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Abstract 

Education is a fundamental human right which every child is entitled 
to. Premised on this fact, the United Nations Millennium Development 
Goal No.2 targets universal access to basic education by 2015. 
Pursuant to this goal, Nigeria launched the Universal Basic Education 
Programme. Despite this national programme aimed at according 
every child his/her inalienable right to education, many a girl-child in 
Igbo land is denied access to education because of some Igbo cultural 
dispositions such as early marriage and girl-child domestic labour. 
These aspects of Igbo culture seem to marginalize the girl- child in 
terms of limiting her access to education as evident in statistical 
representation of increased gender inequity in school enrolment in 
Igbo-speaking states. The prevailing trend tends to undermine the 
global goal of universal basic education that provides for free and 
compulsory access to basic education for every child. This paper 
therefore isolated and examined two aspects of Igbo culture namely 
early marriage and girl-child labour that tend to have a profound 
influence in limiting the girl –child’s access to education in Igboland.   
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Girl-Child Education   
Girl- child education could be described as the basic education and training 

offered to a female child who is below 17 years. Ayo-sobowale (2006) stated that the 
girl-child status falls under 17 years of age. To Ihebereme (2010) girl-child education 
refers to functional education provided for females of school age but before 18 years of 
age. The Federal Ministry of Education (2004) and Federal Government of Nigeria 
(2004) declaration on equal education opportunity for all children guaranteed the girl-
child right to schooling. Ogwuche (2006) noted that educating the girl-child would 
yield improved life expectancy, enhanced social awareness, economic productivity, 
reduction in infant mortality, reduction in maternal mortality, reduction in child abuse, 
reduction in chronic poverty and reduction in exploitation of all kinds.  
 

Sequel to this, Giele and Smock (1997) in a study discovered that the girl-child 
access to education will result to a broad spectrum of positive consequences, ranging 
from increased participation in political and financial matters, higher and continuous 
employment rates, to becoming better role model as future mothers. Ajaegbu (2008) 
stated that there is a high rate of girl-child labour in Nigeria. In affirmation of the above 
statement, Ihebereme (2009) pointed out that girl- child labour in Nigeria seems to be 
on the increase due to its cultural-based setting which otherwise has challenged 
effective realization of the Universal Basic Education objectives.    
 
The Concept of Girl- Child Labour 

Girl- child labour is a threatening social problem that has endangered girl- child 
access to education in the eastern part of Nigeria. Ihebereme (2008) described girl-child 
labour as employment of the girl-child in routine activities for long hours. Adeyemi 
(2007) as cited in Yakubu, Moronkola and Sokoya (2007) stressed that girl–child   
labour is any employment which increases the risk of a girl-child incurring physical or 
mental harm and which prevents her from schooling.  
 

Not all work done by the girl-child should be classified as labour. Girl-child 
participation in work that does not affect their health and personal development or 
interfere with their schooling is generally regarded as being something positive. This 
includes activities such as helping their parents around the home, assisting in a family. 
These kinds of activities contribute to children’s development and to the welfare of 
their families; they provide them with skills and experience, and help to prepare them 
to be productive members of society during their adult life. For example, the child of a 
supermarket operator could help with dusting the displayed goods or assisting 
customers in the location of their needs. This is a normal work provided her work hours 
are limited (Bennet, 1993). Girl-child labour is often defined as work that deprives the 
girl-child their potential and dignity of childhood. International Labour Organization 
(2000) identified the components of child labour to be any work that:  affects the 
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mental, physical, social or moral development of the girl-child; is dangerous and 
harmful to children; interferes with their schooling; deprives them of the opportunity to 
attend school; obliges them to leave school prematurely or requires them to attempt to 
combine school attendance with excessively long and heavy work. 
 

In this context, girl-child labour is the practice of adoptive servitude, involving 
a girl-child below a minimum age ranging between 5 to 17 years. The most prominent 
in Nigeria that is discussed in this paper is street hawking. As at 2010 forty percent of 
Nigerian girl-children are still subjected to street hawking. The activities of hawking in 
the road side, market premises, school environments, work places etc do not give the 
girl child access to schooling. The male children are favoured than the female children 
in terms of access to schooling in Igbo speaking states. The data in table 1 below show 
percentage of male children enrolment in primary education in South –East Nigeria. 
 
Table 1: Primary School Enrolment in South East Nigeria for 2010 
States Male 

Enrolment 
Percentage Female 

Enrolment 
Percentage 

Imo  140,490 73% 126,201 56% 

Abia 25,875 46% 18,426 41% 
Enugu 7,303 21% 3,812 18% 
Ebonyi 22,162 35% 16,142 29% 

Anambara 4,212 15% 2,625 12% 

 
Source: (Universal Basic Education Assessment Report, 2010) 
 

