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Introduction  
 The responsibilities of women in 
building the family in particular and the 
nation at large cannot be over emphasized. 
For any nation to have a balanced and 
sound development women need to be 
empowered and gender equality promoted. 
The topic under consideration is one of the 
most crucial issues that has attracted long 
debate and discourse all over the world. In 
this paper the concept of Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) will be 
highlighted, the history of women 
education in Nigeria will be narrated, the 
issue of gender equality will be analyzed, 
education and women empowerment will 
be discussed, innovative approaches in 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
women education and empowerment will 
be catalogued, impediments to women 
education and empowerment will be 
identified and the way forward will be 
postulated.  
 
The Concept of Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) 
 The universal mission of education 
is enshrined in the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) adopted by 
the Untied Nations at 58th Annual 
Conference in September, 2005 (UN, 
2005) the eight goals include. 
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(1) Eradicating extreme poverty and 
hunger. Achieving universal 
primary education. 

(2) Promoting gender equality and 
empower women. 

(3) Reducing child mortality.  
(4) Improving maternal health. 
(5) Combating HIV/AIDS, malaria 

and other diseases. 
(6) Ensuring environmental 

sustainability.  
(7) Global partnership for 

Development. 
The Millennium Development 

Goals are embedded in 8 goals, 18 
quantifiable targets, 148 indicators, target 
year of achievement 2015; were adopted 
by 189 countries and signed by 147 Heads 
of States and Governments of which 
Nigeria is a signatory.  

In pursuance to the achievement of 
Millennium Development Goals in the 
year 2015, the Federal Government of 
Nigeria has compressed them into National 
Economic Empowerment and 
Development Strategy (NEEDS), the 
States government followed with State 
Economic Empowerment and 
Development Strategy (SEEDS) and at the 
local government levels, it is called Local 
Economic Empowerment and 
Development Strategy (LEEDS). 

With these, development will cut 
across from the National to the Local 
Government levels. As such, all segment 
of the society will catch the development 
fire and the society will be a better place. 
Crucial in this paper is the third goal-
which is gender equality and empowering 
women.  

The Education For All (EFA) 
goals of relevance to the MDGs as concern 
women are: 
(1) Ensuring that by 2015 all children, 

particularly girls, children in 
difficult circumstances and those 
belonging to ethnic minorities 
have access to a complete free and 
compulsory primary education of 
good quality.  

(2) Achieving a 50 percent 
improvement in levels of adult 
literacy by 2015, especially for 
women and equitable access to 
basic and continuing education for 
all adults and  

(3) Eliminating gender disparities in 
primary and secondary education 
by 2015 and achieving equality in 
education by 2015 with a focus on 
ensuring girls’ full and equal 
access to achievement in basic 
education of good quality. 
(Obioma 2006 in Ahiakwo 2007). 

 
History of Women Education in Nigeria 
in Retrospect  
 Women education followed the 
development of education in Nigeria 
generally. The traditional Nigerian society 
provided the form of education which 
aimed at producing honest, respectable, 
skilled and cooperative women who would 
conform to the social order (Ezeani, 2006). 
Fafunwa (1991) affirms that the goals of 
traditional African education include 
development of physical skills, character 
development, development of intellectual 
skills, acquisition of vocational training, 
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development of a sense of belonging and 
the promotion of cultural heritage.  
 The missionaries introduced 
western education and established many 
schools for girls which include C. M. S 
Girls Seminary, Methodist Girls High 
School, Lagos; Wesleyan Girls’ High 
School, Lagos; Edgerly Girls’ Grammar 
Schools, Calabar; Queen’s College, Lagos; 
and Kudeti Girls’ Grammar School, 
Ibadan. In the Northern part of the country, 
parents and emirs were skeptical of 
cultural pollution by the missionaries but 
in 1930 Kano Girls’ Training Centre was 
established and in 1932, Hajiya Madaki, 
the daughter of the Emir of Kano and wife 
of the Emir of Katsina, helped to open a 
school at the palace of Emir in Katsina 
(Osinulu 1994).  
 In 1969, the National Curriculum 
Conference made the following 
recommendations as concern women’s 
education: 
(i) Education at all levels should be 

geared to the development of the 
total personality of the individual in 
our society to meet the needs of both 
men and women who will play their 
role in our modernization process.  

