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Towards the threshold of the 21st century, the United Nations in partnership 
with developed nations of the world drew their attention towards other international 
communities, particularly Africa South of Sahara where majority of its citizens wallow 
in abject poverty.  The burden of abject poverty among the so called third world 
countries gave rise to public protest against the infirmities – suffered by these countries.  
There were also protests by Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), in form of 
rallies significantly in most metropolitan cities of Europe such as Birmingham in 1998, 
Cologne in 1999 and Geneva in 2001 (Bedell 2005).  The leaders of the so called G.8  
(The Eight most industrialized nations of the world) found to their chagrin that they 
could no longer keep quiet against global poverty meted out to the under – developed 
nations of the world.  Wallis (2004) noted that the awareness created by the hues and 
cries against the economic – hardship and deterioration in many social indicators in 
developing countries led the world into a summit on social development held in 
Copenhagen in March 1995.  The summit considered in their agenda issues relating to 
poverty eradication, employment generation, enhanced expenditure on education (basic 
education), health and other social indicators of development all by the year 2015. A 
global review of progress in the implementation of the Copenhagen Declaration after 
(5) five years in 2000, led to the millennium summit in New York in September 2000.  
At the summit, 189 heads of states, which was the largest gathering of the world leaders 
in history adopted the united Nation Millennium Declaration committing their nations 
to a new global partnership aimed at addressing extreme poverty in its many 
dimensions like hunger, disease, inadequate shelter, illiteracy, gender equity, 
educational advancement and environmental sustainability and setting out a series of 
time – bound targets, with a deadline of 2015 that have become known as the 
millennium Development Goals (MDGs). (Ndubisi and Ozuruonye 2011). This 
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declaration reaffirmed collective values, including equality, mutual respect and shared 
responsibility for the enjoyment of all.  But Azikiwe (1992) lamented that gender 
question which bothers on creating equal opportunity between men and women in all 
spheres of human development is not yet attainable in the Nigerian context. 
 She noted that gender disparity in a patriarchal society such as ours imposes 
much constraint on the socio-economic situation of women.  Women are generally 
disempowered as a result of their gender roles.  She acknowledged that Nigeria is a 
society where male chauvinism holds sway.  Women generally are assumed to exist to 
be seen and their voices hardly to be heard of, this is the philosophy behind the thinking 
of an average Nigerian in our pluralistic society. The assignment of roles and 
responsibilities on the bases of sex has continued to attract comments given the fact that 
women are under represented in formal sector jobs where the propensity to earn higher 
subsist. 
 The hypothesis that women are the weaker sex and so should not be given 
equal opportunities with their men counterpart has continued to encourage and promote 
gender gap and gender disparity.   

This condition puts them in a state of poverty and a poverty stricken individual 
cannot access good education.  Consequently, the females are prevented from having 
good education like their male counterpart.  It is against this background that the study 
investigated education: an advocacy for gender equity and a framework for the 
attainment of millennium development Goals (MDGs) 

 
Concept of Gender 
 There is usually a certain uneasiness that arises whenever issues pertaining to 
gender are discussed even in supposedly enlightened circles.  Everyone knows that men 
and women are different.  But behind this knowledge lies a certain awkwardness, how 
different are they? What is the extent of the difference?  What is important about the 
way men and women behave and are treated in society?  This last question is value 
laden and therefore hinges on culture.  And as cultures differ from society to society, so 
the response to that question will differ from one society to another.  Viewed in this 
context, gender refers to socially constructed roles and socially learned behaviours and 
expectation associated with males and females.  (Oakley, 1996, Nwagbara 1998, Okeke 
2000, World Bank Policy/Research Report 2001).  
 Acholonu (2001) observed that in discussing the status, role and value of men 
and women in society and human development, two inter-related concepts come to 
fore, these are sex and gender. While sex refers to the biological make up of a man or 
woman, with the major features being their reproductive organs, gender refers to 
socially constructed roles ascribed to males and females.  These roles, which are 
learned, change over time and vary widely within and between cultures.  
 Gender in Henslin (1993) refers to what a group considers proper for its males 
and females.  Whereas sex refers to males or females, gender refers to masculinity or 
femininity.  In short, you inherit your sex but learn your gender as you are socialized 
into specific behaviours and attitudes.  
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Anele (1998) in the same vein opines that ever since patriarchy was enthroned, women 
have been oppressed, subjugated, discriminated against, marginalized and devalued in 
virtually all societies.  Thus, the ubiquity of male domination otherwise called ‘gender 
oppression’ or ‘male chauvinism’ cannot be denied. 
 Ezeigbo (1996) noted that there is a general consensus among “gender 
scholars” that “the inequality of the sexes is neither biological, nor a divine mandate, 
but a cultural construct” and so should be discouraged. 

