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Abstract 

Education is a process by which the society assist the younger 
generations to understand the heritage of their past, participate 
productively in the society of the present as well as contribute to the 
future. Consequently, this paper examined the historical perceptive of 
primary school education in Nigeria, issues, challenges militating 
against and possible prospect towards the provision of primary 
education to all and sundry. The researchers recommended that 
government should evolve a good culture of putting in place 
educational policies right in time before the implementation of 
educational programmes.  
 
 
The important of education to human beings cannot be over emphasized. 

Education is a human right that should be accorded to all human beings solely by 
reason of being human. There are a lot of international human rights instruments that 
provide for education as a fundamental human right. These include the universal 
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declaration of human right (2014), the international covenant on education, social and 
cultural right (2016) and the African charter for human and peoples’ right (2011). The 
relationship between education and development is that well established schooling 
improves productivity, health and reduces negativity features of life such as the child 
labour as well as bring about empowerment. This is why there has been a lot of 
emphasis particularly in recent times for all citizens of the world to have access to basic 
education. 

Primary education has always been regarded as a vital stratum in the nation 
education system. For one thing, it is the first stage. While it is debated to say which of 
primary, secondary, post secondary and higher education and sub-system is the most 
important, nobody will disagree that primary education is the stage patronized by a lot 
of learners. Whereas not all beneficiaries of primary school education get to other 
levels, all beneficiaries of other levels of education must first pass through primary 
schools. (Sule, 2011).       
 
History of Nigeria Education 

The education system in Nigeria has been formed by a number of influences 
the colonial influence, the influence of the military rule in Nigeria and then the impact 
of independence and a new constitution. The progress of education in the southern state 
of Nigeria reveal the involvement of the Christian missionaries toward the education 
system of Nigeria during the colonial period. 
Nigeria education was slowly but soundly developing during the colonial time until the 
conclusion of the World War II.  The Christian missionaries introduced the western 
education system in Nigeria in the mid nineteen century.  Three fundamentally distinct 
education systems existed in Nigeria. They were, the indigenous system, the quranic 
schools, and the formal European-style educational institutions. 

Primary education in Nigeria can best be discussed under the different regional 
government. Primary education was under the regional government pursed policies she 
felt suited it. In 1960, the western Nigeria government set up the Banjo commission to 
review the existing structure and the working of primary and secondary work were due 
largely to a preponderance of untrained teachers. The commission also found out that 
there was lack of continuity in staffing; an emphasis on teachers private studies at the 
expense of the children; very large classes; cessation or restrictions of corporal 
punishment, inspectorate or the voluntary agency supervisors.        

In Eastern region, the government in 1958 set up the Dike commission to 
review its educational system. The report published in 1962, observed that the 
government was already spending one third of its revenue on education and warned that 
it could not spend all the governments resource to introduce free primary education, 
Oribhabor (2010). It therefore suggested a more moderate approach and concentration 
on quality rather than quantity. 
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In the Northern region, government spent the pre-independence years in the 
development of education in the rural areas and the promotion of adult literacy. The 
region was not particularly interested in the development of a universal primary 
education scheme. In 1961, the government of northern region set up the Oldham 
commission to look into the financial and administrative problem that would arise 
during northern Nigeria’s progress toward the UPE. This was particularly important 
since the Ashby report has stressed the need to raise primary school enrolment in the 
northern region to about 25% of the school age by 1970. This report, published in 1962, 
gave rise to an education law between government and the voluntary agencies. The 
partnership was an attempt to develop a public system of primary education. 
Government would be the leading partner with the ministry of education having the 
overall responsibility for the promotion of primary education. 

Education in Nigeria became responsibilities of the state and local councils 
according to the 1979 constitution. First six years of the primary education was made 
mandatory, which was a significant factor in the development of education in Nigeria. 
There has been a noticeable upgrading of education facilities in Nigeria in the later 
years. The apparent rate for adult literacy in the years 2000 is rate 35.9%. 
(Mapsofworld, 2010). 

