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Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, in 2019 nearly 258 million children and youth were out of school 
worldwide (UNESCO Institute for Statistics [UIS], 2019). The majority live in crisis-affected contexts 
and find themselves out of school because of conflict- or disaster-induced displacement. The 
COVID-19 pandemic is likely to increase the number of out-of-school children and youth (OOSCY), 
with a projected additional 24 million not returning to school as they reopen (UNESCO, 2020). Global 
school closures have made children fall behind their age-appropriate grade more than ever before. 
While the duration of school closures varies greatly, as of January 2022, schools worldwide had been 
fully or partially closed for an average of 38 weeks—more than the equivalent of a full academic 
year. In some countries, including Uganda and Colombia, schools have been fully or partially closed 
for nearly 2 school years (UNESCO, n.d.). Due to these sweeping school closures, many children 
will be prevented from returning to formal education due to being overage, and many more will not 
return due to the need to generate income, increased household and childcare responsibilities, early 
marriage and childbearing, and other reasons.

Accelerated Education Programmes (AEPs) are an alternative education option to help overage, 
OOSCY complete primary education (and in some cases junior secondary school) and transition 
back into formal education, into technical/vocational training, or into livelihoods opportunities. AEPs 
provide learners with equivalent, certified competencies for basic education using effective teaching 
and learning approaches that match their level of cognitive maturity. AEPs reduce the number of 
years in a learning cycle, and allow students to complete a certified, equivalent level of education in a 
shortened time frame (Accelerated Education Working Group [AEWG], 2017).

In 2020, the AEWG1 conducted a review of the existing evidence base on AEPs. A key finding of 
the evidence review was that while there is substantial evidence of the effectiveness of AEPs to 
increase access to education by overage OOSCY, as well as some evidence of how AEPs improve 
learning outcomes, completion, and transition, AEPs are not yet fully institutionalised and 
supported within a wider suite of nonformal education opportunities for OOSCY in many contexts.

Under the Accelerating Change for Children’s and Youths’ Education through Systems 
Strengthening (ACCESS) research project—led by the University of Auckland in partnership with 
the AEWG and funded by Dubai Cares under E-Cubed—this report presents findings from the first 
phase of research in Nigeria. Key questions this phase of the research sought to explore are:

1 The AEWG is an interagency working group made up of partners funding and implementing accelerated education programmes globally. The 
AEWG is currently led by UNHCR with representation from UNICEF, UNESCO, USAID, DG-ECHO, the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC), Plan, the 
International Rescue Committee (IRC), Save the Children, Education Development Center (EDC), and War Child Holland. Its overarching goal is to 
strengthen the quality of AEPs through a more harmonised, standardised approach.

SECTION 1

INTRODUCTION
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1. To what extent does political commitment, capacity and will for institutionalising and 
integrating alternative and/or nonformal education (NFE) interventions such as AEPs exist 
within the national education system at present?

2. Where are there current levers and opportunities for the AEWG to lead and/or support 
systematic change which would better promote increased access to AEPs for learners 
who need it?

In Section 2 of this report, we specify the methodology used in this first phase of the research. 
In Section 3, we identify the distinct groups of OOSCY in Nigeria and assess the reasons they 
are out of school; and in Section 4, we examine the current range of learning opportunities 
available to these out-of-school learners—including alternative, nonformal and informal learning 
opportunities provided by state and nonstate actors. In doing so, we locate where AEPs fit into 
the current NFE landscape, and briefly trace their development and growth in Nigeria to date. 
Further, we map out the key stakeholders involved at present in funding, operating, overseeing, 
and legislating these programmes—and with what effect. In Section 5, we analyse the availability, 
accessibility, acceptability, and adaptability of existing AEPs and/or other NFE options that provide 
equivalent, certified competencies for overaged OOSCY—the key target group for AEPs at present. 
In Section 6, we explore why this situation might exist by examining both current institutional, 
legislative, and structural conditions within the education system, as well as the wider national 
political economy within which these marginalised learners’ needs are recognised, resourced, and 
represented. In doing so, we identify key stakeholders and contextual factors that either support or 
hinder wider scale institutionalisation and uptake of AEPs within national education systems where 
there is a need. The last section of the report—Section 7—summarises the implications of these 
findings regarding opportunities and challenges in the AEWG engaging with national educational 
stakeholders to advance policy reform for overaged out-of-school learners.
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SECTION 2

METHODOLOGY

To explore the two main questions in this first phase of the research, an applied political economy 
analysis (PEA) was conducted. Political economy approaches provide a way of situating educational 
interventions and programmes, such as AEPs, within the wider political, social and economic systems 
in which they exist (Robertson & Dale, 2015). More critical applications of PEA also emphasise the 
power relations and competing interests of key actors, organisations and institutions in either 
maintaining or disrupting the status quo in relation to OOSCY and the causes and consequences of 
them remaining out of school (Novelli et al., 2014). A light-touch problem-driven framework to PEA 
(Harris, 2013) coupled with a power-based analysis (Acosta & Pettit, 2013) was used to explore and 
analyse over four successive and iterative waves of data collection:

a. The various categories of OOSCY in the country, why they are out of school, and the 
degree to which they are accounted for, recognised and their needs met within existing 
education policies and programming at present (and why/why not);
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b. The prevalence and existence of AEPs or AEP-like programmes for OOSCY, how this has 
evolved over time, and how such programmes are governed, regulated, funded and 
provisioned for within the wider national education systems (including an identification of 
key stakeholders and their interests within these functions);

c. The degree to which such programmes are meeting the desired needs and ambitions of 
various groups of OOSCY, and why that might be.

