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INTRODUCTION

This discussion is concerned mainly with Nigeria’s attempt to address the
‘education deficit’ with which it came into the 21st century by the introduction of
a UBE (Universal Basic Education) programme in September 1999. The discussion
will outline the goals and coverage and implementation of UBE, examine the
extent to which these are in line with meaningful access. We will end with a
suggested ‘meaningful access model’ that we feel could help in moving the process
forward.

WHAT IS ‘MEANINGFUL ACCESS’?

In preparing for a pan-African conference on the Education of Girls in 1993, the
UNESCO Regional Office for Education in Africa (UNESCO/BREDA) presented a
‘beyond access agenda’ indicating that attention should shift from ‘girls’
enrolment’ to ‘girls participation in the real sense of the term’i. This became the
guiding principle for the entire conference and influenced its recommendations for
policy directions in African member States.

The concept was recently re-affirmed by the African Union Commission and its
International Centre for Girls and Women’s Education in Africa (CIEFFA) while
making a distinction between gender parity, gender equity and gender equality in
Education in the following words

‘Gender Equality in Education is to be distinguished from gender parity (equal
enrolment of boys and girls), gender equity (comparable education experience
for boys and girls). It is a concept that goes beyond mere enrolment or physical
access to attendance, progression and successful completion. It also includes
equality of after-school experience and covers all opportunities for self
fulfilment, through opportunities for lifelong learning and the pursuit of careers
and other forms of socio-economic life’ii

This concept has been further expanded in our work on developing girls’ and
women’s education strategies with seven states in northern Nigeria in 2003, in
which five dimensions of Access were distinguished.

a. Economic access: Poverty and poor economic situations, especially at the household
level, create great problems in generalising access to basic education. Even though basic
education is meant to be ‘free’, education always has some overt/hidden, direct/indirect,
legal/illegal costs for individual families. There are also cases in which parents are not
able to forgo the contributions made by children’s work in the home, in the fields, and in
petty trading.

b. Physical access (or geographical barriers to expanding and generalising access) the
problem is usually one of long distances between home and school. In the Nigerian
context, this situation can manifest in a variety of forms:
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The wide scope of UBE meant that it would touch on the life of some 77% of
Nigerians (at a time when the country’s population was estimated at 120 million –
current estimate is 148 million). This was given the high rate of illiteracy in the
country and the large number of school-age children that were out of school.

Table 2: Potential Beneficiaries of UBE

GROUP ESTIMATED NUMBER

(2000/2001 school year)

GROUP AS % of
NIGERIA’S TOTAL
POPULATION OF
120 MILLION

1. Children aged 0-5
years

2. Primary school
going children
(including nomadic
schools)

3. Junior secondary
school children

4. Illiterate adults
(48% of 80million
adults)

5. Out-of-school
Youth

TOTAL

15 million

18 million (42 % girls, as
national average both as
low as 20-25% in some
States)

5 million (only 25% girls)

39.6 million (60%
women, national
average)

15 million (70%girls,
national average)

92.6 million

17%

15%

4%

33%

17%

77.1%

An ambitious programme of this nature requires rigorous planning, extensive
resource mobilisation and judicious use of available resources, and most
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importantly, transformational management. All this did not happen for reasons
that were not unconnected with ‘bad politics’.

Instances of Bad Politics

First, politics was given prominence over policies and programmes. This was
manifest in two forms, activities surrounding the enabling legislation and Nigerian-
type federal-state power play. While the programme was officially launched in
September 1999 and the structures for its implementation set up in January 2000,
the enabling law was not passed at the federal level till 2004, while the 36 states
of the Federation of Nigeria took their time, some passing their enabling acts as
late as 2007.

Second, the enabling legislation laid more emphasis on the political governance of
the programme than on its substance. There was emphasis on such issues as the
creation of two posts of deputy executive secretaries for the Universal Basic
Education Commission (UBE) and the establishment of zonal offices of the
Commission in each of what is known as the ‘six geo-political zones of the
Federation’.

Third, the enabling acts retained the existing multiplication of structures for the
management of basic education by the retention of a national commission for
nomadic education and another for mass literacy. This arrangement runs against
the spirit of the expanded view of basic education embodied in the original
objectives and scope of UBE that put all forms of modes of delivery of basic
education under a single umbrella. (Table One)

Fourth, and worse still, Nigeria still went on in 2000 to establish an EFA (Education
for All) secretariat in spite of the existence of UBE. This had the responsibility for
developing the national EFA plan in the perspective of year 2015. The structure did
engage in some planning activities, mobilising national expertise at all levels. Its
deliverable (Nigeria’s EFA Plan) is however yet to be produced.