Research has shown that millions of girls do not have access to school despite 
the concerted efforts of the government to ensure  equality in education.  Okeke, Nzewi 
and Njoku (2008) identified girl child labour, poverty and lack of sponsorship, quest for 
wealth, bereavement, truancy, broken home, engagement of children as house helps as 
factors or the clog in the wheel of children’s access to education.  The right to 
education which is a fundamental human right, is frequently denied to girls in some 
African countries. The then United Nations Secretary General, Kofi Annan stated that 
in Africa, when families have to make a choice, due to limited resources of educating 
either a girl or a boy child, it is always the boy that is chosen to attend school. In 
Africa, many girls are prevented from getting the education entitled to them because 
families often send their daughters out to work at a young age, so that they can get the 
additional income they may need to exist beyond subsistence level and finance the 
education of their sons. 
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It has been reported in BBC News (2006), that African patiarchical societal 
viewpoint favours boys over girls because boys maintain the family lineage. Additional 
reasons why girls do not have adequate access to education in Africa include the fact 
that many have to stay at home to nurse relatives with HIV/AIDS. That their mothers 
were not educated is another reason that makes them feel that their daughters do not 
need education. Furthermore, some families do not believe in education of girls. In 
Ethiopia, child brides face early pregnancy, responsibilities to their children and in-
laws, and reticence of their husbands who are usually much older, to let them out of the 
house. In Uganda, Birungi (2008) cited the rampant fire in schools as examples of the 
gaps in implementation of the girl-child education. She noted that the previous year’s 
floods in eastern Uganda left many schools in disrepair and these were seen as forms of 
exclusion. 
 

Children in Bundibugyo district cannot access schools during the raining 
season and government has done nothing to alleviate the problem. In Kenya, girl–child 
education is elusive. Mwangi, (2004) wrote that a combination of poverty, disease and 
backward cultural practices continued to deny the girl-child her right to education. 
Even with the introduction of free primary education, access to education is still 
remaining dream to many Kenyan children. Despite the introduction of free primary 
education in the country which accounted for an increase in enrolment, a sizeable 
number of children, especially girls, still find themselves out of school owing to a 
number of reasons. These reasons are: demands for their labour in the homes such as 
assisting in looking after their young siblings; child marriage, doing house chores, 
death of mother, and looking after the sick member of the family.  
 

Some of the girls are given to marriage against their wish and when they 
refuse, they are threatened with death. The children are given to marriage at a tender 
age in quest of dowry from the husbands. But how much is the amount and for how 
long does it last? The girls lament that inspite of the setbacks they still did not escape 
from poverty and their parents had nothing to show for the dowry received. Some 
parents justify the denial of girls of their right to education to prevent them from 
bringing shame to the family through early pregnancy. Yet others believe that women 
who are at the same level of education as the men are a disgrace to the community 
because more often than not, they will not get married and if they do, it will be to a 
foreigner. For such parents, early marriage is the best way to prevent this and at the 
same time preserve tradition. 
 
Solutions to the Girl-Child Education Issues 

Girl child curriculum is child-centred, no more the talk and chalk approach. 
This idea could be borrowed by the African countries. South Africa has changed their 
curriculum to be responsive to the demands of the nation. In Kenya, the government 
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has however taken some initiatives in the promotion of children’s education by 
enshrining this right in the Children’s Act, 2001. The Act also created a department for 
children to deal with their rights and welfare. Application of such laws as, 
imprisonment of any person found guilty of negligence to the girl child, knowingly and 
willfully causing a child to become in need of care and protection has helped towards 
the promotion of the children’s right to education. According to Section 127 of the 
Children’s Act 2001, “any person found guilty of negligence is liable for a maximum of 
five years’ imprisonment or a fine of a sum not exceeding KES 200000 or both fine and 
imprisonment”. Other countries can promulgate such laws so as to improve access to 
education of the girl-child. 
 

Of significance also is the fact that a number of NGOs have been allowed to 
operate in areas where early marriage is prevalent. They are now educating the people 
on the importance of taking girls to school rather than marrying them off to older men. 
The government, in collaboration with NGOs has also established centres where girls 
rescued from early marriage are accommodated and counseled, before being sent back 
to school. Through strict intervention of the government there is hope for the girl 
children who have been out of school to pursue their lifelong dreams. Braun, 
Swaminathan, and Rosegrant (2004:11) observed that ‘feeding children in school has 
paid significant educational dividends. A school feeding programme in Bangladesh, for 
instance, has resulted in a 35% overall increase in enrolment and a remarkable 44% 
increase for girls.’ It is recommended that governments should emulate Bangladesh so 
as to achieve the Millennium Development Goal number two, which is attaining 
Universal Basic Education. 
 

Multitudes of teachers prefer teaching at the urban areas, leaving very few 
teachers in the rural areas. Teachers should be equitably distributed and social 
amenities put in place in the rural areas to retain teachers. Most countries of Africa are 
multi-cultural, multi-linguistic and multi-religious. The diversity and value system must 
be the focus for the girl child education to ensure that quality education is given to the 
girl children.   
  
Conclusion 

Education is the right of every girl everywhere and key to transforming her life 
and the life of her community. Without education, girls are denied the opportunity to 
develop their full potentials and to play a productive and equal role in their families, 
their societies, their countries and their world. However, efforts have been done to 
improve the caliber and existence of girls' education in African countries, there is still 
much that needs to be done. The largest hurdle that needs to be overcome before all 
African girls can get the education they deserve is the prevailing social thought that 
discourages or minimizes the importance of education for girls. Countries in Africa 
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need to pass laws banning the early marriage practices that keep girls out of school. 
Furthermore, African governments must pass legislations that make the education of 
girls mandatory for primary school, and then enforce these laws stringently in the rural 
communities. 
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