(ii) All children should have equal 
access to the same type of formal 
education at all levels, irrespective of 
sex.  

(iii) There is need to intensify 
propaganda by all available means 
for girls, and women education in 
the country.  

(iv) Remedial training through-evening 
classes or adult education should be 
provided for girls who drop out of 

school as a result of early marriage 
or for other reasons. 

(v) The laws and constitution of the land 
should guarantee certain freedom to 
Nigerian women as equal partners 
and to encourage education through 
scholarship and other incentives. 

(vi) Co-educational institutions are to be 
preferred at all levels.  

(vii) Women’s organizations should be 
encouraged to propagate the idea of 
women’s education in both urban 
and non-urban areas (Adaralegbe 
1972). 

To keep in line with 
recommendations of 1969 National 
Curriculum Conference, several seminars 
and workshops were organized. In 
February 1986, the Federal Ministry of 
Education presented a proposal on female 
education at the emergency meeting of the 
National Council of Education (NCE) held 
in Kaduna. In September, 1986 a workshop 
was organized to prepare a blueprint on 
women education, which became the 
framework for women education in 
Nigeria with twelve cardinal goals. 

In November 1986, the National 
Awareness Campaign on women’s 
Education was launched in Lagos by Mrs. 
Maryam Babangida. Similar campaigns 
were launched at the states and local 
government levels. In 1988, the Federal 
Ministry of Education established 22 
Women Education Model Centres. In may 
1989, the Nigerian Association of Women 
in Science, Technology and Mathematics 
(NAWSTEM) was launched and charged 
with the responsibility of promoting STM 
education among girls and women in 
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Nigeria, scholarships were awarded to 
deserving female students. In 1989, a 
female College of Education (Technical) 
was established in Gusau. To further 
develop the women education, the Federal 
Government of Nigeria established in 
every state a Federal Government Girls’ 
College.  

Today, women are standing tall 
with their men counterpart, competing 
favourably that, it is hardly any field of 
human endeavour that women have not 
ventured. 
 
Gender Equality  

Gender in this context is a societal 
construct that separates the roles 
expectations of males and females (Umoh 
2004:1). According to Keller (1991) in 
Umoh (2004:1), Gender is a cultural 
construct that distinguishes the roles 
behaviour, mental, and emotional 
characteristics between females and males 
developed by a society. Gender is a 
psychological term used in describing 
behaviours and attributes expected of 
individuals on the basis of being born of 
either male or female (Bassow 1991 in 
Umoh 2004:1). 

Okeke 1999 in Okam and Umeh 
(2004:194) portrays gender as a broad 
analytic concept, which highlights 
women’s roles and responsibilities in 
relation to those of men. It is regarded as a 
relational term used in complementing the 
emphasis on women. It is also indicative of 
a growing concern with the broader 
implication between men and women’s 
economic roles. Gender like socio-
economic status is an aspect of social 

organization that both reflects and is 
circumscribed by the surrounding culture. 
Gender in most cases is used 
interchangeably with ‘sex’ which do not 
mean exactly the same thing. Therefore, 
‘sex’ is either male or female which is 
biologically determined while gender is 
culturally determined. Thus, certain 
behaviour characteristics and attributes 
have been imposed by society on either 
sex, they begin to think, feel or act in ways 
expected of the society.  

In Nigeria, gender differences tend 
to be exaggerated to a point such that it 
limits the development and utilization of 
one’s potentials. The women folk have 
become victims of gender stereotyping of 
roles and behaviour attributes such that 
these have heavily militated against their 
overall development. The problems and 
issues deriving from this gender 
stereotyping have largely been 
instrumental for the marginalization of 
women in every aspect of development 
(Okam and Umeh 2004). 

Equality is related to impartiality 
which requires that all equals be treated 
equally under the same circumstances but 
it cannot be all the time that all men are 
equal, except in the sense that they possess 
organs and systems that enable them 
function as human beings. Thus, 
impartiality requires discrimination with 
good reasons through a consideration of 
the relevant facts of particular cases.  For 
instance, in Nigeria, educational inequality 
includes: 
(1) Unequal access to educational 

facilities. 
(2) Sex inequality consideration. 
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(3) Unequal abilities in academic 
performance amongst school 
children. 

