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Abstract 

Learning as part of life persists from cradle to grave.  Developed 
nations made giant strides in Science Technology, Music, Arts and 
even governance through well guided and goal oriented learning.  To 
be relevant in the 21st Century no nation will afford to toy with her 
educational/learning programmes. Regrettably, most developing 
nations are still grappling with barriers in learning that make them lag 
behind in the scheme of global economy, politics, science and 
technology. This paper identified those major barriers to effective 
learning in the developing countries citing examples from Nigeria such 
as poverty, natural disaster and psychosocial factors. Some 
consequences of these barriers identified included mass illiteracy, 
school drop-out, maladaptive behaviours and general national 
backwardness.  Among the pragmatic approaches suggested in the 
paper to eradicate barriers to learning included governments’ sincerity 
in formulating, implementing and funding all policies and programmes 
that would improve learning milieu. 

 
  The authors have over thirty years experiences and exposures in 
teaching, counselling, administration research and publications and have allowed such 
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experiences and exposures to bear on this work.  They believe that all human beings are 
endowed with a capacity to learn, improve and progress.  Educational opportunity is a 
mechanism by which people can fulfill that capacity.  Therefore, free and open access 
to learning/educational opportunity is a basic human right.  The paper maintains that 
learning is part of life which persists from cradle to grave.  Many developed nations 
have made giant strides in science and technology, Arts, Music and governance through 
well guided and goal oriented learning.  In fact, any nation that would be relevant in the 
21st century will not afford to toy with her educational/learning programmes because 
education/learning is considered as the key to achieving democracy and development.  
It is used to turn things around for better living. 
 
 Maclean (2008) noted that although there are many keys to development, such 
as improved infrastructure like dams, roads, telecommunication facilities, ports and the 
like, educational/learning is regarded as being the major key to economic and social 
development.  High quality and relevant education and schooling, according to him 
have been shown to open the doors to poverty alleviation, sustainable development, 
equity, justice and mainstreaming of the marginalized and vulnerable groups in the 
society.  To say the least, and in agreement with Nnabuo (2009), educational/learning is 
a fundamental human right and is very important to the wellbeing of humankind in that 
effective education/learning can help ensure a safer, healthier, more prosperous and 
environmentally sound world, while simultaneously contributing to social, economic 
and cultural progress, tolerance and international co-operation.  Education or learning 
raises income levels and improved standards of living though this tends to vary from 
place to place, from time to time and in accordance with the needs of the particular age 
and circumstances of the time. 
 
  Regrettably, most developing nations including Nigeria are still grappling with 
a lot of barriers to learning that make them lag behind in the scheme of global 
economy, politics, science and technology.  The authors are of the view that if nothing 
is done urgently, the developing countries may continue to see themselves ‘one step 
forward, ten or more steps backwards’ as far as economic, political, social, scientific, 
technological, health, etc advancements are concerned.  This urgent need and concern 
informed the choice of this title and study by the authors as their humble contribution 
towards the identification and eradication of major barriers of effective learning in 
developing countries in general and Nigeria in particular.  For convenience of 
presentation and readership, the paper is presented under the following major units. 

a. Clarification of major concepts of the study 
b. Some major barriers to effective learning in developing nations especially 

Nigeria 
c.  Some pragmatic approaches to eradicate barriers to effective learning in 

developing countries. 
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d. Conclusion and Recommendations. 
 
Clarification of Major Concepts of the Study:  The two major concepts in this study 
that need clarification are learning/education and developing countries. 
 
Learning/Education: Anusiem (2006:2) citing Kimbel (1967), Lovell (1973) and 
Gagne (1965) respectively defined learning as a “relatively permanent change in 
behaviour potentiality which occurs as a result of reinforced practice or prior 
experience.”  “A change in behvaiour which is more or less permanent in nature and 
which results from activity, training and observation”. A change in human disposition 
or capability which can be retained and which is not simply ascribable to the process of 
change”.  Common to these definitions is the fact that leaning leads to change in 
behaviour that is relatively permanent and not as a result of environmental experiences 
and that the change is not as a result of those innate genetic forces that produce growth.  
Gagne (1977) in Nkwocha (2003) identified eight types of learning-single learning, 
stimulus-response learning, chain learning, verbal association, multiple discrimination, 
concept learning, rule learning and problem-solving. 
   