However, primary education for all in the true sense of it, has not been 
achieved by any government in the past. Not all people in then western region born 
between 1949 and afterward benefited from the UPE scheme launched by the Action 
Group. As at 1979, there were forty-one thousand, three hundred and forty two 
(41,342). Primary schools with seventeen million, three hundred and ninety seven 
thousand five hundred and fifty-three (17,397,553) pupils in attendance (federal 
ministry of education, update) the truth is that the failure of the UPE of 1976 was one 
of the reasons for the introduction of the UPE uninterestingly, however, eight years 
after the launching of the UPE, million of children are still on the streets, outside the 
classrooms. Poor projection is an important issue that has affected university of primary 
education in Nigeria. In the case of UPE scheme of 1976 for instance the projection 
was not better either. 

A highly probable factor for poor projection is faulty census exercises. 
Population census restricted to Lagos Island and part of the main land, was conducted 
in 1866, 1871 and 1896. Other Population estimate were those of 1901, 1911 and 1921. 
Before independence, elaborate population census exercise was carried out in 1952/53. 
After independence, census exercise has been carried out in 1762-1963, 1973, 1991 and 
2006. Uninterestingly, however, each of the census conducted since 1952/53 expect 
perhaps that of 1991, has been married with massive irregularities. As an example in 
the 2006 census, an assistant controller of the national population commission, posted 
to Benue state, “was arrested for allegedly selling five cartons of National Population 
Commission form 01 for one million naira (N 1,000,000)”. (The Guardian, Monday 
March 27, 2006, P.I) equally, enumerators were found filling and thumb printing “the 
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national population commission enumeration forms themselves- meant to be filled by 
residents- when it dawned on them that they mighty not be able to cover their 
enumeration area before the end of the exercise. (Nigeria Tribune, Tuesday, 28 March, 
2006, P.6). Usually, a projection exercise relies heavily on figure from census. Planning 
becomes very difficult when the planner does not know the exact number of children at 
a particular time or during the plan period.                               
 
Objectives of Primary Education 
According to Federal Republic of Nigeria (2014), the goals and objectives of primary 
education are to:   
 Inculcate permanent literacy and numeracy, and ability to communicate 
effectively. 
 Lay a sound basis for scientific and negative thinking. 
 Give the citizenship education a basic for effective participation in and 
contribution to the life of the society; 
 Mould the character and develop sound attitude in the child the ability to adapt 
to his changing environment; 
 Give the child opportunities for developing manipulative skills that will enable 
him to function in the society within the limit of his capacity. 
 Provide the child with basis tools for further educational advancement, 
including preparation for trade and craft for the locality. 
 
Constraint to Primary Education in Nigeria 

In any organization, an activity started has to be monitored and supervised to 
achieve the goal of such organization. The use of human, financial, materials and time 
resources has to be supervised especially in educational institutions to enhance the 
smooth running and implementation of policy on education. Lack of adequate 
supervision, due to inaccessibility to different schools and some supervisor’s indolence 
to duty is a problem in primary schools. 

Educational policies are authoritative statement that has to be put into action. 
The categories of people that have to put these polices into action are teachers who 
have to interpret the curriculum for consumption by pupils. Unfortunately, some of the 
teachers if not all of them cannot interpret the curriculum as to achieve the educational 
aims. The problem of recruitment and retention of adequate, qualified and committed 
teachers is a big task as they are not adequate and committed in a big task as they are 
not ready to work in a rural areas due to lack of social amenities like electricity, access 
roads, good water etc. lack of moderation resulting from poor salary by government of 
teachers are also factors contributing. 

Lack of participation in decision making leads to poor planning. This in turn 
results in defective policy and in effective implementation. A situation where the 
teachers who are implementers are not properly or adequately represented in the 
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planning of primary education programme that concerns them, their needs, aspiration, 
interest and values to an extent, may not be entrenched in the policy. As a result of their 
non- participation in decision making, a very simple approach to educational planning 
may be adopted with issues treated with emotions, levity and even without carrying out 
any feasibility study, to check the workability of the programme in all its ramifications. 

Fund is the key to all successful ventures. Educational policy such as primary 
education, lack full successful implementation because of inadequate funds. Although, 
the Federal Government made a bold effort to supply technical equipment, books, 
laboratory equipment, and other facilities, there is still need for more funds to be made 
available. Inadequate funds to meet up the payment of teachers, building and 
renovation of schools structure, acquisition and replacement of infrastructural facilities 
to a large extent, has jeopardized the effective implementation and success of primary 
education programme in Nigeria.  

