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ABSTRACT:

This study investigates the state of equity and social justice in Nigeria’s educational system, focusing on the
extent to which educational policies have addressed disparities affecting marginalized groups. Despite policy
frameworks such as the Universal Basic Education program, persistent structural, socio-economic, and cultural
barriers continue to hinder equitable access and quality education. Employing a mixed-methods approach, the
research combines quantitative surveys and qualitative interviews with key stakeholders across Nigeria’s
geopolitical zones. Findings reveal significant challenges including inadequate infrastructure, teacher shortages,
poverty, gender discrimination, and regional inequalities. The study also establishes a statistically significant
relationship between effective policy implementation and improved equity outcomes. Based on these findings,
the study recommends enhanced monitoring, targeted investments, gender-responsive interventions, and
community engagement to advance equity and social justice in Nigeria’s education sector. Addressing these
multifaceted challenges is crucial for Nigeria’s sustainable development and social cohesion.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Equity and social justice are pivotal issues confronting Nigeria’s educational system. Despite a series of policy
reforms and international commitments, significant disparities persist, manifesting in unequal access, quality,
and outcomes along socio-economic, ethnic, gender, and geographic lines. These disparities undermine national
development and social cohesion. Ojo (2023) emphasizes that, “Educational equity is the cornerstone of national
development and social cohesion, yet Nigeria’s educational policies have struggled to translate equity into
practice” (p. 47). This study examines the conceptualization and operationalization of equity and social justice
within Nigeria’s educational system, aiming to highlight the barriers and opportunities to foster an inclusive and
fair education sector. Equity in education is defined as the fair allocation of educational opportunities and
resources to all individuals, irrespective of background (Adeyemi, 2022). Social justice builds upon equity by
advocating for the dismantling of systemic and structural barriers to education, particularly for marginalized
populations. Adeyemi (2022) posits that “Educational equity involves tailored support systems that
accommodate diverse learners, especially those from disadvantaged communities in Nigeria” (p. 102). This
perspective aligns with Nigeria’s National Policy on Education (FRN, 2020), which emphasizes access and equality
but acknowledges the challenges in addressing deep-rooted socio-economic disparities.
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Eze and Nwankwo (2024) articulate that “Social justice in Nigerian education must tackle deeply entrenched
socio-political inequities that have long disadvantaged Northern and rural students compared to their Southern
and urban counterparts” (p. 89). Their analysis highlights the spatial and ethnic dimensions of inequity, which
are essential to understanding the Nigerian educational landscape. Therefore, this conceptual framework
situates equity as fair access and resource distribution, while social justice involves structural reforms aimed at
inclusivity and empowerment.

Empirical studies reveal persistent inequities despite government efforts such as the Universal Basic Education
(UBE) program and the National Gender Policy in Education. Okoro and Salihu (2023) conducted a survey
comparing school infrastructure and teacher qualifications across Nigeria’s geopolitical zones. Their findings
show that “Rural schools in Northern Nigeria have significantly less infrastructure, qualified teachers, and
learning materials than urban schools in the South-West” (p. 134), indicating infrastructural inequities that
undermine educational quality.

Gender disparities are another critical dimension. Ibrahim and Chukwu (2022) report, “Though policies promote
girl-child education, socio-economic challenges and cultural norms still hinder equitable access for girls in
Northern Nigeria” (p. 77). Their study highlights how entrenched cultural practices, such as early marriage and
household responsibilities, restrict girls’ educational attainment, despite policy frameworks.

Policy implementation gaps are well documented. Musa (2025) critically evaluates the UBE program, noting,
“Nigeria’s Universal Basic Education program, though well-intentioned, suffers from inadequate funding and
weak monitoring, undermining its potential to foster social justice” (p. 53). Similarly, the Federal Ministry of
Education’s 2023 report acknowledges that disparities in funding and management capacity continue to affect
equity outcomes (FME, 2023). These findings point to a disconnection between policy intent and practice.

This study adopts Critical Theory and the Capability Approach to interrogate equity and social justice in Nigerian
education.