True to the problem-driven framework, the focus on OOSCY is shaped by the premise that AEPs 
are one solution to addressing this chronic global concern. A problem-driven framework helps 
us to see the issues and challenges facing AEPs beyond technical implementation issues and 
helps to situate them within systems that may currently work against the programme ambitions. 
By foregrounding these issues, the aim is to then identify entry points to shift the institutional or 
regulatory frameworks governing OOSCY or the motivations and power relationships of key actors 
involved in thwarting change at present.

Within the parameters noted above, the scope and focus of the research was further refined, 
in terms of both the specific questions/topics explored, as well as the types of programmes, 
geographical location, and target populations the research focused on. The specific questions 
focused on in the study within the Nigerian context were: 

1. What are the contexts of OOSCY in Nigeria in terms of who they are and why they are out 
of school?

2. What opportunities in the educational landscape exist for the OOSCY, in what context do 
these opportunities exist and what is the demand for such opportunities?

3. Are there factors constraining access to these opportunities for OOSCY in Nigeria, what 
are these factors, and why do these factors exist and tend to persist?

4. Are the existing AEPs appropriate to the needs and context of OOSCY in Nigeria?
5. What institutional frameworks and structures are in place for addressing the educational 

needs of OOSCY in Nigeria and how do these structures interact to support the 
sustainability of AEPs and AEP-like programmes in the country? 

Currently, there are over 20 million children and youth who are out of school in Nigeria. This 
number may rise as conflicts and crises continue to occur and spread in the country and the 
poverty index rises. The COVID-19 pandemic and its attendant negative impact on education and 
the economy is likely to lead to the dropout of many children and youth from schools in Nigeria. 
Although efforts have been made to address the situation of OOSCY, it is unclear how well these 
efforts are meeting these learners’ needs. It is also unclear how these efforts fit within the wider 
educational landscape and how they provide a credible alternative educational pathway to formal 
education for the OOSCY. Thus, this research is intended to support the AEWG, the Government 
of Nigeria, and its partners, to identify opportunities and challenges to providing a credible 
educational opportunity for the rising population of OOSCY in Nigeria.

2.1 Specific Scope and Focus of Research
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The scope of the research 

Nigeria is comprised of 36 federating states and the Federal Capital Territory (FCT). Politically, 
the country is divided into six geopolitical zones, namely, southeast, south-south, southwest, 
north-central, northeast, and northwest. The public education system in Nigeria is decentralised 
under a federal structure; education is a concurrent responsibility of the federal, state, and local 
governments. The Federal Government provides policy leadership and sets standards for the 
country’s education sector through the Federal Ministry of Education (FME) and the National 
Council on Education (NCE). The Federal Government also finances an array of parastatals2 
which support state and local government programmes in education. Policies are localised and 
implemented by states and the FCT. Development partners also provide support both at the 
federal, state and local-government levels. In the context of this research, we began our enquiry 
on the key questions of the study from the national level and then focused on the northeast 
geopolitical zone with specific attention on Borno, Adamawa and Yobe states. The northeast 
geopolitical zone, due to the escalation of the Boko Haram insurgency, has become a hub for 
humanitarian and developmental interventions by donors and international nongovernmental 
organisations (INGOs). One of the intervention programmes provided to the conflict-affected 
citizens is an AEP. These programmes have been, however, concentrated in Adamawa, Borno and 
Yobe, which are the states most affected by the Boko Haram insurgency.

The data for the study were mainly collected through a combined approach involving a critical 
review of documents and a series of key-informant interviews. Although there is a plethora of 
documents and reports from diverse sources on OOSCY and the educational opportunities 
available to them, we concentrated on research reports, project reports and policy documents 
from government agencies, academic institutions, development partners, INGOs and national 
nongovernmental organisations (NNGOs). These documents were selected with the intent to 
situate the study within the context of existing policy frameworks and ongoing efforts to provide 
alternative education opportunities for OOSCY. Table 1 shows the number of documents reviewed 
by type for this research.

Table 1
Number of Documents Reviewed by Type

2 A parastatal is government agency established to discharge special functions which are backed by law.

2.2 Summary of Data Collected and Reviewed

Document Type # of documents
Policies and legislation 8
Strategies and plans (e.g., education sector plans,  
refugee response plans, education strategy)

1

Programme documentation  
(e.g., programme evaluations, project overviews)

8
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Two nonprobability sampling techniques were used to select the key informants for the study. 
First, we sampled purposively and then adopted the snowball technique to further identify other 
key informants. We drew up a set of criteria that helped us categorise government agencies, both 
at the national and state levels. From the categorisation we identified government agencies, both 
at national and state levels, which have mandates and are expected to carry out functions such 
as providing policy framework and regulations for the NFE sector. We applied a similar strategy 
to categorise and identify nonstate actors and partners who either fund or implement projects 
targeted at providing educational opportunity for OOSCY in Nigeria. These stakeholders helped 
us locate other critical stakeholders and researchers, whom we interviewed. Table 2 shows the 
number of participants by interviewee type and level of the interviewee.

Table 2
Number of Participants by Interviewee Type and Level3 

Note: CBO = Community-based organisation

A full list of documents reviewed, and stakeholders interviewed, is provided in Annexes 1 and 2.

3 Funders may include representatives from multi-lateral funds or bilateral donors. Regulators may include government officials or representatives 
of semiautonomous institutions developing policy and monitoring AE. Coordinators may include government officials, as well as coordinating bodies 
such as UN agencies. Implementers may include representatives of non-governmental organisations, school administration or staff responsible for 
provision of AE.

