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Abstract 
This paper examined the socio-cultural factors impeding the participation of 
women in higher education in Nigeria. • The women are assumed to be 
inferior to the men in terms of mental capacity and physical fitness. Thus it is 
thought that they should be excluded from some field activities, which are 
reserved for men. Not minding that women constitute a significant 
proportion of the society, their empowerment enhances their ability to 
contribute to the natural productivity and improve the genera! standards of 
living in any nation. This study focused on a general survey of women's 
plight through observation, oral interview and literature review. 
Recommendations were given in this connection which included that 
stakeholders, governments at all levels-federal, state and local, parents, and 
men in particular should give women a chance and encourage them to be 
well educated instead of relegating them to the background as second class 
citizens. 

Introduction 
Education must not only be seen as the key to successful opportunities but also a means of 

allowing women to achieve and to meet the challenges and situations in life and be ready to adopt it lo 
some degree, physically, mentally and spiritually. The women of Nigeria are indeed fortunate that the 
government and the various church organizations together with overseas agencies have helped to 
expand women's role and also raise their status to some extent. But this is not enough. This is the 
reason why this paper tends to examine the socio-cultural factors impeding the participation of 
women in higher education in Nigeria. 

According to Davies (1999) women constitute more than fifty percent of adult populations in 
many countries but it is disheartening that majority of them are illiterate and under-educated even 
though that majority of them are intelligent and hardworking and contribute to the economic 
development of the country they belong to. In Nigeria, for example, majority of them are farmers and 
traders. They have the right to learn. The rights to education, training, and public information are 
essential for the promotion and achievement of stable and harmonious relations for the communities 
especially when education is designed to provide life skills and strengthen capacities in achieving a 
balanced response to challenges that accompany changes driven by globalization and related 
phenomena.. The need to expose women to special knowledge, skills and attitude in formal and 
non-formal education cannot be misplaced priority. 

Social Cultural Factors Causing Impediment in Women Education 
Though there are some obstacles hindering women education in Nigeria, like traditions, 

customs, attitudes, and beliefs. Most married women find it difficult to cope with multiple problems of 
family responsibility and occupational pressures. All these are as a result of the societal view about 
women. Women are looked down and classified as second-class citizens. The belief in male 
superiority has led to male dominance and male chauvinism. These male characters have led to 
women not having confidence in themselves. For instance, there are some jobs, which the women can 
perfectly do which are sometimes left to men e.g. surveying, medicine, engineering and law etc. 

In some families a daughter may be sacrificed to pay for an expensive education for the sons. 
For example some poor families prefer to withdraw their female children from schools than male if the 
cost of school fees is high. The world conference on education held in Senegal in 2002 support the 
education of women because women's education fosters economic growth, self esteem and positively 
impact on the quality of family and societal life (Williams, 2002). One can also say that many people 
want to continue educating their female children but it is considered not socially acceptable for girls to 
leave their homes for education. 

Another factor that hinders women education is early marriages. Some parents give their teenage 
daughters to would be husbands to avoid immoral sexual contamination. Purdah (seclusion of married 
women) is also an obstacle to women education. Jiya (2005) opined that people hold the belief that young 



girls should marry early especially in northern part of Nigeria. The reason is that such girls are still young 
and fresh. The time a girl is given out in marriage is very important. However as can be observed, marriage 
customs of many communities in Nigeria have reduced the chances of young girl's access to western 
education. 

Indabawa (2004) believes it is a misunderstanding among Muslim faithful in withdrawing girls 
from western education thinking that formal learning is not for Muslim girls. The socio-cultural expectation of 
women and the priority given to their future roles as mothers and wives has strong negative bearing on their 
educational opportunities. They are made to subordinate themselves to their fathers, husband and relatives 
because female expectations were tailored to fit their future roles as wives, mothers, and inferior partners in 
every kind of occupation. 

Another factor that hinders education of women in this country is religion. As can be observed, 
religion and fanaticism has made so many young women with potentials to go in confinement. The 
Islamic religion is usually associated with low female participation in schools. Some parents prefer Islamic 
education for their daughters for fear that western education promotes values and behaviors of women which 
are contrary to Islamic cultural norms such as exposing their hair and body, smoking and drinking of alcohol 
etc. with the wrong notions of some Christian and Muslim men that when a women is educated beyond 
primary school level, she would not be submissive to her husband and would be morally corrupt and thus 
bring shame and dishonor to her family, has adversely affected women education. 

Another factor that hinders women education is the way women are been used by men. For example 
MalGari (1997) asserted that young women are used for debt redemption or collateral for loans, gestures for 
financial or political favours, pleasure objects for rich men or young rich males, incentives for senior officers 
in government and other financial personality in the society. This has really affected the low enrolment of 
women in schools. In some cases, the women are responsible for these hindrances due to ignorance or 
laziness. For instance, some of them would not listen to their parents in their effort to educate them; rather 
they take to prostitution as a profession. 

