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Abstract
This paper examines the intended and unintended consequences of the Almajiri Integrated
Model School (AIMS) initiative implemented by the Federal Government of Nigeria (FGN).
The federal government initiated AIMS to incorporate its free universal basic education policy
into the Islamic schools in northern Nigeria. The main goal of this initiative was to integrate
modern school curriculum and instruction into the Qur’anic school system. However, despite
the government’s efforts, about 10 million children of primary and secondary school enrollment age still are not attending formal western schools (UNESCO Institute for Statistics
[UIS], 2012). According to the UIS (2012), the majority of the 10 million children who are
not attending formal western schools are Almajirai who attend Qur’anic schools instead. This
paper employs Pierre Bourdieu’s (1973) cultural reproduction and social reproduction theory
as a framework to explore the role of cultural values and social networks in enhancing or inhibiting access to formal western education in northern Nigeria. The researcher applied the
investigative method to examine and explain the relationship between cultural and social capital, using literature review, policy document, and other secondary sources of research such as
comparative analysis to evaluate the role of this initiative in delivering access to formal western education in northern Nigeria. The results of this study unearth the persistent cultural and
religious challenges that the Nigerian government faces in regard to parental beliefs and influence, the expectation of modern curriculums and the teachings of the holy Qur’an, and the
prioritizing of the Islamic form of education over general education in preparing children for
their own world and beyond. As this study will make clear, these aforementioned cultural
values act as a major impediment to the educational access and youth empowerment provided
through AIMS.
Keywords: education access, Almajiri system, model school, youth empowerment, northern
Nigeria

Introduction
The term “Almajiri, (singular) or Almajirai (plural)” is derived from the Hausa
language, spoken in northern Nigeria, which means a “student of Qur’anic school”.
Northern Nigeria is predominantly Muslim and has a long history of Islamic education for children, 6-18 years. The majority of the Almajirai do not attend the conventional primary or secondary schools due to lack of economic support or interest
from their families. Most of these children’s parents are pastoralist farmers, and tra-
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ders who have little or no formal education themselves. An Almajiri is usually sent
by his parents to a different city in the north to attend a Qur’anic school with a famous Malam (teacher) operating as a boarding school system. Bano (2009, p.11)
explains that the term ‘Almajiri’ originated from the concept of Hijra in the time of
Prophet Muhammad migrating from Mecca to Medina in search for knowledge”.
Migration is also a part of Hausa life, and Qur’anic education is part of that culture.
The Qur’anic schools are mostly located within the local communities where the
Malam’s house or Mosque serves as the classroom and dormitory. Most of these
schools focus on teaching the children how to recite and memorize the Holy Qur’an,
without teaching any career skills to secure employment outside the Almajiri school
system. There are 19 states in northern Nigeria and the states with the highest concentration of Almajirai include Kano, Kaduna, Sokoto, Bauchi, and Borno.
According to the UIS, as of 2012 about 10 million children who are eligible for
the free universal basic education program are out of school. The majority of these
10 million children are male Almajirai attending Qur’anic schools with male teachers who are usually graduates of the same Almajiri school system. Female children usually attend the Almajiri schools from their family homes as day students.

Education in Nigeria and the Federal Government Almajiri Education
Initiative in Northern Nigeria
Nigeria is a country operating the federal system of government with 36 states
and 744 local government areas. “Education in Nigeria is a joint responsibility of the
federal government, state governments and local governments. The federal government predominantly leads in policy planning and provision of financial support of
education, with the implementation of the education programs being the responsibility of the state governments through the local government education authorities” (Bano, 2009). Although the provision of primary and secondary school education is the primary responsibility of the state and local governments, the federal government controls higher education.
Basic education is free and compulsory at the primary and secondary school
level in Nigeria, under the supervision of the Universal Basic Education Commission
(UBEC) at the federal level, and the State Universal Basic Education Boards
(SUBEB) at the state level. However, the Almajiri schools are community owned
and operated outside this government regulation.
