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Abstract 
Education is a rational instrument devised for the development of the 
individual and society. It is a social service provided by the 
government for the interest of all citizens. The emphasis has always 
focused on providing opportunity for all individuals to developed via 
education. The Federal Government of Nigeria had at one time or the 
other made efforts towards the provision of equal opportunity to all 
the citizenry. Contextually, the focus of this paper is on the provision 
of equal educational opportunity at the primary level and what should 
really be the policy in a democratic society like Nigeria, this paper 
tried to conceptualize equality of educational opportunity in all its 
ramifications as well as discussed what policy should stress for 
equality of educational opportunities in a democratic society. 

Introduction 

Education, in the contemporary world, is a major instrument for individual and societal growth 

and advancement. It enhances man’s capability through the development of the innate potentials and 

aptitudes. Realizing the importance of education, individuals and societies press increasing demand 

for educational opportunity and all it entails. Modern governments strive to legally provide education 

for the citizens. 

In the Nigerian context, the Federal Government categorically specified, as one of the live 

pillars of a democratic Nigeria, that the country would be a land full of bright opportunities for all 

citizens. Furthermore, the Nigerian National Policy on Education (1998:78) stated among other things 

that “there is need for equality of educational opportunities to all Nigerian children irrespective of any 

real or imagined disabilities, each according to his or her ability, and the provision of equal access to 

educational opportunities for all citizens of the country at the primary, secondary and tertiary levels. 

It was in pursuance of Nigeria’s dream of providing equal primary educational opportunities 

for all children that Universal Basic Education was launched in September 1999. 

In practical terms, a lot of evidence abound to show that majority of Nigerian children of 

primary school age do not enjoy equal opportunities in many respects. 

What the should be our policy towards the realization of equal educational opportunities for 

all children of primary school age living in a democratic Nigeria? 

Conceptualizing Equality Of Educational Opportunity 

Equality of educational opportunity concerns itself with the distribution of education in a 

democratic society. It focuses on accessibility and possibility to all citizens 

As people go to school, possibility will be there for them to develop. Green (1971) posited that 

equality of educational opportunity would imply equal access to schooling while Garms (1978) 

contended that equality of educational opportunity should focus on such considerations as equal 

access to education, equal educational treatment and equality of educational outcomes. Other wise, 

equality of educational opportunity would mean or imply more issues than mere going to school. In as 

much as access to schooling forms the basic or fundamental element in any attempt towards 

conceptualization of equality of educational opportunity, other issues worth mentioning include the 

type of school available, the quantity and quality of staff, teacher-learner ratio, availability of school 

plants and facilities, curricular offerings and mode of implementation, general physical and social 

learning environment, type of educational services available, administration and control of the school. 

Considering the above conditions, it could be said that children who do not attend school at all 

may not be said to have equality of educational opportunity with those who do attend. On the other 

hand, children who attend schools where the necessary conditions exist for proper development 

could not be said to have equal educational opportunity with the children who attend school were those 

conditions do not exist. 

The provision of equal educational opportunity calls for a fair chance, provided the necessarv 



ability in present and regardless of irrelevant factors such as social class, income, religion or any other 

forms of early handicaps (Ottaway, 1980). Ability as used in this context would imply a potential which 

could be fully developed when opportuned to do so. 

As has been stated earlier, it would tantamount to great professional error to equate equality of 

educational opportunity with the sense of entry into school or just gaining a chance into a school. It is 

more than that. Conceptually, equality of educational opportunity should imply a system of educational 

distribution based on stipulated and delineated blueprint which surpasses other contingent 

circumstances and differences as they may exist optimally. The emphasis is mainly on fairness in 

educational distribution and treatment (Ganns, 1978). 

The Journey So Far 

The political leaders of Nigeria have at one time or the other conceived an education system 

that will really provide to all citizens especially those young ones of primary school age. In 1955 the 

then Western Region Government attempted a free primary education for all children irrespective of 

any biological or social differences. In 1959, the then Eastern Region followed a similar step. History 

holds it that both efforts failed and the fundamental aims were not achieved. In 1976. the Federal 

Government of Nigeria under General Olusegun Obasanjo launched the Universal Primary Education 

(UPE) scheme with the aim of providing free primary education for all children in Nigeria. Shortly after 

its inception, the programme began to collapse, fees were re-introduced in many stales of the federation, 

parents who could not afford the exorbitant school fees withdrew their children and wards from schools. 