Fifth, the political management structure at the state (regional) level is such that
promotes conflict of interests, instead of collaboration and synergy. In each state
of the federation both the Commissioner (Minister) for Education and the
‘Executive Chairman’ of the State Universal Basic Education Board (SUBEB) are
appointed directly by the Governor. While the Commissioner is responsible for
Education in the State, he/she cannot give directives to an executive chairman
who is responsible directly to the State Governor

Reverse Order Planning

Lewin (2007) refers to prevailing methods of educational planning as largely
‘aspirational’ and criticizes them for their tendency of leading to a dead end that
he calls the ‘Zone of Improbable Progress’ (ZIP). He therefore suggeststhe
alternative of ‘Target generating planning based on the estimates of the highest
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9. Monitoring and Evaluation of Basic Education
10.Capacity Building for managers of basic education in Nigeria

There are two major problems with the ‘wish list’ in the service charter. Some of
the items on that list are capable of setting the UBE Commission on a collision
course with other education service delivery agencies. Curriculum (for example) is
the mandate of the Nigerian Educational Research and Development Council
(NERDC), training of managers is the mandate of the National Institute for
Educational Planning and Administration (NIEPA), while teacher development is the
major activity of the National Teachers’ Institute (NTI).

The second problem has to do with encroachment on the constitutional
responsibilities of the constituent states of the Nigerian federation. Social
mobilization (a truly grassroots affair) is a perfect example. The same applies to
‘monitoring teaching and learning at all levels’

Box 1: UBE Midterm Targets: 2006 – 2008
* Access:
* 100% to graduate from Basic Education (BE) in situations, possessing literacy, numeracy
and basic life skills so as to live meaningfully in the society and contribute to national
development.

* Quality:
* 80% of B.E Teachers to have the Nigerian Certificate in Education (NCE).
* 50% of B.E. Schools have conducive teaching and learning environment.
* 60% of Head and Assistant Head-Teachers undergo training in School Management.
* Establish an efficient institutional framework for monitoring learning and teaching
process at all levels.

* Periodic Review and Effective Implementation of Curriculum:
* Complete Revision of B.E. Curriculum to conform with the reform agenda.
* Produce educational materials
* Establish libraries and information resource centres
* Involve local craft people in the delivery of vocational education in schools.

* Promote Information Technology:
* 10% of BE graduates are computer literate
* 50% of school managers are computer literate
* 50% of BE teachers are trained in computer skills.

* Improve Gender Equity:
* Eliminate gender disparity in BE by 2008.

* Reduce Spread of HIV and Mitigate the Impact of AIDS:
* Achieve 100% awareness by 2008.

* Mobilize and Develop Partnership with International Partners, Private Sector and
Local Community to Support and Fund Education:
* Improve collaboration
* Achieve 80% community involvement in management of schools.
* Achieve 60% private sector involvement in managing and funding Basic Education.
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Up-to-data on education in Nigeria is quite an expensive commodity, while there is
hardly any systematic monitoring of the progress of Education. Conclusions and
inferences therefore have to be drawn from ‘the latest year available’. The latest
year available (table 5) shows the weight of the out-of-school (or not enrolled)
school-age population. Girls are the major victims of the ‘not-enrolled’ syndrome.

Table 5: Age-Specific Enrolments (%): 2005 (source: EMIS 2006)

Age
Enrolled
(male)

Not
Enrolled
(male)

Enrolled
(female)

Not Enrolled
(female)

5 8.62 91.38 8.44 91.56

6 72.42 27.58 61.49 38.51

7 64.22 35.78 54.87 45.13

8 59.44 40.56 51.07 48.93

9 57.26 42.74 48.82 44

10 52.11 47.89 44.45 55.55

11 43.92 56.08 37.49 62.51

12 10.38 89,62 13.75 86.25

13 10.26 89.74 8.79 91.21

14 9.81 90.19 8.42 91.58

UNESCO Institute of Statistics (UIS) however has data to show that even in terms of
enrolment, the UBE programme does not seem to have made much positive
difference (table six). As at 2007 (seven years into the operation of the
programme) GER and NER are still below the regional (African) average. Transition
to the secondary cycle is low. Pre-primary education is available only to 16 per
cent of children, evidence that Exclusion sets in right from the early years of the
life of the child.