In April 2012, the Federal Government of Nigeria (FGN), through the UBEC,
launched a national education policy initiative known as the Almajiri Integrated Model School (AIMS). Its main goal was to integrate Qur’anic schools into
conventional schools with modern curriculums in order to provide skill-based
education to the Almajirai and empower them with career skills, in addition to their
religious education.
The AIMS initiative was also intended to increase educational access,
specifically for the 10 million “out of school children” in northern Nigeria by
providing classroom facilities, uniforms, books, and feeding programs. These out-ofschoolchildren are predominantly students of the Qur’anic schools. Another goal
was to close the regional school enrollment gap between the northern and southern
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parts of the country, as the southern part of the country has the highest primary,
secondary, and tertiary school enrollment and graduation records.
Yusha’u, et al. (2013) notes: “The purpose of the integration of the
two system of education is to provide educational opportunities for
these categories of children to acquire Traditional Qur’anic
Education and Basic Western Education so as to improve their living
condition and empower the Almajirai and their malams. This will
also enable each State of the federation to achieve Education for All
(EFA) and Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)” (p. 126). By
2012, the AIMS initiative rebuilt about 36 schools, the first batch of
which covered the 19 northern states and Edo state, (Okonkwo &
Alhaji, 2014, p. 25).
In spite of the above milestone, the enrollment and attendance rates continue to
remain low in these newly reconstructed model schools because the children and
their families were uncomfortable with the initiative and its mode of operations.
Spencer’s excerpt in Fafunwa, 1980 complicates the age-long perceptions that the
people of northern Nigeria dislike Western form of education; rather, they were cautious of the Christian missionary education mission of converting Muslim into Christianity through education, which was not compatible with the Islamic norms, and
values Hausa people had embraced and localized as a total way of life. In the Muslim northern Nigeria, the Christian Missionaries were seen as evangelists first and
educationalists second because they were with the Bible that was also written in
English language.
Many perceived it as a deliberate attempt by the government to prevent
education of the younger generation based on the cultural and moral principles of the
community. Therefore, this paper aims to enhance the understanding of the factors
that inhibit the effectiveness and contribute to the negative perceptions of the AIMS
initiative. It does this by examining the roles of the cultural and social capitals
phenomenon on the changes in the educational system, to inform current and future
policy-making efforts aimed at improving the educational experience of the
Almajirai in northern Nigeria.
Theoretical Framework
This paper employs the Pierre Bourdieu’s (1973) cultural reproduction and social reproduction theory as a framework to explore the roles of cultural values and
social networks in enhancing or inhibiting access to education in northern Nigeria,
using the AIMS initiative of the federal government of Nigeria as a case study.
Bourdieu (1973) affirmed: “The educational system reproduces all the more
perfectly the structure of the distribution of cultural capital among classes (and sections of a class) in that the culture which transmits is closer to the dominant culture
and that the mode of inculcation to which it has recourse is less removed from the
mode of inculcation practiced by the family” (p.80).
The statement above aligns with the popular belief that the family, as the first
institution of learning, has a significant impact on children’s school enrollment and
educational attainment. Based on Bourdieu’s framework, the researcher proposes
that access to education in northern Nigeria is determined by factors such as parents’
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education level, family income, and community values and norms. All of these factors are influenced by family background through socio-economic status, cultural
and social capital.
Cultural and Social Capital
According to Bourdieu, “cultural capital embodies the sum total of investments
in aesthetic codes, practices and dispositions transmitted to children through the process of family socialization [or in Bourdieu’s term habitus]. Social capital is the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance
and recognition – or in other words, to membership in a group– which provides each
of its members with the backing of the collectivity-owned capital, a ‘credential’
which entitles them to credit, in the various senses of the word” (Bourdieu, 1986,
p.286).
Figure 1 below represents the conceptual framework the researcher uses to explore the pros and cons of the Federal Government of Nigeria (FGN), AIMS initiative in northern Nigeria:
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The conceptual framework above represents the pattern of the cultural and social
reproduction model inhibiting access to education and effectiveness of government’s
AIMS initiative in northern Nigeria.