Regional National Subnational Total

AE Funder

Bilateral donor 2 2

Multilateral funder 1 1
AE Regulator

Government 3 3 6

Semiautonomous (researcher) 2 2

AE Coordinator
Government

UN body 2 1

AE Implementer

INGO 8 8

Local NGO/CBO 1 1

Total 20
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The analysis of the data collected from the document review and key informant interviews was done 
stepwise. First, the data were extracted from the documents and organised in relation to the key 
questions. Similarly, the primary data from the interviews were first transcribed and then sorted to 
form related threads according to the thematic areas covering key questions. The information from 
the two sources was then used to provide answers to the key questions raised to guide the study. 

2.3 Approach to Analysis
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SECTION 3
PROFILE OF OUT-OF-SCHOOL 
CHILDREN AND YOUTH IN 
NIGERIA 

This section explores the characteristics of the OOSCY population in Nigeria, and the barriers 
they face to being in school. In doing so, focus is given to populations of interest and relevance 
to AEPs—namely adolescents and youth aged 10 to 184 who either have never entered formal 
education or have missed significant amounts of their education and are considered too far over 
age to enter back into formal education. Our analysis of the out-of-school population is informed 
by a typology—initially developed by Lewin (2007), and then taken up by UNICEF and UIS 
(2015)—of the five dimensions of educational exclusion:

4 The AEWG considers AEPs relevant for over-age OOSCY aged 10 to 18. This is because, in many contexts, children 9 years and younger are not 
considered over-age and could reenrol in formal education, and because, given their level of cognitive development, an accelerated curriculum may 
not appropriate for them. Individuals over 18 years are often included in and more appropriate for adult education. The AEWG recognises, however, 
that the exact age range for AEPs differs by context.
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• Group 1: Preprimary-aged out-of-school children
• Group 2: Primary-aged out-of-school children
• Group 3: Lower secondary aged out-of-school children
• Group 4: Learners at risk of dropping out of primary school
• Group 5: Learners at risk of dropping out of lower secondary school

AEPs typically target students in Groups 2 and 3—learners who are already out of school and are of 
primary or lower secondary age—with the goal of providing a pathway for those who are over age 
to reenter formal education. UNICEF’s framework (UNICEF & UIS, 2015) for Groups 2 and 3 further 
delineates those out-of-school children into three subgroups:

a. Visible out-of-school children: These are out-of-school children who are typically 
accounted for in official figures, based on information collected from EMIS systems or 
other government databases. These are typically students who are school leavers rather 
than those who have never entered into school at all.  

b. Semi-invisible out-of-school children: These are either learners who attend school 
infrequently, or learners who may no longer be attending school but are still counted 
as enrolled because their drop-out status was never registered; or children who never 
enrolled in school but for whom information can be obtained from national birth 
registration records, household IDs or other civil records. 

c. Invisible out-of-school children: These are children not recorded in any government, 
administrative or school record, and are often the most vulnerable and disadvantaged 
children in society.

Lastly, it is important to note that UNICEF’s framework acknowledges that in some contexts, 
OOSCY may in fact be participating in some form of learning which is not officially recognised or 
does not result in a qualification. This includes literacy programmes, life-skills training, nonformal 
vocational training, rural-development education, religious education, and cultural/traditional 
education. While they should be counted as OOSCY in official figures, “participation in nonformal 
education ... is different from no exposure to school at all and should be reported separately when 
analysing data on out of school children” (UNICEF & UIS, 2015, p. 15). 

Below, we provide a brief profile of the learners in Groups 2 and 3, above, and what current 
provision exists for these learners to reenter or access education.

Estimates on the numbers of out-of-school children in Group 2 (primary-aged out-of-school 
children) within the Nigerian context varies widely, depending on the year in which data were 
collected and the source of these data. For instance, the 2008 National Demographic and Health 
Survey (NDHS) data reported by UNICEF Nigeria (2012) estimated the number of out-of-school 
children (6–11 years) to be 7.3 million. This was nearly one third of primary-aged children in Nigeria 
(29.3% of the total primary-school-age population) at that point in time. A sharp increase in 
number, 12.7 million, was reported in the national education sector plan, Education for Change: 
A Ministerial Strategic Plan (2018–2022) (FME Nigeria, n.d.). Furthermore, the National Personnel 
Audit (NPA) conducted by the Universal Basic Education Commission (UBEC) (UBEC, 2019) shows 
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that 10,193,918 primary-school-age children (6–11 years) were out of school as of 2018.5 This figure 
corresponds to 25% (one out of four) of all primary-school-age children in Nigeria (UBEC, 2019). 
A comparative analysis of the 2008 NDHS estimate with the 2018 NPA shows that, within 10 years, 
the number of out-of-school children (6–11years) in Nigeria has increased by 50%. 

The high rate of OOSCY is not different for learners in Group 3 (lower secondary-age out-of-school 
children). The NDHS 2008 data estimated that 2.8 million junior-secondary-age learners [children] 
(12-14 years) were out of school as of 2008 (UNICEF Nigeria, 2012). Ten years later, this number 
was estimated to be about 9.9 million (UBEC, 2019). This is an over 300% increase within 10 years. 
One glaring fact, as observed by one bilateral donor staff, is that “in more than a decade, Nigeria 
has remained one of the countries with the highest number of out of school children and youth” 
(N.5, AE funder, national-level bilateral donor). A further analysis of the OOSCY in Nigeria in Groups 
2 and 3 (primary and lower secondary) is provided in Table 3. The table gives an overview of OOSCY 
in Nigeria based on 2008 and 2018 national data. 