 Education in the other hand is seen by Okoh in Okorosaye-Orobite (2005:19) 
as “a process, a product and a discipline”.  As a process it is the activity of preserving, 
developing, and transmitting the culture of a people from one generation to another”. 
As a product “It refers to change, whether overt or covert, implicit or explicit, which 
education is expected to bring about”.  Also Akinpelu in Okorosaye-Orubite (2005:19) 
stressed that the product of education is the educated man, who in the African context is 
one “who shows evidence of a well integrated personality… he is economically 
efficient, socially and publically competent, morally acceptable and intellectually and 
culturally sophisticated”. 
 
Ukeje (1986:8) in Nnabue (2009:2) summed it up when he opined that: 

Education is power, it is a process of acquiring  Knowledge and ideas 
that shape and condition Man’s attitude, actions and achievements; it 
is A process of developing the child’s moral, physical, Emotional and 
intellectual power for this Contribution in social reform, it is the 
process of mastering the laws of nature and utilizing them effectively 
for the welfare of the individual and for social reconstruction; it is the 
art of the utilization of knowledge for complete living. 

 
  
 
  From the foregoing clarifications on learning and education, it is 
obvious that both are inseparable.  Learning is a means to an end-(education) and 
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education is an end of a means - (learning).  Therefore in this paper, both 
terminologies/concepts are freely and safely used interchangeably and complimentarily. 
 
Developing Countries: This is contrary to the concept of “developed countries”.   
Apart from the so-called developed world mostly referred to as the “G8” every other 
block including the developing countries has been beset by generations of negative 
prefixes that depict inferiority such as “un’’-developed, “non”-literate, “il”-literate, 
“under”-developed.  In world politics one easily notices the tensions around the use of 
the “developing countries” especially during the Cold War by the Western countries to 
show their rejection of the south as an authentic voice.  In fact, as a result of the 
political undertones of these prefixes the entire continents of Africa, Asia, and South 
America are considered second, third and even fourth “best” with Europe and North 
America as the first “best”, thereby creating a world dichotomy and at the same time 
perpetuating the degrading and derogatory base laid by colonial anthropology.   
 
 Be it as it may, the “stigmatization” and label have been placed on the 
“developing world” along with its governance, economy, education, cultures, religions, 
arts, music and even peoples.  No matter the indices used in the dichotomization, the 
stack truth is that the developing countries have certain things in common which have 
placed them at a disadvantage compared with the developed countries like Britain, 
United States of America, Canada, France, Japan, etc. Some of those commonalities 
among the developing nations include high level of poverty/low income earnings of 
their citizens; low level of productivity, low level of industrialization, poor science and 
technology, high unemployment rate, poor governance/democracy, high rate of hunger, 
disease, inadequate shelter, clothing, inadequate access of good drinking water, 
electricity, general poor infrastructure, wars, conflicts, etc. Based on these and other 
variables, one would easily appreciate the fact that most world records of hunger, 
disease, wars, refugees, etc are deeply seated in the developing countries. The cases of 
Somalia, Ethiopia, Afghanistan, Iraq, Liberia, Zimbabwe, Sudan, etc easily come to 
mind. 
 
 One is tempted to say that the concept of poverty is almost synonymous with 
the concept of the developing countries. For example, Ogunleye (2006:194) citing the 
World Bank Report and United Nations showed poverty as: 

Hunger, lack of shelter, being sick, and not being able to go to school, 
not knowing how to read, not being able to speak properly, not having 
a job, having fear for future, loosing a child to illness brought about by 
unclean water, powerlessness, lack of representation and freedom.  
The various manifestations of poverty include; lack of income and 
productive resources sufficient to ensure sustainable livelihood, hunger 
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and malnutrition and other basic services, homelessness and unsafe 
degraded environment among others. 

 
  
  Further, he (Ogunleye 2006) showed that about 1.5 billion people live below 
the poverty line of less than one dollar per day worldwide, out of this number; 250 
million constituting 17% of the world’s total poor population are in Africa.  The 
Nigerian case is really pathetic despite her huge national and human resources base.  
The Department of International Development (DFID), Britain’s Agency for fighting 
poverty globally, disclosed that 90 million Nigerians live in absolute poverty; the figure 
represents the number of people living on less than one dollar a day. For this, the 
agency warned that if nothing is done quickly to combat poverty the Millennium 
Development Goal will not be achieved in Nigeria, Africa or globally.  Also, available 
data from the Nigerian Federal Office of Statistics (FOS) (1999), indicate that majority 
of the poor are located in the rural areas of Nigeria. 
 