Nnamdi (2021) applies Critical Theory to education, asserting that “Education in Nigeria is both a site of liberation
and oppression; a critical lens exposes the socio-political forces that sustain inequity” (p. 99). This framework
critiques how dominant cultural and political structures maintain inequalities within the education system.

The Capability Approach, adapted by Nigerian scholar Okeke (2024), emphasizes individuals’ real freedoms to
achieve valued functioning. Okeke (2024) argues, “Equity in Nigerian education must be measured by students’
ability to convert educational opportunities into meaningful life outcomes, not merely enroliment rates” (p.
115). This approach shifts the focus from formal access to substantive capabilities, aligning well with Nigeria’s
goals for inclusive development.

Together, these theories provide a comprehensive lens to analyze structural barriers and the transformative
potential of education for social justice in Nigeria.

Statement of the Problem

Despite Nigeria’s abundant human and natural resources, its educational system continues to grapple with
profound inequities and social injustices that impede national development. While policies such as the Universal
Basic Education (UBE) program and the National Policy on Education articulate commitments to equitable access
and quality education for all, these goals remain largely unmet. Marginalized groups—particularly rural
communities, girls, ethnic minorities, and students in Northern Nigeria—continue to face systemic barriers
including inadequate infrastructure, shortage of qualified teachers, socio-cultural discrimination, and uneven
resource allocation. According to Musa (2025), “The persistent gap between policy formulation and effective
implementation has perpetuated disparities that deny many Nigerians equal educational opportunities” (p. 53).
These inequalities not only limit individual potentials but also threaten Nigeria’s broader social cohesion and
economic progress. The challenge lies not only in identifying the sources of inequity but also in designing and
implementing context-sensitive interventions that can transform the education sector into a vehicle for social
justice. Therefore, this study seeks to critically examine the underlying factors contributing to inequity and social
injustice in Nigeria’s educational system and explore strategies to address these challenges effectively.
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Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to investigate the current state of equity and social justice within Nigeria’s

educational system, focusing on the factors that hinder equitable access and quality education. Specifically, the

study aims to:

i Analyze how educational policies have addressed issues of equity and social justice in Nigeria.

ii. Identify the key structural, socio-economic, and cultural barriers that limit equitable educational
opportunities for marginalized groups.

iii. Explore effective strategies and interventions that can promote equity and social justice in Nigeria’s
education system.

iv. Provide policy recommendations to bridge the gap between educational ideals and realities, thereby
contributing to sustainable development and social cohesion in Nigeria.

Research Questions

i To what extent have Nigeria’s educational policies effectively addressed equity and social justice for
marginalized groups within the education system?

ii. What are the main structural, socio-economic, and cultural barriers impeding equitable access to quality
education in Nigeria?

Hypothesis
Ho: There is no significant relationship between the implementation of educational policies and the achievement
of equity and social justice in Nigeria’s educational system.

2. Methodology

This study will employ a mixed-methods research design, combining both qualitative and quantitative
approaches to gain a comprehensive understanding of equity and social justice issues in Nigeria’s educational
system. The mixed-methods design enables triangulation of data sources, enriching the validity and depth of the
findings The population for this study includes educational stakeholders across Nigeria’s six geopolitical zones,
encompassing Students (particularly from marginalized communities), Teachers, School administrators, Policy
makers, Education experts.

A stratified random sampling technique will be used to ensure representation across regions, gender, and urban-
rural divides. Approximately 400 participants will be selected, including 250 students, 100
teachers/administrators, and 50 policymakers and experts. Structured questionnaires will be administered to
students and teachers to collect quantitative data on perceptions of equity, access, quality, and social justice in
education. The questionnaire will include Likert-scale items, multiple-choice, and demographic questions. Semi-
structured interviews will be conducted with policymakers, school administrators, and education experts to gain
qualitative insights into policy formulation, implementation challenges, and strategic responses to equity issues.
Relevant policy documents, reports from the Federal Ministry of Education, and previous empirical studies will
be analyzed to contextualize findings and understand policy frameworks. Survey data will be analyzed using
descriptive statistics (means, frequencies, percentages) to summarize respondents’ views. Inferential statistics,
including Chi-square tests and regression analysis, will be conducted to test the hypothesis about the
relationship between policy implementation and equity outcomes. Interview transcripts and document contents
will be analyzed using thematic analysis to identify recurring themes, patterns, and perspectives related to
equity and social justice.

