.5 percent female students were enrolled into universities. This trend 
will s t i l l  prevail in the 21 s l  century. See Table 2. 

Table 2: Enrolment by Sex in Nigerian Universities 1986/87-1991/92 
Year MF M F %(f) 
1986/87  . 151,967 114,478 37,489 24.7 
1987/88 160,767 319,236 41,531 25.8 
1988/89 174,133 127,170 64,963 27.0 
1989/90 179,488 131,042 84,446 27.0 
1990/91 200,774 150,114 50,660 25.2 
1991/92 232,482 170,945 61,537 26.5 
Source; National Universities Commission, Abuja, 1993. 

Regional disparities in female enrolment are also prominent in the Northern and Southern parts of 
the country. In 1987, for example, the average female enrolment in the South was 48.8 percent while that in 
the North was 29.3 percent. This disparity was as a result of several factors ranging from cultural to economic 
factors. Gender disparity in enrolment also exist and will continue to exist at the state level in the 2 Is 1 century 
posing a serious challenge to efforts to improve the girl child education in the 21 s i  century.. 

This disparity can best be understood when one takes a look at the following statistics emerging 
from Benue State. 

 



 

 

Table 3: Primary and Secondary School Enrolment in Benue State 1990-1995 
! Year M F Total %(f) M F Total % (I) 

1990 245,646 174,222 419,868 41.5 59,248 27,463 86,711 31.7 
1991 321,159 234,769 555,928 42.2 61,048 29,154 90,202 *> -~\   -i 

_)2. J 
1992 328,430 254,920 603,350 42.3 86,476 40,146 126,622 31.7 
1993 374,329 255,920 603,754 42.3 88,594 38, 185 126,779 30.1 
1994 318,770 224,065 542,835 41.3 98,417 48,218 146,635 32.9 
1995 41 1,212 319,047 730,319 43.7 100,327 51,263s 151,590 33.8 
Total 1,999,547 1,305,418 3,304,964 39.5 494,110 234, 429 728, 539 32.2 

Source: Statistics Section, Ministry of Education, Makurdi, 1995. 

Table 3, shows that while over 1.9 million or 60.5 percent males benefited from primary education in 
the period under review, only over 1 million or 39.5 percent females got this chance. Similarly, while 494,110 
males or 67.2 percent received secondary education only fewer females (234,429) or 32.8 percent received 
secondary education in the period under review in Benue State. 

In the state tertiary institutions in , disparity in enrolment is also usually skewed in favour of the boy 
child to the chagrin of the girl child. For instance, Table 4 shows this development at Benue State University, 
Makurdi. 

 
 

Table 4: Undergraduate Admissions at Benue State Universities along Gender Lines from 
1992-2001 

Session Male Female Total Female % 
1992/93 229 77 306 25.16 
1 993/94 346 162 508 31.88'' 
1 994/95     ' 60 20 80 25.0 
1995/96 389 181 570 31.75 
1990/97 333 171 504 33.92 
1997/98 446 235 681 34.51 
1998/99 383 203 586 34.64 
1999/2000 661 287 948 30.27 
2000/2001 716 397 1109 35.44 
Total 3,563 1,729 5, 292 32.67 
Source: Academic Office Registry Department', Benue Slate University. 

Table 4 shows that since inception, more males (3563) or 67.33 percent) than females (1,729 or 32.67) 
have access to university education in Benue state, indeed many of the female students in Benue State 
University fall within the age of (he girl child. 

I have presented these statistics to show the challenge of gender disparity in enrolment into educational 
institutions in the country. These statistics clearly indicate that the girl child and indeed, women are 
educationally a disadvantaged group in the country. As the country marches on into the 21s' century, efforts 
must be accelerated to reduce gender disparity in education particularly in terms of enrolment. 

(ii)       Drop-outs 
Another challenge of the girl child education in the millennium is the drop-out syndrome. Drop outs 

are children who are enrolled in the school but could not finish due to one reason or the other. Ordomez 
(1995) reveal that only 56 percent of the Nigerian children reach primary five. Although it is accepted that a 
nation's progress is greatly affected by the education of her girl child, only a marginal number of the girl 
children complete their primary school. 

To Chung (1994), the dropout syndrome is worse among the girl -child as only 15% of them reach at 
least primary five. This implies that 85% of enrolled girls dropout of school before they reach primary five. This 
trend should not be allowed to continue in the 21s' century because it amounts to a colossal wastage of human 
resources and premature termination of primary school education of the girl child. 

