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SYSTEM IN NIGERIA: THE ISLAMIC PERSPECTIVE* 
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Introduction 

1 have been conimissioncd to write a Lead paper on the theme: "The Place of 
Religion in the Educational System in Nigeria: The Islamic Perspective" for the 
20Ih Annual Conference of the Sigerian Association for the Study of Religions. 
This is an assignment which I an1 delighted to accept (in spite of the short 
notice given), because I see this as an opportunity for re-establishing the 
relevance of religion in our curriculum bearing in mind that this has been 
questioned in a recent revision of the National Policy on Education made by 
the Nigerian Educational Research and Development Council (NERDC). The 
problem posed by this revision has engaged the attention of a sister 
organisation-The Niferian Association of Teachers of Arabic and Islamic 
Studies (NATAIS) of which this presenter is the current President, but  I 
consider the Nigerian Association for the Study of Religions (NASR) to be a 
more appropriate body to tackle the problem because it is the body that brings 
together scholars from our diverse traditions: African Religion, Islam and 
Christianity. I therefore congratulate NASR for the choice of this theme. 

In attempting to discuss the subject before us, it may be appropriate to 
focus on the following: The issues involved in choosing an educational system 
generally; the revolution of the educational system for Nigeria and the place of 
religion; the effect of the National Policy of Education on the study of religion 
in our schools, especially at the secondary level; and the implications of the 
revised policy for the study of religions. 

Influences Affecting the Character of an  Educational System 

Influences affecting the character of an educational system are many. Cramer 
and Browne (1956) mention seven, namely: the sense of national unity; the 
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.general economic situation; basic beliefs and traditions including religious and 
cultural heritage; the status of progressive educational thought; language 
problems; political background; and attitude toward international co-operation 
and understanding. Kosemani (1995). in discussing education and national 
character, classified them as four namely: history, politics, economy and 
sociology. 

The historical factor gives any educational system its history, how it 
began and how it grew. For instance, in Nigeria the enterprise of education was 
initially undertaken by the Christian missionaries due to the lukewarm attitude 
of the colonial administration. The missionaries showed interest in education 
because they saw it as a useful tool to christianise the people. 

In th: parts of the country where Islam predated Christianity, the Islamic 
educational system continued to serve as an alternative system of education. 
State intervention in education by 1887; the regionalisation of education laws 
or the pre-independence period; the search for an educational philosophy in the 
post-independence period and the development of a unified system as a result 
of the civil war experience are all historical antecedents of the Nigerian 
educational system. 

Political factors dictate the political context of the operation of the 
educational system. That Is to say that the educational system operated by any 
society is a reflection of the political ideology of that society. For instance, the 
educational system in a democratic setting would promote democratic ideas 
while an educational system in a socialist setting would promote socialist ideas. 
Similarly, an educational system in an Islamic setting would promote Islamic 
ideas. The political factor also determines the place of education in the 
priorities of the nation, the national goals of education and the pattern of its 
administration (Taiwo, 1982). 

The economic situation of a country dictates the level of educational 
opportunities which can be provided for its people. The absence of a buoyant 
economy can frustrate good educational plans. The educational system i n  
Nigeria, like most countries, is tied to economic needs, hence the shift of 
emphasis from the liberal arts to science and technological education. The 
economic strength of Japan today is the product of its education's ability to 
produce relevant manpower in terms of the country's economic needs. 

Lastly, the sociological factor has to do with the traditions and culture of 
the people, their attitudes and religion and even their languages, all of which 
influence an educational system. According to Gramer and Browne, of the 
fundamental beliefs which have influenced education, none is stronger than 
religion (1956:12). This is why the 1944 Edacation Act in England made it 
compulsory that in all schools controlled by the State, each school day should 
commence with a ceremony of religious devotion and that religious instruction 
should be a definite part of the cumculum. 

In this country, before the obnoxious revision of the 1981 National 
Policy, religion had always featured prominently on our School Curriculum at 
the different levels of-the educational system. 

The Nigerian Educational System 

The system which is known today as the Nigerian Educational System has been 
a product of educational enactments and recommendations of various 
educational commissions set up to formulate educational policies in the pre- 
independence and post-independence periods. The system was at the very 
beginning monopolised by the church missions. The system was consequently 
religion biased, intensely denominational and shallow in content. For the long 
period of the colonial administration the colonial education legacy was 
irrelevant to the needs of the people because it failed to take into consideration 
their socio-cultural background. The form of education bequeathed to the 
people tended to produce an educated class of pen-pushers. The system failed 
to lay the foundation of economic freedom by providing the expertise needed 
for industrial and agricultural development (NERC, 1981). 