(4) Unequal access to certain courses 
and into certain faculties in certain 
schools. 
In Nigeria today, the issue of 

whether women should be educated has 
been successfully resolved. Development 
requires human resources mobilization. 
Basically women are part of the human 
resources of any nation and no nation can 
develop without fully mobilizing its 
women through effective skill acquisition 
in formal and informal schools. It is the 
target of Millennium Development Goals 
to encourage, enhance and promote gender 
equality by the year 2015. It is a truism to 
state that more women are now going to 
school and more women are becoming part 
of the dominant ruling classes.  
 
Education and Women Empowerment 

Women empowerment has become 
a crucial issue in contemporary Nigeria. 
Empowerment according to Longman 
Dictionary of Contemporary English 
(1995) refers to giving someone more 
control over his or her own life or 
situation. Therefore, women empowerment 
could be referred to as a process in which 
women are seeking to have control for the 
betterment of their lives in all spheres of 
human endeavours. This is a process of 
challenging dominant power structures in a 
society to gain recognition and control 
(McNeil and Townley, 1986, Okeshola, 
1995). In the same perspective, Dangana 
(2003) asserts that empowerment may take 
varied dimensions to include activities like 

individual self-assertion, collective 
bargaining or resistance to challenge 
existing power relations in the society. 

A cursory look at women’s 
empowerment reveals that there are far 
reaching benefits of education towards 
empowering women viz: 

 
(1) National Development: Graham-

Brown (1991) in Dangana (2003) 
argues that the acquisition of formal 
and informal types of education will 
enable women contribute to national 
development, be independent, have 
improved relationship with their 
husbands and in dealing with many 
problems confronting their families. 

 
(2) Recognition of Forces of power: 

Dangana (2003) opines that 
education enables women to 
recognize the forces of power that 
oppress and marginalize them and 
chart a course of action 
(individually and collectively) 
aimed at disintegrating these 
forces. 

 
(3) Realization of the Importance of 

Child Care and Health Care: 
Educated women are empowered 
to be more aware of their 
responsibility to their children and 
take care of their children health 
and sanitary care. 

 
(4) Economic Empowerment: The 

educated women are empowered 
economically by being gainfully 
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employed or doing business in a 
more civilized manner. 

 
(5) Social Status: Education 

empowers the women to climb to 
higher social ladder and accord 
them respect like their men’s 
counterpart.  

 
(6) Political Awareness: Education 
has empowered Nigerian women to be 
aware of the political situation in the 
country and are personally involved 
occupying various positions ranging from 
chairperson of local governments, 
commissioners, members of state houses of 
Assembly, Deputy Governors, Speakers, 
members of National Assembly, Ministers, 
Ambassadors, Director – General, 
Permanent Secretaries at States, and 
National levels to mention just a few.    

The Beijing Platform identified 12 
critical areas of action needed to empower 
women and ensure their human rights 
which include women and poverty; 
education and training of women; women 
and health; violence against women; 
women and armed conflict; women and the 
economy; women in power and decision- 
making; institutional mechanism for the 
advancement of women; human rights of 
women; women and the media; women 
and the environment; and the girl-child 
(Maduewesi and Maduewesi, 2006). 
 
Innovative Approaches in Women 
Education and Empowerment in Nigeria  

Several innovative approaches 
have been put in place to enhance 
women’s education and empowerment in 

Nigeria. These include Better Life for 
Rural women of 1987, Family Support 
Programme (FSP) of 1993, and Family 
Economic Advancement Programme 
(FEAP), 1993.     

On 28th of October 1993, task 
forces on the Education of the girl’s child 
were inaugurated in Nigeria as a follow up 
to the resolutions reached at the Pan Africa 
Conference. The Task Forces were set up 
at the National, Zonal and States levels by 
the National Commission for Women 
Affairs.  

In 1998, Women Rights 
Advancement Protection Alternative 
(WRAPA) was launched. In 1999, 28th 
October, President Olusegun Matthew 
Aremu Obasanjo launched the Universal 
Basic Education in Sokoto State. In 2000, 
the National Policy on Women was 
promulgated which stated inter alla: 
A (i) To expand facilities for second 

chance education to girls and 
women. 