(Hi)       Poverty 

Poverty is perhaps the greatest challenge to girl child education in the 21 s t  century. In her report of the 
World's Women in 1976, Heloi Sipila, Assistant Secretary-General for Social Development and 
Humanitarian Affairs of the United Nations, observed that " where there is poverty, it is women who suffer its 
worst effects". She opines that the problem of poverty, which includes diseases, low productivity, malnutrition, 
high maternal and infant mortality rates, low life expectancy, etc, are primarily borne by the women with their 
attendant consequences on (he girl child education. In 'Nigeria today, the greatest impediment to parents' 



ability to educate (he girl child is the hopelessness of the economy. Life is hard because what the parents 
receive in form of salaries is not enough to take care of the family and provide education for both boy and 
girl children. In such circumstances, the girl child is at the receiving end as the boy child is preferred because 
he is regarded as a promising investment. Poverty compels parents to give out their daughters to early 
marriage instead of sending them to school. Poverty breeds child labour and child trafficking. Poverty breeds 
premature pregnancies and unwanted babies leading to abrupt termination of the girl child education. 

(iv)       Traditional Beliefs 
The continued prevalence of several traditional and religious beliefs in the country poses a great 

challenge to the girl child education in the millennium. Many of the traditional beliefs are against the 
attainment of any meaningful level of the girl child education. It is unfortunate that even in the 21st century many 
parents including some educated ones still believe in some of these cultural practices. 

Recommendations 
1. The Federal government and the National Assembly should enact laws making it an offence for 

parents to practice the obnoxious beliefs that militate against the education of the girl-child. 
Offenders of these laws should be punished according to the law to act as a deterrent. In addition, 
massive enlightenment education should be intensified in the 21s' century to create the awareness 
of the implications of these obsolete beliefs on the education of the girl child and indeed on the 
development of the family and the nation as a whole. 

2. The drop out challenge of girl child education should not be allowed to worsen in the new 
millennium. In order to prevent parents from abusing their daughters, governments (state and 
federal) should put in place laws, which will make it a crime for girls between the ages of 2 and 
18 to be out of school. Enacting laws that only force parents to enroll their children in schools is 
not enough. Teenage mothers should be given a second chance. Girls who find, themselves  
carrying unwanted pregnancies should be counselled and subsequently allowed to continue with 
their education. Vocational training centres should be put in place where girl children who are not 
academically inclined could be trained in domestic skill acquisition programmes, domestic 
sciences, etc. 

3. Government at all levels should as a matter of urgency create job opportunities for unemployed 
girl children and put in place a meaningful Poverty Reduction Programme (PRP) to cushion the 
effects of poverty on parents and by extension on the girl child. 

. Early marriage of the girl-child in Nigeria constitutes a big challenge in the 2P1 century. To stop this practice, 
the National Assembly should put a law in place pegging the minimum age for marriage for girls at 18 years. 
Women in the country and spirited individuals should work . assiduously to inspire and develop this 
legislation. Such legislation should prosecute to the highest extent of law possible any parent and/or 
guardian who violates the marriage rights of the girl children under 18 years 

. In addition to early marriage of girls, girl child trafficking and prostitution poses a serious challenge to the 
girl child education in the millennium. Legislation should also be put in place to check these menaces. Women 
organisations in the country should work vigorously at the local, state, and national levels to ensure that the 
trafficking of the girl child is eliminated completely in the 21sl century. Every effort should be made through 
legislation to ensure that girls and indeed women will no longer be subjected to human trafficking, prostitution, 
slavery and other forms of degradation because they constitute serious impediments to girl- child education 
in the 21sl century. 

 



 
 
6. 
Genuine commitment and efforts must be made by governments, women organizations, NGOs 
and indeed all other stake holders in education to ensure that gill children have at least an 
informal education that includes reading, writing, counting and skill acquisition. livery girl should 
he encouraged to take advantage of free basic primary and secondary education. The first few 
years of tertiary education in the country should be free for the girl child. This is imperative in the 
2 1 s t  century if we in Nigeria subscribe to the adage that " to educate a woman is to educate a 
nation" and if Nigeria as a nation is to attain any meaningful level of development in the 2 1 s t  

 century. 

Conclusion 
This paper has examined the constraints that impede the realization of a high-level girl child 

education in Nigeria in the 21" century. Such constraints include obnoxious traditional beliefs, 
religion, economic factors, premature pregnancy, location of schools, sex chauvinism and school 
organisational problems. The paper has identified and also discussed the challenges of girl child 
education in the 21s' century such as gender disparity in education particularly in enrolment, 
drop-out syndrome, obnoxious beliefs, early marriage, and funding. Based on the identified 
challenges of girl-child education, recommendations has been made with a view to attaining the 
objectives of girl child education in the millennium. 

Educating the girl child is a potent weapon of positive development and progress and 
should therefore be the priority of governments in Nigeria. If the decay into which Nigerian 
society is last sliding into is to be stemmed, then, concerted efforts at girl child education have to be 
made in the 2 i M  century. When the girl child is given her rightful place in our educational 
endeavour, then and only then, can we witness real and sustainable progress and development in 
Nigeria in the 2 I M  century and beyond. 
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