Presently, another attempt by the Federal Government of Nigeria towards providing equal 

opportunity for all children culminated m the launching of Universal Basic Education (UBE). The 

scheme is aimed at eradicating illiteracy and providing functional education to all children in Nigeria 

especially at the primary school level. Practically, it is a personal observation of the writer that an 

appraisal of the situation in Nigeria points to the fact that there are a lot of disparities or what could be 

termed inequalities existing in Nigeria primary school system. The gap between the ideal and the actual 

as well as the blueprint and the operational situation seem to be too wide. This is more glaring when one 

examines the two of the five main national objectives of which the education system is expected to 

achieve - a just and egalitarian society and, a land of full and bright opportunities for all citizens (NPE, 

1998). 

These areas of disparities as were observed include the following: 

1. Disparity in School Learning Environment 

A visit by the writer around some public and private primary schools in Anambra and Niger 

States as well as the Federal Capital Territory provided an insight that agreed with the description of 

Eresimadu and Nduka (1987). It was observed that most private schools had better physical learning 

environment than the public primary schools. Most private primary schools had good fencing pattern, 

neat and well-secured buildings for class and staff rooms. , building with acceptable cemented floors, 

most classrooms were filled with desks, tables and seats for teachers. Ventilation system was 

impressive. The teachers had fewer children in the classes and movement around the classroom were 

easy especially during lessons. On the other hand, the public primary schools visited w ere found to be 

lacking in many aspects as mentioned above. The school buildings were rusty, some with fallen 

doors/windows, some with tattered cemented floors and did not have enough desks for pupils, and 

tables and chairs for teachers. Some buildings had leaking and collapsing roofs without plastered w'alls. 

Majority of them were not fenced to ensure adequate security of pupils while at school. 

Furthermore, some private primary schools had computers/computer rooms, workshops of 

miniature nature, other teaching learning aids such as good chalkboards, textbooks, libraries and the like 

while most of those facilities were lacking in public primary schools 

2. Disparity in Quantity and Quality of Available Stall 

The visits to and the observations on the primary schools located in urban areas showed that 

the schools had more and better teachers than those in rural areas. This is because most teachers sin 

away from teaching in rural schools. Consequently, urban primary schools become overstaiied- 

sometimes two teachers to a class while rural primary schools experience lack of adequate and 

qualified teachers. 

The headmaster were seen managing pupils in primary 1-6 with about two or three other 

teachers. The type and quantity of learning going on in such rural schools calls for empirical 



investigation. Urban schools had First Degree and NCF holders while rural schools had less qualifier! 
teachers which were mainly NCT holders. This unimpressive situation was equally reported by 
Eresimadu and Nduka in 1987. Unfortunately, the abnormal situation persists in Nigerian primary 

schools fifteen years after their report. 

3. Disparity in Teacher-Learning Ratio 

The teacher-learner ratio in private primary schools were seen to be less than those m public 

primary schools. Generally, it was personally observed in primary schools within the Federal Capital 

Territory that most teachers in public primary schools handle between 40-70 pupils m the classes 

against one teacher to forty(40) pupils as recommended by the FCT Primary Education Board while 

those in private schools handle between 23 and 35 pupils in their classes. Learner-teacher interactions 

as well as classroom organization/management were found to be better in private schools than the case 

m public schools. 

4. Disparity in Curricular Content and Implementation 

It could be rightly said that curricular offerings and their implementation differ greatly from 
school to school. A good number of the schools visited had similar subjects offered at the primary 
level. Few of the schools especially urban and some private primary schools had richer curricular 
contents. Subjects such as French, Computer Education, Nigerian Languages and Home Economies 
were identified as subjects taught in those few public urban and some private primary schools. Majority 
of the public primary schools especially those in rural areas do not offer such subjects. Implementation 

or actual classroom teaching of various subjects differ greatly in favour of urban and private primary 
schools. Regrettably the situation in most public primary schools around the country is very pitiable. 

With all the disparities seen between urban and rural primary schools on one hand and public 

and private primary schools on the other hand, it could be said therefore, that there are a lot of 

inequalities in primary education in Nigeria. While some children attend well built, equipped, staffed 

and well managed private primary schools (usually in urban areas) because their parents could afford 

the exorbitant fees charged by the schools, others find their ways into public primary schools with less 

buildings, staff strength/quality, less facilities and fewer curricular offerings as well as poor 

implementation. 

