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Nigeria as a multicultural and geo-

politically diverse nation deserves vibrant, 
intellectually agile, focused and 
determined scholars who can efficiently 
tap the abundant human and natural  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

resources for optimum development of the 
nation. National development on its part is  
predicted on the quality of education 
available and accessible to all the educable  
citizens.  

Abstract 
It is axiomatic that ‘the seedlings of today are the gigantic 
tress of tomorrow’. By implication, learners of today’s Early 
Childhood and Care Education are the engineers, professors, 
medical doctors and the likes of tomorrow. Again, no 
education can be stronger than the foundation on which it 
was laid. Empirical evidence has underpinned the adage that 
‘children grow up to be what they live in’. Children aged 0-5 
years experience rapid intellectual, social and psycho-
physiological development which to a large extent 
determines their success or otherwise in all facets of 
adulthood. Laying a solid educational foundation in these 
early years of life is a guarantee for producing a population 
of self reliant and vibrant personalities that accentuates 
national development. This paper examines the journey of 
Early Childhood and Care Education in Nigeria vis-à-vis the 
successes, weaknesses and the way forward towards 
facilitating poverty eradication, self reliance and national 
development. 
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It is unarguable that, no nation can 
rise above the quality of her educational 
system. Unfortunately for Nigeria, her 
educational endeavours were mapped by 
the colonialists who were either adamant 
or ignorant or reluctant in providing their 
colonies with the type of education that 
guarantees poverty eradication, self 
reliance and national development. The 
colonial overlords were bent on producing 
low level manpower that will facilitate 
their economic and political dominance. 

 
Consequent upon the above 

arrangement, interest was placed on 
educating the adults who were believed to 
be capable of indoctrinating into their 
children the wishes of the colonial masters.  

 
As a result, the type of education 

provided did not pave way for laying a 
solid educational background that will 
groom the children (who are probably the 
leaders of tomorrow) to be  self reliant. 
Shortly after attaining political 
independence, the country moved to 
develop Early Childhood and Care 
Education (herein after referred to as 
ECCE), so as to lay in the young minds the 
spirit of inquiry and reflective thinking 
which to a large extent breeds poverty 
eradication, self reliance and national 
development. 

 
The government, however,  did not 

sustain interest in this important level of 
education. As a result, ownership is mostly 
by private individuals and organizations. 
This has negatively affected the progress 
and success in ECCE. This paper argues 

that, to facilitate poverty eradication, self 
reliance and national development, this 
level of education must be vigorously 
regenerated and given the inputs to survive 
the test of time and perform its 
fundamental roles in restoring the dignity 
of man. 
 
Definition of ECCE/ Pre-Primary 
Education 

As outlined in the National Policy 
on Education, Early Childhood and Care 
Education /Pre-Primary Education refer to 
the education given in an educational 
institution to children prior to their 
entering the primary school age 3-5 years 
plus. It includes the crèche, the nursery 
and the kindergarten. Related to this, 
Maduewesi in Isyaku, Akale, Maiyanga 
and Oloku,  (1998), defined ECCE as a 
semi-formal arrangement usually outside 
the home whereby young children from 
about the age of three are exposed through 
play-like activities in a group setting for 
mental, social and physical learning suited 
to their developmental age until the 
mandatory age of government approved 
formal schooling. Yaku (2008) defined 
ECCE as a wide range of policies and 
programmes directed at early care and 
education provided to promote health care, 
child protection services and family 
economic support which can facilitate safe 
and supportive environment that provides 
the stable caring relationship that children 
needs.  

It often focuses on the children 
learning through play based on research 
and philosophy. 
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The concept of ECCE /Pre-
Primary Education cannot be narrowed 
down to a one-dimensional definition. 
Nonetheless, from whichever perspectives 
the concept is viewed, the following salient 
features emerge: that, it is a foundation 
stage of education; it is largely informal; 
play method is utilized as a medium of 
instruction; it is preparatory for formal 
school; and it is commensurate with the 
learner’s developmental age and status. 
 
Institutions Providing ECCE 

The institutions providing ECCE 
are categorized according to Yaku (2008) 
as follows: 
Centre-Based Institutions: These include 
the kindergartens, pre-primary school, 
private school, parent cooperative schools, 
nursery schools, early child development 
centres and laboratory / practicing nursery 
schools. 
 
Non-Centre-Based Institutions: This type 
include household and family arrangement 
for  ECCE [such as in-laws, grand parents] 
education programmes where parents take 
part in the education of their young ones 
by themselves. 
 

