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Abstract: The right of a child to education has always generated intense debates in Nigeria. The 

political parties, before and shortly after the disengagement of colonial authorities, have always 

made this their parties’ slogans. “Free Education at all levels”; “Qualitative Free Education” and 

“Education For All” are among such slogans. However, there has never been a uniform policy on 

education as different political parties have always controlled the regions, now states. Not even 

military regimes with their military commands ever succeeded in saying ‘let there be free education, 

and there was’. Yes, sound policies; but good execution? No. This paper concerns what is 

responsible for the poor execution of these sound policies. 
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1. Introduction 

Educating the child, in Nigeria, rest on tripod of domestic (non-formal), religious (informal) 

and Western (formal) education (Obanya, 2003). Domestic or non-formal education is a form of 

education acquired not in school but mainly at home. As Imogie puts it, “it refers to a vast 

assortment of out-of school activities (Imogie, 1989). But non-formal education has two categories: 

those for the adults and the ones for the children. Since children are our concern in this paper, we 

shall limit ourselves to children non-formal education. This is done when parents engage their 

children in doing certain things together. According to Nancy Paul:  

“You and your child can: sort the socks on laundry day – sorting is a major function in 

math and science; cook a meal together – cooking involves not only math and science 

but good health as well; tell and read each others stories – storytelling is the basis for 

reading and writing ( and a story about the past is also history; or play a game of 
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hopscotch together – playing physical games will help your child learn to count and 

start on a road to lifelong fitness” (Sunday Independence, 2006). 

As for religious or informal education, Mosques, Churches and other similar institutions 

inculcate in children both private and public moralities among others. For Western or formal 

education, its principal focus is building in children, citizenship. And it is important to state here 

that it is not only Western education that is formal, Arabian education is equally formal. Long 

before the arrival of colonial authorities, formal education in the form of Arabian education had 

existed especially among some ethnic groups such as the Hausa/Fulani, Kanuris and the Yorubas 

(The Nation, 2006). However, in the education types available (informal, non-formal and formal), 

there is, in the words of Obanya, “no water-tight dividing line among informal, non-formal and 

formal education (Obanya, 2003). In fact, one gradually, as Obanya said, fades into the other, and 

each one contains strong elements of the other two. The principal stakeholders in educating the 

child at domestic level are the parents. At the moral level, the parents and the religious institutions 

come in while at the formal level tripartite engagement exists between the parents, religious 

institutions and the government. 

Children have the right to be guided and routed through this tripod, for not only are they 

ignorant, naïve and innocent on arrival into the family, community and society, they also have no 

knowledge of any kind whatsoever. Misbehavior or deviant behaviour of a child at adolescent and 

adult age is thus easily traced to a child’s formative ages. 

But a significant thing to note is that the types of education earlier mentioned – domestic, 

religious and western – are of different standards. While in domestic and moral or religious 

education standard varies from communities to communities, or society-to-society, it is highly 

standardized in formal education that comprises western and Arabic education. Equally worth 

noting is the fact that three types of western or formal education exist: primary, secondary and 

tertiary institutions. Primary and junior secondary schools where children of less than eighteen 

years are found are our target in this paper.  

The concern of this paper is to find out the causes of poor executions of sound governmental 

policies with regards to Western Education at primary and secondary levels; and suggest ways 

forward.  

2. Definition of Terms 

A child, according to Akpan, is a person who cannot care for himself independently of others. 

The United Nations Organization convention of 1989, he went on, saw a child as “any person below 

the age of 18 years”. He claims that the Nigeria labor decree of 1974 defines a child as anybody 

below 15 years of age (Akpan, 2006). 

Right is here defined as entitlements naturally, constitutionally, legally, socially, economically 

or financially endowed on a person in a community, society, nation or country. As entitlement given 

by any of these frameworks, only any of these frameworks could revoke it. Entitlement of this 

nature is regarded as right. 