Research Methodology
This paper uses an investigative method to examine and explain the relationship
between cultural and social capital, in relation to education access in northern Nigeria under the AIMS initiative of the federal government. First, the researcher used
Google Search to find relevant and trustworthy literature on “Almajiri education and
Nigeria” and found over 10,000 results and less than 500 results with Google Scholar. However, when the researcher used Google Search to find relevant literature specific to the “Almajiri Integrated Model School in northern Nigeria”, it brought less
than 150 results using Michigan State University Library online access of searching
e-resources.
The researcher categorized both search results into two main categories, the first
set are specifically on the AIMS initiative in Nigeria and others that talked about the
Almajiri education in general. To control the quality and trustworthiness of the related literature, the researcher used year of publication and publisher’s reputation to
narrow down the list of the reviewed literature to be included in the paper. See
Table1 below for the list of the trusted literature included and the summary of their
key finding.
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Research Results/Findings
Qur’anic education: a symbol of prestige to children and their parents
The Qur’an is the holy book in Islam that every Muslim is expected to learn in
order to practice or worship properly. Most parents enroll their children in these
Qur’anic schools as soon as they start to speak. There is no written law that requires
parents to enroll their children in these schools but it is one of the community expectations that every Muslim child, male or female, learn the holy Qur’an for the purpose of worshiping alone or in a congregation. The Qur’an is the first text children
begin to learn in the Qur’anic school under the supervision of an adult known as
Malam (teacher). Hoechner (2011, p.723) asserts, “Owing to the great importance
attached to the Qur’an, no one wanted to incur the risk that his sons would not learn
it properly. While the Almajirai I got to know partially bought into this discourse,
they simultaneously strived to subvert it to the extent possible”. Based on this unwritten cultural expectation, it is very difficult for parents of these children to see
value in enrolling their children in the conventional primary or secondary schools.
The Qur’anic schools have two types of students: the day students who come from
their family homes and return home at the end of the school day, and boarding students who came from far distances to live with the Malam and learn the Qur’an from
the first chapter to the end. Both type of students are called “Almajiri or Almajirai”
in the local language (Hausa) of northern Nigeria. Moreover, there is no grade-bygrade class arrangement because all children are assembled in a circle with different
levels of education and age. The Malam’s primary responsibility is to ensure that all
children concentrate and recite their portion of the Qur’an aloud, either from a slate
or Qur’an, and corrects them when needed.
The parents and the whole community celebrate when a child memorizes the
entire holy Qur’an, which marks graduation from the school into the next level of
Islamic education.
Alms giving: a symbol of spiritual generosity and kindness
Alms is an important practice expected from every Muslim adult, male or female. It is considered a sign of being a devoted worshiper, following the teachings of
Islam. Alms are dedicated to the needy or disabled persons of the community, which
in this context, the Almajirai are qualified as a needy population. The Almajirai
qualify for the alms solely because their parents send them to the boarding Qur’anic
schools without any provision or money to take care of themselves, and the Malam
cannot provide them with their daily needs because he lives on the alms gifts from
parents and other community members. The Almajirai also pray for the person(s)
who offer them alms in return since the community believes in prayers as the source
of relief, success, and protection against social vices or evil acts. As a result, the elite
class finds the Almajiri population suitable to fulfill one of their required religious
obligations of alms giving without having to look hard.
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Subsequently, the new education initiative that does not provide the option for
any alms giving, makes it hard for the parents to support the new initiative at the
expense of their inherited rich cultural beliefs and practices. In many cases, the
Almajiri population is comfortable with their situation, as they perceive it to be destiny and believe that there is nothing anyone could do to change their life circumstances. It is also considered as a way of life for acquiring rewards to go to heaven,
for example alms giving. Ibrahim (2010) in Yusha’u (2013, p.127), observes that
“Islam encourage people to seek knowledge but does not in any way promote begging or allowing children to be wandering on empty stomachs under the guise of
searching for Qur’anic education”. Moreover, alms giving to the Almajirai is also
considered a way of giving back to God by both the elite and the Almajiri population. Interestingly, the majority of the boarding Almajirai are from poor families or
those whose parents are no longer alive or have separated from each other.
The day Almajirai, who come to the Qur’anic schools from their family homes,
may not partake in receiving alms; rather they will bring alms to their schoolmates.