The major aim of embarking on 
this form of education is to lay a solid 
foundation on which all other educational 
endeavours will be built. The early years of 
human development establishes the basic 
architectures and function of the brain. The 
interplay of the brain and the environment 
is the driving force of development in all 
spheres in life. Consequent upon this, the 
foundation ought to be adequately laid 

hence the involvement in ECCE is crucial  
hence empirical evidence has shown that 
any intervention of high quality have long 
lasting effects on learning, motivation and 
achievement in the children. Again, 
children who lack sufficient nutrition, 
interaction with a parent or caregiver and 
stimulus during this crucial period may be 
left which developmental deficits which 
cannot facilitate poverty eradication, self 
reliance and national development. 
 
Historical Development of ECCE/Pre-
Primary Education in Nigeria 

Not quite long after attaining 
political Independence, Nigeria was 
dragged into a gruesome 30-month civil 
war. The aftermath of the civil war 
culminated into serious demographic, 
social and econo-political consequences 
for the young republic. The educational 
sector too was not left out of the shackles 
of warfare. In an attempt to re-establish 
education on the right course, a National 
Seminar  on Education was organized in 
1973. The seminar was mandated to come 
up with a policy document that will outline 
the provision of education to post-
independence and post-civil war Nigerians.  

 
According to Maduewesi in 

Isyaku, Akale, Maiyanga and Oloku 
(1998), the outcome of the National 
Seminar was a policy document titled 
National Policy on Education . 

The policy document outlined the 
purpose for Pre-Primary Education as 
follows: 

i. To effect a smooth transition from 
the home to the school; 
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ii. To prepare the child for the primary 
level of education;  

iii. To provide adequate care and 
supervision for the children while 
their parents are at work (on the 
farms, in the markets, offices, etc); 

iv.  To develop a sense of co-operation 
and team-spirit; and  

v.    To teach the rudiments of numbers,     
letters, colours, shapes, forms, etc 
through play. 

 
To facilitate the actualization of these 
objectives, the government will: 
(1) encourage private efforts in the 

provision of Pre-Primary Education/ 
ECCE 

(2) make provision in Teacher Training 
Institutions for student teachers who 
want to specialize in Pre-Primary  
Education; 

(3) ensure that the medium of instruction 
will be principally the mother tongue 
or the language of the immediate 
community; and to this end 

 (a)    There should be the development of 
orthography for many more Nigerian 
languages, and  

(b) Produce textbooks in Nigerian 
language. 

(4) ensure that the main method of 
teaching in the Pre-Primary 
institutions will be through play, and 
that the curriculum of Teacher 
Training Colleges is appropriately 
oriented to achieve this; 

(5) Regulate and control the operation of 
ECCE as well as ensure that the staff 
of Pre-Primary institutions is 

adequately trained and that essential 
equipment is provided. 

 
According to Odeh (2005) in Ker, 

Ada and Ortese (2005), the philosophy 
behind the above objectives is that, a child 
who had passed through ECCE should be 
able to: express himself clearly; recite 
rhymes, retell stories, make up their own 
stories and answer question; use writing 
tools and materials correctly; show an 
interest in looking at pictures; differentiate 
and identify pictures, books and narrate 
what he sees; identify the letters of the 
alphabet A-Z; count numbers freely up to 
his level of ability; group objects and 
materials according to numbers; recognize 
the number symbols of 1-100; identify a 
variety of concrete objects in the home, in 
the environment and at school and  adjust 
to the social habits of the society, such as 
obedience, kindness, honesty and fair-play, 
etc.  From these objectives, it is evident 
that, if achieved, ECCE can adequately act 
as a stepping stone towards the attainment 
of poverty eradication, self reliance and 
national development in the Nigerian 
society.  
 
Current State of the Art in ECCE in 
Nigeria.  

The Christian Missionaries 
organized mainly in churches particularly 
by the wives of the missionaries not only 
for their children but also for the interest of 
the children of the coverts. According to 
Asema (2010), more Nigerians became 
interested in ECCE after independence. 
The economic boom of the 1970s further 
stimulated interest and demand for ECCE. 
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Initially, ECCE was provided by grand 
parents especially mothers-in-law, semi-
literate relation as well as house maids. 
Owing to the enormous obstacles prevalent 
in this structure and organization, many 
Nigerian parents opted for and started 
patronizing ECCE schools. Mention must 
be made here that, such educational 
institutions were being organized by 
missionary settings and private individuals.  

 
The launching of the Universal 

Primary Education (UPE) in 1976 further 
heightened the interest and demand for 
ECCE in the country. Many house helps 
started attending the free primary schools. 
This called for the establishment of more 
ECCE institutions so as to meet the 
challenges of nation building. 

 
The National Policy on Education 

also outlined the some objectives and 
means of attaining them as contained in the 
document (FRN, 2004) . Unfortunately, 
this essential and foundational level of 
education has not received the deserved  
attention that the government pledged to 
offer. According to Utulu (2005) this is 
because, the age 0-5 years is not covered 
by the compulsory and the basic education 
programme. The Government decided to 
lay off hands from financing education at 
this level. ECCE has been exposed to both 
qualifies and unqualified hands.  