5 The number of out-of-school children is an estimate based on the difference between the projected populations of school-age children as provided 
by the National Population Commission and the number of in-school children as reported by the National Personnel Audit (NPA).
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Table 3 
Breakdown of Out-of-School Children and Youth in Nigeria 

2008
(UNICEF Nigeria, 2012)

2018
(UBEC, 2019)

Main reasons why they are out of school

Group 2: Primary-age out-of-school children (6–11 years)

Number of OOSCY 7.3 million 10.2 million • Poverty 
• Norms and pervasive religious persuasion
• Conflicts 
• Underfunding of education
• Poor management of the formal education system
• Mismatch between education and the skills required for work and survival
• Value added of acquiring education
• The need to support family income and daily needs
• Attending Qur’anic schools as alternative to basic education

Distribution  
by gender 

47.3% male
52.7% female

62% male
38% female

Distribution  
by geopolitical zone*

NE = 52.5%
NW = 50.9%
NC = 23.5%
SS = 9.2%
SE = 8.6%
SW = 8.2%

NE = 33%
NW = 25%
NC =26%
SS =24%
SE = 19%
SW = 22%

Group 3: Lower secondary-age out-of-school children (11–14 years)

Number of OOSCY 2.8 million 9.9 million • Poverty 
• Norms and widespread religious beliefs
• Conflicts and displacement 
• Shame to return to school after many years of being out of school
• Underfunding of education
• Poor management of the formal education system
• Mismatch between education and the skills required for work and survival
• Value added of acquiring education
• Attending Qur’anic schools as alternative to basic education.

Distribution  
by gender 

46.4 % male
53.6% female

No disaggregated 
data available

Distribution  
by geopolitical zone*

NE = 52.7%
NW = 52.7%
NC = 22.6%
SW = 7.6%
SS = 6.4%
SE = 4.4%

No disaggregated 
data available

Note: Geopolitical zones: NE=northeast, NW=northwest, NC=north central, SW=southwest, SS=south south, SE=southeast.
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Table 3 gives a breakdown of the OOSCY in Nigeria. With reference to Group 2, there were 7.3 
million primary-aged OOSCY as of 2008. Of this figure, 52.7% were female and 47.3 % were male. 
The total number of OOSCY of primary age increased by over 50% within 10 years, from 7.3 million 
to 10.2 million with more males (62%) than females (38%) being out of school. However, more 
boys (51.79%) than girls (48.74%) complete primary school (National Bureau of Statistics [NBS], 
2021). The increase in the number of OOSCY was to be expected, since the rate of poverty in the 
country increased to 40.1% in 2019 (NBS, 2020) and due to the lingering conflict situation in the 
country. It is also observed that within the 10 years, the trend in terms of gender changed with 
more boys than girls being out of school. This could indicate that, according to UBEC (2019, p. 
236), “the campaigns for parents, especially in the northern states, to allow their daughters to 
attend and complete primary schools had started yielding results.”

Table 3 also shows that the lower (junior) secondary-aged children (11–14 years) who are out of school 
increased from 2.8 million to 9.9 million between 2008 and 2018. Most of the children in this category 
are expected to never enter school by age 17. In fact, UNICEF Nigeria (2012) predicted that 76.9% of 
the children and youth in this category might not enter or reenter school (UNICEF Nigeria, 2012). This 
category of OOSCY therefore faces the greatest risk of exclusion. More so, rates of dropping out of 
school are highest among children and youth of this age group (UNICEF Nigeria, 2012). 

In terms of the geopolitical location of the OOSCY, Table 3 shows that the vast majority of OOSCY 
are in the north, especially the northeast and northwest. The 2020 National Education Data Survey 
shows that as many as 59% of children 6–15 years in some states of northern Nigeria are out of 
school (National Population Commission, 2020). Although the population of OOSCY in Nigeria has 
remained largely in the north, Table 3 shows that while the number of out-of-school children is 
gradually decreasing in the north, there is a gradual increase in the south. Figure 1 gives a clearer 
picture of the situation among primary-aged children. 

Figure 1
Percentage of OOSCY in Group 2 by Region of the Country
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Compare, for example, the southeast and the northeast. In the 2008 NDHS data (UNICEF Nigeria, 
2012), 8.6% of OOSCY were from the southeast region, and the number increased to 19% of the 
total school-age population in the 2018 NPA (UBEC, 2019) data. In general, the increase is across all 
the geopolitical zones of the south. In the northeast, on the other hand, the proportion of OOSCY 
decreased from 52.5% to 33%. The phenomenal decrease cuts across all the other geopolitical zones 
of the north except north central, where there was a marginal increase in the number of OOSCY.

The above scenario has both positive and negative implications in the efforts to tackle the 
challenge of OOSCY in Nigeria. The positive implication is that the efforts being made to ensure 
OOSCY access educational opportunities are yielding some tangible results in the north. The 
negative implication, however, is that the fight against the phenomenon of OOSCY in Nigeria does 
not appear to be successful overall, and rather, an issue which was initially seen as a “northern” 
problem is becoming more pervasive in the southern states as well. A civil society advocate for 
education for all observed that, “the gradual spread of the OOSCY to the southern part of Nigeria 
should be a source of serious concern. It might be counterproductive in the effort to address the 
issue of OOSCY in Nigeria” (N.16, AE regulator, national-level semiautonomous agency).

The trends noted challenge the conventional wisdom that the OOSCY issue is a northern “thing” 
and not a Nigeria-wide problem. Over time, this belief has led to a series of regionally focused 
programmes and interventions by state and nonstate actors in the effort to address the challenge 
of OOSCY, primarily in the north, and is reflected in the high concentration of donor agencies’ 
interventions on OOSCY in northern Nigeria specifically. One civil society activist observed that:

donors and INGOs have failed to understand that a problem is a problem, whether it is 
about boys or girls. They are still using outdated data and holding unto old perception 
about the north and south. But some of those things have changed. Now in the south you 
have more out of school boys than girls and in the north you have more out-of-school girls 
than boys. (N.17, AE regulator, national-level semiautonomous agency) 

As cogent as these arguments may seem, the donor agencies hold different views. It is their view 
that interventions and support to the national and state governments are driven by evidence and 
focused on where the problems are longerstanding or more acute. A donor agency staff, while 
acknowledging the increase in the number of OOSCY in southern Nigeria emphasised that:

we work with evidence and the evidence—all the indicators—poverty, crisis, insurgency 
is in the north, in all ramifications. If you remove the population of OOSCY in the north 
from the national figure of OOSCY, you will see that Nigeria will no longer be called the 
country with highest number of OOSCY. (N.5, AE funder, national-level bilateral donor).