These alms can be in the form of food, clothes, and money. However, money is the
most common form of alms because it helps them to buy other school and personal
supplies they may need in addition to the other items they receive.
Quality Qur’anic education: acquired out of the learner’s comfort
The seeking and learning of religious knowledge is mandatory upon every Muslim in Islam, especially the Qur’an, because it is used in the five daily prayers and
other supplications. It is a common belief in Islam that obtaining a quality Qur’anic
education is not found in one’s comfort zone. Based on this philosophy, the parents
of the Almajirai prefer to send their children to different locations far from their family homes to acquire a quality Qur’anic education and other life skills instead of the
conventional schools provided by the government in the community.
Many of these parents believe that the male child cannot avoid the many distractions that are around him in the community where he is born and raised; therefore
concentration will be an issue to the child’s learning of the Qur’an in his home community. Due to this well regarded identity on the education of the male children, the
parents of the Almajirai find it challenging to compromise this aspiration for the new
education initiative.
It has been popularly accepted as part of the culture of the parents to send their
children away from them in order to instill a strong sense of discipline and perseverance at an early stage of their lives. The parents also believe their children will gain
spiritual strength, independence, and in-depth knowledge of their religion’s teachings and practices. Bano (2009, p.11) reports: “Students cannot fully concentrate on
qur’anic studies if stays in his hometown, to gain high knowledge, it is consider
good for children to travel eastwards because that is the direction of Mecca, which is
viewed as the home of learning”. This practice is common amongst poor families,
although that does not mean the elite class is unaware of the benefits of Qur’anic
education. Most often they decide to keep and raise their children while they go to
the Qur’anic school alongside of the conventional schools.
Moreover, it is significant to know that Qur’anic schools only operate five days
a week: Saturday, Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday. Thursdays and
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Fridays are school free days for the children to stay home and take care of their
personal needs, assist their families or the Malam in farming activities. On these two
days, most of the boarding Almajirai will go out to seek for alms in the community,
from homes, streets, motor parks, and markets, which many consider to be begging
and against the original aim of the Almajiri education philosophy. On the other hand,
some of them are employed to serve as domestic house help for the elite class who
reward them with food or money. Hoechner (2011, p.724) recommends: “Offering
modern education to Almajirai on their lesson-free days (Thursday & Friday) seem a
promising strategy for including them into the UBE efforts, as teachers and parents
are unlikely to perceive as an interference with their Qur’anic studies”. When
employed, the Almajirai help with house-keeping activities and other errands. Others
use the free time to engage in crafts or trading activities to earn money.
Qur’anic education: skills for children’s life
The Qur’an is the holy book for Muslims, and it contains general teachings of
Islam on how to live and deal with life situations. Based on the firm belief of its rich
content, all parents desire their children learn it and adhere to its teachings in their
daily lives. Most parents view the Malam as an epitome of Qur’anic knowledge, and
believe they are qualified to guide and mentor their children according to the strict
teachings of Islam. Many of these parents may not have the sound Qur’anic
knowledge themselves and not be able to teach the children due to their limited
knowledge and teaching skills. Some parents, who have good knowledge of the
Qur’an and time, may still elect to send their children to the renowned Malam
because they believe in collective learning as the best learning approach. Hence, the
parents of the Almajiri do not enroll their children in the conventional primary or
secondary schools due to their inability to pay fees charged by these schools or buy
uniforms.
Hoechner (2011, p.724) states, “Though state-run primary
schools in Nigeria are officially ‘free’, their unofficial costs – for
books, pencils, uniforms, transport to and from school, and so on
– are a heavy burden on poor families and often a barrier to
formal school enrolment. If the quality of public schools,
particularly in rural areas, is not improved, children are unlikely
to acquire skills there that will be useful in their future lives”.
The families of the Almajirai find the Qur’anic schools practically expense free
since they are mostly farmers and traders with a low income.