(ii) To enforce legal provision of 
penalties for withdrawal of girls 
from school for marriage.  

(iii) To provide education and relevant 
training for girls and women with 
special needs, for example, the 
handicapped, gifted, nomads, out 
of school, etc. 

B (i) Establishment of clubs such as 
Girls Education Movement 
(GEM). 

(ii) Mothers club organized in the 
South to monitor girls in the 
schools. 

(iii) Advocacy and sensitization in 
some communities.     
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In July 2003, the Federal 
Government of Nigeria launched the Girls’  
Education Initiative and Strategy for 
Accelerating Girls’ Education in Nigeria 
(SAGEN) to focus increased attention on 
girls education in 6 under-served states of 
Bauchi, Ebonyi, Edo, Sokoto, Yobe and 
Zamfara.  

In 2003, the National Assembly 
enacted law entitled Compulsory, Free 
Universal Basic Education Bill, 2003 
which prohibit the employment of school 
age girls as house helps without 
opportunity for any form of education. The 
Bill went further to state that every parent 
shall ensure that his child or ward attends 
and completes his or her primary and 
junior secondary school education and any 
parent who contravenes this section 2 of 
the Bill commits an offence and he is 
liable. 

 
(1) On first conviction, to be 

reprimanded 
(2) On second conviction, to a fine of 

two thousand naira or 
imprisonment of a month. As a 
follow up, some state governments 
have promulgated edits prohibiting 
collection of all forms of fees in 
girls schools, and withdrawal of 
girls from school respectively.  

The National Policy on Education 
(2004:16) states thus: 

Special efforts shall be made 
by all appointment agencies 
to encourage parents to send 
their daughters to school.  

 

Impediments to Women Education and 
Empowerment in Nigeria 

So many factors constitute a cog 
on the wheel of educating the Nigerian 
women which include the followings: 
(1) Fear of physical and sexual 

harassment: According to 
Aromolaran and Owoeye (2006) 
the fear for physical and sexual 
harassments and abuse from peer 
and male teachers in the school 
would make some parents not to 
let their girl-child go to school. 

(2) Parent’s perception: Some parents 
and community leaders are of the 
opinion that educating the girls is a 
waste of time and money since 
they will eventually get married 
and their education will benefit 
their husbands and girls are 
expected to depend on their 
husbands as their source of 
livelihood (Aromolaran and 
Owoeye, 2006).  

(3) Fear of excessive emancipation: 
There are various myths about this. 
It is widely believed that educated 
women do not make good 
(submissive) wives, that they are 
morally corrupt or promiscuous, 
that they are barren, that educated 
girls will reject parental choice of 
husband (Oniye and Okoro, 2006).  

(4) Poor self concept: According to 
Indabawa (2004) in Oniye and 
Okoro (2006) that there are 
instances where the females 
themselves bear on themselves 
poor self concept of being unable 
to cope with challenges of modern 
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learning. They are unduly 
influenced by the negative 
impressions society placed on 
them. This, then becomes a very 
serious obstacle to their learning 
and educational pursuits.  

(5) Poor funding: The Federal 
Government of Nigeria does not 
fund women education programme 
adequately (Ezeani, 2006). Poor 
funding will thwart any 
meaningful development of 
women’s education. 

(6) Lack of reliable statistics: Women 
education programme suffers the 
problem of lack of adequate 
statistical data. The said absence of 
accurate statistical data is one of 
the problems that has led to the 
shaky or total collapse of many 
women education centres located 
all over the country (Ezeani, 
2006). 

(7) Inadequate personnel: Few staff 
are seen handling women 
education, some of them with just 
senior school certificate and a few 
with the Nigeria Certificate in 
Education (NCE). 

(8) Lack of facilities: Inadequate 
facilities and infrastructure 
necessary for effective women 
education programme adversely 
affect the sector. These facilities 
and infrastructure include 
buildings, electricity, motorable 
roads, portable water and 
instructional materials. In most 
cases, these were not provided. 

