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1. Introduction

Education is universally recognized as the cornerstone of national development. It empowers individuals,
promote social mobility, and equips citizens with the skills necessary for civic participation and economic
productivity. In Nigeria, education has played a central role in the nation's developmental aspirations since
independence. However, the formulation and implementation of educational policies have been shaped by
complex socio-political, economic, and cultural factors (Taiwo, 1980)

Prior to independence, Nigerian educational system was largely shaped by colonial objectives. The British
colonial structure aimed primarily at producing clerks, interpreters, and administrators who would support the
colonial bureaucracy (Fafunwa, 2018). This system neglected technical and vocational skills, promoting an elitist
form of education that widened regional and social inequalities. At independence in1960, Nigerian leaders
recognized the need to reform education to meet national goals; unity, self-reliance, and economic growth
(Obanya, 2019.

Post-independence Nigeria witnessed several major reforms, notably in 1969, National Curriculum
Conference, which led to the 1977 National Policy on Education (NPE) was put in place for the purpose of
educational reforms. It was the first comprehensive national education framework targeted at the development
of education and the nation. (Federal Republic of Nigeria, 1977). Subsequent reforms such as the Universal
Primary Education (UPE) of 1976, Universal Basic Education (UBE) of 1999, and the Ministerial Strategy Plan
(2018-2022) reflect the evolving priorities of successive governments in response to national and global
challenges in education.

Education Policy is the law that regulate education of any country. It is pertinent therefore that Nigeria
have policy on education to guide, direct and regulate education activities of the country from time to time.
Although, some Scholars have worked on National Policy and Education reforms. Fatoki etal worked on National
Policy and Education reforms but the work was limited in date and scope.

This paper will examine and analysed various efforts made by individual and the government on the
regulations, that is the effort of the individuals and that of government at providing rules and regulations that
will enhance development of education in the country. Various efforts made by the government and individuals
will be presented and how it has helped in regulating the educational sector.

2. Colonial Legacy and Early Post-independence Era (1960-1969).

Atindependence, Nigeria inherited an educational system that was fragmented and regionally imbalanced.
The Colonial administration had focused on the south, where Christian missionaries activities thrived, while the
North lagged behind due to religious conservatism and late introduction of western education (Fafunwa 1974).
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The colonial government education curriculum was designed to serve colonial economics and administrative
interests rather than Nigerians development (Taiwo1980).

The Ashby Commission report (1959), established before independence, assessed Nigeria's manpower
needs recommended the expansion of higher education. This led to the establishment of key universities in
Nigeria such as, University of Nsukka (1960) and Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria (1962). However, education
remains elitist and theoretical with limited emphasis on technical and vocational training. The needs for a
unified national education policy became increasingly evident in this period (Okebukola,2015).

The 1969 National Curriculum Conference marked a turning point in Nigerian education. It was the first
indigenous efforts to redefined education based on national needs rather than colonial legacies. Scholars,
educators, and policymakers advocated for a system that would promote national unity, self-reliance, and moral
development (Fafunwa, 1974).

The conference recommended that education should foster national consciousness, developed practical
skills, and encourage civic responsibility. These principles formed the basis of the 1977 National Policy on
Education, which became the cornerstone of Nigeria's educational philosophy (Federal Republic of Nigeria,
1977, and 2004). The policy introduced the 6-3-3-4 structure of education which means, six years of primary
education, three years of junior secondary education, three years of senior secondary education, and four years
of tertiary education, a structure aimed at producing well -grounded citizen, and self-reliant individual (Taiwo,
1980).

The 1977 NPE represented Nigeria's first coherent attempt to articulate a national philosophy of
education. It identified five national objectives: building a free and democratic society, ensuring social justice
and equity, promoting self-reliance, fostering unity, and creating opportunities for all (Federal Republic of
Nigeria, 1977). It also stressed the importance of science, technology and teacher education. However, despite
its visionary frame work, implementation challenges quickly emerged. The oil boom of the 1970s led to
increased spending on education, but poor coordination and inadequate planning undermined efficiency
(Odukoya, 2020). The policy's universal ideas were difficult to realize due to Nigeria's ethnic diversity, political
instability, and weak administrative capacity (Obanya, 2019).

Reviews of the policy in 1981, 1998, 2004 and 2013 attempted to address the challenges. Each review
reflected changing national and global realities; from economic adjustment to the rise of ICT and globalisation
(Federal Republic of Nigeria, 2004).

The Universal Primary Education (UPE) Scheme of 1976, was another giant stride by the nation.

The UPE programme introduced in 1976 under General Olusegun Obasanjo's military government was one
of Nigerian most ambitious educational reform (Yusuf, 2009). It's goal was to provide free and compulsory
primary education for all children (Akinbi, 2022). The program was inspired by the philosophy that education
was the right of every child and a tool for nation building.

