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7
EARLY CHILDHOOD POLICIES 
AND PRACTICES IN NIGERIA
Monica Odinko

O V ER V IEW

In Nigeria, pre-school education is seen by the Government as one of the com
pulsory levels of education that young children must be exposed to. To ensure 
uniformity and good quality provision, the Government has set out guidelines 
for provision and curriculum development. This chapter discusses the findings 
of research which was conducted with the aim to investigate providers' 
compliance with policy requirements. The study sample consisted of 216 pre
school teachers, teaching 3,150 pupils, aged 3-5 years. Two observational 
instruments, the Classroom Interaction Sheet (CIS) and the Ten-Minute 
Interaction (TMI), were used to record teaching-learning processes. Policy and 
curriculum documents were also analysed.

The results revealed that there was a discrepancy between policy guidelines 
and prb-school practices, especially with regard to class size, teaching method, 
language of instruction and site facilities and resources. Teacher-initiated inter
actions and whole-class activities prevailed, while learner-initiated interactions 
and individual/small-group activities were less frequently observed. The 
language of instruction was English instead of the language of the home or 
immediate environment. Suggestions and recommendations for improving pre
school provision in Nigeria are discussed in the light of these findings.

Key words: Nigeria; pre-school education; curriculum; policy; pedagogy.
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Introduction

The importance of giving young children quality care and education has received 
recognition both internationally and within Nigeria. Issues pertinent to early child
hood care and education (ECCE) were prominent in the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (United Nations General Assembly 1989), the World 
Conference on Education for All (EFA) (UNESCO 1990) and the Dakar 
Framework for Action (UNESCO 2000). The latter included ECCE as number one 
of the six EFA goals, by placing emphasis on ‘expanding and improving compre
hensive early childhood care and education, especially for the most vulnerable and 
disadvantaged children’ (UNESCO 2000: 17).

The Nigerian Government is a signatory to each of these decisions and it has 
included ECCE as one of the compulsory levels of Universal Basic Education (UBE) 
through which every Nigerian child must pass. As articulated by the Nigerian 
Government, UBE focuses on provision of nine years of schooling which includes 
ECCE provision, primary education and the first three years of secondary education. 
The government has prescribed that this level of education must be free, universal, 
compulsory, functional and of high quality. Pre-school services are offered by cen
tral and local government departments, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), 
community-based organisations (CBOs) and private entrepreneurs.

Pre-school education in Nigeria: policy issues

The formal education of pre-school children, 3 to 5 years old, was first mentioned 
in the Nigerian National Curriculum Conference in 1969, but it only appeared in 
the nation’s educational document in 1977 (Osokoya 1989). Prior to its formal 
inclusion in the Nigerian policy, there were pre-school institutions in some cities 
and towns, run by individuals or or organisations (Osokoya 2000; Ukeje and Aisiku 
1982). In the past two decades, the opinion of the Nigerian Government on pre
school education has changed, as a result of the nation’s educational goals which are 
geared towards ‘creating an enabling environment for the Nigerian child to thrive 
and develop to the fullest potential as well as the aspiration of building a land full of
bright opportunities for all citizens’ (FRN 1977—2011, section 1: 3e: 5—6). Research

♦results on the importance of giving children appropriate stimulation during the early 
years of life to ensure a reasonable and healthy development have also contributed 
to the emphasis given to pre-school education.

In the nation’s policy document of 1977 (revised in 1981, 1985, 1998, 2004), 
pre-school education was referred to as early childhood education. It was defined 
as ‘the care, protection, stimulation and learning promoted in children from age 0-5 
years in a creche, nursery or kindergarten’ (FRN 1997-2011, section 2: 10). This 
definition of pre-school education shows the Nigerian Government’s commitment 
to the realisation of the first goal of EFA. Pre-primary education is viewed as a 
‘foundation stone and is considered indispensable to future or life-long education 
by the government’ (Olorunfunmi 2000: 7). Educational settings where pre-school
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Early childhood policies and practices in Nigeria 85

education is offered include the creche, the nursery and the kindergarten. These 
settings cater for children from birth until the age they are ready to be admitted mto 
the primary school (FRN 1977—2011, section 2: 11).