In the same vein, the National 
blueprint on Women’s Education (Federal 
Ministry of Education, 1987) was able to 
itemize the following wide range of socio-
cultural factors which inhibit women’s 
education. They are: 
(a) Discriminatory practices in the 

labour market which confine girls 
and women to low-paying jobs 
thereby discouraging parents from 
investing on their daughter’s 
education. 

(b) Religious belief which is responsible 
for low women education in 
Northern part of Nigeria than in the 
Southern part of Nigeria.  

(c) High cost of education.  
(d) Opportunity costs to parents who 

must forgo earnings. 
(e) Time constraints, which compel girls 

to spend too much time on domestic 
chores, and so have less time for 
studies which is quite unlike that 
with their male counterpart.  

(f) An early marriage is another reason, 
especially in the Northern part of 
Nigeria where girls are given out in 
marriages even before maturity. 

(g) Poverty on the part of the parents. 
(h) The idea of the school and teachers 

regarding some subjects, examples, 
carpentry, metal works as being 
masculine and meant for boys while 
some are perceived as being 
feminine meant for girls such as 
Food and Nutrition, Home 
Economics, etc. 
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Conclusion     
Promoting gender equality and 

empowering women are tasks that must be 
done. The realization of Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) particularly 
as it affects this subject should not be 
compromised. From the foregoing, the 
paper made a lucid attempt bordering the 
topic tackling it from various perspectives. 
The barriers militating against the smooth 
realization of this  goal have been 
identified and highlighted which include 
fear of physical and sexual harassment, 
parents’ perception, fear of excessive 
emancipation, poor self-concept, poor 
funding, lack of reliable statistics, 
inadequate personnel, lack of facilities, 
discriminatory practices in the labour 
market, religious belief, high cost of 
education, opportunity costs to parents, 
time constraints, early marriage, poverty 
and the idea of the school and teachers 
regarding some subjects as feminine. To 
ameliorate these myriads of problems, 
radical and practical ways were suggested. 
Thus, women could become the factor for 
development if fully mobilized, fully 
trained, and fully and adequately 
empowered.  

 
The Way Forward 

In order to promote gender 
equality and empower women and 
eliminating the obstacles, then, the 
following suggestions should be taken 
seriously viz: 
1. Moral upbringing, moral education 

and the danger of HIV/AIDs 
pandemic should be taught at home, 
emphasized in schools and lived out 

in the society. Legislation on sexual 
harassment should be enacted. 

2. There should be aggressive 
reorientation of parents and 
community leaders for the education 
of the girl-child. 

3. There is need for vigorous 
sensitization regarding the educated 
women. The educated women 
themselves should be exemplary. 

4. The poor self concept held by the 
women should be erased through the 
concerted efforts of various women 
professionals like Association of 
Women Lawyers, Military Officers’ 
Wives Association, National 
Association of Women Journalists, 
etc. 

5. There should be adequate funding to 
enhance women education 
development. 

6. There is need for accurate and 
reliable statistics on women 
education programme for easy 
planning and implementation. 

7. The Government should be able to 
beef up the dearth of personnel and 
encourage women to be gainfully 
employed. 

8. There should be adequate provision 
of educational facilities and 
infrastructure to enhance teachers’ 
productivity. 

9. There is need to restructure the 
current employment structure in 
Nigeria which discriminate women.  

10. There is need for religious leaders to 
emphasize on the education of the 
girls especially in the Northern part 
of the country.  
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11. The fear of high cost of education is 
being eliminated at the primary and 
secondary levels in most states and 
incentives should be given to the 
girl-child at the tertiary level.  

12. There is need for legislation on the 
number of children parents should 
have and parents should have access 
to micro-finance loans.  

13. Parents are to be sensitized to be 
gender sensitive in the matter of 
allocation of domestic chores to be 
shared among the boys and the girls. 

14. There is also need for legislation on 
the age of marriage. I advocated 
minimum of 20 years for girls. 

15. The issue of poverty should be 
sincerely pursued by the National 
Agency for Poverty Alleviation 
Programme and encourage 
agriculture. 

16. The school and teachers should give 
the child the freedom to pursue any 
field of study knowing fully well that 
what a man can do, the women can 
do even better. Entry requirement for 
admission should be reduced for 
girls.    
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