Although enrollment rates soared, the program suffered from serious implementation problems including
teacher shortages, inadequate classrooms, poor funding and inadequate infrastructural facilities and resources
(Akinbi, 2022). The rapid expansion outpaced planning capacity, leading to overcrowded classrooms and
declined in quality. Nevertheless, the UPE laid the foundation for future universal education scheme especially
the Universal Basic Education (UBE) introduced in the country in 1999 (Okon, 2014).

3. Educational Policies During the Military Era (1980-1999), and
Universal Basic Education Program (1999-2025).

The 1980s were characterized by frequent regime changes and inconsistent policy directions. The 1981
review of the NPE reaffirmed the 6-3-3-4 structure, emphasizing science and technical education (Federal
Republic of Nigeria, 1981, and Federal Ministry of Education, 2004 & 2007). During this period, the National
Commission for Colleges of Education (NCCE) and the National Board for Technical Education (NBTE) were
established to improve standardization and regulation in tertiary institutions (Okebukola,2015).

However, economic crisis and the structural Adjustment Program (SAP) of the mid- 1989s drastically
reduced government spending on education (Odukoya, 2020). The result included deteriorating infrastructure,
decline teachers morale, and frequent industrial actions. The era also saw an Exodus of skilled lecturers. A
phenomenal referred to as "brain drain” (Woolman, 2001). Despite these set backs, the military administrator
expanded access through the creation of Federal Universities and Polytechnics. By the late 1990s, however, the
system was overstretched, underfunded, and in need of urgent reform (Obanya, 2019).
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With the return to democracy in 1999, President Olusegun Obasanjo launched the Universal Basic
Education (UBE) program to consolidate earlier efforts and guarantee nine years of free, compulsory, accessible
and universal education (Akinbi, 2022). The UBE Act of 2004 established the Universal Basic Education
Commission (UBEC) as the coordinating body. According to the National Bureau of Statistics (2022), and
UNESCO (2005), the UBE has significantly improved school enrollment, particularly among girls. However,
Odukoya (2020) noted that challenges such as poor teacher quality, inadequate facilities, inadequate funding,
political instability and weak monitoring persist. Many schools, especially in rural areas, lack basic
infrastructure like electricity, libraries and conducive environments for learning. The persistence of insecurity
in northern Nigeria has also disrupted access to education (UNESCO, 2021). Despite these challenges, the UBE
remains Nigeria's most enduring education program since independence, symbolizing the country's
commitment to inclusive learning.

4. The Democratic Era and Globalisation (1999-2015)

The return to civilian rule in 1999 ushered in a renewed focus on education as a key component of
economic reform and poverty alleviation. The National Economic Empowerment and Development Strategy
(NEEDS) positioned education at the heart of national transformation (Obizue, 2016). The 2004 revision of the
NPE incorporated ICT education, entrepreneurship, and gender equality (Federal Republic of Nigeria, 2004).

Programs targeting nomadic education, adult literacy, and special needs education were expanded.
However, as Obanya (2019) observes, frequent strikes, corruption, and bureaucratic inefficiency hindered
sustainable progress. Between 2000 and 2015, international initiatives such as the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs) and the Education for All (EFA) agenda influenced Nigerian education policy. These frame works
promoted the government to focus on enrollment parity and literacy improvement, though quality indicators
remained low (UNESCO, 2021).

5. Educational Reforms in the Digital Era (2015-2025)

In recent years, education reform in Nigeria has been shaped by the forces of technology, innovation, and
globalisation. The Ministerial Strategy Plan (2018-2022) identified seven key pillars: access, quality, teacher
education, curriculum relevance, ICT integration, funding, and monitoring (FME, 2018).

The National Digital Learning Policy (2020) was developed to accelerate digital literacy and e-learning,
particularly in response to the COVID-19 pandemic (UNESCO,2021). Online platforms such as the Nigeria
Learning Passport (supported by UNICEF) and the Radio/TV School Program were introduced to ensure
learning continuity during lockdowns.

The growing emphasis on Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) and STEM education
represents an effort to align education with 21st-century skills and the knowledge economy (Okebukola, 2015).
Nonetheless, challenges persist in infrastructure, Internet access, and digital equity between urban and rural
schools.

6. Critical Analysis of Policy Evolution

A critical analysis of Nigerian educational policy evolution reveals a pattern of visionary planning coupled
with weak implementation. According to Odukoya (2020), the major challenge lies not in policy formulation but
in execution or implementation. Recurrent budget cuts, corruption, and lack of political will have repeatedly
undermined progress.