The Nigerian Government is now directly involved in the establishment of pre
school institutions and it is saddled with the responsibilities of:

provision and distribution of policy guidelines for the establishment and 
management of pre-primary institutions; production and development of 
appropriate National Curriculum and textbooks in Nigerian Languages; 
approval of relevant supplementary reading materials and teachers/instructors’ 
manual; supervision and control of quality of such institutions.

(FRN 1977-2011, section 2: article 12: 11)

Objectives of pre-school education in Nigeria

The Federal Republic of Nigeria (FRN), after due consultations with stakeholders, 
concluded that the general goals for ECCE are to

effect a smooth transition from the home to the school; prepare the Nigerian 
child for the primary level of education; inculcate social norms in the child; 
inculcate in the child, the spirit of enquiry and creativity through the explo
ration of nature, the environment, art, music aud playing with toys, etc; 
develop a sense of co-operation and team spirit; learn good habits, especially 
good health habits; and teaching the rudiments of numbers, letters, colours, 
shapes, forms, etc, through play.

(FRN 1977-2011, section 2: 1 la-h: 4)
To achieve these goals, the Nigerian Government decided to do the following 
(FRN 1977-2011: 11-12):

establish pre-primary sections in existing public schools and encourage both 
community/private efforts in the provision of pre-primary education; 
make provisions in teacher education programmes for specialisation m early 
childhood education;
ensure that the medium of instruction is principally the mother-tongue or the 
language of the immediate community;
ensure that the main m ethod  o f  teaching at this level shall be through play and
that the curriculum of teacher education is oriented to achieve this;
regulate and control the operation of pre-primary education -  to this end, the
Government recommended that the teacher-pupil ratio shall be 1:25;
set up avenues for monitoring minimum standards for early childcare centres
in the country;
ensure that the staff of pre-primary institutions are adequately trained and that 
essential equipment [is] provided.
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86 Odinko

The objective ofECCE programmes in Nigeria, as stated in the policy document, 
is geared towards ensuring the all-round development of Nigerian children. This 
covers the cognitive, affective and psychomotor domains.

To monitor compliance, the government inaugurated the Integrated Early 
Childhood Care-and Development project (IECCD) under the Nigerian Educational 
Research and Development Council (NERDC 2002). Minimum standards were 
prescribed by the NERDC in areas such as:

• types ofECCE centres to be opened;
• location of the EC.CE centre close to children’s homes;
• requirements for starting a centre and actions that could lead to closure ot a 

centre;
• nature of the building and class size with enough space (at least 16 square metres 

for 20-25 children) to give room for free movement;
• classroom environment and seating arrangements that are flexible, not rigid as 

in a formal school setting;
• infrastructure and type of furniture (child-size);
• instructional materials- (child-friendly reading materials, corners for science, health 

and nutrition, drama, shopping, resting and reading should be put in place);
• daily programmes;
• human resources/personnel;
• basic qualification for teachers.

The document also indicated that the government should be in charge of the 
licensing, supervision, monitoring and assessment of pre-schools to ensure quality 
control, training of suitably qualified personnel, provision of infrastructure, per
sonnel and gender-fair instructional materials for both government and community- 
owned centres. All these were put together by the stakeholders to ensure uniformity 
as well as provision of services that are of high quality.

Nigerian pre-primary curriculum

As the name pre-primary education suggests, preparatory classes are available prior 
to primary school entry. Relevant qualitative and quantitative information and 
recommendations, received by stakeholders (policy makers, parents, teachers and 
school administrators) were considered for inclusion in the curriculum content of 
pre-primary education. The recommended learning experiences include: children’s 
exposure to creative arts, social norms, physical and health education, language and 
communication skills, mathematical skills, as well as scientific and reflective thinking. 
The content shows that care was taken to ensure that the curriculum caters for the 
all-round development of Nigerian children. Teaching methods and instructional 
material were also recommended.