Domestic chores have to do with household task. The young women are seen as helpmates for mother. 
Young women are kept out of school, to care for their younger siblings or anyone who is sick and also run the 
home as a mother. In Nigeria, gender discrepancy in education is sustained by cultural factors. In most 
African societies priority is given to the young woman's role as wife and mother, not only by her parents but 
by the young woman herself. This wrong notion that her place is in the home to be heard and not to be seen 
affects her performance in education. 

The Purpose of Women Education 
The development of our country cannot be complete without the education of the women; therefore 

serious consideration should be given to women education. Clardu (1994) gave two reasons why women 
education should be given attention. According to him education is the gateway to knowledge and 
development both for the individual and the nation in the post-independence period in many developing 
countries including Nigeria. Education was given prominence place both as a right and a major enabling 
factor in the development process. Secondly, education is an investment: To demonstrate the importance of 
education, economists estimated in different ways the social rate return to education. Government believes 
that expansion of education should be regarded as investment in mankind. 

The United Nation Population Fund (1995) view health - care and education as the most important 
intervention to break the various cycles of low status, poverty and larger families. It went further to say that 
there is a direct connection between education of girls and women's ability to escape from poverty. Quality 
of life have been fastest in those areas where women have higher status, and lowest where they face the 
greatest disadvantage in education. 
Education is a potential ingredient for changing a women's life. The education of women also resulted in 
changing their needs. There is an adage that says that if you educate a woman you educate a nation. This is 
a correct view. Education for women helps them to control their lives and earn salaries to be better 
mothers and have improved relationships with their husbands. Through education, quality of lives of women 
can be improved, and poverty among Nigerian women will be reduced. 

Education is a tool for achieving social justice and equality, social prestige of a good job. Education is 
also an important instrument for improved quality of life and national development. The enormous 
population of women folk is a great asset towards contributing to drop-out syndrome, cultism, drug abuse, 
armed robbers and other social vices. Women would surely contribute well if they are educated in all areas. 

Education is also the basis for the full promotion and improvement of the status of women. It is 
equally the basic tools that should be given to women to enable them fulfill their roles as full members of 
the society. A nation cannot afford to marginalize her womenfolk in education process because of the 



benefits associated with educated women (Mecneil and Townley 1986). Women constitute the economic 
life-wire of the nation. They are producers or consumers and an endowed agent for fostering a wholesome 
society. 

Education also helps women to participate in politics, which in the past was not possible. Today, 
there are so many campaigns geared towards women education, emancipation and participation in 
politics. Some women have been given important roles in government. This has really changed the former 
view that the place of a women is in the kitchen. 

Research Methodology 
This study utilizes a descriptive survey and scanning from literature review. Subjects were women drawn 

from selected Institutions/Establishments such as Oyo Sate Ministry of Education, Women Affairs 
Commission, Emmanuel Alayande College of Education, and the University of Ibadan. Participants were 
engaged in oral interview about their views on women education in the past and in the present dispensation. 

Results 
Most of the women agreed that education of women played a prominent role in the society. They are 

also employed in lucrative jobs which could make them earn more salaries than men could earn. They also 
agreed that women are no longer just housewives, but could be breadwinners of their families. Participants 
agreed that education should continue to be the new focus for women. The consensus opinion was that 
women are contributing very well in many professions such as teaching, nursing and other occupations 
hitherto reserved for men such as Surveying, Medicine, Law, and Engineering. They ascribed this 
development to women education. They agreed that education has armed them with valuable skills and 
competence, which enable them to perform their duties creditably. Education made them to be self reliant. 
For example, women education has brought advancement to their families economically, socially, health 
wise and academically. 

Examples were given of women in other countries who have contributed enormously in their chosen 
field. Women such as Mrs. Margaret Thatcher of Great Britain, Mrs. Banaranite of Ceyrion (Sri Lanka), 
Mrs. Pere of Liberia, Mrs. Indira Ghandi of India and a host of others were mentioned. In Nigeria, we have 
women like Mrs. Funmilayo Ranson - Kuti, Margaret Ekpo, Lady Abayomi, Mrs. Florence Ita Giwa, Dr 
Ngozi Okonji-Iweala, Professor Dora Akunyili, Dr Obiageri Ezekwesili, Professor Grace Alele Williams, 
Professor Boianle Awe, Queen Idia of Benin Empire and Queen Amina among others who have contributed 
to women awareness in this country. So women should not be considered inferior to men, because given the 
right education and opportunity, women can also make a lot of contributions to national development. 