Surprisingly, the children from those categories of unequal schools are exposed to the same 

Federal and State Common Entrance Examinations. This leads to treating unequal equal which 

Aristotle described as injustice (Peters. 1976). 

It would be ironical for one to say that the Nigerian policy on equal educational opportunity 
exists at the primary level. As it has been said earlier, equality m educational opportunity is just more 
than ordinary access to or admission into primary schools though access is a fundamental requirement 

in creating equality of educational opportunities. Suffice it to add here that a lot of Nigerian children 
are still denied basic access to primary education. These group of children include, female children in 
Northern parts of Nigeria, the children of the nomadic Fulani groups or those of the Fishermen in the 
riverines, children of beggars or lunatic parents who are often seen roaming Nigerian streets during 
school hours and children from indigent parents who are seen hawking along the streets. These 
category of children are at the risk of losing a brighter future (Udeozor, 2000). Additionally, the 

physically and mentally handicapped children are still left to waste away in their disabilities. 
Government has not done much to improve the lots of those children. 

Another disturbing situation in the Nigerian primary education system is the issue of teacher 
industrial actions or strikes. This has become a regular occurrence in public primary schools where 
children lose good period of the school calendar staying back at home due to striking actions of their 
teachers. Those parents who can afford it withdraw their children from public schools and seek 

admission into private schools yet the children in public schools who might have spent about 40% of 
the school year at home are expected to write the same entrance examination with their counterparts in 
private primary schools, who are exposed to school curricular experiences throughout the school year. 

The result is that the children from affluent parents continue to secure places in good secondary 
schools around (Unity Schools inclusive). Consequently, educational institutions which are expected to 
catalyze the reduction or eventual erasure of social inequality rather help to perpetuate social 

stratification (Obasi, 1987) 



In a democratic Nigeria, what is the way forward? 

What Should Be Our Policy 

The blueprint on the provision of equality of educational opportunities for Nigerian children is 

well spelt out. Nigerian position on education as stated in the National Policy on education (1998) is a 

laudable and welcome idea. The problems lie on implementation of the policy. A lot of disparities exist 

between policy statement and policy implementation. While the policy statement stresses equality of 

educational opportunities for all children of primary school age, the mode of implementation promotes 

and perpetuates inequality. 

The following suggestions are proffered for better conditions at the primary level: 

1. Providing Access To All 

1'he Federal Government of Nigeria, with the (lagging off of the Universal Basic Education 

(UBE) should come up with more practical actions aimed at providing access to primary education for 

all children. Particular emphasis to be laid on the “almajeris” roaming around Northern Nigerian streets 

begging, the female children of Northern origin who are deprived of primary education opportunities 

by their parents due to one religious reason or the other, the handicapped (deaf, dumb . the blind and 

mentally retarded) and the children of nomadic cattle rearers and fishermen. Similar emphasis should 

be made in Southern part of Nigeria especially in Igbo land were the males abandon primary education 

opportunities in the quest for material wealth. 

Stringent and legal actions must be embarked by the government on any parent or guardian 

who fails to allow a child of primary school age to attend school. 

2. Ensuring Comparable Quality of Schools 

Since equality of educational opportunity does not imply only access to schooling, 

opportunities should equally be provided for children to develop their individual abilities. 

Even where all primary schools (public, private, urban and rural) cannot be exactly the same in 

terms of quality, let there be comparable situations in all cases. This would imply total rehabilitation of 

public and rural schools, posting well-qualified teachers to the rural areas (basic social amenities such 

as good water, electricity and good roads to be provided so as to attract teachers to the rural areas) and 

special allowances attached to such posting, provision instructional facilities and materials to be 

equitable. Comparative physical learning environment to be ensured. 

3. Ensuring Stability in Public Primary Calendar 

The writer strongly recommends that the Federal Government of Nigeria gives primary 

education the primary attention it deserves. Education at this level should be a whole responsibility of 

the Federal Government. Huge funds should be pumped into primary education to uplift the image of 

Nigerian public primary schools currently regarded as places for children of poor economic 

backgrounds. A census or survey is needed to find out how many Ministers, Commissioners. 

Governors, Permanent Secretaries, Directors and the like who enroll their children in Nigerian public 

primary schools. They rather perceive the schools not fit for their children. Will it be impossible to 

enact a law requiring all government officials to register their children of primary school age with 

public primary school nearest to them. If that is the only way of attracting serious attention of 

government to the deplorable conditions of the public primary schools, 1 solidly recommend so. 