The curriculum content signifies that the Nigerian child who passes through 
a pre-school programme would be able to exhibit behaviours appropriate for
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transition to primary school. The child would be emotionally prepared to adjust to 
another environment outside of her/his home and/or the pre-school setting. 
Furthermore, the child should be able to express her/himself clearly, recite rhymes, 
use writing tools and materials correctly, identify letters of the alphabet in both small 
and capital forms, identify objects, shapes, colours, count freely up to each child’s 
level of ability and recognise number symbols.

The extent to which these laudable policies and curriculum requirements are 
adhered to by providers and practitioners has not yet been investigated by Nigerian 
researchers. Therefore a study to evaluate the level of compliance with these policies 
was necessary. The study, discussed in this chapter, was conducted with the aim of 
gathering information and answering the following research questions:
1. What is the level of compliance by pre-school institutions in Nigeria with 

respfect to (i) using the recommended curriculum; and (li) meeting the objec
tives of setting up this level of education, as indicated by the policy?

2. What is the direction of communication during instructional practices?
3. What is the nature of class context in the schools observed?

Methodology

The target population for this study comprised Nigerian pre-school teachers work
ing with 3-5+ year olds, enrolled in pre-schools located in three selected states of 
the country. The study sample was selected using stratified sampling (Kerhnger 
and Lee 2000). The country was stratified along the three major regions: Eastern, 
Western and Northern. Each of the regions has special characteristics as depicted by 
the socio-political history, geographical location, cultural orientation, educational 
development, linguistic propensity and religious background. A state that reflected 
the special characteristics of each region was selected for the study (see Figure 7.1).

In all, 24 pre-school institutions were randomly selected from each state. In each 
selected pre-school, three prerschool classrooms were randomly chosen to represent 
children iaged 3+, 4+ and 5+. In total, 72 pre-primary schools were selected — 216 
classrooms led by 216 teachers.

The researcher collected data using observational techniques and documentary 
analysis. More specifically, the CIS and TMI observational schedules were used 
(i) to monitor and record the teachers’ and the learners’ behaviour patterns in the 
classroom; (ii) to find out if the pupils learn through the methods recommended in 
the curriculum; and (iii) to determ ine the classroom climate — direction ot 
interaction. These observational schedules provide information on the frequency 
and sequence of categories of behaviour observed in the classroom.

The data collection involved the training of five research assistants on the tech
nicalities of using the observational schedules to ensure their consistent use. In all, 
six people were involved in the data collection exercise, including the researcher. 
Two researchers were sent to each state. Each teacher and the pupils were observed 
once. Each lesson was observed for 30 minutes using the instruments. Subjects
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observed included: introduction to literacy; numeracy; science; and social skills. 
These subjects were chosen because they are the core subjects taught at pre-schools, 
considered to aid the learning in other subject areas. Data analysis involved the use 
of frequency, percentage and graphical illustrations.

Existing government policy documents on EGCE curriculum (e.g. NEKDC 
2002; FRN 1977-2011) and additional documents from individual private schools 
were also reviewed and content-analysed.

Results

Curriculum

Table 7.1 shows that the curriculum was adhered to by public schools (100 per cent), 
but this was not the case with the private sector (50 per cent). A large percentage 
of pre-schools did not have teaching and learning materials available (30 per cent 
and 70 per cent for public and private institutions, respectively). However, the 
materials provided were used during instructional delivery activities (100 per cent). 
The findings also showed that private pre-school providers have additional subjects 
included in the curriculum and their scheme of work. These included: computer 
studies; music; French language; dance (ballet) and swimming classes.
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Early childhood policies and practices in Nigeria 89

TABLE 7.1 Level of compliance with the curriculum

Curriculum items Percentage of compliance
1 ] Public Private

Recommended curriculum available in school 100 100
Structured scheme of work based on the curriculum 100 50
Prepares lesson activities based on what was recommended 100 50
Carries out teaching—learning activities based on what 
was recommended 100 100
Provided [with] teaching materials 30 70
Used the teaching materials provided 100 100

