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The struggle for sustainable 

development in Nigeria has remained a 
task that has not been achieved since 1960, 
fifty years after our socio-political 
independence. Many research works had 
been conducted towards that direction. So 
also had commissions been set up by 
various governments, military and civilian 
to promote national development for 
sustainability with little or no significant 
Success. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 As a result of this, many 
conferences, workshops and seminars both 
at international and local levels have been 
put in place to deliberate on the role 
women could play towards sustainable 
development in the next millennium. It is 
in realization of the important role of 
women in the society that gender studies 
have become an important subject in the 
social sciences in many countries 
worldwide since the mid 20th Century. It is 
the opinion of most gender scholars that 
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societies have been responsible for the 
poor status of women in their societies. 
According to Alkali (2000) even though 
women are heavily involved in boosting 
the economy of their various societies 
through labour, their participation in 
government and the policy-making bodies 
are limited. 
 In recent times, there has been 
enormous progress world-wide with regard 
to promoting gender equity and the 
Nigerian women are not left out. On a 
wider scope it is believed that the United 
Nations decade for women (1975-1985) 
has raised self-awareness and increased 
self-assertiveness among African women 
as individuals and as a group. According to 
Alkali (2000) the fact that we are forming 
organizations and holding conferences, 
seminars and workshops on gender 
empowerment would suggest that we have 
agreed, to some extent that Nigerian 
women are not adequately given equal 
opportunities and are aware of the need to 
empower them educationally so that they 
could be strong and resourceful and be 
able to give their maximum contribution to 
developing the Nigeria nation. In the 
words of Akinroye (1993), any nation that 
fails to address the issue of gender equality 
will achieve only partial development. 
 The Nigerian government is 
actively involved in both the ratification 
and implementation of various 
international conventions and resolutions 
and has set in motion mechanisms for 
redressing the educational inbalance 
between boys and girl. Based on the above, 
the government produced a blue print on 

Women Education in 1987. The objectives 
of which include:- 
1) Providing more educational 

opportunities for girls from primary 
to tertiary levels. 

2) Re-orientating the attitude of all 
females irrespective of age towards 
education and promoting the 
education of girls and women in the 
fields of Science, Technology and 
Mathematics (STM) (1987). 

Sequel to the adoption of the 
blueprint on Women Education, branches 
were established in the federal, states and 
federal capital territory (FCT) Ministries of 
Education. Models centres were equipped 
in the states and the FCT. There also 
emerged various institutions followed by 
an increase in women’s organizations at 
local, state and federal levels that are 
making visible, Nigerian women’s 
problems and contributing to the 
establishment of a Ministry of Women’s 
Affairs in 1987, National Commission for 
Women Affairs in 1990, and more 
recently, Family Support Programme and 
Family Economic Advancement 
Programme. They have as primary motive 
the enhancement of gender equality, 
raising the consciousness of women and 
their participation in national development 
(FGN, 1987).  

As it is for a sustainable 
development to take place in Nigeria and 
achieve the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs), we cannot under-mind the 
significance of education because it is a 
recognized means of development of any 
nation. The prevailing gender atmosphere 
in the country calls for more empowerment 
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of women to participate fully in the overall 
development of the nation. The present day 
high rate of educational achievements of 
women in virtually all spheres of human 
endeavours, gives logical backing to the 
fact that women’s place is no longer only 
in the kitchen but can also be in other areas 
of national development. 
 
