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The problem of development is 
one of the key issues that have attracted the 
attention of activists, politicians, scholars, 
development workers and international 
organizations for many years. Although 
there are different perspectives from which 
issues that border on development are 
viewed however, there is a general 
consensus that development would lead to 
positive changes in society especially in 
the areas of equipping individuals with the 
capacity to have control over material 
assets, intellectual resources and ideology; 
as well as to have access to physical 
necessities of life (food, clothing and 
shelter), employment, equality, peace,  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
participation in government, political and 
economic independence and adequate 
education (Igbuzor(2006) as in Anadi 
(2010) 
 Education is a philosophical as 
well as a sociological concept (Scott and 
Marshall, 2009). As a sociological concept, 
education is seen as the social institution 
that provides members of society with 
knowledge about basic facts of life, 
occupational skills, cultural norms and 
values (Macionis, 2006). It is clear from 
the above that education is relevant to 
human survival and societal continuity. 
Hence, many nations recognize education 
as an important instrument useful for 
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achieving progress as well as human and 
material development. It is in this direction 
that the National Policy on Education aptly 
adopted education as an instrument par 
excellence for effecting national 
development (FRN, 2004). 
 The United Nations Children Fund 
(UNICEF), views education as a 
fundamental human right and a key factor 
in reducing child labour and poverty as 
well as in promoting sustainable 
development (Daramola, 2010). This 
means that education is every body’s right 
and is not gender biased. It is not restricted 
to either the male or female child alone 
(Singh, 2007). Contrary to the above, 
however, education equality appears to be 
a challenge to the Nigerian educational 
system, mostly in the areas of access to 
equal and quality education by both sexes. 
There is gender inequality in favour of the 
male against the female child at all levels 
of the Nigerian educational system 
(Mahuta, 2010). 
 The problem of gender inequality 
in education is not peculiar to Nigeria. 
Other nations of the world are also under 
this scourge. It is against this backdrop that 
nations of the world initiated series of 
collaborative search for solutions to the 
problems of gender inequality in education 
and to the many other developmental 
problems that are common to most nations. 
As a result, many international conferences 
and world summits relating to overall 
human development were held at different 
times. Some of them include: 
1) The Rio Summit on Development 
and Environment – 1992 

2) The Vienna Conference on Human 
Rights – 1993 

3)       The Social Development Summit, 
Copenhagen – 1996 

4)         Beijing Conference on Women and 
Development – 1997 

5)  World Conference on Population 
and Development, Cairo – 1998 

6)       The Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) – 2000. 

 
The Concept of Gender 
 Sociologists and social 
psychologists argue that sex refers to the 
biological characteristics through which 
human beings are divided into males and 
females or in rare instances into 
hermaphrodites (in which the biological 
characteristics of both sexes are actually or 
apparently combined). While gender, on 
the other hand, refers to the socio-
psychological attributes by which human 
beings are categorized as ‘masculine’ or 
‘feminine’ or ‘androgynous’ (in which the 
socio-psychological characteristics of both 
genders are intentionally or unintentionally 
combined). Many sociologists stress that 
whereas ‘male’ and ‘female’ are terms 
used to denote the biological differences 
between men and women and boys and 
girls, ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ are terms 
that denote the culturally- imposed 
behavioural and temperamental traits 
deemed socially appropriate to the sexes. 
For example: men are viewed as income 
earners’ whereas women are viewed as 
child caregivers’. These roles, expectations 
and behavioural traits are learnt and passed 
on from one generation to the next through 
a complex and continuing process of 
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socialization. They argue that gender is not 
biologically determined but socially and 
culturally defined. Thus, gender is seen as 
culturally and historically relative, that is, 
the meaning, interpretation and expression 
of gender varies both within and between 
cultures and is subject to charge from time 
to time (Jary & Jary, 2000). 
 In many societies, people have 
been classified according to their sexes. In 
other words, gender role differentiation 
becomes the basis for stratification. In our 
society for example, men are given more 
priority than women and so enjoy more 
rights than the women. Through the 
socialization process, children are made to 
believe that it is better to be a man than to 
be a woman. Thus from the moment a 
child is born, it is subjected to different 
reactions by parents and other members of 
the society. The birth of male children is 
celebrated with rejoicing than female 
children. There is preference for male 
children because it is believed that they 
will carry on with the family’s name. 
 