Even in the writing profession in this country we have educated women like Zynab Alkali, Stillborn, 
Bode Sowande's Farewell to Babylon, Femi's Morountodun who have portrayed women's image in a 
militant manner in their writings. Education has been extremely beneficial to women because many of the 
problems before was due to logical socio-cultural restrictions, access resources to sustain and increase their 
income generating capacities, e.g. access to secure good job opportunities. 

Discussion of Results 

Some people believe that inherent differences in ability among males and females, racial and socio-economic 
groups, and individual students make high expectations for all students unrealistic and ill-conceived. 
Although research generally has discredited this view, the debate has been reopened by a recent book, 
"The Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in American Life" (Murray & Herrnstein, 1994), which 
inferred that good home background and good teachers can change any negative differences in both male 
and female to positive one. 

So from the foregoing, if all the impediments in women education are erased, the teaching and 
learning strategies that can promote women's participation in higher education can be achieved through the 
review of curriculum related instructional process and administrative set up. The curricula in higher 
educational institutions must be reviewed with a view of removing all forms of gender bias in content. 
Selection of content and learning experiences showing the contributions of women in human endeavors 
should be included in the curriculum. This will motivate the women to study hard and emulate such 
models. Reviewing of all curriculum materials used in higher education such as texts, audio-visual aids to 
remove gender biases, e.g. pictures and illustration in textbooks should be drawn to represent women and 
men as active participants in the whole process of education. Subjects or disciplines should not be gender 
stereotyped. Instead subjects should be portrayed as being masculine or famine. 

Individual lecturer must examine their classroom behaviors with a view to eliminating all forms 
of expressed and unexpressed expectation, praise, criticism, reward, interaction level, language and 
communication favouring males. Teachers should avoid creating psycho-social learning environment 



that is threatening to females when grouping is based on sex. Instead effort should be made by the teacher to 
make learning environment warm and inviting to all including females through setting equal expectations for 
females and for males in the classes. Teachers should ensure that they provide positive feedback that 
conveys overt and covert messages to women that they too are capable of learning like their male 
counterpart. Teachers should pay the same attention to both male and female whether, in the classroom, 
laboratories, workshops etc. 

Learning experiences should be organized utilizing two or three teaching methods that appeal to 
them. For example, teachers should reduce the lecture method, which promotes competition and employ 
also the cooperative learning approach, which tends to fit the personality of women. Discussion method 
could also be used by calling on men and women equally even though men may want to dominate the 
discussion, calling on women directly rather than wait for them to volunteer to participate, avoiding 
addressing the class as if there is no female or that the females are inferior, speaking directly to males and 
females calling each person by name, not allowing women to be interrupted by peers, avoid patronizing 
female students by making "helpful" comments that imply female incompetence, avoiding the use of 
examples and anecdotes that reinforce negative stereotypes of women. According to Bclcnky et al (1986) 
girls are likely to be more productive in situations involving group instruction, including cooperative 
learning. 

Recommendations 
To ensure that all girls and women of Nigeria have equal education and employment 

opportunities to pursue high wage, high skill occupations leading to economic self-sufficiency the 
following recommendations should be undertaken. 

The government at all levels (Federal, State and Local) should set up committees known as 
"Women's Right Committee" to enlighten, other women on the importance of women education, thereby 
creating awareness in all citizens of equal educational opportunities. 

Women development issues should be highlighted in the teaching of related courses. 
UNICEF and UNESCO should endeavor to fund researches, geared towards improving the situation 

of women by the academic. 
There should be workshops and symposium in which participants should be motivated to form 

association to promote women rights. 
Annual conference should be organized whereby studies from the academic will be presented and 

ideas exchanged to further the interest of women. 
More employment opportunities should be given to female graduates in strategic places in 

government so as to influence government policy implementation and decision making as it affects the 
development on issues of women. 

There should also be a re-orientation of the attitude of women of all ages towards education. 
 

Government and non-governmental organization should establish a law against early marriage, 
prostitution, hawking and voluntary servitude in a bid to protect women and give them greater opportunity 
to acquire education. 

Parents should be encouraged through seminars, workshops churches, mosques and public 
enlightenment campaign to whole-heartedly invest in the girl-child/women education. 

Conclusion 
Education is the tool that should be given to women to enable them fulfill their roles as full members of 

the society. And since women constitute half of our nations human resources (Davies 19991), they should be 
properly educated to achieve dignity and self-reliance so that they can contribute positively towards 
nation building. Hence given the right education, incentives and opportunity, women will have good 
quality of life, creating awareness through critical judgment as well as constructive, effective, dependent and 
mature thinking. Emancipation and empowerment of women through proper education is a task that must be 
done. We need the cooperation and support of men to change their attitude towards the education of women. 
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