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Abstract 

Education remains a cornerstone of national development, serving as the foundation for 

human capital formation, innovation, and sustainable growth. In Nigeria, however, despite 

numerous education policies and reforms, the sector continues to face systemic challenges 

that hinder its contribution to national development. This study critically examines 

education as a driver of national development in Nigeria, with a focus on rethinking human 

capital development and policy implementation. The key research problem lies in the 

persistent gap between educational policy formulation and practical implementation, which 

has led to poor learning outcomes, skill mismatches, and limited economic productivity. 

Guided by the Human Capital Theory and the Modernisation Theory, the study employs a 

mixed-methods approach, combining secondary data analysis from the National Bureau of 

Statistics (NBS), UNICEF and UNESCO reports with qualitative insights from policy 

documents and stakeholder discussions. Findings reveal that inadequate funding, policy 

inconsistency, poor governance, and weak monitoring frameworks remain major barriers 

to effective education-driven development. The study argues that Nigeria’s education 

system must be repositioned through evidence-based reforms, improved teacher capacity, 

and alignment with labour market demands. The paper concludes by proposing the 

strengthening of institutional mechanisms for policy implementation, enhanced public-

private partnerships, and digital innovation in learning as crucial steps toward transforming 

education into a powerful driver of national development. 

Keywords: Education, Human Capital, Policy Implementation, National Development, 

Nigeria, Governance. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Education is universally recognized as the bedrock of national development and a catalyst 

for socio-economic transformation. It is the process through which individuals acquire 

knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes necessary for effective participation in society and 

the economy. In Nigeria, education plays a critical role in shaping human capital, fostering 

innovation, promoting democratic values, and driving sustainable growth. According to the 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO, 2023), 

education remains one of the most powerful instruments for reducing poverty, improving 

health, and promoting gender equality. The development of any nation, therefore, largely 

depends on the quality of its educational system and the extent to which education policies 

are effectively implemented to meet the needs of society. 

Over the decades, Nigeria has implemented various education policies aimed at improving 

literacy, access, and quality; ranging from the Universal Primary Education (UPE) of the 

1970s to the Universal Basic Education (UBE) introduced in 1999. These policies were 

designed to enhance human capital development and provide a foundation for 

industrialization and technological advancement. However, despite these initiatives, the 

country continues to grapple with structural challenges in its education system. Data from 

the National Bureau of Statistics (NBS, 2022) show that literacy rates remain uneven across 

regions, while unemployment among graduates continues to rise due to a mismatch 

between educational outputs and labour market demands. 

The link between education, human capital formation, and sustainable growth has been 

well established in development literature. The Human Capital Theory, as advanced by 

Schultz (1961) and Becker (1964), posits that investment in education enhances the 

productivity and efficiency of the workforce, leading to economic growth. Education not 

only equips individuals with skills and competencies but also contributes to innovation, 

social cohesion, and institutional development (Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018). In 

Nigeria, however, the translation of educational investments into tangible national 

development outcomes has been weak. This disconnect reflects a deeper structural problem 

in the country’s policy implementation framework. 

The problem this study addresses lies in the persistent gap between policy formulation and 
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implementation in Nigeria’s education sector. While government policies often articulate 

sound goals for educational reform and human capital development, the lack of effective 

implementation mechanisms, inadequate funding, political interference, and corruption 

undermine their success (Adebayo & Ogundipe, 2021). Consequently, the expected 

benefits of education as a driver of national development have not been fully realized. Poor 

policy coordination, low teacher motivation, and infrastructural decay have further 

compounded the crisis. 

The significance of the study lies in its contribution to the ongoing discourse on education 

reform and national development in Nigeria. By critically examining the human capital and 

policy implementation nexus, the study provides valuable insights for policymakers, 

educators, and development practitioners. It highlights the need for coherent and evidence-

based education policies that align with Nigeria’s national development agenda and the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly Goal 4, which emphasizes inclusive 

and equitable quality education for all (United Nations, 2015). 

The organisation of the paper is as follows: Section One introduces the study and outlines 

the background, objectives, and research questions. Section Two presents the theoretical 

and empirical literature on education, human capital, and national development. Section 

Three discusses the research methodology employed in the study. Section Four analyses 

and interprets the data, while Section Five discusses findings in relation to the existing 

literature. The final section concludes with policy recommendations and suggestions for 

future research. 