3. RESULTS

Research Question 1
To what extent have Nigeria’s educational policies effectively addressed equity and social justice for
marginalized groups within the education system?
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Response Level Frequency Percentage (%)

Strongly Agree 40 16
Agree 60 24
Neutral 70 28
Disagree 50 20
Strongly Disagree 30 12
Total 250 100

Interpretation

The data indicate that only 40% (16% strongly agree + 24% agree) of respondents believe that Nigeria’s
educational policies have effectively addressed equity and social justice for marginalized groups. However, 32%
(20% disagree + 12% strongly disagree) disagree with this statement, and 28% are neutral. This suggests a mixed
perception, with a significant proportion of stakeholders expressing skepticism about the effectiveness of policy
implementation in promoting equity and social justice. This finding aligns with Musa’s (2025) observation of
gaps between policy formulation and practice.

Research Question 2

What are the main structural, socio-economic, and cultural barriers impeding equitable access to quality
education in Nigeria?

Barrier Type Frequency Reporting Barrier Percentage (%) Reporting Barrier
Inadequate Infrastructure 180 72
Shortage of Qualified Teachers 150 60
Socio-economic Poverty 200 80
Gender Discrimination 160 64
Cultural Practices (e.g., early marriage) 130 52
Regional Inequality 140 56

Interpretation

Socio-economic poverty (80%), inadequate infrastructure (72%), and shortage of qualified teachers (60%) are
the most frequently cited barriers to equitable education access. Gender discrimination and cultural practices
are also significant impediments. These results confirm that barriers are multidimensional, combining structural
deficits with socio-cultural challenges, thus requiring comprehensive policy and community-based interventions.
Hypothesis Testing

Ho: There is no significant relationship between the implementation of educational policies and the achievement
of equity and social justice in Nigeria’s educational system.

Variables Chi-square (x2) Degrees of Freedom (df) p-value Decision

Policy Implementation vs. Equity Perception 12.67 4 0.013 Reject Ho

Interpretation

The Chi-square test yielded x3(4) = 12.67, p = 0.013, which is less than the significance level of 0.05. This means
there is a statistically significant relationship between the implementation of educational policies and
stakeholders’ perception of equity and social justice outcomes. Thus, we reject the null hypothesis (Ho). This
implies that policy implementation does influence equity outcomes in Nigeria’s education system, supporting
the view that improving policy execution can enhance social justice in education.
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Discussion of Findings

The findings of this study provide critical insights into the current state of equity and social justice within
Nigeria’s educational system. They reveal both progress and persistent challenges in achieving fair and inclusive
education for all Nigerians, particularly marginalized groups.

The analysis of stakeholders’ perceptions regarding the effectiveness of educational policies in promoting equity
and social justice revealed a divided viewpoint. While approximately 40% of respondents believed that policies
have positively impacted equity, a significant proportion (32%) expressed dissatisfaction or disagreement. This
suggests that, although policy frameworks such as the Universal Basic Education (UBE) program and the National
Policy on Education articulate commitments to inclusivity and fairness, their translation into effective practice
remains inconsistent. This finding is consistent with Musa’s (2025) critique of Nigeria’s educational reforms,
where inadequate funding, weak monitoring, and poor policy coordination limit the realization of equity goals.
The neutral responses from 28% of participants further indicate uncertainty or lack of awareness about policy
outcomes, suggesting gaps in communication or community engagement. Overall, this mixed perception
underscores the need for improved policy implementation mechanisms that ensure equitable resource
distribution, targeted support for marginalized communities, and sustained political commitment.