 
According to Momoh-Olle in 

Isyaku et al (1998), since independence, 
the government’s efforts in running ECCE 
has been the preparation of guidelines for 
the establishment and management of pre-

primary schools by private individuals. No 
efforts were made at integrating ECCE into 
the primary education system. As a 
consequence, only interested private 
individuals and organizations had the 
opportunity to organize and manage this 
level of education. This trend continued 
until 1979 when the Federal Government 
handed over the management and 
financing of primary education to States 
and Local Government Areas. These tiers 
of government could not effectively fund 
and manage primary education. This ugly 
trend persisted for several years until 1988 
when the Federal Government instituted 
the National Primary Education 
Commission (NPEC). 

 
These developments made ECCE 

witness a boom as most primary education 
institutions were closed down for months. 
Most public primary schools experienced 
high drop out and witnessed withdrawal of 
pupils as parents opted for sending their 
wards to private primary schools. This 
doubled the ever increasing demand for 
ECCE in the country. In summary, 
evidence abound that, Nigerian 
government has not indicated any serious 
intention of unifying or integrating ECCE 
level into the formal primary education 
system. That apart, no serious attempt has 
been made at the organization, funding and 
management of ECCE at the government 
level. Currently, stakeholders in the 
organization, establishment and 
management of ECCE in Nigeria include 
private individuals, organizations and other 
voluntary agencies with the guidelines 
merely provided by the Government 
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(Utulu, 2005). The flip side of this set up is 
that, ECCE has been meddled with to a 
dangerous extent that it has solely become 
a money-making venture by any interested 
person, educated or not. This is a minus for 
poverty eradication, self reliance and 
national development—something Nigeria 
deserves to achieve. 

 
Obstacles of ECCE in Nigeria 

According to Iyo (2001)), the 
challenges of ECCE in Nigeria that 
originated from the pre-independence era 
have gradually grown to almost 
insurmountable obstacles. The 
Government decided to lay off hands from 
the management of ECCE (Utulu,2005). 
As a result, this level of education has 
suffered the following challenges: 
1. Method of Admission: In Nigeria, 

many parents particularly the working 
mothers take their children to ECCE 
School for custodial care and 
education as early as three months. 
Some ECCE schools admit children to 
less than three months. The question is 
whether there is any provision in the 
policy document for children who are 
less than three years in the Nigerian 
schools. Such an age is unfortunately 
unable to lay the desirable educational 
background for poverty eradication, 
self reliance and national development. 

 
2. Medium of Instruction in ECCE: 

The government has failed to ensure 
that the medium of instruction used at 
the ECCE stage is principally the 
mother tongue or the language of the 
immediate environment. This has 

degenerated to a situation whereby the 
classroom teachers who show an 
unacceptable attitude towards the use 
of the mother tongue for instruction. 
This attitude does not favour the 
development of latent skills in the 
young minds. 

 
3. Gross Shortage of Basic Education 

Facilities: ECCE Is No Doubt The 
Foundation of all subsequent 
educational endeavours of an 
individual. It therefore means that, the 
institutions providing this very 
important aspect of education should 
be conducive with stimulating learning 
experiences commensurate with the 
developmental age of the learners. 
Unfortunately, in most Nigerian ECCE 
institutions, these basic facilities that 
enhance learning through play are 
grossly inadequate. This is a big minus 
for preparing individuals for poverty 
eradication, self reliance and national 
development. 

 
4. Proliferation of ECCE Institutions:  

According to Nwakaego (2007), it is 
becoming customary to operate an 
ECCE institution in every household. 
The Federal Republic of Nigeria (1981 
& 2004) mandated the Government to 
set and monitor minimum standards 
for ECCE in the country. It has 
become fashionable to operate an 
ECCE institution in one’s parlor. The 
flipside of this proliferation of ECCE 
institutions is that, the issue of 
‘standards’ and ‘regulations’ have been 
waved off. The end result is that, the 
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young minds are offered a 
‘substandard and irregular’ education 
that cannot breed egalitarianism and 
self-reliant individuals of the society 
and leaders of tomorrow. 
 

5. Lack of Qualified Manpower: 
Laying the foundational and 
preparatory stage for further 
educational pursuits can be compared 
with erecting a multi-storey building. 
In laying the foundation for such a 
structure, only qualified and 
experienced experts are required. In 
many ECCE institutions in Nigeria, 
owners who may not even be educated 
in the tenets of education management 
employ the services of compliant and 
untrained teachers who indoctrinate the 
young minds at times with weird ideas. 
This does not facilitate the laying of a 
solid educational background for 
effective poverty eradication, self 
reliance and national development.  