Education, according to Onu is defined “to mean the process of teaching, training and learning, 

especially in schools or colleges, to improve knowledge and develop skill for the development of 

the society (2). In defining primary education, Federal Government of Nigeria, in the revised 

National Policy on Education (1981), according to Popoopla et al., says it is “the education given in 

an institution for children aged normally 6 to 11+ (years) {under UBA program, the age has been 

extended to 15 i.e. from primary school to junior secondary school (Popoola, et al. 2000} since the 
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rest of the education system is built upon primary education, this level of education becomes the 

key to the success or failure of the whole system” (Popoola, 2000). Finish National Board for 

Education on the other hand defined basic education as “the general education provided for each 

age group in its entirety. It is intended for children from seven to sixteen years of age, and its 

completion in comprehensive school takes nine years” (Daily Independence, 2005). 

This definition is as appropriate for Nigeria and the Finland where Nigeria borrowed it. 

According to Salisu Dambatta, “The objective of basic education in Finland, which is also shared 

by Nigeria is to support pupils’ growth towards humanity and ethically responsible membership of 

society, and to provide them with the knowledge and skills necessary in life. So education, even at 

its basic level, is a subject that should, as a matter of necessity, engage the attention of and generate 

massive efforts from any government in this country and elsewhere in the world” (Dambatta, 2005). 

3. The Right of Children to Primary Education   

3.1 Pre-Colonial Period  

The development of children’s right to education predates colonial period. Colonial period was 

when government in the real modern sense started in Africa, and in the case of Nigeria in 1903. 

Running of education before then was in the hands of the missionaries. Under the missionary-run 

education therefore, children’s access to primary education was initially not a right but the wish of 

the missionary to raise “a new elite” among Nigerian people (The Westerner, 2006). Equally 

contentious, then, was the way children were to be educated: was it to be through Sunday schools 

and afternoon classes for the adults or on “day schools”?  Besides the problem of what medium 

children were to be educated also arose. Should they be taught in English language or indigenous 

languages? These questions engendered divergent solutions from Church Missionary Society 

(CMS) on one hand and Bishop Samuel Ajayi Crowther who was more of a teacher than preacher, 

on the other. To Bishop Crowther, according to Ade Ade-Ajayi, “for the long term interest of the 

Mission, the priority should be on day schools for the children rather than Sunday schools and 

afternoon classes for adult”, which the CMS favoured. Similarly, while CMS supported the use of 

indigenous languages to the exclusion of English, to teach the pupils, Bishop Crowther “favoured a 

balance between the two”. In any case, primary education for the natives during this period, for 

Crowther, was aimed at raising “new elite”. But by implication, primary education was also, at that 

time, preparatory grounds for the higher levels of education available only in Sierra-Leone then. 

This was where Crowther himself had his entire primary and most higher education. Strictly 

speaking however, the agenda of making primary school local elite breading ground started earlier 

than Crowther came to the scene. 

Ade Ade-Ajayi is worth quoting here: “Crowther was not the one who first set the agenda. The 

evangelical missionary movement, of which the CMS was a leader, linked up with the anti-slavery 

movement and decided that Christianity in West Africa should not aim at just changing the religion 

of the people. But that, in order to ensure success and permanence where the Catholic Missions in 

Benin and Warri had failed in the 16
th
 – 18

th
 centuries, Christianity must raise up a Middle Class 

who as Native agents, would lead the missionary movements, stop the supply of slaves at the source 

through agricultural projects and trade in agricultural products, in a wide-raining programme of 

“Christianity, Commerce and Civilization” or the Bible and the plough” (Ade Ajayi, 2006). 

In a nut shell, formal primary education in Nigeria began in 1840 and was a right as long as the 

beneficiaries were able to pay the token fees charged by the missionaries then and were as well 

ready to abide by the Christian religious ethics (Popoola, 2000). This was because the Christian 

missionaries used their personal allowances and donations from within and outside to finance the 

schools. So to expect them not to charge any fee at all, however tangential, is illusory. Not even, 
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when to ensure the success of this program they also established “agricultural and industrial centres 

at various places to generate funds to finance their missionary activities including the schools”. So 

the right to enjoy this western primary education was intricately linked to paying token fees and 

abiding by religious tenets of these churches. In Arabian formal education that never charged direct 

schools fees, its acquisition was initially limited to the “children of the well to do passing through 

the training of the mallams to become leaders and administrators” (Adenle, 2006). 