Secondly, teachers' remuneration should be taken over permanently by the Federal 
Government. Any incumbent in power should see it as a priority to ensure stability at the 
primary level. What is required is sacrifice and devotion of resources if a new type of 

society must be created and our broad national objectives achieved. 

4. Ensuring Equal Treatment at the Primary Level 

Aristotle believed that injustice occurs when equals are treated unequally or when 
unequals are treated equally. 

Given the above position, it could be said that a lot of injustices are practiced at primary 
school level in Nigeria. To avoid a further practice, treatments at the level must be between 

equals or unequals. Equal to be treated equally while unequals be treated unequally. 
Instances would still be drawn from Federal or State Common Entrance Examinations where 
pupils not well exposed to good curricular offerings are expected to compete with others 



well exposed and guided. 
Treatment of equals as proposed in this paper call for a representative quota to those 

who may be categorized as the educationally disadvantaged pupils. It should  be remembered 

that such practice is already operational at the tertiary level. If this is not done, the available 
opportunities will still favour the privileged few pupils with its consequent effects on social 
inequality in society. Furthermore, a sincere scholarship scheme be introduced to assist 
those indigent pupils. A situation where scholarships are monopolized by children of the 
privileged parents who can even sponsor then children should be seriously checked.  

5. Reduction of High Teacher-Pupil Ratio 

Nigerian public primary schools represent one of the most obvious inequal ity of 

opportunity to be found in the whole of our social systems. The ugly situation typifies itself 

in the extent of disparity between teacher-pupil ratio in privileged schools and those in 

public schools. While the children in privileged private primary schools enjoy adequate and 

positive interaction with the teacher due to the manageable number of pupils in the class, 

their counterparts in public schools scramble for small, usually congested spaces in a very 

overcrowded classrooms accommodating about seventy pupils or more. Movement from one 

end of the class to the other becomes an uphill task, teacher - learner interaction reduces 

significantly, classroom management by the teacher becomes near impossible and in the 

final analysis, learning is unfavourably affected. Nigerian educational planners and 

implemented should show concern in this dimension. One good solution to the problem is 

the construction of classroom blocks and employment  of adequate (quality and quantity) 

number of teachers to the public primary schools. So as to maintain the teacher pupils ratio 

of one to forty (1 -40) as recommended by the FCT Primary Education Board. The physical 

environment of the children must be considered paramount among factors of conducive 

learning environment (Udeozor, 2001).  

6. Intensive Supervision of Instruction 

All efforts to achieve a qualitative primary education can never yield good dividends 
unless adequate supervision of what goes on in the  classroom takes place. The need for 
intensive supervision becomes undisputable. Supervision will help to bring back glory to 
public primary schools. Parents are often heard complaining of failure a nd negligence of 
duly on the part of public primary school teachers. 

True to the text, the teachers are often seen carrying out other business engagements 
during school hours. It was even observed that some public primary schools in rural areas 
do not see most of their teacher on any village market day. One rura l headmaster 
complained that some of his teachers often abandon their pupils during planting and 
harvesting seasons as they go about farming activities.  

It must be stated that this is not so in private schools where proprietors keep close 

supervision of their staff. The inspectorate divisions should strengthen their efforts as well 
as become sincere in what they do. Coverage or god fatherism of any sort should stop. 
Defaulting teachers should be disciplined if proper teaching must take place.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the Nigerian public primary schools must be made attractive [daces 
for all children and not dumping ground for the have -nots. In our modern democracy, every 

child should 
have the right to the best possible education to enable him develop. A lot of talents are wasting away as 
a result of inadequate exposure. 

The essential nature of education demands that its buying and selling should be checked. Every 
child should be enabled to gain good education, which currently seems to be an exclusive commodity 
for only those who can pay for it. If this is not done, inequality of educational opportunity will continue 
to exist which in itself does not suit the modern world. 

The only practical solution to all the anomalies identified above is a total upliftment and 
upgrading of the public schools wherever they exist. If the schools are of acceptable quality (m all 
ramifications), no parent will willingly desire to spend huge amount of money in private schools. Their 



exorbitant fees will be forced to come down especially when they start losing their pupils 1 0  upgraded 
public primary schools. 

Our governments should spread out attention to all public primary schools and not UBE 

schools only. Education is seen as a social service and opportunity to get it must be equitably 
distributed. 

In all considerations, teacher motivation must never be neglected if a successful 
implementation of the policy is envisaged (Udeozor, 2001). 
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