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Abstract 

 

This paper focuses on the essentiality of social policy doctrine to be embedded in Ni-

geria’s Educational Sector. It conceptualizes educational provision as a public good 

that domiciles in the authority of the state. The paramount of every educational policy 

or reform is geared towards advancing the mental capacity of the society to create and 

recreate a knowledge-based society, social cohesion and equality. It critiques the cur-

rent educational system in Nigeria that is driven by neoliberalism, which often rein-

forces inequality, injustice, deprivation and marginalization by solely relying on Wash-

ington consensus initiatives of deregulation and subsidy removal. Since the advent of 

market induced public sector reforms in Nigeria, educational policy has been driven by 

liberalization doctrine of Structural Adjustment Program. The deregulation policy in 

educational sector was impose to cure the ills and decay, three decades of the practice 

the same challenges that prompted the adoption of neoliberal policy in Nigerian educa-

tional system remains persistent. The study made use of qualitative data as its main 

methodological lenses. It was however, recommended that the need to reconfigure and 

reconsider the wholesale application of neoliberalism in making policy, program and 

reforms in Nigeria’s educational sector is desirable with the implanting of optimal 

social policy initiative of universalism of education anchored on accessible, affordable 

and creative content with deepen quality education in Nigeria 
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Introduction  
 
 Education constitutes the very foundation of meaningful socio-economic and 

political development of any nation. No wonder the Federal Government of Nigeria 

(FGN) adopted education as an instrument incomparably for affecting national de-

velopment (Ajeyalemi, 2009). It is as a result of the premium constructed on educa-

tion that made the Federal Government in 1969 to organize the first ever national 

curriculum conference in education (Ikpeze, 2010). The outcomes and resolutions of 

that curriculum conference metamorphosed to the national policy on education 

which was first published in 1977, and has been revised in 1981, 1996 and 2004, 

respectively. 
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 Most analyses of education in Nigeria explain the history, causes of decline 

and strategies for revival by focusing upon the inadequacy of government findings, 

the obvious infrastructural delay, falling educational standards and politicization of 

education, inept government policies and interventions. This paper attempts to situ-

ate the crisis of education in Nigeria from the perspective of wholesale adoption of 

neoliberal doctrine of market forces of demand and supply and the abandonment of 

education as a social policy of the government to create inclusiveness, equality and 

solidarity in its national development agenda. 

 This paper advances its own assumptions that neither history, nor the causes, 

nor the strategies for reviving the Nigerian Educational system will succeed without 

a prior articulation of participatory and democratic strategies, which are directed 

toward proactive and comprehensive developmental planning that understand that 

education is one of the major linchpins in both economic and political well-being 

(Okome, 2007). Education is central to national interest, and cannot be solely deter-

mined by market forces. Thus, the role of the state in making education policy, and 

funding education cannot be overemphasized. Education is intrinsically associated 

with the theoretical postulations of public good. The reason for this argument is that 

an educated population is considered, ceteris paribus, necessary for an orderly and 

civilized society that is required for building of a viable democratic society. It is also 

an important factor in determining the national identity and a country’s location in 

the global scale of civilization (Nwachukwu, 2014). It is from this perspective that 

education is distilled to be a pivotal rod that can be used to universalize knowledge 

which benefit society at large. The individualistic mantra that “Washington consen-

sus” promotes in their policy doctrine, journals and seminal papers that education 

exudes has been dampened by superior intellectual argument. Bekaert et al (2009) 

opined that the educated is considered to have significant positive externalities for 

education, which is considered a largely a public good, if the government is to play a 

proactive role in supplying education services sufficiently, as well as in ensuring 

effective demand. Ensuring effective demand implies mobilizing its citizenry to un-

dertake education and ensuring that all those mobilized are adequately resourced to 

participate. The simplest way a government can institutionalized this approach is by 

inculcating the philosophy of social policy, state regulatory mechanism and develop-

mental state capacity in creating educational policy and programs. 