3.2 Colonial Period  

The year 1903 was the date when colonial government had effective grip of Nigeria under her 

control. Prior to that time it was rendering skeletal educational services. Skeletal involvement of 

colonial government in the running of primary school in Nigeria began in 1882 when Educational 

ordinance was enacted. This ordinance, through government inspector of schools, categorized 

primary schools into three: “approved schools or ‘assisted schools’ and ‘non-approved or 

‘unassisted’ primary schools” and ‘Assumed Local Contributions’ (ALC) (Popoola, 2000). Those 

approved schools had access to colonial government grants-in-aid while the ‘unassisted’ ones did 

not benefit from this. Whatever the case, “The amount of money given as grants-in-aids to approved 

schools was not enough to finance the schools”. This necessitated “voluntary agencies and members 

of the local communities making contributions to the cost of education under ‘Assumed Local 

Contributions’. Thus, financing colonial government primary education during this period rested on 

two principal sources: grants-in-aids and the ‘Assumed Local Contributions’ (Popoola, 2000). 

Given the high cost of providing primary education during this period, there was no way it could be 

free hence the right to it was ability to pay whatever amount the colonial government approved as 

school fees. 

In 1950, the right of children to primary education, especially in the Western, Eastern and 

Mid-western regions extended beyond ability to pay token school fees alone but to pronouncements 

made by the governments of these regions that primary education was free. Even if school fees were 

charged it was so meager as to be within affordability of pupils’ parents. But more than that was the 

parliamentary backing that this right had. Various regional parliaments that decided to make 

primary education free at primary level enacted laws that gave legal backing to this adventure, 

which in one or two regions later somersaulted. But at least precedent was already set to make 

primary education a legal right. 

3.3 Post Colonial 

Free primary education at the national level came into existence in 1976 under the military 

regime of General Olusegun Obasanjo who nationalized the right of Nigerian children to primary 

education. Policy thrust to that effect was enshrined in the new National Policy on Education. 

According to the policy: 

Government’s ultimate objective is to make education free at all levels. The 

financing of education is a joint responsibility of Federal, State and Local 

Government. Government welcomes and encourages the participation of Local 

communities, individuals and organizations (p.49) (Popoola, 2000). 

A close examination of this policy statement shows that it was not categorical on the right of 

Nigerian children to primary education but the array of stakeholders – Federal, State, Local 

Government, Local communities, individuals and organizations – which it listed indicated the 

importance of primary education, to that extent, every Nigerian child must have access to it. The 

spreading of financing and other responsibilities of providing primary education among the 

stakeholders was part of the efforts at given every Nigerian child the right to it. The spread of 

financial responsibility of providing primary education among the federal, state and local 
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government was a kind of subsidy to providers of primary education. It was a way of encouraging 

participation of critical mass of Nigerian children. But a participation that does not preclude them of 

responsibility, either financially or materially. 

The right of Nigerian children to education became a serious debate, and in fact, the major 

campaign issue between the two main political parties; NPN and UPN in 1979. The debate centered 

on at what level and in what quantity? While campaign slogan in Unity Party of Nigeria (UPN) was 

free education at all levels, National Party of Nigeria was not categorical on the ‘level’ but simply 

providing ‘qualitative education’. So while UPN was creating more secondary schools, whether 

viable or not, NPN was strengthening Unity School and adding more to it. Unity Schools are 

secondary schools created by the various Federal Military Governments since independence. They 

comprise Queens and Kings colleges; Command schools: Navy and Air force schools. The Unity 

Schools were established with three set objectives of uniting Nigerians, influencing the design of 

other secondary schools throughout the country and, more importantly, making them “centers of 

excellence where the future leaders of the nation in diverse sectors would be produced: (Sunday 

Mirror, 2006). The ultimate mission of this was to pass out students who “would come out like 

Nigerian soldiers, ever ready to die for the territorial unity of Nigeria” (Sekoni, 2006). 