After independence, the need was felt for revision and remodelling of the 
educational system to reflect the aspirations of a sovereign nation and to bring 
about the desired change in society. To this end. a national conference on 
cumculum development was held in 1969 to review and identify new national 
goals for education in Nigeria. The report of this conference published as A 
Philosophj for Nigerian Education was used as a working document in the 
1973 Seminar which was organised to make proposals for national policy on 
education. The Seminar's recommendations under the chairmanship of Chief 
Adebo and the Federal Government's White Paper gave birth to the 1977 
National Policy on Education which is the basis of the Nigerian educational 
system as we have it today under the 6-3-3-4 structure. 

The national education goals as spelt out is the National Policy contain 
clauses which normally promote the study of religion. These include: ( I)  the 
inculcation of national consciousness and national unity; and (2) the 
inculcation of the right types of values and attitudes for the survival of the 
individual and of the Nigerian society (National Policy, 1998). 

It is in consequence of the conviction that religion can help to realise 
some of the national educational goals that religious education features on the 
curriculum of the 6-3-3-4 in spite of the shift of emphasis to functionality. 
Even then, religion is not given a pride of place in the system. This is because 
the 1977 policy makes it a core subject only at the Junior Secondary School 
Level while it is given optional status at the Senior Secondary School Level. 
This has undoubtedly affected the students' attitude to religious education, 
especially Islamic Studies as will be seen in the following discussions. 

. . 

The Effect of Curriculum Structure on the Study of Religion 

As we are fully aware, in the Secondary Schools, some subjects are popular 
among students while some are not. The popularity or unpopularity of a subject 
is determined first and foremost by the status accorded it on the curriculum. In 
other words. the attitude of the educational policy makers to particular subjects 
influences students' attitude In their choice of subjects. The subjects which are 



T
ab

le
 I

: 
S

cn
ia

r 
S

cl
~

o
o

l C
er

ti
fi

ro
tc

 E
xa

n
~

in
at

io
n

 (S
cl

~
oo

ls
) 

19
91

,1
99

2 
an

d
 1

99
5 

S
ta

ti
st

ic
s 

of
 E

n
tr

y 



T
ab

le
 2

: S
en

io
r 

Sc
ho

ol
 C

er
ti

fi
ca

te
 E

xa
m

in
at

io
n 

(S
ch

oo
ls

) 
19

96
,1

99
7 

an
d 

19
98

 

St
at

is
ti

cs
 o

f 
E

nt
ry

 



12 Muslim Education Quarterly 
The Place of Religion in the Educational System in Nigeria 13 

Table 3: Lagos State Teaching Service Commission 
Teacher Population Distribution Based on Subjects, July 1991 

No. of school students population 679,181 

Teacher population 19,479 
No. of secondary schools 369 
Ratio of teacher to school 52.79 

*Subjects listed exclude vocational ones. 

We see the inclusion of French on the list of core subjects as an 
aberration. French is now made compulsory not only at the JSS and SSS 
(Senior Secondary School) levels but also at the primary school level. To me 
this is crazy. We have just seen in our analysis that French is one of the least 
populai subjects in our schools. If any other foreign language is to be made that 
prominent, to us it should be Arabic which is more relevant to our people in 
view of the long histo~y of the subject in our land. Our education policy makers 
should be made to realise that Arabic is indigenous to Nigeria. 

Secondly, we see the inclusion of Citizenship Education rather than 
Religious Education (Islamic and Christian) as a misnomer in a country whose 
citizkns attach serious importance to religion. This we see as a deliberate 
attempt to 'kill' Islamic and Christian Studies. Perhaps due to our educational 
policy makers' aversion to religion, they are ignorant of the fact that so called 
citizenship education is embedded in religious education. In Islamic tradition. 
the adage huhbul waran minal im8n (love of homeland is part of faith) is well 
entrenched. Those who retained religious education in the 1981 revised policy 
must have appreciated the role religion can play in character training and the 
moral development of youth. 