Literature Review 

1.1 Theoretical Review 

Education is widely regarded as a fundamental driver of human progress and an 

indispensable instrument for achieving sustainable national development. Theoretical 

debates on education’s role in national development have been anchored on key paradigms 

such as Human Capital Theory which provide insights into how education contributes to 

economic productivity, social mobility, and institutional transformation. 
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1.2  Human Capital Theory 

The Human Capital Theory (HCT), popularised by Theodore Schultz (1961) and Gary 

Becker (1964), posits that investment in human beings through education, training, and 

health enhances individual productivity and societal development. According to Becker 

(1964), education increases the stock of human capital, enabling individuals to perform 

complex tasks, innovate, and contribute meaningfully to economic growth. Schultz (1961) 

further argues that expenditure on education should be viewed as a form of investment 

rather than consumption, as it yields long-term developmental returns. 

In the Nigerian context, this theory underscores the importance of developing human 

resources through equitable access to quality education. The correlation between education 

and economic growth is evident in how educated populations drive productivity, 

technological adaptation, and institutional efficiency (Ogunleye & Adepoju, 2020). 

However, despite successive governments’ policies on universal basic education and skills 

development, implementation gaps and underfunding have hindered Nigeria’s ability to 

transform educational investment into tangible development outcomes (Akinyemi & 

Abiodun, 2018). Therefore, the relevance of Human Capital Theory lies in its emphasis on 

education as both an economic and social catalyst, capable of reducing poverty and 

fostering inclusive growth. 

1.3 Empirical Review 

Education’s role in economic growth and nation-building globally and in Africa 

Empirical research has consistently demonstrated that education is a significant driver of 

economic growth, productivity, and social development. Cross-country studies find a 

robust positive relationship between educational attainment and per capita income, with 

higher levels of schooling associated with greater labour productivity and innovation 

(Barro, 2013; Hanushek & Woessmann, 2015). Education contributes to nation-building 

by fostering civic values, social cohesion, and institutional capacities required for effective 

governance (Sen, 1999). In the African context, investments in primary and secondary 

education have been linked to improvements in health outcomes, poverty reduction and 

female empowerment—key ingredients of inclusive development (World Bank, 2018). 
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However, empirical evidence also shows that the returns to education depend critically on 

quality, relevance, and the capacity of economies to absorb skilled labour (Psacharopoulos 

& Patrinos, 2018). 

1.4 Overview of Nigeria’s educational system and policy evolution 

Nigeria’s modern education system has evolved through a series of major policy regimes. 

The Universal Primary Education (UPE) initiative of the 1970s aimed to expand basic 

schooling, while the Universal Basic Education (UBE) programme, institutionalised in the 

UBE Act of 2004, sought to guarantee free and compulsory basic education for all children 

(Federal Republic of Nigeria, 2004). Other notable reforms include the National Policy on 

Education (first adopted in 1977 and revised subsequently), and various tertiary education 

reforms aimed at improving capacity and quality (Obanya, 2004). Despite these policy 

frameworks, the sector has faced recurrent implementation challenges—chronic 

underfunding, infrastructural decay, teacher shortages and regional disparities—resulting 

in uneven access and quality across states (UNESCO, 2023; NBS, 2022). 

1.5 Empirical evidence linking education with GDP growth, employment, and 

innovation 

Numerous empirical studies have established links between educational indicators and 

macroeconomic outcomes in Nigeria and similar contexts. For instance, cross-sectional 

analyses indicate that increases in average years of schooling are associated with higher 

GDP per capita growth rates, especially when combined with complementary investments 

in health and infrastructure (Hanushek & Woessmann, 2010). At the national level, returns 

to tertiary education in Nigeria have been positive for graduate incomes, but skills 

mismatches and structural unemployment suggest weaknesses in curriculum–industry 

alignment (Adebayo & Aderonmu, 2019). Innovation metrics—such as patent filings and 

R&D spending—remain low in Nigeria relative to emerging economies, reflecting gaps in 

higher education’s research capacity (World Bank, 2020). 

1,6 Methodology 

This study adopts a descriptive and analytical research design within a qualitative–

quantitative (mixed methods) framework. The purpose of this design is to explore the 
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relationship between education, human capital formation, and national development in 

Nigeria, while also identifying the gaps between educational policy formulation and 

implementation. The mixed approach allows for the integration of statistical evidence on 

education expenditure and human capital indicators with interpretive insights from policy 

documents and scholarly analyses. 