  From these expositions, and in relation to the discourse of this unit/paper, one 
will make quick to say that one of the characteristic features of the developing countries 
and significant index of classification as such is poverty which is real by all standards 
and ramifications.  This singly has defined the standard of living of the people in these 
countries which is apparently far below average with deficiencies in basic means of 
livelihood. 
 
  Infact, the developing countries are poor by all standards and any pretence to 
the contrary will only amount to insincerity and unpatriotism.  No wonder many world 
bodies like UNESCO, WHO, etc and the developed countries budget a lot of monies 
yearly on aids to the developing countries to fight poverty, hunger, illiteracy, 
corruption, lack of shelter, disease, inadequate potable/safe drinking water and poor 
infrastructure. 
 
Some Major Barriers to Effective Learning in Developing Countries Especially 
Nigeria 
  The above discussions on developing countries in relation to poverty have set 
the centre stage as the “parent barrier” to effective learning/education in the developing 
countries in general and Nigeria in particular giving rise to multitude of other “daughter 
barriers”.  In other words, poverty is the most significant single barrier to effective 
learning in developing countries and other barriers are directly or indirectly connected 
with poverty.  Such other major barriers include: 
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1. Frequent Academic and Non-Academic Staff Strike Actions: Strike actions 
by academic and non-academic staffers of institutions of learning at all levels in 
developing countries are very rampant. This disrupts the academic and learning 
 programmes of the learners. For example in Nigeria the Academic Staff Union 
of Universities (ASUU) and the Non-Academic Staff Union of Universities (NASUU) 
were on strike for months demanding among other things, improved conditions of 
service and facilities, university autonomy, reasonable percentage of yearly budget to 
education, retirement age of lecturers to be pegged at 70, and arresting the brain drain 
from Nigerian Universities.  Similarly, primary and secondary school teachers in many 
states of Nigeria (e.g. Imo State) have been known for indefinite strike actions 
demanding the implementation/payment of agreed Teachers’ Salary Structure (TSS). 
The children/learners are the victims of these incessant strike actions as they are out of 
schools roaming the streets resulting in many engaging in anti-social behaviours like 
kidnapping, prostitution, armed robbery, etc. 
 
2. Government Factor: This is another important single factor that negatively 
affects effective learning in developing countries. Most governments in developing 
countries only pay lip services to education and learning which are reflected in poor 
provision of infrastructures in schools, inadequate qualified teachers, poor 
remunerations, inadequate implementation of educational policies. For example in 
Nigeria the Universal Primary Education (UPE) policy of 1976 failed and the recent 
Universal Basic Education (UBE) is failing due to implementation lapses. 
 
3. Rural-Urban Residence of Learners:  In most developing countries the place 
of residence of the learners affects them significantly with urban dwellers tending to 
have advantage over the rural dwellers. For example in Nigeria the study of Owoeye 
(2008) showed that 61% of the children in Osun State from rural areas could not 
complete primary education, while 41% of them could be found in such situation in 
urban areas.  This means that children’s environmental forces constitute a powerful 
influence on the overall performance or children’s dynamics for learning. 
 
4. Parental Level of Income, Education, Occupation and General Family 
Status: These have direct or indirect effects on the effectiveness of learning in Nigeria 
and developing countries. Children with poor parental level of income, education, 
occupation and general family status suffer from poor provision of learning facilities 
like books, uniforms, food, etc as well as poor parental attitude towards 
learning/education resulting in low morals and motivation of the children from such 
families.  This agrees with the study of Owoeye (2008) which showed that in this study 
area-Osun State, Nigeria, 67% of children belonging to parents with no formal 
education also took cue after their parents, by not completing their primary education 
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while only 15% of children belonging to parents having post-secondary education 
failed to complete primary education. 
 