Conceptual Framework 
Gender Equality and Education 

Gender refers to the social 
relations between women and men 
although these could be directed by sex, 
which refers to the biological differences 
between them. Olowoye (1993) however 
described gender as a social variable which 
helps desegregate other attributes of 
members of a social system. Marionis 
(2006) sees gender as the personal traits 
and social positions that members of a 
society attach to being female or male. It is 
therefore a dimension of social 
organization, showing how we interact 
with others and how we think about 
ourselves. According to Daramola (2010), 
the most frightening scenario about gender 
equality is not the evident inherent factor 
of role allocation or distinction, but in 
ways which society sets gender to override 
social activities and continue for a life 
time. To Hurton and Hunt (2006), gender 
importance involves hierarchy. It involves 
ranking men and women differently, 
allocating social roles, sharing power, or 
wealth and allocation of other resources. 
Mahuta (2007) posits that gender today, is 
a tool for obtaining or allocating 
opportunities. Some of the constraints 
emerging from this kind of role distinction 

foster unequal distribution of wealth, 
power and privileges which is culturally 
based. 
 Equality can be said to mean 
sameness, that is, one thing is the same as 
the other. Its is a concept usually taken for 
granted especially in traditional 
communities when dealing with issues like 
age grade or other socio-cultural activities 
where equals are grouped together. 
Akinpelu (1981) noted that, if 3 + 3 = 6, 
the sign of equity in the expression 
indicates that the figure on the right is 
perfectly the same as those on the left of 
the equation when put together. It is very 
doubtful whether this is applicable in 
human affairs especially when dealing 
with gender issues in which role and 
expectations are assigned. 

According to Agu (1994), such 
accidents of birth as sex, location, religion, 
culture etc already constitute disparities, 
which we know, will influence access to 
education and other social benefits. In 
terms of education therefore, there will 
always be inequality between the sexes. 
However, in order to attain a level of 
equality, there could be positive 
discrimination in favour of the group that 
is socio-culturally disadvantaged in other 
to be at par with its counterpart. 
 In order to achieve gender equality 
through education, Agu (2007) suggested 
the following:- 
a) Increase the access of women to 

education, not just basic education but 
at all level that will enable them 
appropriate the resources in their 
environment and still contribute 
effectively to its development; 
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b) Improve the quality of their 
achievement in relevant 
disciplines; 

c) Encourage  women/girls to stay 
longer in school in order to acquire 
the necessary skills 
(retention/persistence); and 

d) Accord girls’ similar treatment as 
much as possible in similar 
circumstances. 
Gender equality through education 
therefore simply implies that 
women will be fully supported to 
join their male counterparts in 
acquiring formal education and the 
appropriate skills that will enable 
them compete favourable in the 
job market and contribute 
positively to sustainable national 
development. 

 
Sustainability 
 To the Oxford Advanced Learner’s 
Dictionary, to sustain is to provide enough 
of what one needs in order to live or exist. 
Sustainable is that which can continue for 
a long time without losing its value. The 
World Commission on Environment and 
Development (WCED) (1987) defines 
sustainability as an approach which seeks 
to reconcile human needs and capacity of 
the environment to cope with the 
consequences of economic system; a 
process of change in which the exploitation 
of resources, the direction of investments, 
the orientation of technological 
development and institutional change are 
all in harmony with nature and enhance 
both current and future potentials to meet 
needs and aspirations. Hence it is the 

development, which meets the needs of the 
past without compromising the ability of 
the future generations to meet their needs. 
 According to Zoussan and 
Milington (1992); Mabogunje (2001) cited 
in Adedokun (2006) development is 
sustainable if it:  
i. improve the quality of human life, 

alleviating and if possible eliminating 
poverty; 

ii. conserves the earth vitality and 
resources 

iii. is socially relevant i.e. if it provides 
for the least advantaged in the 
society; 

iv. ensures popular participation, 
collection, autonomy and 
institutionalization of human 
democratic rights. 

For sustainability to be attained 
using the MDGs it must be tied to a 
philosophy that has a human face and 
orientation. Hence no nation can attain 
sustainable development without seriously 
taking into consideration its educational 
policies and programmes to its citizens 
especially as it concerns gender equality.  

Education is central to 
sustainability because they are intricately 
linked. It is critical for promoting 
sustainable development and improving 
the capacity of the people to address their 
development issues. To further buttress 
this fact, Mcheown (2008) in Yakassai 
(2008), opined that Education for 
Sustainable Development (ESD) is that 
education which enables people to develop 
knowledge, values and skills to participate 
in decisions about the way we do things 
individually and collectively, locally and 
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globally, that will improve the quality of 
life now without damaging the plan of the 
future. 
 