The idea of Unity Schools, known prior to independence as King and Queen’s colleges, started 

during colonial days. It became official policy when Ashby Report of 1960, which saw their 

existence as a way of enhancing national unity and ethnic integration, budgeted 1.8 million pounds 

for it in the first National Development plan 1962-1968 (Sunday Mirror, 2006). This further became 

consolidated during various military regimes (Sekoni, 2006). In any case, while UPN was creating 

more secondary schools to realize its objective of mass literacy, NPN was adding few more Unity 

Schools and strengthening their capacity to produce qualitative students. The right of children to 

education in the period between 1979 and 1999 thus faced the conflict of quantity versus quality. 

Whichever of these did not prevent parents from sharing in the responsibility of ensuring children’s 

right to primary education? 

The second coming of retired General Obasanjo as the civilian president, attempts to 

constitutionalize the right of Nigerian children to education particularly those of primary and junior 

secondary schools. In short, the right of Nigerian children not just to primary but all tertiary 

institutions began to acquire constitutional recognition. First, under the 1999 Constitution, Section 

18 (3), according to Idowu, provides that: 

 1. Government shall direct its policy towards ensuring that there are equal and adequate 

educational   opportunities at all levels; 

 2.      Government shall promote Science and Technology; 

 3.       Government shall strive to eradicate illiteracy, and to this end, Government shall ensure the 

provision of: 

Free, compulsory and Universal Primary Education 

Free Secondary Education 

Free University Education; and 

Free Adult Literacy Programme. 

 4. Government shall make education the pivot of the nation’s social development, mobilization 

and ethical re-orientation of the citizens. 

 
Of the four items listed above, item number three places strong emphasis on children right to 

education. It contains three powerful terms – eradicating illiteracy, free and compulsory Universal 

Primary Education – that underscore the growing right of children to primary education in Nigeria. 
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It is important to note the Constitution’s (1999) reinforcement call for eradication of “illiteracy 

through free, compulsory and universal primary education, free secondary education, and free adult 

education”. 

Following the constitutional framework for ensuring and strengthening children’s right to 

primary education and, of course junior secondary education, is the legal framework. The Federal 

Government, in 2001, sent free Universal Basic Education Bill 2001 to the National Assembly for 

enactment into law. Section 1 of the Bill, according to Idowu, stated that “every child of primary 

school age has the right to free, compulsory and universal basic education”. The Bill went further to 

say that “it shall be the duty of every government in Nigeria to provide such education” (Idowu, 

2003). At this juncture, it is important to draw distinction between free primary education and the 

free universal basic education. 

Two basic differences exist between UPE and UBE: one, in the expanded scope and two, in 

objectives of the two programs. Whereas the duration of the pupils under UPE is six years, under 

UBE it is nine years. Again, while both programs are designed to “enable all children to read and 

write”, UBE in addition to these enable the pupils “to acquire technical skills” (Popoola et al., 

2000). Both schemes, especially UBE, are also intended “to teach children about their rights and 

responsibilities in a democratic society”. The two programs, especially UBE, are also designed to 

“make provision for a comprehensive adult education, literacy and numeracy to improve the quality 

and management of every citizen’s life”. Above all, both programs are expected to make provisions 

for “trained and qualified teachers as well as the establishment of enough schools to take in all 

children who are eligible for enrolment”. According to Dambatta (2005): 

Latest data released by Professor Gidado Tahir, the Executive Secretary of the Universal Basic 

Education Commission (UBEC), shows that the UBE program is directly and almost solely 

responsible for the increase in the number of public primary schools in Nigeria from 48,522 in 

1999, to 59,174; four years later, in 2003. Thus 10,652 additional primary schools were provided 

within four years, or 2,663 new schools per annum, which could be broken down further to 22 

schools per month (Dambatta, 2005). 

Increase in the number of primary schools was triggered off by UBE program, which also 

triggered off massive enrolment of pupils in primary schools that resulted in 246,093 pupils 

maturing to class one of UBE Junior Secondary Schools. Kano State is leading all other states. 

Bauchi State follows with 195,647 pupils. Having posted 177,905 pupils, Akwa Ibom State is third 

in this category. Countrywide 3,477,744 are moving on to UBE Junior Secondary School class one 

in the year 2006/2007 academic years. 