The study relies primarily on secondary data sources, drawn from reputable national and 

international institutions. These include the World Bank Development Indicators, 

UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS), National Bureau of Statistics (NBS), Federal 

Ministry of Education reports, and policy documents such as the National Policy on 

Education (2013). In addition, relevant academic journal articles, books, and empirical 

studies are reviewed to provide a robust foundation for interpreting patterns and trends in 

educational investment and outcomes. 

For the data analysis, the study employs content analysis and comparative trend analysis. 

Content analysis is used to examine key policy documents and scholarly literature to 

understand the historical and institutional context of education reform in Nigeria. 

Comparative trend analysis is applied to identify changes in government expenditure on 

education, literacy rates, and human capital indicators over time (2000–2023). Where 

appropriate, simple regression techniques are considered to establish the statistical 

relationship between education expenditure and selected indicators of national 

development, such as GDP growth and employment rates. 

The scope of the study covers Nigeria’s education sector between 2000 and 2025, a period 

that encapsulates major policy transitions from the Universal Basic Education (UBE) 

reform through contemporary policy initiatives under the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs). The focus is on how education contributes to human capital development and its 

subsequent impact on national development. 

However, the study is not without limitations. Its reliance on secondary data may constrain 

the accuracy of findings due to variations in data reporting standards among sources. 

Moreover, the absence of primary field data limits the ability to capture nuanced, localised 

experiences of policy implementation at subnational levels. Despite these limitations, the 

triangulation of multiple credible data sources ensures a reasonable degree of validity and 
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reliability in the analysis, making the findings both empirically grounded and contextually 

relevant. 

Regional Disparities and Gender Gaps 

1.7 Regional Disparities and Gender Gaps in Educational Development 

Nigeria’s education system is deeply characterised by regional inequalities and gender-

based disparities that mirror the country’s historical, socio-economic, and cultural 

divisions. Despite national efforts to improve educational access and equity, the gap 

between the northern and southern regions remains pronounced, with significant 

implications for human capital formation and inclusive national development. 

1.8 Regional Disparities in Educational Attainment 

Regional imbalance in education is one of the most persistent structural challenges 

confronting Nigeria’s development agenda. According to the National Bureau of Statistics 

(NBS, 2023), literacy levels in the southern geopolitical zones—particularly the South-

West (89%) and South-East (85%)—far exceed those in the northern zones, such as the 

North-East (56%) and North-West (52%). These disparities stem from a combination of 

colonial educational legacies, economic inequalities, and security challenges. 

Historically, the South benefited from earlier missionary education, which created a 

foundation for widespread literacy, while the North adopted a slower, more religiously 

conservative approach to Western education (Fafunwa, 1974; Taiwo, 1980). The 

introduction of Islamic-based education systems (Almajiri) in the North, though valuable 

culturally, often did not provide skills aligned with modern economic demands (Umar, 

2019). 

The table below highlights the regional disparity in literacy rates, school enrolment, and 

completion rates across Nigeria’s six geopolitical zones as of 2023. 
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1.9 Table: Regional Disparities in Key Education Indicators (2023) 

Region Adult 

Literacy 

Rate (%) 

Primary 

School 

Enrolment 

(%) 

Secondary 

School 

Completion 

(%) 

Tertiary 

Enrolment 

(%) 

Source 

North-

East 

56.4 63.2 38.7 12.5 NBS, 2023; 

UNESCO, 

2023 

North-

West 

52.8 59.5 35.1 10.3 NBS, 2023 

North-

Central 

67.9 75.6 54.8 18.2 NBS, 2023 

South-

East 

85.2 92.4 74.3 26.5 NBS, 2023 

South-

South 

82.7 90.1 68.9 24.1 NBS, 2023 

South-

West 

89.3 95.2 76.8 29.8 NBS, 2023 

Source: National Bureau of Statistics (2023); UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2023). 

1.10 Analysis and Interpretation 

The table underscores stark geographical inequalities, with the southern regions 

consistently outperforming the northern regions across all indicators. The North-East and 

North-West, which have been most affected by insecurity, insurgency (notably Boko 

Haram), and poverty, record the lowest levels of literacy and school completion. These 

disparities have far-reaching implications for national cohesion, economic productivity, 

and security, as undereducated populations are more vulnerable to radicalisation and 

economic exclusion (Okeke, 2019). 