While Nigeria's policies are well articulated and often align with global best practices, the gap between
policy intent and actual outcomes remains wide (Obanya, 2019). Funding allocation to education has averages
below 10%of annual budgets, far short of UNESCO's 26% recommendations (UNESCO, 2021). Furthermore,
poor teacher motivation, overcrowded classrooms, and examination malpractice continue to hinder learning
outcomes. Despite these challenges, the nation has achieved progress in literacy expansion, tertiary education
growth, and ICT integration. If sustained and properly funded, these gains could from the foundation for a more
equitable and knowledge -driven educational system by 2030.

In Nigeria, there is need for a fresh review of Education Policy that will serve as catalyst to societal
development and reveals hidden and manifest challenges facing education. Also, education reform provide the
opportunity to create lasting and beneficial changes in our schools. Education reform make education to be
relevant and takes care of contemporary Issues in modern world. Education reform serves as agent of change in
the society as well as equips the students with necessary skills, values and knowledge. Education reform is
necessary in Nigeria because it transform schools structures with the aim of raising the quality of education in
the country.
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The National Policy on Education in Nigeria is well documented going by the principles on each section of
the document. They are well stipulated but the problem lies on the implementation of the well documented
policies. Some of the reasons for the lack of implementation are, inconsistency in government policy and lack of
political will to effect lasting solutions to educational problems; lack of required personnel resulting from lack
of training backup when policies are designed. Another major obstacle to the fully implementation of
Educational Policy is lack of funding as well as lack of proper monitoring.

7. Summary

From 1960 to 2025, the evolution of educational policies in Nigeria reflects a continuous struggle to
balance access, equity, and quality. The country's journey from a colonial model to an indigenous and digitalized
system demonstrates both progress and persistence of systemic flaws. Key milestones among others in the
educational policy reforms include; the 1969 National Curriculum Conference, the 1977 NPE and the 1999 UBE
Act among others showcase Nigeria's efforts to make education an engine of social and economic
transformation.

However, as Taiwo (1980) and Fafunwa (1974) emphasize educational reforms in Nigeria have often
driven more by political rhetoric than by sustainable planning. Unless the issues of governance, funding, and
teacher quality addressed, the vision of education as a catalyst for national development will remain only
partially fulfilled.

8. Recommendations

Strengthen Policy Implementation and monitoring. Many education reforms in Nigeria failed due to weak
implementation and lack of continuity. The government should create an independent body, such as a National
Education Policy Implementation Council, to monitor and evaluate educational reforms. This would ensure
accountability and consistency across all levels. Stable and long-term planning is very important for educational
progress.

Increase funding and resources allocation. Inadequate funding remains a major setback in Nigerian
education system. Nigeria's education budget often falls below UNESCO's recommended 26% benchmark,
averaging less than 10% . More serious should be invested in infrastructure, teacher welfare, and digital tools
with strict auditing to prevent mismanagement.

Promote digital literacy and technology integration. To prepare learners for the modern world,
government must expand ICT infrastructure, provide Internet access in schools, and train teachers in digital
education. The National Digital Learning Policy should be fully implemented to reduce the digital divide and
enhance quality learning.

Revitalize teacher education and welfare. Teachers are central education reform therefore, there should
be training and in-service training from time to time for the teachers. Prompt payment of teachers salary, and
better welfare will boost their morale and performance. Nigeria government should realized that no nation can
rise above the quality of its teachers therefore, teachers should be encouraged. And teacher education
institutions should be strengthen to improve learning outcomes nationwide.

Encourage public -private partnership. Since government alone can not fixed all educational problems,
private sectors can compliment government efforts in funding, infrastructure, and innovation. Partnerships
should support ICT provision, research, and teacher training.

Policy stability and continuity. Frequent policy changes disrupt progress. Education policy should be
backed by law to ensure continuity across governments as consistent policy direction builds confidence and
promoted sustainable development.

Priorities technical, Vocational, and entrepreneurship education (TVET). To reduce unemployment,
Nigeria must emphasize practical skills through Vocational and entrepreneurship education. Strengthening
TVET institutions and linking them with industry will enhance the opportunity of self employed of the youth.

Promote inclusive and equitable education. Education should be accessible to all, regardless of gender,
religion, tribe, location or disability. Government must fully implement initiative like the UBE and safe school
program to close the inequality gap in education especially in the areas referred to as educational disadvantage
places in Nigeria.

9. Conclusion

The evolution of educational policies in Nigeria from 1960-2025 represents a narrative of aspiration,
reform, and resilience. Successive policies have sought to redifine education as a means of liberation and
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national transformation. While progress has been achieved in expanding access and integrating technology, the
persistent challenges of poor implementation, underfunding and political instability continue to impede
sustainable outcomes. As it was said by literature that education is the greatest investment a nation can make
on its people, Nigeria should realize this vision and make steadfast commitment, policy stability, and governance
reforms that prioritize education as a national emergency. When this is done, the nation's educational system
will be able to serve as a true engine for development and social renewal.
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