Strictly speaking, a gender issue generally arises where a situation of male 
“privilege” creates a “disability” for the female.  In other words, where a situation of 
gender inequality is recognized as undesirable or unjust, giving rise to “gender – gaps, 
discrimination and women’s oppression”.    Gender issues therefore have to do with a 
whole complex of patriarchal structures that subordinate women and reduce them to the 
status of “second-rate citizens”.  
 
Gender Gap:  Implication for the Attainment of Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) 
 According to Pleek (2000) women form two third (2/3) of the world’s illiterate 
population (those who cannot read and write a single sentence) They suffer from 
inadequate schooling when young.  They also lack access to continuing education as 
adults.  Female illiteracy is on the increase in Nigeria.  Boys receive more education 
than girls do, and adult men are more likely to get another chance to learn in adult 
education programmes than the adult women.  In many states of Nigeria, females are 
far less likely than the males to attend school.  If they do so they are more likely than 
males to drop out because mothers need daughters at home to help in cooking, cleaning 
and caring for young siblings.  Moreover, parents do not want their girls to socialize 
with adolescent boys at school.  They therefore, consider girls’ education as poor 
investment.    
 
 In a nation’s population where over 50% are females, national population 
census (1991), It becomes dangerous and destructive when this percentage remains 
under developed and under utilized.  This is a picture in a country that wants education 
that will reduce poverty, unemployment, ensure self –sustainance, improvements in 
productivity and quality of life of individuals and nourish a better society for tomorrow.   
 The deprivation of educational opportunity for females is likely to exclude 
them from the mainstream of development in the future, increase the dependence ratio 
of the population and result in under development (Mbanefo, 1995). 
 Lack of sexuality education has further compounded the issue by exposing the 
young female population to the vulnerability of sexually transmitted infections such as 
STDs and HIV/AIDS and their concomitant evils.  The implication is that a very high 
percentage of young and adolescent female population either drop-out of school or are 
hindered from receiving proper and adequate education that would enable them attain 
self –actualization. World watch institute (2002) opined that as long as girls and women 
are thought to be less able than boys and men to navigate human experience and forge 
their own paths in life, population policy will always be flawed.  Gender discrimination 
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limits the level of human resource development for the nation.  This disparity in 
educational opportunities in favour of males limit the extent to which women are 
involved in certain professional fields, a scenario which works against the attainment of 
the millennium development goals (MDGs). 
 Gender discrimination disempowers the females. Some traditional practices 
still give preference to male children, while female children are left at a disadvantaged 
position with regards to education, nutrition and social care.  The consequence is that a 
lot of talents and potentialities of the females remain untapped and undeveloped.   
 Gender discrimination is a canker worm which militates against producing the 
main crop of future female leaders, scientists, administrators, technicians and 
technocrats, lawyers, doctors, entrepreneurs and many other such human resources 
which the nation needs most for optimal growth and development.   
 According to Hodges (2001) millions of Nigerian women face special problem 
of discrimination not only in areas of education, but abuse and exploitation in appalling 
circumstances.  This is further emphasized by human right watch publication (2000) 
that many women suffer discriminatory practices that further lead them to low skilled 
jobs, earning low pay and low status, and the situation becomes more pathetic when the 
women loses her husband.  She is treated as an inheritable part of the husband’s 
property, and  in most cases  not allowed to have any of her husband’s property.  These 
problems compound the risk of survival and create formidable obstacles for the 
development of women and their children.  The widow has no choice than to send the 
children out to contribute to the welfare of the family as she cannot feed and educate 
the children adequately.   
 If the notion that education is the key that unlocks the door to any development 
is true, it means then that the millennium development goal of 2015 will ever remain a 
dream as long as gender disparity subsists.   
 