Addressing reticence amongst other actors to intervene in the south, as well, the same individual 
also noted that:

we agree that there is an increase in the number of OOSCY in the south but our 
intervention in the south is demand driven. We need to see the will and the issues for us 
to intervene. If we do not see the will on the part of the governments in the south and 
the issues are glaring, it will be difficult to put in money in such a place. Moreover, our 
interventions draw from the overarching strategic policies on aids and supports. We are 
not a charity. (N.5, AE funder, national-level bilateral donor).
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This emphasis on the north appears to be based on several assumptions. First, that international 
aid is focused on solving problems that are deeply entrenched, rather than ones which are 
emerging. Second, aid may not be available if a problem falls outside the strategic policy 
framework guiding aid and strategic interests of a given donor. Third, it is not necessarily about 
needs of the people but more about alignment to a donor agency’s strategic framework. 

One civil society group sees this idea held by donor agencies as not being strategic enough and 
based not on empirical evidence, as claimed, but rather on emotions and sentiments. A staff 
member from this organisation argued: 

donor agencies and INGOs need to be strategic and not driven by emotions. The 
assumption is that there are a lot of issues in the north, insurgencies and the likes, but 
they forget other factors that are widespread like poverty that also do lead to children and 
youth being out of school. (N.16, AE regulator, national-level semiautonomous agency)

This staff member added that: 

this approach to aid is the reason why most of the interventions are not making national 
meaningful impacts. They are only concentrated in one region of the country, forgetting 
that Nigeria is a country and not divided into two—north and south. (N.16, AE regulator, 
national-level semiautonomous agency)

The two sides present valid points in their arguments but, as noted by Davis and Kalu-Nwiwu 
(2001), “the salt of education must be distributed so as to cure and preserve the meat on 
which the nurture and sustenance of the society depend” (p. 8). It must also be borne in mind 
that a cohesive education system, and its provision without regional or political divide, is what 
will undermine terrorism, ameliorate ethnic tension with a degree of immediacy and serve as 
preventive measures against many forms of crimes and crises (Peeples, 2018). We infer, therefore, 
that, as noted by one of the key informants, “it is out of place to focus on one region of the country 
in the effort to stem the tide of out of school children and youth in Nigeria” (N.16, AE regulator, 
national-level semi-autonomous agency). 

Barriers to School Enrolment and Retention

There are both supply- and demand-side barriers that have contributed to this large OOSCY 
population in Nigeria. Although there are regional peculiarities, some of these barriers are 
generic. This is exemplified in the 2021 education sector analysis of the Federal Republic 
of Nigeria (World Bank & IIEP-UNESCO Dakar, 2021). From the supply side, access to basic 
education remains an issue as many rural communities do not even have schools within 
their reach, and where there are schools, they are not well resourced and they lack basic 
infrastructure. An INGO staff stated “there is more attention on education in the cities as 
compared to communities. Many NGOs and INGOs are now providing the nonformal education 
to salvage the situation” (N.4, AE implementer, regional level). Poverty continues to be one of 
the key factors leading to dropping out and, in most cases, nonenrolment into school. About 
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85 million out of the over 200 million Nigerian population live below the poverty line.6 The 
NBS (2020) puts the poverty rate in the country at 40.1%. It has been observed that, in many 
families, children and youth look away from education as they take up economic activities to 
support their parents. A participant explained that “many parents send their children to hawk in 
the streets to support family needs” (N.4, AE implementer, regional-level INGO staff).

Additionally, participation in education has direct and indirect costs on households, despite 
the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria (as amended in 2011), the Universal Basic 
Education Act 2004, and the National Policy on Education (Federal Republic of Nigeria [FRN], 2013) 
guaranteeing free and compulsory basic education to all. There are hidden charges for learners and 
these charges place a financial burden on low-income families. These charges are in the form of 
providing uniforms, textbooks, transportation and other levies like the Parent Teachers Association 
levy. One INGO staff puts it that “many families cannot afford the financial demands that come 
from sending a child to school. Even though basic education is free, there are hidden charges that 
parents pay” (N.2, AE coordinator, national-level INGO staff). Another INGO staff observed that:

many parents want education for their children but do not have the funds to back it up. 
When things like school uniforms are removed, textbooks are provided, no transport fee 
is required and school will be at their own time, many parents will be ready to allow their 
children to go to school. (N.1, AE coordinator, national-level INGO staff) 

Hence, until these hidden costs to education are removed, education remains largely inaccessible 
to low-income families. 