Barriers to Girl-Child Education in 
Nigeria 
 A number of cultural, economic 
and societal barriers to girl-child education 
in Nigeria have been identified by writers 
(Suara, 1996; Filson & Indabawa, 1991; 
Adegboye 1998), and by studies carried 
out by bodies such as UNICEF (2001); 
UNESCO (2005). Large family size 
and low socio-economic position of 
parents are identified as reasons why many 
parents prefer to enroll the boy-child in 
school at the expense of the girl-child. It 
has been discovered that even though 

Nigeria is the sixth largest exporter of oil, 
it has the third largest number of poor 
people after China and India (World Bank, 
2001). This state of affairs is mostly acute 
in the rural communities and this 
encourages parents to deploy the girl-child 
to income generating activities rather than 
to school. 
 Also identified is the role of the 
female-child vis-à-vis that of the male-
child at home. In most cases, it is the girl-
child that does a greater proportion of the 
work in the house while the boy-child does 
very little. The resultant effect of such a 
skewed gender role allocation is that 
whereas the boy has ample opportunity to 
concentrate on his academic work, the girl 
has virtually a lesser opportunity. 
 Religious and cultural beliefs 
commonly held by parents also have direct 
impact on the girl-child educational 
outcome. Malami (1989) as in Filson & 
Indabadawa (1991) noted that religious 
injunctions and traditions make many 
parents especially in the north, not to see 
any reason whatsoever why girls should 
receive Western type of education. Of 
course, such an attitude has no doubt 
deprived many girls, with potentials to 
excel academically, not to receive formal 
education. 
 Another factor is the prevalence of 
the patrilineal inheritance system. 
Adegboye (1998) expressed the view that 
as prime beneficiaries of family assets, 
parents usually prefer educating the male 
child because he will carry on with the 
family’s name, occupy the house and be 
more useful to the father. The female-
child, on the other hand, once she becomes 
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married becomes part of another family. 
Hence, the conclusion then is that 
educating the girl-child is a waste of 
money. Also, because many parents view 
the role of women as mostly that of  ‘child 
caregivers’ and ‘household managers’ girls 
are given out for marriage at very early 
age, thus becoming pregnant at such tender 
ages. This is a major factor that inhibits the 
female child’s participation in formal 
education in Nigeria (UNICEF, 2001). 
 
The Millennium Development Goals 
 With the onset of the United 
Nation’s 50th anniversary, the UN 
Secretary General, Kofi Annan, saw the 
need to address the range of development 
issues. This led to his report titled “We the 
Peoples: The Role of the United Nations in 
the 21st Century”. This report 
metamorphosed into the Millennium 
Declaration produced by the UN. By this 
time, the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
had already formed its International 
Development Goals (IDGs) and this was 
combined with the UN’s effort to form the 
MDGs (Hulme & Scott, 2010; 
http://www.bwpi.manchester.ac.uk/resourc
es/working-papers/bwpi-wp-1607.pdf 
 The Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) are a set of eight 
international time-bound (2015) human 
development goals agreed to by the 
international community in the United 
Nations Millennium Summit held in New 
York in September 2000. The final 
declaration of the summit was signed and 
adopted by the leaders of all 189 UN 
member states including Nigeria and at 

least 23 international organizations, as a 
blue print for pursuing policies and 
programmes that would tackle factors that 
impinge on human development, 
especially in the world’s poorest counties. 
By this declaration, all member nations 
were enjoined to muster the political will 
and commitment that would enable them to 
achieve the goals by 2015 (Anadi, 2010) 
 The eight Millennium 
Development Goals are as follows: 
1. eradicate extreme poverty and 