 Social policy and social development are deeply preoccupied with human 

development and its objectives of transforming the human condition. In other words, 

they are primarily a concern with human well-being, how it is conceived, organized 

and institutionalized, and how the burdens and benefits of achieving it are distributed 

across various classes and sectors of society (Aina, 2004). They arealso about the 

transformation of the role of the state and other social and economic sectors in social 

provisioning and human development, in an increasingly transnational world. From 

this context, social policy can be conceptualized as the set of systematic and deliber-

ate interventions in social life… to ensure the satisfaction of basic needs and the well

-being of citizens. It is an expression of socially desirable goals through legislation, 

institutions and administrative program and practices in accordance with specific 

development objectives (Aina, 1999). 
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Neoliberalism and Education: a theoretical mismatch 
 

 By the early 1990s there was a gradual shift in the concept and logic of the 

provision of social welfare services in Africa towards the market logic. Two major 

factors accounted for the fettering economic crisis that devastated the continent from 

the 1980s, and the adoption of Structural Adjustment Program (SAP), an economic 

policy foisted by the World Bank and IMF in developing countries (Adejumobi, 

2004). The economic crisis in Nigeria (Africa) was reflected in the declining foreign 

exchange receipts, balance of payment and the debt profile of most African coun-

tries. The introduction of the (SAP) was the most decisive factor in the reconstitution 

and decline of state spending in the social sector. The SAP, which John Miherc 

(1995) described as the fundamentalist economic doctrine emerging under the spell 

of globalization, was a phenomenon analogous only to theological fundamentalism. 

Under this policy Nigeria’s economic crisis was constructed as a state crisis deriv-

ing, among others, from the inefficiency, irrationality and wastefulness of the state, 

especially in its spending pattern (Adejumobi, 2004). As the “World Bank” puts it, is 

the state is at the heart of Africa’s Economic Stagnation and decline?(World Bank, 

1994). A Major component of the state spending, which is generally viewed as bloat-

ed and wasteful is that of the social welfare sector of which education constitute a 

major part. In making for economic recovery therefore, the state must be made to 

retreat, in terms of its expenditure, especially in the area of social welfare 

(education), while state investment in infrastructural services must be withdrawn and 

such services jettisoned, which invariably get privatized or commercialized. Gener-

ally, the SAP policy emphasizes a cut in state expenditure, the withdrawal of state 

subsidy on social services, commercialization and privatization of public enterprises, 

liberalization of trade and deregulation of the economy (Adejumobi, 2004). 

 It would be necessary to unravel the underlying theoretical arguments of the 

neo-liberal orthodoxy, which informs the logic of SAP, holding sway in the globali-

zation period, with particular regard to the reconstitution of the basic and logic of 

providing social welfare services. Here, the new emphasis is on market rather than 

the state. With specific reference to social welfare services, especially education and 

health, The neoliberal sympathizers anchor their argument on three major premises 

of private good, efficiency and resource allocation which are deliberately used to 

impose their philosophy are, neither coherently articulated nor organically inter 

linked to the development of equitable and sustainable education in Nigeria. 

 The deprioritization of education on the state agenda in the era of neoliberal-

ism has continued to produce negative effect on school enrolment, standardization 

and infrastructural provision. According to Adejumobi(2000, P 95)the effects of the 

SAP package on education are manifested in three significant respects: 

First, through its contraction of public expenditure on social security 

and services, state funding on education in real terms, tends to shrink 

considerably; second, in conceiving education more as a private good, 

it constitutes one of the areas where the principle of the market is to be 

applied through the liberalization and commercialization of the sector; 

third, the other policy measures of SAP, which include currency deval-

uation aid interest rates deregulation with its adverse effects on the rate 

of inflation in the country, tend to have negative consequences for the 
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welfare of both staff aid student in educational institutions and also on 

the provision of infrastructural and learning materials and equipment in 

schools, which usually have a high import content. 

The paper employs the above lengthy quote because of the need to convey a sense of 

the socio-economic environment and to put in historic perspective the decay and 

neglect education has suffered in Nigeria. The United Nations Declarations of Hu-

man Rights mentions that everyone has the right to education and it shall equally be 

made accessible to all on the basis of merit. In the national policy on education, the 

federal government of Nigeria, indicated that education shall be provided for quali-

fied and eligible Nigerians (Omoike and Aluede, 2007). 

 The critical role education plays in the life of a nation is tantamount to the 

national interest of that nation, when viewed in terms of knowledge, understanding, 

tolerance and dialogue which herald national cohesion peace and harmony. Aina

(2010) in examining the value chain that education exacerbate in a society, incontro-

vertibly submitted: 

Education in general remain a significant part of the overall social, 

economic, and cultural constitution of societies and nations. Education 

contributes to the formation and deployment of human capital, the cul-

tural and social construction of values and meaning, and the capacity 

for individual and collective emancipation from ignorance and domina-

tion. 

 Socially based education system further contributes to how energies and 

products of science, technology, and the improvement of material conditions are 

mobilized for the well-being of individuals and groups. It provides a people with the 

tools and capacities for their collective and individual self-definition and empower-

ment, and for interpreting their relationships to themselves, to others, and to nature 

and their material and other environment. It provides the platform for the advanced 

study, dissemination, and utilization of knowledge and its products for the benefit of 

society and its constituents. 