Millennium Development Goals and 
Education  
 According to Biao (2007) 
educational reforms involves renovation of 
educational concept, policies and 
structures with the view to achieving 
identifiable objectives. It is often the 
refocusing, redirecting of the total 
educational practice of a society. 

The Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) can be referred to as one of 
such reforms that is set out to bring about a 
transformation of certain societal practices, 
education inclusive with a view to 
attaining sustainability in development. 
The Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) are the world’s time – bound 
(2015) set of 8 Goals adopted by the 
Millennium Declaration in September 
2000. They were agreed upon by all 193 
United Nations member states and at least 
23 international organizations to deliver a 
global compact between rich and poor 
nations that underscore basic human rights 
to all people. 
 To help Nigeria in the attainment 
of some of the goals, the Federal Ministry 
of Education (FME)  acting from its point 
of strategic advantage developed 8 (eight) 
sector wider goals namely: provide and 
sustain unfettered access to education; 
assure quality education at all levels; 
promote functional education for skill 
acquisition; job creation and poverty 
reduction; ensure periodic review of 
curriculum at all levels to meet the needs 

of society and the world of work; 
collaborate with development partners, the 
private sector and local communities to 
support and fund education; promote 
information and communication 
technology capability at all levels; promote 
gender equality and empower women; and 
control the spread of HIV and mitigate the 
impact of AIDs’ and promote adult 
literacy. 
 For the purpose of this paper, 
Goals 2 and 3 will be the focus for 
discussion. The Millennium Development 
Goals 2 is set to Achieve Universal Basic 
Education. Its target is ensuring that by 
2015, children everywhere, boys and girls 
alike, will be able to complete a full/course 
of primary schooling. Its indicators are: 
(1) Net enrolment ratio in primary 

education 
(2) Proportion of pupils starting grade 1 

who reach grade 5 
(3) Literacy rate of 15-24 years 

Millennium Development Goals 3 
is to promote gender equality and 
empower women. Its Target is to:- 
eliminate gender disparity in primary, and 
secondary education, preferably by 2015, 
and in all levels of education not later than 
2015.Its indicators are:  

i   Ratio of girls to boy in primary, 
secondary and tertiary education 

ii Ratio of literate women to men 15-24 
year olds  

iii Share of women in wage employment 
in the non-agriculture sector 

iv Proportion of seats held by women in 
national parliament  

According to the National Bureau 
of Statistics Report (2005) the ratio of girls 
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to boys in primary schools has improved 
significantly. It now stands at 81%.  
However, women’s literacy rates remain 
lower than that of their male counterparts, 
and less than 80% of them hold seats in the 
national parliament. The share of women 
in the non-agricultural sector has remained 
steady at 79% (MDG Report, 2006). 
Meeting this goal requires a strengthened 
collaboration to ensure gender main 
streaming. In addition 2008 Appraisal 
Baseline Information shows that:-  
i. 13 states in Nigeria still have gender 

disparity (11 states in the north and 2 
in the south) in education. 

ii. The percentage of the girl child 
enrolled in primary and secondary 
schools in Nigeria still very low 
especially in the north (34% for 
primary and 10% for secondary 

 
Challenges 
 The challenges facing the 
achievement of MDGs are enormous that a 
collaborative approach will be needed by 
all the stakeholders to achieve positive 
results. Women in Nigeria still lag behind 
men; this is evidenced by the disparity that 
persists in school enrolment. They are also 
still under represented in decision making 
arenas; with northern women fairing far 
worse than their southern counterparts in 
all the MDG indicators. Challenges remain 
in mainstreaming gender into development 
strategies and budgets greater political will 
at all levels as well as parents’ support in 
the enrolment and retention of girls is 
needed (Nigeria and MDGs, 2007). 
 Another major challenge to 
achieving gender equality in education is 