The indication seems to be, therefore, that UBE has not even succeeded in getting
Nigerian children to school, let alone getting them through school and ensuring
that they actually learn.

UBE would require some form of re-positioning for it to be able to move Nigeria
towards the goals of Education for All, which has to be at some later date, as
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international development watchdogs have already indicated that the country is
unlikely to achieve both EFA and MDGs by the year 2015.

Table 6: NIGERIA – participation in education (Source: UNESCO Institute of Statistics)’

1999 2002 2007 2007
regional
average

MF 16 16
M 16 16

Pre-primary
GER (%)

F 16 16
MF 91 95 93 98
M 101 104 90 103

Primary
(GER %)

F 81 85 87 90
MF 60 61 74
M 66 64 76

Primary
(NER %)

F 54 58 71
MF 24 35 30 33
M 25 34 34 37

Secondary
(GER %)

F 22 25 27 29
MF 25
M 28

Secondary
(NER %)

F 22

RE-POSITONING UBE THROUGH A ‘RE-KINDLED MEANINGFUL ACCESS STRATEGY’

A New Focus

A re-kindled meaningful access strategy is one that

1. Spreads the message of meaningful access among stakeholders
2. Makes meaningful access the goal of EFA-related programmes
3. Ensures the inclusion of the various dimensions of meaningful access into its

strategic framework
4. Probes deeply into the various zones of Exclusion to determine their root

causes
5. Builds its intervention on addressing the root causes of Exclusion in various

zones
6. Incorporates action research-monitoring and evaluation procedures that

dwells on progress towards the attainment of meaningful access.

Strategic Planning of UBE

For this to work in the Nigerian setting, would require a shift from the current
practice of Reverse Order Planning to the institutionalizing Strategic Planning of UBE-
a process that should include
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1. Streamlining the policy direction and coordination mechanisms at the
central (federal) and regional (state) levels

2. Eliminating micro-managing by the central authorities
3. Appropriate re-skilling of local level managers (local government education

authorities, school management committees, etc)
4. Devolution of financial and technical resources to the local level
5. Development of objectively verifiable indicators (OVIs) on INCLUSION and

MEANINGFUL ACCESS
6. Systematic monitoring of progress towards INCLUSION and MEANINGFUL

ACCESS
7. Regular policy dialogues at all levels, based on the results of action-

research-based monitoring
8. Systematic monitoring of progress towards INCLUSION and MEANINGFUL

ACCESS
9. A shift from reporting mainly on ‘how-much-has-been-spent’ to reporting on

‘how we are moving towards meaningful access’
10. Sustai

nable funding - This is an item with multiple facets. It simply means that UBE has
to be funded as one of the conditions for its success and this must be assured at all
times. Funding however stands the chance of being sustainable when certain
golden rules are respected, for example:

I. Scientific budgeting procedures based on correctly assessed needs
and performance/delivery expectations

II. Accurate investment and expenditure plans to match program
goals

III. Diversified and reliable resource base

IV. Timely release of funds

V. Transparency and accountability

VI. Using funds for the purposes for which they are intended

VII. Targeted funding for specific program goals

VIII. Emphasis on concrete results

IX. Built-in expenditure tracking

X. Emphasis on investing in Education (funding high impact and
positive multiplier-effect items; over the tendency to merely
spend on Education (directing funds to areas of doubtful results).

CONCLUSIONS
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One major problem with Nigeria’s ambitious UBE programme is that Access was
seen in its restrictive sense of enrolment figures. While there have been marginal
increases in enrolment, issues concerning equity, quality and efficiency have not
received adequate attention. The enrolment increases have not even tackled the
problem of Exclusion, as a large proportion of school-age children are still un-
enrolled. Thus, UBE cannot be said to have ‘taken the children to school’. To
achieve the EFA goals Nigeria has ‘get the children to school’ and also ‘get them
through school’. A re-positioning framework has been suggested to inform future
directions of UBE. This includes adopting the meaningful access principle, the
institutionalization of strategic planning, and the adoption of Strategy-directed
management of the entire process.

In addition, re-positioning UBE cannot do without functional EMIS (Educational
Management Information Systems) at all levels of governance (federal, state and,
local government). It also has to benefit from sustainable funding, with the
emphasis shifting from reeling out the quantum of the budgetary provisions, the amount
of money released , etc to showing clearly what the money is invested in and the extent
to which the results of the investment is leading the nation towards the attainment of its
UBE/EFA goals.
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