 A neoliberal educational policy that dictates privatization and deregulation of 

education as antidote to revamp ailing educational standard in Nigeria, but purpos-

ively reduces investment in education. This marginalizes children and adults living 

in poverty and the attendant decrease of equal opportunity to public education. Indi-

viduals are not equal in background and it is for this reason that educational equity 

should be given a central role in building a cohesive and knowledge-based society. 

 

Nigeria’s Educational System: A Deregulated Product 

 

 The term deregulation primarily is an economic term that developed from the 

free market economy of Adam Smith (Edobor, 2004) Government rules and regula-

tions governing the operation of the system are relaxed or held constant in order for 

the system to decide its optimum level through competition as determined by market 

forces. The concepts means government non-involvement in the establishment, fund-

ing and management of schools. As a deregulated sector, education will become a 

private enterprise undertaken by private individuals or corporate bodies that hope to 

maximize profit from their investment in education (Kaplan, 2003).Faniran (2012) 

expressed the view that the deregulation of Nigeria university education is linked to 
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the privatization of the institutions giving them the opportunity for self-regulation 

and control of their affairs. It is paramount to submit that this paper is not a cam-

paign against deregulation of education in Nigeria, but an effort to present the signif-

icance of education to the society as a public good, with a strong sense of national 

advancement anchored on the tenet of social policy and universalism of knowledge 

through the provision of affordable, accessible and equality education to the greatest 

number of the people. 

 Commercialization and privatization of education in Nigeria was initiated by 

Ibrahim Gbadamosi Babangida Era, following a convocation lecture at the Federal 

University of Technology (FUT) Minna. He mentioned that poor funding, over-

crowding, obsolescent technical facilities and many more constituted the challenges 

of education in Nigeria (Adetunji, 2016). After that, the ban on private ownership 

and participation in educational sector in Nigeria was lifted. This decision was taken 

with a strong influence from exogenous forces from International Monetary Fund 

(IMF) and World Bank, which formed part of their core public sector management 

under the precept of SAP. According to Duze (2011), the equality of education in the 

country since the introduction of neoliberalism has been reduced to a parlous state 

with a continuing decline in all areas of education, especially in higher education. 

Meanwhile, private investors cannot meet the huge demand that is associated with 

quality education. Nwadiani (2001) opined that both in developed and developing 

economies of the world, education is capital intensive in terms of human, financial 

and material resources. Duze also pointed out that from 2001 to the present no Nige-

rian university has ever been ranked among the top 6,500 in the world. Such decline 

he considered to be serious. 

 Deregulating education is most likely to create a situation whereby education 

is no longer regarded as a public good. Those who aspire to gain knowledge that will 

benefit society and humanity will have to pay for it. The essence of deregulation is 

competition and hence expectation of high yields, dividends or profits from invest-

ment (Worika, 2002). The deregulation of education connotes an attempt to sell 

knowledge to the highest bidder. Thus, most strictly to the private universities are in 

the business, of making money instead of producing manpower. The sale of 

knowledge would probably result in the lowering of standards for the attraction of 

customers (Worika, 2002).Such lowering of standards may result in arbitrary award 

of high marks and unscientific fast tracking of program completion which massively 

produces low quality graduates because educational skill, knowledge and creativity 

are primarily determine by money, deregulation has led to increase in cost of educa-

tion in Nigeria (Kaplan, 2003). For instance, the total average unit cost for science-

based disciplines is N239,408.00,while that of art-based disciplines is N186,505.00. 

A student’s expense was said to constitute 44.8%, while government’s contribution 

stood at 55.2% of amount government deploy in training a student in public tertiary 

institutions. (Okebukola, 2002). (These figures have tripled overtime because of 

macroeconomic indicators in Nigeria and the time gap). This government contribu-

tion covered academic cost, administrative cost, building and equipment cost. With 

deregulation, the total unit cost of training the student in any university in Nigeria 

will be transferred to the student just as is currently being done in private universities 

in Nigeria. The result is that such high cost on the student. This will engender less 

demand, national sense of abandonment, insecurity and restiveness. 
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 The implication of the introduction of market logic in the provision of educa-

tional services is that governments have deliberately detached itself from building a 

strong and universally educated society. The approach adopted is characterized by 

downsizing of funds to teaching research and mentoring, unwillingness to recruit 

teachers, incessant increases in fees, charges and levies to students / parents and the 

decrepit condition of infrastructures in Nigeria’s educational system. Deregulation 

may be admissible in profit maximizing organizations but not in educational sector 

that contains high social, cultural, religious and economic values. Deregulation of 

education has never guaranteed an enhanced quality; neither can it assure increased 

and equitable access to education especially of the gender phenomenon as regard to 

the place of females in cultural and social identity. 