The South-West, by contrast, maintains the highest literacy and tertiary enrolment rates, 
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driven by stronger educational infrastructure, state-level investments, and cultural 

emphasis on education as a path to upward mobility. This uneven distribution of 

educational outcomes contributes to persistent regional inequalities in employment, 

income, and political representation, reinforcing a cycle of underdevelopment in the North 

and overconcentration of skilled labour in the South (Afolabi & Adediran, 2022). 

1.11 Gender Gaps in Educational Access and Attainment 

Gender inequality remains another critical dimension of Nigeria’s educational landscape. 

According to UNESCO (2023) and UNICEF (2022), the female literacy rate stands at 59%, 

compared to 74% for males, with the widest gaps occurring in rural northern states. 

Cultural norms, early marriage, poverty, and security threats (especially school 

kidnappings) continue to discourage girls’ enrolment and retention in schools (UNICEF, 

2022). 

1.12 Table 3: Gender Gap in School Enrolment by Region (2023) 

Geopolitical 

Zone 

Male Enrolment 

Rate (%) 

Female Enrolment 

Rate (%) 

Gender Gap 

(Male–Female) 

North West 68 52 16 

North East 64 49 15 

North Central 73 66 7 

South West 84 81 3 

South East 88 86 2 

South-South 82 78 4 

Source: Compiled by the author from UNESCO (2023) and UNICEF (2022) data. 

Interpretation 

Data from UNESCO (2023) and UNICEF (2022) indicate that the gender gap in school 

enrolment remains most pronounced in Nigeria’s northern regions, particularly the North 

West and North East, where social, cultural, and economic barriers continue to hinder girls’ 

education. In contrast, the southern regions—especially the South East and South West—

exhibit higher and more balanced enrolment rates between males and females, reflecting 
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stronger policy interventions, better infrastructure, and increased advocacy for gender 

equality in education. 

Regional disparities and gender gaps therefore, continue to undermine Nigeria’s human 

capital base. The uneven distribution of educational opportunities perpetuates inequality, 

economic imbalance, and social fragmentation. To address these gaps, Nigeria must 

implement targeted regional education funding, gender-responsive policies, and security 

interventions to ensure safe and equitable access to schooling across all regions. The future 

of Nigeria’s national development depends on a holistic approach that treats education not 

just as a right but as a strategic resource for national transformation. 

1.14 Figure 3: Map of Nigeria Showing Literacy Rates by Region (North Vs South) 

 

1.15 Low Female Literacy and School Enrolment in Northern Nigeria: Socio-

Cultural and Policy Factors 

Northern Nigeria continues to lag significantly behind the southern regions in female 

literacy and school enrolment despite decades of educational reforms and donor-supported 

interventions. According to the National Bureau of Statistics (NBS, 2023), female literacy 
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in the North-West and North-East averages 47% and 45%, respectively—substantially 

lower than the national average of 59%. Several socio-cultural and policy-related factors 

explain this persistent gender gap, which collectively undermine efforts to build inclusive 

human capital and sustainable national development. 

1.16 Socio-Cultural Factors 

One of the primary barriers to female education in Northern Nigeria is deep-rooted cultural 

and religious norms that discourage girls’ participation in formal education. Traditional 

perceptions often view the woman’s role as confined to domestic responsibilities, making 

education for girls appear unnecessary or even undesirable (Umar, 2019). Early and forced 

marriages are also prevalent; UNICEF (2022) reports that approximately 44% of girls in 

Northern Nigeria are married before the age of 18, which truncates their education and 

limits economic opportunities. 

In addition, parental attitudes and economic hardship reinforce these patterns. Many 

families, particularly in rural areas, prefer to invest scarce resources in boys’ education, 

viewing them as future breadwinners, while girls are expected to contribute to household 

labour or marry early (Okeke, 2019). Insecurity—especially the Boko Haram insurgency 

and frequent school kidnappings—has further exacerbated these challenges, with attacks 

on schools such as Chibok (2014) and Dapchi (2018) heightening fears about girls’ safety 

and reinforcing parental reluctance to send them to school (Amnesty International, 2021). 