Policy

Table 7.2 shows that elements of the policy objectives were observed by all schools 
(100 per cent) with exception of language of instruction and pre-school teacher 
qualification, where no school adhered to policy recommendations. Nevertheless, 
the teachers were qualified to teach at other levels education, mostly primary and 
secondary!. There was no compliance with the recommended teacher-pupil ratio; 
only 30 per cent of pre-schools had 25 pupils in the class. With regard to classroom 
environment, 60 per cent of public and 70 per cent of private institutions, respec
tively, complied. Finally, although there is a policy requirement that government 
officials in the Ministry of Education should supervise and accredit pre-schools, there 
is an absence of such functions and lack of government commitment to monitor

TABLE 7.2 Extent of compliance with the policy by schools

Policy items Percentage oj 
Public

compliance
Private

Effects smooth transition 100 100
Preparation for primary school 100 100
Inculcate social values 100 100
Inculcate the spirit of enquiry and creativity 100 100
Develop co-operation and team spirit/Learn good habits 100 100
Teach rudiment[s] of numbers, letters, etc. 100 90
Classroom environment 60 70
Teacher-pupil ratio 30 100
Location 100 100
Schools visited by government officials (before/after opening) 30 60
Teacher qualification 0 0
Language of instruction 0 0
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and evaluate the compliance of providers with policy requirements. The language 
of children’s immediate environment was minimally used.

Instructional approaches

Table 7.3 shows that none of the schools visited either used play or allowed the 
pupils to initiate the activity they were interested in. The table also shows that all 
teachers (in both public and private pre-schools) were at the centre of the 
instructional delivery and used direct teaching. The communication flow was usually 
from the teachers to the pre-schoolers with the pre-schoolers mostly at the receiving 
end. It is also worth noting that the responses from the pupils, either as a whole class 
or at individual level, were mere responses to either the teachers’ questions or 
directive remarks.

Direction of communication

Table 7.4 shows that the direction of communication observed was from teacher to 
group and group to teacher. There were limited interactions at individual level; that 
is, teacher to pupil or pupil to teacher or towards others.

Classroom context

With respect to classroom context, Table 7.5 reveals that all pre-schools used whole- 
class teaching, monitoring and transition techniques with minimal small-group

TABLE 7.3 Instructional approaches observed
Instructional approaches Percentage of compliance

Public Private
Teaches through play 0 U
Teacher-initiated activities 100 100
Pupil-initiated activities 0 0
Direct! teaching 100 100

TABLE 7.4 Direction of communication observed
Direction of communication items Percentage of 

Public
compliance

Private
Teacher to group 100 100
Group to teacher 100 100
Teacher to pupil/Pupil to teacher/group 20 50
Teacher to other teacher/visitor 30 10

UNIV
ERSITY

 O
F I

BADAN LI
BRARY



Early childhood policies and practices in Nigeria 91

TABLE 7.5 Classroom context observed

Classroom context items Percentage of compliance
Public Private

Whole class 100 100
Small group 30 70
Monitoring 100 100
Transition 100 100
One-to-one 40 80
Non-involved 30 5

activities and one to one interaction, especially in public pre-schools. A large 
percentage of children were not involved, again, mainly in public pre-schools.

Discussion: what does the evidence tell us?

The impression created from these findings is that there is a wide gap between policy 
and practice in Nigerian pre-school settings. The findings run contrary to policy 
requirements which were put in place to achieve the first goal of EFA (Olorunfunmi 
2000). These inadequacies may be seen as unexpected, considering that the Nigerian 
Government has attended most of the global educational conferences, where issues 
of quality of education have been discussed (NERDC 2002). However, the situation 
on the ground is explicable when one considers the amount of funds earmarked for 
the education sector by the Nigerian Government. Issues concerning funding 
of education in Nigeria have generated many controversies in the country. For 
instance, in the past decade, the entire budgetary allocation for education has been 
less than, 4 per cent of the total budget, far below what is recommended by 
UNESCO (2000). This perhaps has contributed to the characteristics of the pre
schools observed.