hunger; 
2. achieve universal primary education; 
3. promote gender equality and 

empower women; 
4. reduce child mortality rates; 
5. improve national health; 
6. combat HIV and AIDs, malaria, and 

other diseases; 
7. ensure environmental and 

sustainability; and  
8. develop a global partnership for 

development (NMDGs, 2005). 
 In order to simplify the pursuance 
and implementation of these goals by 
countries of the world, 18 targets and 48 
indicators were set along with the goals. 
According to Biao (2008), a target is the 
level or point fixed as minimum or 
optimum measure of achievement while an 
indicator is that phenomenon or that thing 
set as evidence for the achievement of the 
target. 

The eight Millennium 
Development Goals, there targets as well 
as indicators are clearly spelt out 
(NMDGs, 2005). From the list, the two 
education related ones are as follows: 
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Goal 2:              Achieve universal primary 
 education 

Target 3:         Ensure that by 2015, 
children everywhere, boys 
and girls alike, will be able 
to complete a full course 
of primary schooling.  

Indicator 6:    Net enrolment ratio in   
         primary education. 
Indicator 7:     Proportion of pupils  
                         starting  grade 1 who reach   
                         grade 5. 
Indicator 8:    Literacy rate of 15-24 year  
                      olds. 
 
Goal 3:             Promote Gender Equality   
                         and Empower Women 

Target 4:          Eliminate gender disparity 
in primary and secondary 
education, preferably by 
2015, and in all levels of 
education not later than 
2015. 

Indicator 9:  Ratio of girls to boys in 
primary, secondary and 
tertiary education. 

Indicator 10:   Ratio of literate females to 
                        males 15-24 year olds 
 
 Gender equality in education refers 
to the elimination of all forms of gender 
biases and preferences in the education of 
boys and girls. It means providing 
education up to a given level to all 
children. The National Policy on Education 
(FRN, 2004) succinctly states that 
education fosters the worth and 
development of individuals, for each 
individuals sake and for the general 
development of the society. There is 

therefore the need for equality of 
educational opportunities to be given to all 
Nigerian children irrespective of any real 
or imagined disabilities, each according to 
his or her ability. 
 In demonstration of its 
commitment to facilitate the achievement 
of the MDGs (goals 2 & 3) the Federal 
Government initiated a number of reforms 
in the education sector, some of which are: 

1. Launching of the Universal Basic 
Education (UBE) in 1999  
2. Revision of the National Policy on 

Education in 2004 
3. Initiation of the Strategy for 

Accelerating Girls Education In 
Nigeria (SAGEN) in 2003 

4. Passing into law the child’s Rights 
Act in 2003 

5. Transformation of the SAGEN 
into Girls Education Project (GEP) 
in 2004 

6. Enactment of the UBE Law in 
2004 

7. Introduction of the Education 
Management Information Services 
and Education Data Bank 
(FMIS/EDUC/DATA/BANK) 

8. Introduction of Home Grown 
School Feeding Programme 
(HGSFP) 

9. Launching of the Basic Education 
Curriculum (BEC) in 2008 (Anadi, 

         2010 citing Okojie, 2009; Edem & 
Okon, 2008; Ibrahim, 2006). 

With these reforms, is it possible 
to state that Nigeria is on track to meeting 
the set targets for the MDGs Numbers 2 
and 3? The extent to which these targets 
have been met would be measured by the 
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extent to which boys and girls of school-
going age have not only enrolled in 
primary schools, but also remained and 
fully participated in school activities until 
they completed a full course of primary 
schooling (Anadi, 2010). 