1.17 Policy and Institutional Factors 

Policy implementation failures also play a major role in sustaining gender disparities in 

education. Although Nigeria has adopted several frameworks—such as the Universal Basic 

Education (UBE) Act of 2004, the National Gender Policy in Education (2008), and 

UNESCO’s Education for All (EFA) initiative—their execution has been inconsistent and 

weakly monitored (Afolabi & Adediran, 2022). Poor coordination among federal, state, 

and local governments results in limited funding, inadequate teacher training, and 

insufficient school infrastructure, particularly in rural northern communities. 

Furthermore, many government programmes aimed at boosting female enrolment, such as 
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the Girl Education Project (GEP) and Conditional Cash Transfer (CCT) Schemes, suffer 

from short-term funding cycles, politicisation, and ineffective community engagement 

(UNESCO, 2023). The lack of gender-sensitive budgeting and insufficient female teachers 

in rural schools also deter parents from enrolling girls, especially in conservative areas 

where cultural norms restrict girls’ interactions with male teachers. 

1.18 Education and Employment Nexus in Nigeria 

The relationship between education and employment in Nigeria remains one of the most 

critical yet underperforming linkages in the country’s development trajectory. While 

education is universally recognised as a key driver of employability and productivity, the 

Nigerian case reflects a persistent mismatch between tertiary education output and labour 

market absorption, resulting in widespread graduate unemployment and underemployment. 

According to the National Bureau of Statistics (NBS, 2023), youth unemployment stands 

at approximately 33%, with university graduates constituting a significant proportion of 

the unemployed labour force. This gap underscores the disconnection between Nigeria’s 

educational outcomes and the evolving demands of its economy. 

1.19 Tertiary Education Output and Labour Market Absorption 

Over the past two decades, Nigeria has witnessed a remarkable expansion in tertiary 

education. The number of universities increased from 51 in 2000 to over 270 in 2023 

(National Universities Commission, 2023), producing tens of thousands of graduates 

annually. However, this quantitative growth has not translated into qualitative labour 

market absorption. Many graduates enter the job market without the requisite technical, 

digital, and soft skills demanded by employers, particularly in emerging sectors such as 

information technology, renewable energy, digital finance, and data analytics (World 

Bank, 2023). 

The labour market structure itself also contributes to this disconnect. Nigeria’s economy 

remains heavily dependent on oil exports and the informal sector, both of which generate 

limited demand for highly skilled labour. The manufacturing and technology industries, 

which should serve as engines for skilled employment, have been stifled by inconsistent 

policies, inadequate infrastructure, and weak industrial linkages with higher education 
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institutions (Adebayo & Olayinka, 2022). Consequently, a growing number of graduates 

either remain unemployed or seek informal or low-paying jobs unrelated to their field of 

study. 

1.20 Skills Mismatch and Economic Needs 

The skills mismatch between tertiary education output and economic needs is one of the 

most pressing challenges in Nigeria’s human capital development agenda. A 2022 

UNESCO report found that over 60% of Nigerian employers identified a lack of job-ready 

skills among graduates as a major constraint to recruitment. Most tertiary institutions 

continue to operate outdated curricula that prioritise theoretical knowledge over practical 

competencies, critical thinking, and innovation (Ogunyemi, 2021). This educational model 

fails to align with the rapidly changing demands of the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) 

and globalised labour markets. 

Furthermore, there is insufficient collaboration between academia, industry, and 

government—commonly referred to as the “triple helix model” of innovation. The absence 

of structured internship programs, research-industry partnerships, and entrepreneurial 

training deprives students of hands-on experience and limits their ability to transition 

effectively from classroom learning to productive employment (Adewale, 2020). 

1.21 Table 4: Trends in Graduate Unemployment vs. Tertiary Education 

Enrolment in Nigeria (2010–2023) 

Year Tertiary 

Enrolment 

(‘000) 

Graduate 

Unemployment 

Rate (%) 

Remarks 

2010 1,250 23.9 Expansion of university admissions 

under UBE reforms; weak labour 

market absorption. 

2013 1,560 25.6 Increased graduate output; limited job 

creation; persistent skills mismatch. 
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2015 1,890 18.1 Temporary drop due to government 

youth empowerment schemes (e.g., 

N-Power). 

2018 2,210 31.0 Economic recession effects; private 

sector contraction; high graduate 

unemployment. 

2020 2,600 33.3 COVID-19 impact; education 

disruptions; rising unemployment 

among educated youth. 

2021 2,820 32.1 Gradual recovery; expansion of 

tertiary enrolment but stagnant job 

opportunities. 