5. Stress Factor: Many people in developing countries learn under stressful 
conditions caused by many environmental, social, cultural, political, economic, health, 
etc factors.  For example in Nigeria, many learners go to school without food, poor 
nutrition, to face equally stressful academic environments like leaking classroom roofs, 
harsh treatments from teachers and fellow students. Akinleye and Arowolo (2009) 
confirmed the significant relationship between student’s experience of stress and their 
academic performance and behaviours. 
 
6. Intrapersonal Crisis: A lot of learners in developing countries are faced with 
myriad of intra-personal crisis that have negative effects on their learning and their 
interpersonal relationships. This is so because the state of the individual’s emotional 
condition has implications for the peace he maintains with himself and others.  Ebuara 
(2005) agreed with this and identified the following types of intra-personal crisis 
among Nigerian learners-psychopathological, traumatic, maturational, dispositional, 
anticipated life crisis and psychiatric crisis. 
 
7. Classroom Related Problems:  A myriad of classroom related problems 
causes barriers to effective learning in developing countries in general and Nigeria in 
particular.  Anusiem (2006) identified so many of the to include introverts, isolates, 
extroverts, bullies, rejecters, aggressive, violent, deceitful, depressed, emotionally, 
disturbed, absenteeism, dirtiness, truancy, laziness, day-dreaming, inattentiveness, hard 
at hearing, short/long sightedness, partially blind, other forms’ of physical defects, low 
1Q, gifted/talented, etc. 
 
8. Infrastructural Problems: These include inadequate supply of electricity, 
libraries, classrooms, laboratories, hostels, teachers’ quarters, recreational and sports, 
facilities, bus services, roads, drinking water, etc for learners and the available ones are 
over used due to population explosion and lack of adequate population data.  These and 
others pose a barrier to effective learning as agreed by Igbafe (2009). 
 
9. Inadequate Counselling Service: Many learners in developing countries lack 
adequate counselling to prevent and overcome most of the barriers to effective learning 
identified in this study. Counsellors would assist them to understand themselves and 
their world (environment) and furnish them with vital information and support to 
prevent overcome challenges that pose a threat to their life goals.   
 
10. Natural Disasters: Such as flooding, storms, landslides, earthquakes, 
epidemics, etc are common phenomena’s that suddenly disrupt the learning process and 
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programmes in most developing countries.  For example, in Nigeria it is not unusual to 
see roofs of classroom buildings and hostels blown off by wind and storms thereby 
disrupting teaching and learning processes and programs.  
 
11. Inter-Tribal Religious Conflicts, Militancy, and Spate of Kidnapping:  
These are common in developing countries and pose a barrier to effective learning.  For 
example in Nigeria for over three years now, the youths in the Niger Delta Region have 
resorted to militancy, restiveness, and undemocratic acts to press home their demands 
for resource control in their area harbouring 95% of Nigeria’s petroleum resources.  
Similarly there is now a high wave of kidnapping of kids, parents, politicians, captains 
of industries, oil workers, etc in Nigeria leading to insecurity, anxiety and fear.  
Recently, the peace and education in some Northern States of Nigeria e. g. Bauchi, 
Kano were disrupted when a Muslim sect-Boko Haram started a riot that claimed lives 
and property against Western education and culture.  These conditions are not 
favourable for learning and development.  
 
12. Learners Factors: Like inadequate maturation, poor mental setting, poor 
readiness lack of motivations, inadequate reinforcement, individual differences, poor 
health conditions, accident, bad peer group influence, etc are also barriers to effective 
learning in developing countries and Nigeria in particular.   
 

The authors have taken time to catalogue a lot of barriers that have devastating 
effects on or constitute barriers to effective learning in developing countries thereby 
painting a picture of situations that require pragmatic approaches for eradication or 
amelioration. 
 