The program has also redress a lot of traditional and cultural beliefs in gender in-balance; 

favouring of male over female and has in fact reversed male dominance in school enrolment of 

pupils in some states. Not less than ten states in the federation have recorded favorable gender 

balance or reversal in pupils’ enrolment in primary schools. According to Dambatta (2005): 

There are more female pupils than male pupils in the UBE classes in Akwa Ibom, Enugu, 

Ondo, Lagos, Ebonyi and Ekiti States, while the enrolment gap between the two genders 

in Oyo, Delta, Imo and Osun States is less than 1000 in favor of boys. Of the total 25, 

765,969 pupils in UBE primary schools across the country, 11, and 335,755 of them are 

girls, meaning that there are only 3,094,459 more boys in UBE than girls. This is a clear 

indication that efforts being made to ensure gender parity, at least in school enrolment, in 

line with the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) are paying off. 

This is a clear evidence of soaring rights of female children long held down by tradition and 

custom in virtually every part of Nigeria but more particularly in the core northern part of the 

country. Another cheering news in the UBEC data, according to Dambatta, is the low rate of 
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dropping out or withdrawal from school and repetition of classes especially in the northern part of 

the country. In the words of Dambatta (2005): 

Pupils in UBE schools in Katsina State are the least likely to withdraw from school 

prematurely, as only 0.5 percent of them do so. Zamfara States pupils have the second 

best record at 0.33 percent, while Kogi State pupils are third best at 0.45. 

 
The quality of the program was also measured and the major index of measuring this was 

availability of qualified teachers. The data provided by Danbatta also shows that: 

Osun State has the highest percentage of qualified teachers at 87 per cent. Oyo State is second 

in this category with 76 per cent. River State is third with 74 per cent of its school teachers fully 

qualified for the job. The least qualified teachers are in Bauchi State, where only 17 per cent of 

them are qualified. Ebonyi is slightly better than Bauchi with 19 per cent of their teachers qualified, 

while Kano, Katsina and Zamfara States tally at the third position, as only 21 per cent of their 

teachers are qualified for the job. Scarcity of teachers, regardless of qualification, poses another 

problem for some states. Gombe State has one teacher for every 176 pupil, Kogi State has a teacher 

for 106 pupils and Sokoto is third with a single teacher for every 100 pupils. In all, there are 

591,041 teachers for all UBE Primary schools in Nigeria. This translates into one teacher for every 

44 pupils (Dambatta, 2005). 

Ironically, as children, parents, teachers and other stakeholders are coming to terms with 

seemingly entrenched children’s right to primary and junior secondary school education, Federal 

Government has stirred the hornet’s nest. It has carried its reform of privatization into Unity 

Schools, a move being seen by some stakeholders as creeping erosion of children’s right to 

education. Although this reform is limited to secondary schools owned by the Federal Government, 

there is already proliferation of private nursery/primary and secondary schools in the country due to 

deregulation of education sector that has rendered public schools unattractive because of poor 

funding on the part of various governments (Cover, 2005). But the upsurge private nursery/primary 

and secondary schools are also charging prohibitive fees that result in children’s withdrawal from 

them (Obidi, 1998). Deregulation of education sector may be one of the important factors that led to 

charging of prohibitive school fees from the pupils, it is by no means the only one. Nor is it even the 

most important.  In short, a lot of impediments are now barricading children’s rights to primary and 

junior secondary education. Such impediments include constitutional and legal barriers among other 

ones. 

4. Impediments 

An array of impediments to children’s realization of their right to primary and junior 

secondary school ranges from constitutional, legal, deregulation or privatization policy of the 

federal government and poverty. The 1979 constitutional provisions guaranteeing the right of 

children to primary and junior secondary education are said to be of doubtful effective and 

workable provisions. The federal Government, according to Idowu, is not truly responsible for 

accountable for provision of primary and secondary education in Nigeria. By these constitutional 

provisions, “Federal Government is expected to ensure equal educational opportunities for all 

citizens at all levels”. But, he argues, if the promise has been fulfilled, there would not be the 

proliferation of private schools, poor staffing, and facilities etc”. Secondly, the call by the 1999 

constitution “for eradication of illiteracy through free, compulsory and universal primary education, 

free secondary education, and free adult literacy program” is found to be implemented half-

heartedly. Otherwise how could one explain the large number of children hawking, some serving as 

bus conductors, housemaids, beggary and prostitution in the cities (Idowu, 2003, Editorial, 2006) 
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From the legal point of view, Idowu also reveals that the constitutional provisions on 

education are not justiciable in the courts of law. Thus, “no person in Nigeria can succeed in suing 

the government or its agents for failing to comply with the provision on free education policy. The 

only arbiter over the implementation of educational objectives of the government”, says Idowu, “is 

the government itself”. “This is an unfortunate constitutional failure of our time”, he asserts. 