From the demand side, there are issues that have to do with culture and widespread religious 
persuasions, the perceived mismatch between education and the skills required for work and the 
value addition that one has after acquiring education. The Nigerian National Policy on Education 
(FRN, 2013) states that education shall be oriented towards “acquisition of functional skills and 
competencies necessary for self-reliance” (p. 3). This policy provision underscores the fact that 
education is expected to equip the recipients with skills and competencies for survival and growth 
of the society, which is one major purpose of education. Where the case is different, society 
will lose faith in education and attempt to seek alternative means to empower their children for 
survival and meaningful living. One of the key informants and an INGO staff noted that:

there is this expectation that after education I will have a job and when you now finish 
without a job, that will bring about discouragement to parents in sending their children to 
school. For instance, in the southeastern part of the country, many parents will prefer to 
send their boys to learn a trade where they are sure he will make a living than sending him 
to school where the future is uncertain. (N.2, AE coordinator, national-level INGO staff)

This was further elaborated by another INGO staff who stated that “many parents will prefer to 
have their children learn a trade and earn a living than go for a free education without anything 
to show for it. This makes them reluctant to continue to send their children to school” (N.1, AE 
coordinator, national-level INGO staff). The fact is that there is a growing doubt among some 
parents about the type and quality of education that children receive. This doubt may not be 

6 An individual living in Nigeria with less than 137,430 naira (US$381.75) per year is considered poor. Similarly, a person having under 87,800 naira 
(about US$215) in a year available for food is living below the poverty line according to Nigerian national standards.
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unfounded, as Peeples (2018) explains, “while education [in Nigeria] was successful at culturally 
normalizing and spreading what might be called westernization by some—everything from 
financial markets and consumer goods to secular laws—it has not succeeded at fulfilling a 
promise of universal empowerment” (p. 75).

This lack of faith in the ability of formal schooling to empower its recipients with the requisite skills 
and competencies for meaningful living is one of the root causes leading to out-of-school boys 
in southern Nigeria and, particularly, in the southeast. An advocate for better education for all 
states that “there is this mentality that ‘I can still make money without going to school’ pervading 
the southern part of the country” (N.16, AE regulator, national-level semiautonomous agency). 
This mentality has some serious negative effects on boys’ education in the south. Given the fact 
that the perception has lingered for a long time, the resultant effect is the gradual increase in the 
number of OOSCY in southern Nigeria. Similarly, girl-child education in some states in the south is 
trending downwards. A recent statistic shows that Edo state, in southern Nigeria, has the highest 
number of primary-school-age girls who are not in school in Nigeria (NBS, 2021).

However, another perspective to this exists. This is that education has not lost its value and its 
potency to equip the recipients with the necessary skills for the world of work but, rather, that 
many parents are not aware of the value of education and are focused on the immediate rather 
than the long-term benefits of education. A government official explained that:

because of the level of literacy of the parents, they are not aware of the value of 
education. They want to see education yield results. They also will prefer their children 
learn a trade that will offer them immediate economic benefit… even when education is 
free, when parents do not know the value of education, they will not send their child to 
school. (N.3, AE regulator, national-level government official)

Prevalent also are cultural and religious factors that lead to children either not enrolling into 
school or withdrawing before completing basic education. This is particularly true in Muslim-
northern Nigeria (Ishaku, 2020). There, formal education has been consistently viewed as a form 
of Western ideological imperialism and an act of cultural and religious erasure. This perception 
has led to the slow pace of public acceptance of education for many decades in northern 
Nigeria even with the known benefits that education brings to the recipients (Peeples, 2018). 
A government education official explained that:

our society is full of these social cultural issues where even some people believe that 
going to school is a taboo. Some Qur’anic Malam sometimes misinterpret the Qur’an, 
making the people believe that going to school [Western education] is a Haram. And 
this has affected public acceptance of education. (N.14, AE regulator, regional-level 
government official).

For many decades, girl-child education in particular has been hampered by deep-rooted and 
pervasive cultural and religious beliefs in northern Nigeria. In regions where women have a lower 
social status, many parents opt to send their girls to work in markets rather than to school (Archer, 
2014). With the increasing rate of poverty, many girls are often sent to work in the markets or to 
hawk wares on the streets (UNICEF Nigeria, 2007). An education service provider corroborates this 
as he shares his experience in one community in northeast Nigeria. He states:
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Some of the parents perceive sending the girl-child to school as a waste of time and 
resources. Most of them believe that once a girl-child is married out, that is the end 
of the relationship and every investment made in educating will be to the benefit of 
another family. In most instances, the girl-child will be sent out to hawk while the boy 
will be sent to school. They believe that, after all, the girl will be married out.  
(N.18, AE implementer, regional-level NGO staff)

These attitudes are exacerbated by some religious leaders, who argue that educating girls 
is un-Islamic (Archer, 2014). Although this argument has been countered by many Islamic 
scholars, it is still prevalent in certain places in the Muslim north, particularly the rural areas. A 
government official relates that, “in a particular rural community no one sends his or her child to 
school because one big Mallam had told them that sending their children (particularly the girl-
child) to school means sending them to become Christians” (N.14, AE regulator, regional-level 
government official). 

The worst hit are the girls born in poor families who lack almost every opportunity for survival in 
life. A World Bank (2019) project document specifies that:

a poor girl born in the northeast or northwest regions of Nigeria faces daunting 
challenges throughout her life. If she survives to her school-age years, she has on 
average less than 50 percent chance of enrolling in primary school and less than 
30 percent chance of transiting to secondary school. If the girl comes from a rural 
community or from a poor household, she is doubly disadvantaged. For a girl from the 
poorest wealth quintile, for example, her chance of enrolling in primary and secondary 
school drop to 24 percent and 9 percent respectively. (p. 5)

Hence, supply- and demand-side constraints on access to education are interwoven and 
entrenched in social, political, economic, religious and cultural elements within Nigerian 
society. In summary, although the number of OOSCY in Nigeria varies by geographical divides, 
by states and by gender, and although the reasons why children and youth are out of school 
vary across the north and south, and across the geopolitical zones, the issue is an acute one 
across the entire country. Educational solutions should be about providing access to quality 
basic education to the children and youth who are at risk of perpetual exclusion from the 
opportunities that education provides. This prevailing situation calls for the provision of an 
alternative, quality and equivalent basic education option for this category of children and 
youth, particularly the over-aged who appear to be the most disadvantaged, as there is no legal 
provision that clearly guarantees their right to basic education. 
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SECTION 4
LANDSCAPE OF AEPS  
IN NIGERIA 