In relation to instructional materials and teachings staff, the story in the same 
throughout the country. It has been by NEPC (1999) that instructional materials are 
grossly inadequate and that less then forty percent of pupils have basic textbooks and 
writing materials. The teaching staff situation is improving in quantity as more teachers 
are being trained. The number of unqualified teachers in the system at this level has 
dropped from over fifty percent in 1989 to sixty percent in 1997 in the south and forty 
two percent in the north. For the entire country 23.8% unqualified teachers are still 
found in the primary schools, (Asaya) (2010) 

The management of primary education in Nigeria has been moving from one 
body to another. The Federal Government is the principal financial controller of 
primary education. However, the reintroduction of the Nationals Primary Education 
Commission through Decree No. 96 of 1993, along with the structure of State Primary 
Education Board (SPEB) and Local Government Education Authorities (LGEA), make 
these bodies responsible for the management and fund allocation in the primary schools 
sub-section. This was previously managed by the Local Government Councils. The 
new administration however discharged the National Primary Education commission 
from this responsibility since 1999.                            

In summary, it must be said that the primary education curriculum is richer and 
more elaborate than what it was in the 1960 and 1970s. The mode of instruction also 
changed and pupils are being taught basic things around their environment. The Federal 
Government has introduced Universal Basic Education (UBE) in an attempt to make 
education accessible and make all citizens literate by the year 2020.   
 
Conclusion  

All the different attempt at universalizing primary education have at least 
showed the somehow, the nation is not averse to giving primary education to all 
sundry. Before independence, all governments in the southern side of the Niger River 
ventured into providing free primary education on different occasions. After 
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independence, the federal government made primary education free on more than one 
time. During the second republic, all the state governments in the south-west geo-
political region universalized primary education. As a result, Nigeria is yet to have all 
her children able to read and write in this jet age in the new millennium. 

The 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria place education in 
the concurrent legislative list. The meaning is that provision and administration of 
primary education are the responsibility of both the federal and state governments. 
The constitution equally states that: the function of a Local Government Council shall 
include participations of such council in the government of a state as respect… the 
provision and maintenance of primary education (Federal Republic of Nigeria, 2011). 
A lot of achievement will be made if all the three tiers of government federal, state and 
local have genuine interest and display the necessary political will as regards university 
of primary education. Ability to scale this tallest hurdle perhaps will make it possible to 
solve all the problems affecting universality of primary education in Nigeria. 

If the power, rail, oil and agriculture sectors deserve special attention by 
government, the educational sector deserves the more funding from government. There 
should be a nationwide UBE awareness and enrollment campaign similar to national 
immunization programme. 
 
Recommendations 
In other to achieve the above following recommendations are hereby made for the 
improvement of primary education in Nigeria. 
1. The government should evolve a good culture of putting in place educational 
policies right in time before implementation of education programme. 
2. The government should also be fully prepared to solve the problems of apathy 
on the part of some parents. This can be done through the provision of right 
enlightenment. 
3. Issues of stability is always of interest to well-meaning people. As October 1, 
2009, the nation has enjoyed the civil rule for about twenty years out of its forty seven 
years of existence. The military had occupied the political stage for the rest period. 
4. Maximum strife in classroom construction, which will bring about the success 
of the UBE in both federal and states. 
5. Establishment of more schools all over the county to compete with the 
increased enrollment rates. 
6. Improved teachers/pupils supervision throughout the country to increase 
teacher’s service delivery. 
7. Regular provision of teaching aids by government. 
8. Proper implementation of the education reform of the education ministry. 
9. Improved funding of the basic education sub sector by the government. 
10. Adequate provision of the instructional materials to enhance teaching/learning 
effectiveness. 
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11. Regular payment of teacher’s salaries and proper motivation of teachers 
through loans (car, motorcycle grants) to increase inputs the success of the UBE 
programme in the country. 
12. Recruitment of qualified teachers as teacher’s qualification and working 
experience affect the overall success or failure of the UBE programme. 
13. Community recruitment of teachers in the rural areas of the country is also 
recommended as teacher posted to these areas do reject their posting. 
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