Deregulation or privatization of educational sector is another and the newest onslaught on the 

right of children to primary education. Prior to the introduction of this deregulation policy of the 

Federal Government on primary education in 2006, primary education had already being suffering 

neglect. Throughout the 70s and 80s, the number of private primary schools in the country could be 

counted on fingertips but, suddenly, by 1990, there had been upsurge of private primary and 

secondary schools due to government’s abdication of educational responsibility (Cover, 2005). The 

neglect of primary education came in different forms: poor remuneration of teachers, decayed and 

depleted school infrastructures and the unbridled competition among the three tiers of government 

on who runs primary education, since the constitution places education on concurrent list. All of 

these combined to outage public schools and promote private schools. The situation got worsened 

when government decided to privatize secondary schools, which included junior secondary schools 

that government had already made free and compulsory throughout the country. To provide sound 

and qualitative education, proprietors of private primary schools had no choice than to charge 

school fees. Some proprietors turned the whole sacred duty into business ventures in which parents 

were charged exorbitant fees for providing primary education to their children. So while pupils 

from well-to-do homes were withdrawing from public schools to private ones, the indigent ones, 

with uniform on them roam about the street, as their teachers abandoned them in school in search of 

alternative means of making ends meet (Cover 2005, Olugbile, 2006). 

When government sensed this danger, it sets out parameters and requirements for setting up 

private schools at primary and secondary levels. But the way each of the state governments were 

going about this was bereft of uniformity in control and standard. This enabled “many of the private 

school owners” to browbeat “government officials or collude with them to sidetrack the necessary 

requirements” (Cover, 2005). Now, where lies the right of the indigent pupils here: either to private 

or public primary education? 

Poverty, by far, is the most important singular impediments to children’s right to quality 

education. Where primary education is free in all its ramifications (free instructional materials such 

as exercise books: 7,400,000; HB pencils: 9,846,851; pencil sharpeners: 9,363,875 as well as school 

bags: 79,460 all ready provided to the pupils under UBE program) there remains problems of 

feeding and health care. Most pupils are so poor that three square meals in a day is a big problem. 

For those who are able to afford these, how nutritious are those meals? In short, a hungry and 

malnourished child is unlikely to concentrate in class if he or she stays in class at all (Dambatta, 

2005; Nigerian Tribune, 2005). When this problem came to the awareness of the government, a 

program named Home Grown School Feeding and Health Project (HGSFHP) was packaged by the 

Federal Government to address the problem. The overall objective of it was “to reduce drop-out 

rates and boost school completion and enrolment rates. Already, “Nigeria, Ethiopia, Pakistan and 

India were reported to harbour the largest number of out-of-school children in the world. They are 

followed by Niger, Saudi Arabia, Burkina Faso, Kenya, Cote d’Ivoire, Mali, Ghana and 

Mozambique” (Editorial, 2006). What is disturbing here is “Nigeria’s unenviable prime position on 

the list of nations with highest number of school drop-outs” (Editorial, 2006). 

But in tackling this problem with the introduction of Home Grown School Feeding program, 

more problems than solutions are created. At present the program is restricted to twelve states of the 

federation, which include Ogun, Nassarawa, Enugu, Osun, Bauchi etc. (Dambatta, 2005). Even in 

states already implementing this, the program at present covers not all the local government areas 
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within their jurisdictions. In Ogun State for instance, the program covers three local government 

areas only – Ijebu North East, Imko-Afon and Odeda – out of twenty local government areas. Not 

only this. Even where this is implemented, “the meals are not totally free in all schools where the 

program is being implemented, as pupils are made to pay certain amounts in order to enjoy the 

benefit” (Editorial 2006). But this is potential alienation strategy, yet, Universal Basic Education 

(UBE) law states “any child found on the streets during school period should be arrested and the 

penalty is very severe for defaulters” (Adebusola, 2006). The question is, with the on-going 

privatization of schools,   happens to the Home Grown School Feeding and Health Project? Is it to 

be privatized too? Although privatization of schools by the Federal government is at present limited 

to secondary schools, there is a growing fear that directly or indirectly it will get down to public 

primary schools. 