2023 3,050 28.9 Continued enrolment growth; slow 

economic rebound; mismatch 

between education and skills demand. 

Source: National Bureau of Statistics (NBS, 2023); World Bank (2023). 

 

1.22 Interpretive Analysis 

Table 4 reveals a consistent rise in tertiary education enrolment in Nigeria from 2010 to 

2023, signifying an increasing demand for higher education and a growing awareness of 

its role in socioeconomic mobility. However, this positive trend is overshadowed by the 

parallel increase in graduate unemployment, which surged from 23.9% in 2010 to 33.3% 

in 2020, before slightly declining to 28.9% in 2023. 

The pattern demonstrates that educational expansion in Nigeria has not translated into 

proportional job creation. The gap reflects structural weaknesses in the economy—

particularly the limited absorptive capacity of the formal sector, poor industrial linkages, 

and inadequate alignment between academic curricula and market needs. The surge in 

unemployment during and after the 2016 recession and the COVID-19 pandemic highlights 
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the vulnerability of educated youth to economic shocks. 

Overall, while Nigeria continues to produce more graduates each year, the weak education–

employment linkage undermines the transformative potential of education as a driver of 

national development. This trend calls for urgent reforms in curriculum design, technical 

and vocational education, and labour market intelligence systems to ensure that educational 

investments translate into productive human capital and economic growth. 

1.23 Discussion of Findings 

Education remains one of the most transformative forces in human history, and in Nigeria, 

it holds the promise of unlocking sustainable national development. The findings of this 

study reaffirm that education is not merely a social good but a strategic investment in 

human capital that drives productivity, innovation, and socio-economic resilience. Over 

the past two decades, Nigeria has expanded access to education through initiatives such as 

the Universal Basic Education (UBE) programme and the establishment of new 

universities. However, despite these reforms, the sector continues to underperform relative 

to its potential contribution to national development. 

The analysis of socio-economic indicators and policy implementation shows that Nigeria’s 

education system suffers from systemic underfunding, poor infrastructure, and inadequate 

teacher training (UNESCO, 2023; NBS, 2023). These deficiencies have contributed to 

widening inequalities across regions and perpetuated low human capital productivity. 

While literacy rates have improved modestly—from 61% in 2010 to 73% in 2023—the 

outcomes remain below global and regional benchmarks. The study establishes that 

education has transformative potential only when coupled with effective policy 

implementation, consistent funding, and robust governance mechanisms. 

A major barrier identified is weak policy implementation. Successive Nigerian 

governments have formulated ambitious educational policies, such as the National Policy 

on Education and Vision 20:2020, but execution has been hampered by poor coordination 

between federal and state agencies, limited monitoring frameworks, and pervasive 

corruption (World Bank, 2023). Political instability also disrupts continuity in educational 

planning, as frequent changes in leadership often lead to shifting priorities and abandoned 
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projects. These governance challenges have prevented Nigeria from translating its 

education investments into tangible developmental outcomes, particularly in relation to 

employment generation and technological advancement. 

To place Nigeria’s situation in perspective, a comparative analysis with selected 

countries—Ghana, Rwanda, and Malaysia—offers valuable insights. 

1.24 Table 5: Comparative Analysis of Education Indicators (Nigeria vs Selected 

Countries, 2023) 

Country Literacy 

Rate (%) 

Education 

Spending (% 

GDP) 

HDI 

Rank 

Remarks 

Nigeria 73 2.7 0.547 Low investment and policy 

inconsistency 

Ghana 83 4.1 0.632 Sustained policy reforms and 

stable governance 

Rwanda 78 3.5 0.611 Strong governance, digital 

literacy focus, and 

accountability 

Malaysia 94 4.8 0.803 High investment in STEM 

and innovation-linked 

education 

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS, 2023); UNDP Human Development Report 

(2023). 

The comparative data in Table 5 reveal a clear pattern: countries with consistent education 

investment and transparent policy implementation achieve higher literacy and human 

development outcomes. Ghana, for instance, has demonstrated how political stability and 

education-sector reforms can improve learning outcomes and governance efficiency. 

Rwanda’s emphasis on accountability and digital education policies has positioned it as 

one of Africa’s emerging knowledge economies (UNDP, 2023). Malaysia provides a 
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compelling non-African example where sustained education financing—particularly in 

science, technology, and innovation—has been directly linked to industrial diversification 

and economic growth. 