The National Bureau of Statistics 
(NBS) Survey reports that with regard to 
the MDGS Number 2, the net enrolment 
rates in primary education currently stands 
at 89.65%, mainly due to the efforts of 
UBE. However, only 67.5% reached grade 
5. The literacy rate for 15-24 year olds has 
also risen steadily since 2000, and 
currently stands at 81% (NBS Survey, 
2005). It is expected that if the current 
trends continue, it is likely that goal 
Number 2 will be attained. However, NBS 
report (2007) has shown that despite this 
apparent increase in enrolment, there is 
still large number of children (almost 25%) 
of school-going age engaged in 
employment. Poverty rates have also 
contributed to drop out rates prior to 
completion of grade 5, and the scaling up 
of the UBE Scheme without adequate 
capacity building and staff development 
would likely compromise the quality of 
education. 

With regard to the MDG number 
3, report shows that the ratio of girls to 
boys in primary schools has improved 
significantly and it currently stands at 
81%. However, women’s literacy rates 
remain lower than that of their men 
counterparts (NMDG Report, 2006)while 
in terms of  completion rate, statistics show 
that the percentage of male-children that 
stayed and completed schooling out of the 
number of children that enrolled in primary 

school was higher than that of female 
children (FME, 2007). It could be seen 
from the current trends that despite the 
improvement in the ratio of girls to boys in 
primary schools, gender disparity in 
enrolment, retention and completion still 
persist with girls lagging behind boys. 
 
Conclusion 
 The international community sees 
education as an important tool for effecting 
personal and national socio-economic 
development. Despite the benefits of 
education, it has been noted that certain 
constraints inhibit the school from giving 
the girl-child equal opportunities with, the 
male-child in educational provision. It 
appears from all indications that the MDGs 
project is being vigorously pursued in 
Nigeria. However, the issue of achieving 
gender equality in the provision of basic 
education still needs to be vigorously 
pursued. This is because statistical records 
have shown that girls are still lagging 
behind boys in school enrolment, retention 
and completion. Therefore, unless the 
Federal Government, as a matter of 
urgency, puts in place stringent measures 
that will break barriers that inhibit the 
education of the girl-child, it is very 
unlikely that Nigeria would be capable of 
meeting goals 2 and 3 of the MDGs by the 
targeted year of 2015 and even in the years 
after. 
 
Recommendations 

In order for the Millennium 
Development Goals to meet the challenges 
of ensuring gender equality in educational 
provision in Nigeria by the year 2015 as 
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envisaged by the UN Millennium 
Declaration of 2000, the following 
recommendations are proffered: 
1) In view of the fact that Nigeria hosts 

the third largest number of poor 
people on earth (World Bank, 2001) 
our governments should put in place 
meaningful poverty-alleviation 
strategies that will enable poor 
families to have respectful source of 
livelihood. 

2) Adequate encouragement should be 
given to rural families in the area, of 
provision of infrastructural facilities 
such as electricity, portable water, 
good roads to transport farm 
products and basic health care. This 
will encourage parents to release 
their female children to participate in 
formal education without 
entertaining the fear of who is to 
help them carryout household 
chores. 

3) In view of the fact that government 
remains the major source of 
provision of education in Nigeria, 
there is the need for our policy 
makers at the federal, state and local 
levels to not only adopt policies and 
programmes of gender equality, they 
should also endeavour to continue 
the implementation of such policies 
and programmes irrespective of who 
is in office. 

4) Efforts should be made at educating 
parents on the importance of girl 
education to family, community and 
national progress. When this is done, 
the enrolment, retention and 

completion rate of girls in schooling 
will be significantly increased. 

5) More single-sex schools should be 
established. In the alternative, in co-
educational settings, separate 
facilities that would enhance the 
privacy of girls should be provided, 
and teachers in such settings should 
be educated on the need to refract 
from all forms of gender biases that 
favour male than female children. 

6) Women should be involved in 
formulation and implementation of 
educational policies to represent the 
interest of the girl-child and to 
ensure that the education of the girl-
child is not threatened. 

7) Religious organizations and other 
NGOs should be invited and 
sensitized on the need for them to 
complement government effort of 
equalizing educational opportunities 
to all children, irrespective of sex 
differences. 
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