Connected to poverty as hindrance to child right to education is ignorance. Fortunately, wiping 

out of ignorance is the basic tenet of free primary education program. But half-measured education 

is worst than ignorance itself since the recipient would always engage in blind argument believing 

that he or she is sure of his or her standpoint. The type of education that children receive in public 

schools today is neither qualitative nor quantitative given the poor quality of teachers and the decay 

in school infrastructures where such infrastructures exist at all. Over and above this, is the long-held 

believe that girls, in most Nigerian communities, should not be given western education and, if they 

must be given, it should not exceed primary school level. However, there is a rare case of some 

Nigerian communities where favor the female schooling is over and above that of male. All of these 

are borne out of ignorance. Thus, privatizing education, particularly primary education, tantamount 

to rolling back ignorance. 

Above all is the issue of Boko Haram (Western Education is Sin), which is ravaging most parts 

of Northern Nigeria. This has rising to the horrible extent of killing primary school pupils and their 

teachers. The latest of this terrible incident is the slaying of seven pupils and two teachers in 

Damaturu, Yobe state (Cover, 2013). This has led to declaration of state of emergency in most of 

these northern places, which further impedes desires of the few willing children. Where even the 

children are determined to face the challenge, their teachers, mostly Youth Corps, posted their for 

annual one year mandatory service, from Southern part of the country, are unwilling to return to 

these places.  

Meanwhile, various stakeholders outside the three levels of government {Parents Association 

(PA); Old Boys Associations (OBA); Parent Teachers Associations (PTA); and Teachers 

Associations (TA)} are taking variety of steps to restore the rights of children to primary and 

secondary education. The steps include financial and material aides through government to the 

pupils; formation of strong parent association, able not only to challenge the school management 

but also the government as well; and the embarking of street protest not only by the parents and 

teachers but other stakeholders as well. 

In providing financial and material assistance, in aide of the pupils in public primary and 

secondary schools, prominent stakeholders here are indigenes, especially well to do ones, and the 

Old Boys Associations. A good example here is the case of Edo Indigenes Association in Japan 

(EIAJ). The association has earmarked a sum of $20 million for the development of infrastructure 

(that cut across furniture, sports and information technology) in the state’s public schools (The 

Comet, 2005). The project is to cover ten years period and eight primary and secondary schools, as 

well as five orphanage homes are to benefit from the project. Already, 400 chairs and desk have 

been distributed to selected primary and secondary schools (Old Boys Association, 2005). 

As for Old Boys or Old Students Associations’ contribution to children’s right to education, 

Government College Ughelli Old Boys Association (GCUOBA), provides a good example of how 

this could be done. The association, headed by Chief Gamaliel Onosode, decides to raise a huge 
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sum of N25 million naira. To this end, strategy to be adopted for active participation of all members 

is “as long you have a job, you can bring something – even if it is N5,000. It does not have to be up 

to one million” (The Comet, 2005). The second strategy is to send a high powered delegation of the 

successful alumnus, led by Onosode, himself a successful bureaucrat and alumnus of the college, to 

“visit Governor James Ibori to remind him of the promise he made during the commissioning of 

Edo College sometime” (Unity Schools, 2006). 

Parents’ contribution to the right of children to education, especially secondary school 

education, is reflected in their willingness to pay school fees regardless of its high cost, not least the 

various illegal fees charged by some principals or headmistresses of primary schools. In addition, 

they assist some of these schools in provision of school infrastructures. But when imposition of 

illegal fee was becoming rampant without convincing evidence of its proper utilization, presents, in 

some primary and secondary schools, resulted to protests of various kinds; rampant changing of 

children from public and even private schools to others, confronting the headmistresses or 

principals with various allegations, disobedience to the school authority and outright demonstration. 