Concept of Education  

Education does not refer to a single process. It means different things to 
different people.  In thinking of the encompassing nature of education, Ibukun in castle 
(1996) castle defined the term as what happens to us from the day we were born to the 
day we die. This definition appears to be all encompassing, limitless and highly 
generalized.  Also Fafunwa (1974) defined education as the sum total of the processes 
by which an individual acquires and develops skills, abilities and other know-hows in 
order to become an active and effective participant in any society.   Education is, 
therefore, a process whereby an individual is being automatically prepared to live and 
participate in a given culture. 

 Ibukun (1996) conceived education as the acquisition of the art of the 
utilization of knowledge.  Emphasis here appears to be on the utility aspect of 
education.  Thus, education is a process of teaching, training and learning in schools 
and villages to improve knowledge and develop skills necessary for preparing 
individuals for functional participation in social  life (Omang, M.S Borve, and J. 
Trulsen, 2002; Ibukun, 1996, World Bank, 2002).   
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Education:  An Advocacy for Gender Parity 
 Achieving gender parity in education has been the prime factor of the 1990 
World Declaration on Education for All, the Dakar framework for Action as well as the 
United Nation Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) endorsed in 2000, yet gender 
parity remains elusive, with females being under represented both in elective and 
appointive positions.  
The table below shows a spread for both elective and appointive positions 

Elective Positions in Nigeria in 2011 
Total Number of 
Gubernatorial 

seats 

Gubernatorial Seats 
Occupied by Men 

Gubernatorial 
Seats Occupied 

by Women 

Parentage 
for Men 

Percentage 
for Women 

36 36 Nil 100% 0% 
Total Number of 
senatorial seats 

Senatorial seats 
occupied by men 

Senatorial seats 
occupied by 

women 

  

109 102 7 96.33 3.67 
Total Number of 

house of 
representative seats 

No of seats occupied by 
men 

No of seats 
occupied by 

women 

  

352 339 13 96.31 3.69 
 
Appointive Positions 

Total Number of 
Ministerial Positions 

Ministerial Positions 
Occupied by Men 

Ministerial 
Positions Occupied 

Women 

% For 
Men 

% For 
Women 

40 29 11 72.5 27.5 
Source: http://www.nigerianelitesforum.com/ng/presidencyjuduciarylegislat. 
 
Elective positions in Nigeria in 2011 
 The graphic presentation of the tables above show a serious gender gap in both 
elective and appointive positions in favour of men.  It is also sad to note that out of 
thirty six governors none is a woman.  This is also an indication that women are 
marginalized to a great extent.    Yet education has been shown to trigger a wide range 
of benefits for both girls and women, their families and society in general.  Educating 
girls is an investment towards reducing poverty, promoting sustainable development 
and ensuring the human rights of all citizens.   
 Education is recognized as important for the holistic development of the full 
potential of an individual.  These benefits are as valid for girls as for boys giving both 
genders the tools and opportunities to make decisions and choices that impact on their 
lives.  Moreover, education helps society to view women positively, thus creating the 
condition for their empowerment and full participation in public and private spheres. 
 Investing in female education has been shown to improve women’s social and 
economic status, increasing their productivity, earnings and savings, improving family 
planning; and improving child survival rates for children, lowering the incidence of 
HIV and AIDS infection for all; and propelling more women to decision-making 
positions. 