In this section we briefly outline efforts that have been made to date in Nigeria to create alternative 
education pathways for the groups of OOSCY identified in the previous section. This section is 
broken into two parts. The first is an overview of how AEPs and/or AEP-like programmes have 
come about as a solution to the needs of OOSCY in Nigeria, and where they are situated in relation 
to other types of nonformal or alternative education approaches in the country. The second 
section explores in greater depth the key actors involved at present in the funding, operation, and 
regulation of AEPs in the country. Based on interviews and a review of documentation carried out, 
we also provide an indication of how well these actors are carrying out these roles effectively and 
equitably, and constraints, at present, on their work.

AEPs sit within a wider landscape of nonformal and alternative pathways for learning in Nigeria, 
of which there are many, and which are targeted towards providing OOSCY with a chance to 
gain some form of education. One of the earliest responses by the Nigerian government was the 
establishment of the National Commission for Mass Literacy, Adult and Non-Formal Education 
(NMEC) in 1990. A government official stated that “one of the factors that led to the introduction 
of adult and nonformal education programme was the magnitude of illiteracy. As of 1990, Nigeria 
had been listed as one of the E9 countries7 —countries with the highest number of illiterates” 
(N.3, AE regulator, national-level government official). An INGO staff underscores this by explaining 
that “nonformal education was originally meant to provide functional literacy and numeracy 
programmes for adults who missed out from formal education. It was to serve as a pathway for 
them to acquire some of functional skills” (N.1, AE coordinator, national-level INGO staff). 

Following the establishment of NMEC, each of the 36 states and the FCT established an agency 
for adult and NFE. The main responsibility of these agencies is to eradicate illiteracy by providing 
literacy programmes that meet the needs (economic, cultural, social and political) of illiterate 
youths and adults (NMEC, 2008). This responsibility is pursued through the initiation and 
implementation of various forms of mass education programmes (NMEC, 2008). The mandate of 
NMEC was, however, expanded in the last revision of the National Policy on Education. The goals of 
mass literacy, adult and NFE, as enunciated in the National Policy of Education (FRN, 2013) are to: 

7 E9 is a forum of nine countries, namely Bangladesh, Brazil, China, Egypt, India, Indonesia, Mexico, Nigeria and Pakistan, that aims at achieving the 
goals of UNESCO’s Education For All initiative.

4.1 The Evolution of AEPs in the Nigeria 
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a. Provide functional basic education for adults and youths who have never had the 
advantage of formal education or who left school too early. The target groups include 
migrant folks, almajiri pupils, illiterate and semi-literate adults, youths and adolescents; 
persons who left the formal school system early and are now willing to come back and 
continue schooling; and other categories of disadvantaged groups; who are unable to 
have access to the conventional educational system and therefore require other forms of 
educational programmes to cater for their particular/peculiar needs and circumstances; 

b. provide remedial and life-long education for youths and adults who did not complete 
secondary education; and 

c. provide in-service, vocational and professional training for different categories of workers 
and professionals in order to improve their skills (67[a-c]). 

Given the expansion of the functions of the NFE regulatory agencies, the agencies now run 
programmes that cater for learners of varying categories which include early childhood care and 
education (ECCE), basic literacy, post literacy, vocational education and continuing education. 
These programmes target a variety of out-of-school populations and include:

• Adults and adolescents (15 years and above) who have never been to school and cannot 
read and write; 

• Adults and adolescents (15 years and above) who are above school going age but have 
not achieved the competencies of reading, writing and numeracy; 

• Early school leavers who could not stay to achieve permanent literacy for effective work; 
• Adults/youths requiring rehabilitative education; and 
• School-age children and youth (6–14 years) not enrolled in the formal school system. 

Each state in Nigeria has an agency for mass education which operates adult education and 
literacy centres for the implementation of these programmes. To expand access to the various 
NFE programmes for OOSCY and adults, development partners (INGOs, NGOs, community-based 
organisations [CBOs]) provide intervention programmes to support government efforts. Many 
of these intervention programmes aim at providing basic literacy and numeracy skills that will 
enable the recipients to either mainstream into the formal school system or find other career 
paths. However, as noted by one of the key informants “these programmes are to help government 
establish benchmarks and then scale up to reach a wider population” (N1: AE coordinator, national 
level). A common challenge that beneficiaries of these programmes have is the gap between the 
curriculum of the NFE programmes and that of the formal school programmes. When learners 
transition to the formal school programme, they struggle so much to cope, leading to the 
withdrawal of many from school. There has also been the challenge of certification and recognition 
of the programme as a pathway back to formal school. 

Recently, in 2019, the NCE, the highest policy making body in the Nigerian education sector, 
approved a new educational programme that seeks to provide an AEP for overage OOSCY between 
the ages of 10 and 18 (NCE, 2019). The programme, which is referred to as the accelerated basic 
education programme (ABEP), is described as a national response to the growing incidence of 
OOSCY in the country. 