Federal Government College Enugu provides a good demonstration of these. 

“Early on the morning of July 9, 2005” the principal of the school, Mrs. Oguh “had instructed 

the college security men to lock the gate against parents who came for the PTA meeting that day”. 

In deviant to this, parents held the meeting outside gate of the college “were they resolved that the 

principal must cough out about N24 million allegedly extorted from parents and students before she 

could retire from service. Alternatively, the parents, resolved to drag her before the Economic and 

Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC)” (Unity schools, 2005). 

Nigerian students, especially those schooling abroad and combined this with menial or 

whatever type of job, also played some roles to ensure the right of children to education. An 

example that readily comes to mind here is The Nigerian Independence Day Education Fund 

Organization, based in the United State. This organization recently released over N600, 000 to 46 

pupils in primary and secondary schools in Lagos State. The 46 pupils beneficiaries, selected on the 

basis of their academic performances and ethnic nationalities, received N13, 000 each (Nigerian 

Tribune, 2006). 

However the most powerful stakeholders connected to the rights of children to education in 

Nigeria and the world at large are the teachers. As instructors, without them, formal education is 

hardly possible as is demonstrated in the current face-off between academic and non-academic staff 

of Federal Government Colleges and the Federal Government. Though their own job security 

threatened by the government’s plan to privatize government secondary schools is their main 

concern, this connects the interests of the pupils as well. The closure of most of these schools, the 

arrest of some of the principals of these schools by security agents and the joining the strike by the 

Trade Union Congress by mobilizing its 22 affiliates in support of the teachers’ cause, help to raise 

the issue of children’s right to education to the highest pedestal. 

5. Observations  

Given the enormous wealth at the disposal of the governments in Nigeria – Federal, State and 

Local – the gloomy picture of primary and secondary education painted in this paper is appalling. 

Though a phenomenon not limited to Nigeria but the entire Sub-Saharan African countries, 

Nigeria’s case appear to be getting worse in spite of the financial and material resources at her 

disposal. Providing graphic pictures of the situation, an international document, 2007 Education For 

All Global Monitoring, listed Nigeria, among such countries in which more than 60 per cent of 
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pupils who have access to primary school fail to reach the last grade.  This is just one of the many 

gloomy reports presented by the Global Monitoring.  

Others are that “the number of new pupils in schools had increased. But poverty, lack of funds 

and corruption were identified to be militating against their retention in schools in many sub-

Saharan African countries. Gross intake Rate into primary schools was reported to have increased 

from 88 per cent to 105 per cent in sub-Saharan Africa between 1999 and 2004, but 60 per cent of 

the intakes dropped out of schools as they could not make it to the last grade. Over age registration 

by at least two years, with attendant serious disadvantage for children, were reported to be common, 

especially in the poorest segment of the population, while under age registration was also identified 

to inhibit education in the identified countries” (Editorial, 2006).  

6. Conclusion 

This paper identifies three types to primary education that Nigerian children have: 

Constitutional, legal and fee paying rights. It is an academic exercise to make this separation as the 

three typologies are interlocked in practice. But different hurdles confront these mosaic rights. 

While fee-paying right or what may be regarded as social right is faced by poverty and ignorance, 

constitutional and legal rights are faced by constitutional and legal ambiguities that make courts 

interpretation and adjudication of them equally ambiguous. Related to this is also the illiteracy of 

most parents to be able to read and understand simple writings, not to talk of constitutional and 

legal jargons. 

In other words, constitutional and legal rights as discussed in the paper above are intricately 

linked to fee-paying right, which is a way of parents’ sharing in the responsibilities of providing 

primary education in Nigeria. Promises of politicians to provide free primary education are mere 

rhetoric because even if parents are genuinely exempted from direct school fee payments, they do 

so indirectly as taxpaying citizens. Even where parents are totally excluded from any fee paying, 

directly or indirectly, sources of funding this project – Federal, State and Local allocations – are 

public sources and every citizen contributes to it one way or the other. 

In short the right of a Nigerian child to primary education is not free. It must be struggled for, 

not by the children themselves who are naïve but the parents who over the years have acquired 

sufficient experience about inevitability of struggle – not least those of children – in human affairs. 
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