the inability of most community to keep 
girls longer in school due to some cultural 
factors. One of such that inhibit this is 
early marriage. Some parents betroth their 
teenage daughters to would-be husbands so 
as to avoid immoral and sexual 
contamination. Seclusion of married 
women (pudah) is also an inhibiting factor 
to women education. Adelola (1993) 
observed that marriage customs of many 
communities in Nigeria have reduced the 
chances of girls from having access to 
women education. 
 Another challenge to gender 
equality is the misconception by many 
parents in the north as regards Muslim 
religion forbidding western education. 
Olashehinde (1994) believed that 
religiosity and fanaticism has made so 
many women with potentials to go in 
confinement. In northern parts of the 
country, most female children are brought 
up right from the beginning, with negative 
feelings against Western Education. 
Hence, the reasons why out of the 13 states 
still having gender disparity in education, 
11 states are from the north. 
 Another challenge is that available 
records have shown that about 70% of the 
population in Nigeria lives below poverty 
line. To Osokoya (2008), this situation, 
being most acute in the rural communities, 
encourage parents to deploy the girl-child 
to income generating activities rather than 
to school. Thus, during school hours, it is 
common to see more girls than boys 
hawking all manners of wares in the street 
or in markets. Girls who hawk are as such 
exposed to all sorts of abuses including 
sexual harassment and the dangers of 
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contacting HIV/AIDs and other sexually 
transmitted infections. 
 
Conclusion  
 For any educational policy to be 
functional it must be gender-sensitive by 
offering equal access and opportunities in 
order to produce desired effect and 
sustainability. Female education is widely 
recognized as one of the critical path-ways 
to promote social and economic 
development of any nation. Despite the 
gains made by the Nigerian government in 
the past towards promoting gender equality 
and access to education, greater challenges 
still lie ahead if the Millennium 
Development Goals has to be achieved. 
 The MDGs is capable of producing 
positive impact by providing an enabling 
environment for equal educational life 
chances in all sectors of human endeavours 
devoid of discrimination and gender bias in 
the society. If women must contribute to 
the sustainable development of their 
society in the required areas and levels 
they must be encouraged to remain in 
school long enough to acquire the 
necessary skills, attitudes and values 
needed for positive contributions. 
 
Recommendations 
 The following strategies can be 
considered in order to facilitate the 
achievement of the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) as it relates to 
promoting gender equality in educational 
opportunities. 
a. There should be public enlightenment 

and re-orientation through the media 
on the implications of female 

underachievement and under 
representation in the social and 
economic formal sectors. If people 
are not adequately re-oriented they 
are bound to either ignore or frustrate 
efforts so far made. the law on 
compulsory UBE should be fully 
enforced 
 

b. Laws should be enacted to try any 
parent who refuses to send the female 
child to school or with draw any for 
the purpose of marriage in the court. 

 
c. Various motivational strategies 

should be used to encourage 
performance in education e.g. prizes 
to local governments, clans, tribes, 
families etc with highest female 
enrolment and performance in 
schools. 
 

d. The education sector needs to 
actualize gender quota system in 
order to ensure equal and equality of 
access, retention and completion of 
education circle by both sexes. In 
addition incentives should be directed 
at the female candidates and students 
such as scholarships, free education at 
all levels, indiscriminate admission 
policy, gendered affirmative action, 
the 60:40 admission ratio should be 
abolished as it is counter productive. 
 

e. Girls should be enlightened of 
opportunities available to them in the 
traditionally male dominated fields 
showing them that these areas are 
fields of study for promising careers 
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and self fulfillment which do not 
unduly conflict with their family and 
social lives nor change their feminity. 

 
f. The private sector should be 

encouraged and involved in planning 
of schools with adequate 
infrastructural facilities. This will 
make school environments more 
attractive especially in areas where 
girls are more disadvantaged in terms 
of access to schools. 

 
g. Recruitment and development of 

qualified guidance-counsellors to all 
schools at all levels in the country 
should be vigorously pursued by 
governments, women associations 
and women commission. 
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