Some Pragmatic Approaches towards Eradicating Barriers to Effective Learning 
in Developing Countries 
 The following pragmatic approaches which double as recommendations in this 
study could be adopted to eradicate barriers to effective learning in developing 
countries. 
 
a. The Use of Computer-Assisted Instruction (CAI): This is a welcome 
innovation in the teaching-learning process and should be strongly encouraged in 
developing countries.  According to Ughmadu (1998) computers when combined with 
electronic transmission systems can find use in an almost unlimited variety of 
instructional and learning situations and settings. This approach (CAI) means an 
instructional design whereby computer systems deliver instructions directly to learners 
by allowing them interact/relate with designed lessons that have been programmed into 
the system.  Some of the merits of this approach include allowing students some control 
over the rate and sequence of their learning: high rate of reinforcement; increased 

World  Educators  Forum 



9 
 

motivation to learn; possibility and feasibility of individualized instruction, and 
perception. 
 
b. Individualized Instruction:  This is a situation where all the learners proceed 
through the same curriculum but at their own individual rates and through different 
paths.  Sometimes it entails presenting same curriculum to all students but with the 
provision that different instructional methods depending on each student learning styles 
are adopted.  Among the advantages include learners proceeding at their own peace; 
reduction of student’s anxiety as he depends on himself and sees results of his efforts 
immediately; encourages individual or independent study. 
 
c. Programmed Instruction (PI): This is an instructional situation or strategy in 
which the learner is presented with many small learning frames or pieces of 
information in logical sequence. The learner responds to each of the stimuli and 
immediately gets a feedback.  It the learner is wrong, he is told why and is directed to 
review another frame.  But where he is correct, the response is reinforced and the 
learner is presented with another frame. PL is based on B. F. Skinner’s principle of 
behaviourism. One of the advantages of this approach lies on the subject matter being 
logically sequenced and broken down into small steps that encourage learner’s active 
participation. 
 
d. Team Teaching: This is an approach that involves two or more teachers who 
work together closely in planning, carrying out and evaluating the learning experiences 
of a group of students usually the size of two to five conventional classes (Ughamdu 
1998) Merits of team teaching include utilization of better talents and interests of 
teachers and improving the quality of instruction and invariably improve learning. 
 
e. Achievement Motivation/Orientation: A motivated individual seeks goal to 
attain. In this approach, all stakeholders in the child’s learning/education like parents, 
teachers, counsellors, governments help in one way or the other to orientate or motivate 
the learner toward achieving his educational goals through effective leaning. This could 
be achieved through the provision of adequate environment for learning, fine-toning 
learner’s wishes, aspirations, desires, feelings, needs, motives, perceptions, self-
image/concept, etc. 
 
f. Provision of Adequate Guidance Services:  These are very important to help 
learners understand themselves and their environments in terms of their abilities, 
potentialities, interests, aptitudes, weakness and strengths as well as the opportunities in 
their immediate and distant environments.  The services would help them resolve their 
personal and interpersonal problems that militate against their learning and other 
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problems. This agrees with Ebuara’s (2005) views which he summed up as “human 
relations counselling”. 
 
g. Discipline:  Discipline could be seen as the training of the mind of an 
individual in order to produce a self-controlled and adjusted personality.  It is the view 
of the authors that learners in developing countries need personal discipline so that they 
would not engage themselves in those acts that pose barriers to their effective learning 
like smoking, alcoholism, absenteeism, truancy, steeling examination malpractices 
(much in Nigeria), prostitution, drug addiction/abuse, destruction of lives and property, 
etc. 
 
h. Health Promoting Schools (HPS):  The World Health Organization (WHO) in 
National School Health Policy of the Federal Ministry of Education (2006:11) defined 
a health promoting school as “one that is constantly strengthening its capacities as a 
healthy setting for living, learning and working.  This is necessary in developing 
countries in order to promote health of learners to achieve Education for All (EFA) and 
Health for All (HFA). In Nigeria, for instance, the Federal Ministry of Education has 
come up with a National School Health Policy whose mission statement is to put up 
adequate facilities, resources and programmes that will guarantee physical and mental 
health, social well being, and the safety and security of the school community which 
will promote the learning outcomes of the child.   
 
Other recommendations to eradicate barriers in learning in developing countries 
include: 
1. Government should be sincere in formulating implementing and funding all 

policies and programmes that would improve the learning milieu in these 
countries. 

2. Government should introduce efficient regulation, quality assurance and 
feedback mechanisms in all its educational matters. 

 
Conclusions 
 The developing countries including Nigeria experience a lot of barriers to 
effective learning that are economic, social, cultural, psychological, personal, religious, 
political etc in nature. These problems are not insurmountable but could be eradicated if 
genuine efforts are made through interdisciplinary and pragmatic approaches as 
suggested and highlighted in the study.   
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