Education: An Advocacy for Balancing Gender Disparity  



140 
 

 Educating girl child and women also gives them higher self-esteem, greater 
decision making power within the family, makes them more confident to participate 
fully in community affairs and the ability to, someday, become educated mothers who 
pass on their knowledge to their own daughters and sons (World watch institute, 2002). 
 The fundamental importance of female education for raising children’s 
nutrition is beyond question, partly because a mother uses her new knowledge to earn 
additional income, improve diets, and make life better for her children.  Education 
empowers women and it is believed that if you educate a woman you educate a nation.  
This is because educating girls, carries with it, a wide range of benefits in general.  It 
reduces poverty, promotes sustainable development and ensures human rights of all 
citizens.  A woman that is educated to a higher level in particular is looked upon 
positively by her society and community.  She is empowered not only socially but also 
economically and politically.  A lot of other benefits are attached to women education 
particularly if the breadth (skills development and height (length of training) of her 
education are high, her productivity is increased so also her earnings and savings.  An 
educated married woman has improved family survival rate, improved education of her 
children and improved health for the entire family.   
 It is a weapon that should be given to women in order to fulfill their roles as 
full members of the society (United Nation, 1984) According to Ndu (2002), education 
is a veritable instrument in bringing about positive changes in the patterns of the 
people’s lives.  It provides skills and training to the recipients to enable them to utilize 
their potentials and capabilities to the fullest for improvement of life, and to solve their 
immediate and general problems – income, agricultural and food production, health 
care and family planning.  Azikiwe (1992) noted that there is a clear linkage between 
the education of women and positive development impacts.   She further stated that it 
has been proved that women’s education leads to improved family care, health and 
nutrition, higher rate of child’s survival, growth and development, higher aspiration for 
education and welfare of their children, low fertility rate.   
 Increased opportunities for women earning and increased efficiency in the 
management of agricultural and environmental resources.  So education helps women 
to live better quality lives.  Therefore, expanding women’s access to educational 
opportunities and skill acquisition is an effective and sustainable process of women 
empowerment.  It gives them a sense of belonging and raises them to positions of 
authority.  So achieving literacy education is the first step towards enabling women to 
take control over their own lives, participate as equal in society and free themselves 
from economic and patriarchal exploitation.  A mother’s level of education has a 
positive effect on her children’s health, education, mortality rate and pre-school 
cognitive ability.  In his own view, Enemuo, (2001) confirmed that an effective and 
sustainable process of women empowerment must necessarily include the expansion of 
women’s access to educational opportunities, skills acquisition and position of 
authority, Indeed, education programmes for women help them live better quality lives 
and give them the opportunity to discuss and reflect on issues of their concern and 
aspirations as men.  Adebukola (2001) also noted that when a woman is educationally 
empowered, she will make use of her endowment in a positive way and then become a 
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master in her profession, she will not be deprived of the right to practice, so as to 
benefit the nation.  No community or nation can move forward in terms of development 
if the women folk remain marginalized.  The women should be trained in vocational 
and life skills acquisition so that they will contribute meaningfully to national 
development.   
 The awareness created by education has caused successive governments in 
Nigeria through office of the first lady to introduce various programmes aimed at 
empowering the women to function competitively with their male counterparts.  
Mention has to be made here that late Maryam Babangida launched better life for rural 
women.  A pet project aimed at providing enabling environment for the rural women to 
function within the limit of their abilities and capabilities.   
 This formed the anchorage where other first ladies drew their inspirations by 
launching one programme or the other that are women friendly and women inclined.  
Taking a drive from this, the present first lady, Mrs Patience Goodluck Jonathan 
introduced change for women initiative.  This is a  change of perception, about 
women.Giving women more representation in elective positions by widening their 
democratic space.  Giving them more appointive positions so that they can contribute 
more meaningfully in the day to day business of governance. 
 This advocacy is anchored on the biblical affirmation that all humans are equal 
before God, and the true worth of man is not measured by sex or skin pigmentation but 
more importantly by the character of the intellect.  
 
Conclusion 
 Achieving gender parity in education has been a prime factor of the 1990 
World Declaration on Education for All, the Dakar framework for action as well as the 
United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) endorsed in 2000, yet gender 
parity remains elusive.  This paper has looked at some major constraints that have 
continued to deprive the female folk access to qualitative education and its attendant 
socio-economic consequences.   
 If we as a nation desire a well positioned economy for Nigeria, then the 
education of the females should not be compromised.  It is hoped that closing the 
gender gap through a gender friendly curriculum will give the female folk equal access 
to education.  When this is done, there will be opportunities for capacity building which 
is capable of taking us nearer to the attainment of the millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs). 
 
Recommendations 
 There is need to address the obstacles to Girls and Women’s education towards 
achieving this objective; the following strategies must be put in place by the 
Government, Non Government Organizations (NGOs) and other stakeholders in 
education industry in Nigeria: 
 There should be changing societal attitudes in favour of girls education.  The 

society should attach more importance to the education of the girl child.  In 
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fact, members of the public should change their uncompromising attitude 
towards women education. 

 All the stakeholders in the education industry should provide/enrich school 
infrastructure to make them more gender friendly.  Enabling environment 
should be provided for girls to enable them pursue their studies seriously. 

 There should be gender awareness training for teachers and teacher trainees.  
Teachers should be made to understand that there is no disparity between boys 
and girls.  Also both boys and girls should be assigned similar roles in the 
teaching/learning situation. 

 There should be gender sensitive curriculum to empower both sexes.   
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