What is perhaps more disturbing is the hypocrisy that motivated the 
review. Here, I am making reference to the controversial paper that gave birth 
to the 1998 revised policy which gives the impression that the revision was a 
premeditated one to relegate our disciplines to a lower status. The paper is the 
keynote address delivered by the Executive Secretary of NERDC at what is 
tagged the National Feedback Conference on School Curricula organised by the 
NERDC in December, 1997. 

The Chief Executive of NERDC enumerated the following as the factors 
necessitating the redesigning of the curricula: 

1'. Dictates and directives from government for inclusion of new content or 
new versions of existing content (e.g. Citizenship Education, War 
Against Indiscipline (WAI) tenets and Mass Mobilization for Social 
Justice and Economic Recovery (MAMSER) principles); 

2 .  Global world demands (e.g. environmental education, drug abuse 
education); 

3. Requests by professional bodies (geology, consumer education, Science 
Technology and Society (STS) and Statistics); 

4 .  Complaints by Stakeholders (e.g. demand for removal of modern 
mathematics and moral education as subjects on their own from the 
school curric.ulum). 

. . 

The points raised here are puzzling. What baffles one's imagination more 
is the mentioning of the complaints by the Stakeholders that religion should be 
removed. Who are these Stakeholders? Certainly they must only exist in the 
wild imagination of the NERDC boss. 

This should be seen as a serious challenge for the schoiars of religion. 
Thechallenge isnot how to resist the relegation of our disciplines to its current 
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status because I know the NERDC cannot win this battle. Rather the challenge 
is how to teach our subjects in a way to make them have the desired effect on 
moral regerleration of the youth. This is because the people advocating the 
removal of religions from the cumculum believe that the teaching of religion 
has lost its effect, seeing the extent of moral degeneration among the youth. 
There is. therefore, the need to redefine the aims of teaching religion in our 
schools. The aim of teaching religion should not be for indoctrination or 
conversion. This is the impression one has reading through the aims of CRS 
teaching at the SSS level, namely: 

1. To provide more opportunity for Nigerian youths (not Christian youths?) 
to learn more about God and develop their faith in Him. 

2. To develop the young to accept Christ as Saviour. 
3. To enable the young to recognise Jesus as the founder and sustainer of 

the Christian church. 
4 .  To enable the young to accept the guidance of the Holy Spirit in their 

daily activities. 

It is only the fourth aim which talks about developing a Christian attitude and 
moral values. The picture is different when we look at the aims of teaching 
Islamic Studies: 

1. To prepare students spiritually, morally, socially and intellectually for 
their role as Muslims in the adult world which they are entering. 

2. To give them an insight into the broad view of Islam in both the past and 
the present. 

3. To enable them to practise all their religious duties properly. 
4. To enable them further with their studies of Islam, formally or otherwise. 

The important point to note from the above objectives is that the planning of 
the Islamic Studies currici~lum is based on the expectation that the learners 
would be Muslims. Therefore, the question of conversion does not arise. 

Considering the magnitude of moral decay Nigeria has experienced over 
the years, Mr. Chairman, there canbe no greater dis-service anybody can do to 
this nation than to undermine the position of Islamic and Christian Studies on 
our cuniculum. 

A society like Nigeria that is conuption-ridden. and whose citizens are 
ovenvhelmed by acts of gross indiscipline, needs a complete overhauling of its 
school cuniculum in which religious education takes a pride of place. 

. . 

I therefore conclude with the following recommendations: 

1 .  In view of the recent call by the Federal Government for moral rebirth, 
religious education (Islamic and Christian) should be made compulsory 
at all levels of our educational system. 

2. In view of the fact that Arabic is a recognised language of international 
diplomacy like any other modem European language and in view of the 
fact that the language has a very long history of usage in the country. it 
should be given equal recognition with French. Indeed the two should be 
made alternative electives on the cuniculum. 

3. Conscious efforts should be made by Government to recruit teachers of 
Islamic Studies to bridge the gap between this subject and CRS since 
they are alternative disciplines. There is no excuse for a dearth of ISS 
teachers any more, with the recognition of the certificate of the 
Islamiyyah School System in most States of the Federation. 

4 .  Whenever the National Policy on Education is to undergo a review, 
NERDC must ensure that professional bodies such as the Nigerian 
Association for the Study of Religions, the Nigerian Association of 
Teachers of Arabic and Islamic Studies, the Nigerian Association of 
Biblical Studies and the Nigerian Association of Christian Studies are 
consulted in order to make the necessary inputs. 
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