 
6. Negligence on the part of the 

Government: ECCE first featured into 
National Policy on Education in 1998 
and revised 2004, after which it was 
attached to existing primary schools. 
The Federal Government of Nigeria 
specified essential roles of the 
Government in the smooth operation 
ECCE in Nigeria. According to Ityav 
(2009), the Government issues 
directives with the right hand and uses 
the left had to brazenly flout them with 
impunity. Owing to gross 
Government’s negligence, ECCE 

operates at the sheer discretion of the 
proprietors/ proprietresses.  

 
7. Lack of Instructional Materials: The 

ideology on which ECCE is built is 
‘learning through play-way methods 
and activities’. The utilization of 
instructional materials is a sine qua 
non in effective teaching and learning 
in ECCE institutions. These materials 
apart from supplementing teachers’ 
explanation of concepts and ideas, 
make learning more stimulating, 
interesting and permanent The absence 
of these materials negatively impact on 
effective teaching and learning in the 
ECCE institutions. 

 
8. Poor Supervision of Instruction: 

Owing to Government’s negligence of 
ECCE in Nigeria, supervision of 
instruction is very poor. It is common 
knowledge that, normal routine 
supervision and inspection tours 
conducted by the agents of 
Government do not produce the 
desired results. Many inspections start 
and end in the Headmaster’s office. 
Consequently, most ECCE institutions 
operate in dilapidated structures where 
quality instruction cannot be 
guaranteed. 

 
9. Commercialization of ECCE 

Institutions: Every well-meaning 
Nigerian must be drawn to this ugly 
phenomenon. Poor supervisory and 
regulatory services in ECCE have 
exposed it to the whims and caprices 
of the proprietors/ proprietresses. 
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Exorbitant fees are fixed or increased 
arbitrarily.  

 
Conclusion 

Early Childhood Care and 
Education (ECCE) is the bedrock on which 
all forms of educational attainment are 
built. It sets the limits of intellectual, 
linguistic, social, and psychological and 
personality development. Unfortunately, 
Nigerian Government has paid little or no 
attention to this form of education. In fact, 
ECCE has been subsumed to the 
background and left to rot by the wayside.  

 
This has neglected the essence of 

the incorporation of this level of education 
in the National Policy on Education. Most 
importantly, this level of education is no 
longer capable of laying the desired 
foundation for poverty eradication, self 
reliance and national development. Urgent 
attention must be directed to this level of 
education. As a matter of fact, it is high 
time Nigeria wake from her educational 
slumber and does the right thing to 
guarantee the future of the unborn 
generations. 

 
Recommendations 

  It must be stressed times without 
number that, ECCE in Nigeria has 
completely deviated from the intended 
course. In fact, ECCE in Nigeria is at 
crossroads. To salvage this situation, all 
hands must be on deck. This will involve 
parents, teachers, proprietors / 
proprietresses, local, state and federal 
governments harmoniously cooperating to 
produce functionally and operationally 

ECCE for effective poverty eradication, 
self reliance and national development 
through the following measures:  
1. Government should ensure uniformity 

in the implementation and operation of 
ECCE schools. These include uniform 
school fees, age of children to be 
admitted, same curriculum and 
duration for this level of education. 

 
2. The redefinition of ECCE. It should be 

redefined as education given to 
children below the age of five but 
above the age of three by qualified 
personnel before entry into primary 
school. 

 
3. Government should provide loan or 

grant aid to the proprietors/ 
proprietress of ECCE schools to enable 
them equip their schools with needed 
educational facilities. 

 
4. Government should sanction or 

enforce discipline on any private 
ECCE school owner who fails to 
comply with the rules and regulations 
governing the establishment, 
organization and management of 
ECCE. 

 
5. Instituting specialized administrative 

machinery of government at local, 
state and federal levels to actively 
monitor, control, organize and 
standardize all aspects of Pre-Primary 
Education. 

 
6. The government at all levels should 

lead by example through the 
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establishment, funding, supervision 
and organization of functional ECCE 
institutions across the country;  

 
7. Government and other stakeholders 

should encourage the use of mother 
tongue in ECCE. This could be done 
through public awareness campaign 
through the radio, television and print 
media. 

 
8. There should be the commissioning 

and production of suitable textbooks 
and reading materials, the 
popularization of play method as a 
teaching method in place of the current 
recitation and regurgitation of rhymes 
and numbers; 

  
9. Universities and Colleges of Education 

should be encouraged and adequately 
funded to set up ECCE departments to 
perform dual function for being an 
experimental laboratory ECCE NCE 
trainees and also a model which 
private proprietors in the area to 
emulate. 
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