 The problems associated with deregulated educational system is in conso-

nance with some of the reasons why Jacques (1996, P. 36) asserted that deregulation 

of education must be rejected because: 

Children’s rights are our collective responsibility and public education 

sits at the heart of democratic public policy; public education contrib-

utes to the reduction of inequality, support social cohesion and national 

progress. 

 

The impact of marketisation of education in Nigeria 
 

 Since the incursion of Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) in Ni-

geria, it has been designed and promoted by the global financial institutions 

for developments and to ensure qualitative education. The Nigerian govern-

ment has over the years jettisoned its role of providing equal education to its 

citizens and subsequently, transfer it to entrepreneurs and capitalist investors, 

who see education as market constructed for the purpose of economic profi-

teering thereby, creating a segregated educational society. 

 The neoliberal educational system has created conditions of inequality, 

marginalization and nepotism among the strata of Nigerian society. It is be-

cause government has decreased its involvement in education and its current 

posture as it concern educational sector has adversely affected funding, which 

is a precursor to quality and efficient education. Moreover, government owned 

schools are on the verge of collapsing due to this abnormally, and the existing 

well organized schools are privately owned but economically deprived from 

the huge population that are eager to acquire education. The model of enrol-

ment or admission should be determined by academic brilliance, rather than 

how deep one’s pocket stand. It is a common knowledge that fees in private 

schools are exorbitant which might induce some corruption tendencies, be-

cause most parents strongly desire to have their children in efficiently orga-

nized schools. The irony of this can be justified with the minimum wage of 

every worker in Nigeria, which stands at #18,000 only. The fees in primary, 

post-primary and tertiary institutions in private schools range from #50,000 to 

#200,000 per term. 

 The Nigerian state is currently besieged by enormous security chal-

lenges. There is a need to further expand the intellectual correlation between 

abandoned public institutions and the crisis of security in Nigeria. The prepon-
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derant number of school-age citizens is vastly in public schools. The frustra-

tion that accrues to the elitist educational system, poverty of teachers, outdat-

ed curriculum and morally decayed practices that are inherent in public 

schools have always triggered social unrest and disharmony. This paper sees 

education that privileges one child over another as one giving the privileged 

child a corrupted education, even as it gives him or her, a social or economic 

advantage. 

 The political economic consequences of marketization of education in 

Nigeria can be sourced from the inconsistent and politicized policies that poli-

cy makers, political leaders and capitalist stakeholders. This have castrated the 

intellectual, moral, social and cultural content of our education and reduced, 

its contribution to manpower development. Again, they have deliberately 

committed this to justify the avalanche of exporting their children abroad to 

study with humongous resources that depleted Nigeria’s foreign exchange and 

Gross National Product (GDP). 

 The United Nation Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization 

(UNESCO) recommended 26% of annual budgets to be allocated to educa-

tion. Regrettably, for decades, the education budget has been systematically 

reduced below 15% in federal, state and local government expenditures. The 

current economic situation in Nigeria has worsened and the government is 

facing revenue melt down and therefore, constitutional commitments cannot 

be sustained as occasioned by the volatile nature of crude oil price which have 

fallen below national budget. These have optimally affected the educational 

system in Nigeria as educational institutions now design avenues to generate 

fund through their internally generated revenue strategies. This have adversely 

turned Nigerian schools (primary, secondary and tertiary) into money collec-

tion agency that abandoned its core responsibilities of knowledge production, 

manpower development, moral standards and research innovating centers. 

 

Conclusion 
 

 This paper has attempted to review the reform doctrine that under-

pinned education management in Nigeria. It is rational to suggest that the po-

sition of study stand tantamount to solving educational problems in Nigeria, 

but it has strived to reconceptualized the place of education in Nigeria’s de-

mocracy and development with a strong opinion that social policy and social 

equality should be paramount in the views of the policy makers, government, 

civil society and other stakeholder that functions to improve our education. 

 However, neoliberal principles of deregulation, privatization, subsidy 

removal, downsizing and rightsizing of workforce have impacted positively 

towards educational reforms in some countries. This is not a campaign to at-

tack private participation in education in Nigeria but an intellectual roadmap 

to go beyond neoliberal reforms which are seen as managerial, or technocratic 

tinkering and modification of formal policies, practices, and structures and 

instead carry out a more fundamental and inclusive reengagement with vision, 

mission, structures, and values that sees education from the perspective of 

public good, social cohesion, national advancement and equality. 
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