In contrast, Nigeria’s lower education expenditure (2.7% of GDP) reflects a chronic 

underinvestment that weakens policy impact and limits long-term human capital 

accumulation. The lesson from these comparative contexts is that education-led 

development requires political will, policy continuity, and effective institutional 

frameworks. Without these, Nigeria risks perpetuating a cycle of educational expansion 

without meaningful socio-economic transformation. Therefore, strengthening governance, 

promoting public–private partnerships, and ensuring that education aligns with labour 

market and innovation needs are essential steps toward realising education’s transformative 

potential in Nigeria’s national development strategy. 

1.25 Conclusion 

This study examined the critical role of education as a driver of national development in 

Nigeria, with a particular focus on rethinking human capital formation and policy 

implementation. The major findings reveal that, despite Nigeria’s significant progress in 

educational expansion since independence, systemic weaknesses in policy execution, poor 

governance, and underinvestment have limited education’s transformative potential. The 

analysis demonstrated a strong link between education, human capital development, and 

national productivity, but also underscored the persistent gap between policy intentions 

and developmental outcomes. Regional disparities, gender inequalities, and skill 

mismatches between educational output and labour market demand continue to undermine 

the country’s socio-economic growth. 

In terms of contribution to knowledge, the paper provides a holistic and policy-oriented 

understanding of education’s developmental role by integrating human capital theory and 

modernisation perspectives with empirical evidence from Nigeria. It advances the 

discourse by illustrating how effective education policies—when properly implemented—

can foster innovation, productivity, and inclusive national development. The study also 

contributes to comparative education and development studies by situating Nigeria’s 
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experience alongside that of Ghana, Rwanda, and Malaysia, thereby providing cross-

national lessons on governance, accountability, and sustainability in education systems. 

However, the study is not without limitations. It relied primarily on secondary data, which 

may not fully capture micro-level educational dynamics such as teacher quality, curriculum 

content, and informal learning processes. In addition, the study’s scope was limited to 

national-level trends, without detailed regional or sectoral disaggregation. 

Future research should therefore explore longitudinal and region-specific analyses, 

integrating both quantitative and qualitative data to provide a deeper understanding of how 

educational reforms can address inequality and unemployment. Further inquiry into the 

intersection between digital education, innovation, and national competitiveness will also 

be crucial in shaping Nigeria’s future development trajectory in the context of the Fourth 

Industrial Revolution. 

1.26 Recommendations 

The findings of this study have significant implications for policymakers, educators, and 

development planners seeking to reposition education as a catalyst for sustainable national 

development in Nigeria. First, strengthening policy continuity and accountability 

mechanisms is crucial. Frequent policy shifts and inadequate monitoring frameworks have 

weakened the impact of educational reforms. Government should institutionalise long-term 

education development plans that transcend political administrations and embed strong 

accountability systems for policy implementation at federal, state, and local levels 

(Akinyemi, 2022). 

Second, prioritising education funding and digital literacy initiatives is essential for 

bridging the human capital gap in the digital age. Nigeria’s expenditure on education 

remains below the UNESCO benchmark of 4–6% of GDP. Increased investment should 

target infrastructure, teacher training, and digital learning technologies to enhance quality 

and inclusivity (UNESCO, 2023). Introducing coding, data literacy, and critical thinking 

into the curriculum from early education will ensure a future-ready workforce capable of 

driving innovation and national competitiveness. 
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Third, aligning curricula with market-oriented skills will help close the widening gap 

between education and employment. Collaboration between universities, industries, and 

research institutions is necessary to design competency-based curricula that respond to 

emerging economic sectors such as renewable energy, cybersecurity, and artificial 

intelligence (World Bank, 2022). 

Furthermore, decentralising policy implementation and enhancing local accountability will 

improve responsiveness to community-specific educational needs. Local governments 

should be empowered with adequate resources and autonomy to manage basic education, 

monitor teacher performance, and engage community stakeholders in policy oversight. 

Lastly, promoting gender equality and inclusive education must remain a national priority. 

Addressing socio-cultural barriers to girls’ education, especially in northern Nigeria, 

requires targeted interventions such as scholarships, safe school environments, and 

community sensitisation programmes. Ensuring that education policies promote equity will 

strengthen social cohesion and accelerate Nigeria’s progress towards sustainable national 

development. 
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