Most importantly, these types of provision may not augur well for the develop
ment of Nigerian children, considering the advantages associated with pre-schoolers’ 
experience of early education and care, prior to their entry into formal schooling. 
Such advantages include children’s effective learning through active interactions with 
their environment (Vandeyar and Killen 2006); positive relationships between chil
dren; children’s significant language ability and better mathematical skills (NICF1D 
2002); children’s significant cognitive and social development (Sylva et al. 2006).

The results revealed that the observed practice of the pre-school teachers, school 
administrators, parents and owners emphasised formal learning, especially numeracy, 
reading and writing, and English language. This could be because pre-school in 
Nigeria is an important prerequisite for primary school entry, even though entry 
into primary school should be automatic and compulsory for all Nigerian children 
of school age, and experience of rigorous formal instruction in pre-school settings 
is unnecessary.
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The interesting thing about the findings is that the differences observed occurred 
in both government-funded and privately owned pre-schools. For instance, the 
teachers did not adhere to the prescribed medium of instruction and the class size 
was larger than was recommended. These practices may not serve well either the 
learners or the education system. During instruction, it is important to consider the 
intricate values of using the languages in which both parties (the teacher and pupils) 
are conversant (Prah 2003), while small classes enable the teacher to have more 
contact periods with children on a one-to-one basis (Blatchiord et. al. 2002).

Implications of the findings

These findings have implications about the impact of the pre-school experience 
on the children’s learning and development. Observed implementation ot policy 
and pedagogical practices provides Nigerian pre-schoolers with limited experience 
of creativity and independence though learner-centred and learner-initiated 
activities. Teaching the rudiments of numbers, shapes and form, literacy and science 
skills through play and other types of learner-centred activities are important in 
inculcating in children the spirit of enquiry, exploration and autonomy. Research 
has now established that pre-schoolers learn best when they are enabled to construct 
knowledge through activities, and participation with others in activities, which foster 
experimentation, problem solving and social interaction.

The findings indicate that there is a need to review and potentially update the 
curriculum content of teacher preparation and continuing education programmes 
(in-service and professional support) to include both theoiy and practice that is 
appropriate for pre-schools. The aim is to produce teachers who can channel most 
aspects of their practice towards planning and facilitating learning tasks at both 
individual and small-group levels, with the children being at the centre stage of the 
interaction, without delivering monologues; to equip the teachers with skills and 
competencies in encouraging pupils to initiate activities and participate actively in 
classroom interactions; and to acquire adequate knowledge in child development 
and training in associated pedagogical methods that have been identified as important 
measures of pre-school quality.

Conclusion

Based on the findings of this study, the picture painted shows that the Nigerian 
Government appears not to be ready yet to implement the well-articulated policy 
and the curriculum content for pre-school education. Quality pre-school provision 
is well articulated in policy documents, but actual provision is far behind the 
standards set out. The introduction of pre-school education seems to have caught 
the Nigerian Government unaware and unprepared, although issues pertaining to 
this level of education have been on the education agenda since 1969.

It appears that the government and policy makers have found it politically 
desirable and convenient to start pre-school provision in existing public primary
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schools; som ething that has led to early formal instruction and children’s ‘schoolih- 
cation’ (discussed also in Chapter 1). H ow ever, further research and feasibility studies 
are required to ensure the developm ent o f infrastructures and instructional materials 
w hich are inform ed by the needs and context o f the children, families and com m u
nities in  N igeria and the training o f  pre-school teachers w ho are familiar w ith 
appropriate theories and have the relevant pedagogical skills.

QUESTIONS FOR TH IN K IN G  A BO U T P O LIC Y  A N D  P R A C TIC E

1. Should generating a policy document be an end in itself or a guide to 
quality compliance?

2. Should policy statements be politically motivated or a means to national 
development?

3. After generating a policy document, does implementation matter?
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