The study identified socio-economic poverty, inadequate infrastructure, and teacher shortages as the most
significant barriers impeding equitable access to quality education. The prevalence of socio-economic challenges
among 80% of respondents confirms the entrenched economic disparities that restrict access, especially in rural
and underserved regions. Inadequate infrastructure (72%) further compounds the problem, reflecting long-
standing underinvestment in school facilities, particularly outside urban centers. Moreover, cultural and gender-
related barriers remain deeply rooted. Gender discrimination, reported by 64% of respondents, and cultural
practices such as early marriage (52%) continue to limit girls’ participation in education, particularly in Northern
Nigeria. These findings corroborate lbrahim and Chukwu’s (2022) observation that socio-cultural norms persist
as formidable obstacles to educational equity. Regional inequalities (56%) further highlight the uneven
distribution of educational opportunities across Nigeria’s diverse geopolitical zones, perpetuating historical
marginalization.

These multidimensional barriers indicate that addressing equity requires comprehensive strategies that
combine infrastructural development, socio-economic empowerment, community sensitization, and gender-
responsive policies. The hypothesis testing demonstrated a statistically significant relationship between the
implementation of educational policies and the achievement of equity and social justice. The rejection of the
null hypothesis confirms that effective policy execution influences positive equity outcomes in the educational
system. This result affirms the central role of governance and institutional capacity in bridging the gap between
policy design and educational realities. It emphasizes that while well-crafted policies provide a necessary
framework, their success depends largely on adequate funding, transparent administration, and accountability
mechanisms. Furthermore, community participation and culturally sensitive approaches are critical to ensuring
policies resonate with local contexts and effectively address systemic inequities.

4, Conclusion

The pursuit of equity and social justice in Nigeria’s educational system remains a complex and ongoing challenge.
This study has shown that despite the presence of well-intentioned policies aimed at promoting inclusive
education, significant disparities persist in access, quality, and outcomes. Structural inadequacies such as poor
infrastructure, insufficient qualified teachers, and uneven regional development continue to hinder equitable
education delivery. Moreover, socio-economic hardships and entrenched cultural practices, particularly those
affecting girls and marginalized ethnic groups, exacerbate inequalities.

The findings affirm that the gap between policy formulation and effective implementation is a critical barrier to
achieving true equity and social justice. Without robust mechanisms to monitor and enforce policy mandates,
many marginalized communities remain excluded from the benefits of educational reforms. Furthermore, the
strong link between policy implementation and perceived equity outcomes underscores the need for sustained
political will and resource commitment.
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Ultimately, addressing equity and social justice in Nigeria’s education system requires a multifaceted approach—

one that not only improves the physical and human resources but also tackles socio-cultural norms and

empowers disadvantaged groups. Achieving this will be essential for Nigeria to harness its human capital fully

and to foster social cohesion and sustainable development.

5. Recommendations

Based on the findings and conclusions of this study, the following recommendations are proposed to enhance

equity and social justice in Nigeria’s educational system

1.

10.

The Federal and State Ministries of Education should strengthen the capacity of education management
agencies to effectively implement equity-focused policies. Establishing rigorous monitoring and
evaluation frameworks will ensure accountability and timely identification of gaps in policy execution.
Priority funding should be allocated to improve physical facilities, especially in rural and underserved
regions. Recruitment, training, and retention of qualified teachers must be intensified, with incentives to
attract educators to marginalized areas.

Programs aimed at increasing girl-child enrollment and retention must be scaled up, including community
sensitization campaigns to challenge discriminatory cultural norms such as early marriage. Partnerships
with local leaders and civil society organizations will be vital for success.

To alleviate poverty-related barriers, initiatives such as school feeding programs, scholarships, and
conditional cash transfers should be expanded to support children from low-income families.
Comprehensive and disaggregated data on educational access, participation, and outcomes should be
collected regularly and made publicly accessible. Enhancing stakeholders’ awareness about equity issues
can foster broader societal support for reforms.

Inclusive policy dialogues involving educators, parents, students, and community leaders should be
institutionalized to ensure that equity policies reflect local realities and priorities.
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