The Malam, who is the leader of the school, is seen to be a true reflection of the
teachings of Islam and is the person the children are expected to emulate as they
study under his guidance. Another reason parents prefer to send their children far for
their education is that it gives them a chance to interact with children from different
home backgrounds and learn from one another. Many parents believe that there is a
lot to gain in traveling to other places while learning and practicing how to be a responsible individual. Moreover, it is believed that learning away from home will
make children both appreciative of the comforts they leave behind, and determined
to pursue their learning objectives with a strong passion.
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Qur’anic education: guidance for the world and beyond
Among Muslims, the Qur’an is believed to contain information and guidance on
how to live on this Earth and beyond. It is compulsory for every Muslim to know
about the Qur’an, and practice its teachings. It is on this belief that the Almajirai and
their parents continue to endure the hardships that they encounter in the process of
learning the Qur’an, such as the lack of basic amenities. It is a common belief that
conventional schools offer benefits that are only limited to this Earth.
Hoechner (2011, p.723), notes “Most of the Almajirai I got to know
during my research saw modern education in a very positive light, and
were convinced of its importance for an economically successful life –
to which they aspired. They deemed modern education important in
order ‘to progress’, because it would ‘help [them] on earth’, and because they felt that ‘if you have only the Qur’anic studies, there are
places that when you go there, people will think you are nobody”.
Thus, every practicing Muslim is interested in attaining the benefits of learning
the Qur’an. However, this strong desire is most common among the poor families
who have limited or no knowledge of the benefits of conventional schooling. Most
often, the children do not enroll in these Almajiri schools as a choice, but it is the
parents who make these decisions for the children.
Hoechner (2011, p.24), states “If your parents took you to Qur’anic
school, and you refuse to study and say you only prefer book
[modern studies], what will you tell Allah in heaven? After I
complete my school, I can go to boko, because my parents will not
give their consent for me to go to boko now. I have to obey them,
because it is said that ‘whoever obeys his parents, obeys Allah’…
we still have hope that we will go to boko. We will not lose hope”.
Qur’anic schools: owned and controlled by the community
Holding to the core acceptance of the single benefit of the conventional
schooling and dual benefits of the Qur’anic education, the parents of the Almajiri
choose to enroll their children in the Qur’anic schools especially due to their low
income and level of understanding of the conventional schools benefits. The
Qur’anic schools are located in all the nooks and crannies of the Muslim
communities and are controlled by the community members, having the Malam as
the spiritual leader. Most of these schools are attached to a Mosque or house of a
renowned Malam, who oversees the daily operations of the school. The support of
the community is based on the belief that the Qur’an recitations by the Almajirai
provide spiritual benefits to the whole community and preserves the norms and
values of the Islamic way of life to the community in general.
This includes spiritual benefits for the elite class whose children do not live with
the Malam on the school site. It is also seen to be a source of labor to the elite class
because the Almajirai are employed to assist them in many ways such as
housekeeping and other domestic activities. The Almajirai are paid in the form of
food or money and, sometimes, a place to live. Therefore, many of the Almajirai are
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engaged in two ways in the community, 1) as students of the Almajiri schools and 2)
as employees of the elite class who rely on their services and prayers.
Research Implications/Recommendations
Considering the significant role of community values and norms in the education
of children in these Almajiri schools, it is expedient that policymakers seek the
support of the prominent religious leaders in the planning and implementation of
educational reform programs. Qur’anic schools are located in the core of the Muslim
community, with religious leaders having significant influence over the activities of
the community members. These individuals work closely with the community
members and can use their trust to galvanize support for the smooth implementation
of the change initiatives in the Almajiri education system.
Usman (2008, p.68) states, “The people/community perceive themselves as
‘owning’ the school(s), thereby having input and control over it, as teaching-learning
are conducted in their ‘private’ domain and ‘comfort zones’”. Additionally, both the
traditional and religious leaders can serve as supervisors and report to the
government officials periodically. In this way, the suspicion of having an outsider
bring a Western idea into the Qur’anic education system will be reduced, and thus
pave the way for effective implementation of the policy’s school and community
programs.
Bio-data tracking
The National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) should track and provide specific data
on Almajiri children and their parents. Given the importance of parents’ decisions on
the education of their children. This data can help to forge a partnership between
policy makers and the parents of the Almajirai (who are far away from their family
homes). One of the greatest challenges in reaching the whole Almajiri population of
is the lack of adequate data on them, and their schools.
Hoechner (2011, 714), finds, “Enrolment in Qur’anic schools
all over Nigeria is estimated to exceed 9.5 million, with more
than 8.5 million in the Northern part of the country [see
UBEC, 2010]. How many of these students are Almajirai is,
however, subject to speculation, as the existing statistics do
not differentiate between day-students (who stay with their
parents, potentially attend modern school in addition to
Qur’anic school, and include females) and ‘boarding’
students”.
The NBS, as a national institution, can lead in the registration of every Almajiri,
including their family information, such as place of origin, family names, home
address, age, number of siblings, and parental occupation. This data will help to
build a collective support system for the Almajirai and their families as they
transition into the new policy programs. The Malam cannot do it alone and the
parents are a great resource to support the efforts of the Malam and the Almajiri’s
community.
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National Youth Service Corps Scheme (NYSC)
The National Youth Service Corps (NYSC) scheme is a mandatory one-year
national community service program for every college graduate. “The purpose of the
scheme is primarily to inculcate in Nigerian Youths the spirit of selfless service to
the community, and to emphasize the spirit of oneness and brotherhood of all Nigerians, irrespective of cultural or social background” (NYSC, 2015). This scheme
should serve as a resource for recruiting teaching staff and role models.
Another key challenge of the Almajiri education system is the lack of trained
and qualified teaching staff to facilitate the teaching of the new curriculum. Since its
inception in 1973, the NYSC has been providing substitute teachers for both public
and private schools in the country with the exception of the Almajiri schools. The
same action should be extended to these Almajiri schools. The NYSC members will
make significant contributions in the teaching of modern subjects, and serve as role
models for the Almjirai that aspire to earn a university education. Moreover, most of
the NYSC members from northern Nigeria have passed through the Almajiri school
system themselves, whether as day or boarding students, and understand the context
and predicaments of the Almajiri school system. Additional alumni of the Almajiri
schools should be identified and included as project donors and/or leaders in the
implementation of the new policy programs.
Project Nomenclature
A name is important in Africa and carries a strong significance to the bearer.
The same applies to community’s names and community-owned institutions.
Almajiri Integrated Model Schools should be named after each community, for
example, Gyallesu Community Primary or Secondary School – after the Gyallesu
community.
The name “Almajiri Integrated Model School” has been perceived to have a
negative connotation to the Muslim community because it means something foreign
is being introduced into what is considered a sacred educational system. Therefore,
it is important to consider renaming the Almajiri schools to represent community’s
names since they are established and controlled by all community members,
including the elite class. The name ‘community schools’ will retain the trust and
support of the old Almajiri schools without any suspicion of belittling the historic
and cultural heritage of the Almajiri schools’ philosophy and mode of operations.
Extra-curricular activities
The Almajirai are like all other children who need to have some time for
engaging activities that will motivate them to attend school. Extra-curricular
activities help children to engage their minds through meaningful play. Athletic
activities that teach children how to work in teams and apply rules of good
sportsmanship can encourage children to make meaningful friendships, and return to
the school. Additional activities, when implemented properly, can encourage
children to stay off of the streets.
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Limitations and Future Research Areas
This study is limited by the lack of high quality literature on the Almajiri
Integrated Model School initiative, as well as the Almajiri education system in
northern Nigeria. Many of the works discussing these topics are not research based,
and therefore could not provide evidence of whether the initiative is a success or
failure. Additionally, this study was limited by the absence of public blueprints for
the Almajiri Integrated Model Schools.
Further Areas of Study
This paper focused on the 2012 (AIMS) initiative, launched by the
federal government of Nigeria, to increase education access to over 10 million out-of
-school children in northern Nigeria. This was one of the many efforts of the federal
government to assist each state of the federation to attain the Education for All
(EFA) goals, and Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by 2015. Yet, there is
still need to investigate how these Qur’anic schools prepare the Almajirai for adult
life. In order to achieve the holistic goal of providing an effective learning
environment, and quality skill-based education for these out-of-school children in
northern Nigeria, additional data is needed.
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