The accelerated education option first emerged in Nigeria in 2014, as a result of the Boko Haram 
insurgency in northeast Nigeria that led to the displacement of many school-age children (USAID/
Nigeria, 2017). The AEP was implemented as an Education Crisis Response (ECR) project with 
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support from USAID. The 3-year project was initially implemented in the three northeastern states 
of Adamawa, Bauchi and Gombe. The focus was to address the main learning needs of internally 
displaced children living in host communities affected by the crisis in northeast Nigeria. The 
project implemented an accelerated 9-month basic education programme (equivalent to the first 
3 years of primary education) using a nonformal/alternative education approach (USAID/Nigeria, 
2017). Although this project, within the context of the AEWG definition of an AEP, may not be 
described as an AEP, it led to the emergence of other like programmes in Nigeria. The programmes 
focused on helping learners catch up on missed education and can better be described as catch-
up programmes8 and not AEPs. 

With the escalation of the insurgency in the northeast, many other national NGOs and INGOs 
sought to provide educational opportunities for the displaced children and youth and those 
who were not displaced but had had no access to education previously. However, there was 
not a strategically designed and nationally accepted educational programme or curriculum 
framework to run accelerated education programmes in Nigeria (Nigerian Educational Research 
and Development Council [NERDC], 2020). Instead, there was a plethora of curricula, and 
implementing partners were unsure which curriculum to use. (Family Health International 360, 
2019). This also implied nonstandardisation of the accelerated education programmes provided 
by partners. The above situation necessitated the development of a national AEP-implementation 
framework and curriculum by the NERDC in 2019. The programme and the curriculum were 
approved for national implementation, after piloting, by the NCE at its 64th meeting (NCE, 2019). 
The Plan International-led consortium under the EU-Response, Early Recovery and Resilience in 
Borno State: Education Component financially supported the development of the curriculum and 
the programme (NERDC, 2020). 

Having explored the growth and evolution of AEPs in the country, we now focus on current AEP or 
AEP-like programmes that are functioning in Nigeria. The aim in this section is to explore the roles 
and responsibilities of various stakeholders involved in running, funding, regulating and overseeing 
AEPs in the country, historically and at present. As part of this, we also explore how this structure 
might support/hinder opportunities for AEPs to function effectively at present.

AEPs are among the wide range of options available in Nigeria to meet the needs of overage OOSCY 
(10–18 years) to complete basic education (Primary 1–6 and Junior Secondary 1–3), obtain a 
qualification, and either transition back into formal education or other forms of further education. 

8 The catch-up programmes in this context are educational programmes designed to help learners who are in school, but are struggling, or those 
who missed a period of learning and are preparing to resume schooling. They are usually run for a short period.

4.2 AEPs in the Wider Landscape of Opportunities for OOSCY

4.2.1 Current Scale and Scope of AEP-provision in the Country
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AEPs are designed to provide the recipients unique learning experiences that will enable them to acquire basic knowledge, skills and competencies sufficient 
for mainstreaming and coping with the curriculum in the formal school system. It specifically targets out-of-school children between ages 10 and 18 who had 
been in school but have had their education interrupted and are overage to continue schooling from where they stopped; and those who have never been to 
school and are overage to start formal education from the foundation class (Primary 1). Table 4 gives an overview of some AEPs in Nigeria.

Table 4
Overview of Some AEPs in Nigeria 

Name of 
AEP

Dates Funder Implementer
Regulating/  

certifying body
Location

Target 
population

Number of 
beneficiaries 

reached
Programme objective

Education 
Crisis 

Response 

2014 
to 

2017

USAID funded 
the INGO to 

implement the 
programme.

Creative 
Associates 

The State Agency for Mass 
Education (SAME) and 

the State Universal Basic 
Education Board (SUBEB) 

conducted monitoring 
visits and worked with 

the implementer to 
mainstream the learners 

into regular schools. 

One 
geopolitical 

zone 
(northeast) 

out of the six 
geopolitical 
zones in the 

country.

School 
children 

and youth 
ages 6–17 

years.

Girls: 43,944
Boys: 36,397

To address the main 
learning needs of 

internally displaced 
children living in host 
communities affected 

by the crisis in northeast 
Nigeria, the project 

implemented an 
accelerated 9-month 

basic education 
programme (equivalent 

to the first 3 years of 
primary education) 
using a nonformal/

alternative education 
approach.



PageOpportunities and challenges to support out-of-school children and youth through Accelerated Education Programmes   27

Name of 
AEP

Dates Funder Implementer
Regulating/  

certifying body
Location

Target 
population

Number of 
beneficiaries 

reached
Programme objective

Accelerated 
Basic 

Education 
Programme 

2018–
date 

European 
Union funds 
the INGOs to 

implement the 
programme. 

Plan 
International-led 
consortium (Plan 

International, 
Save the Children 
and JEPHASON).

NERDC developed the 
curriculum and the 

programme structure, 
the NCE approved the 

curriculum and the 
programme structure, 

SAME and SUBEB 
monitor the programme, 

certification to be 
provided by the Ministry of 

Education. 

Borno state, 
northeast 
Nigeria. 

School 
children 

and youth 
ages 10–18 

years.

Over 
200,000

To provide equivalent, 
alternative education to 

OOSCY. 

Addressing 
Education 

in 
Northeast 

Nigeria 
(AENN)

2018–
2021

USAID funded 
the INGO to 

implement the 
programme.

Family Health 
International360

SAME and SUBEB 
conducted monitoring 
visits and worked with 

the implementer to 
mainstream the learners 

into regular schools.

Borno and 
Yobe states, 

northeast 
Nigeria. 

School 
children 

and youth 
ages 6–17 

years.

To provide safe formal, 
nonformal, and 

accelerated education 
while increasing the 

capacity of education 
actors at the national, 
state and local levels.

Accelerated 
Learning 

Programme

2017–
date 

FCDO funds 
the INGO to 

implement the 
programme.

International 
Rescue 

Committee

SAME and SUBEB 
conducted monitoring 
visits and worked with 

the implementer to 
mainstream the learners 

into regular schools.

Borno and 
Yobe states, 

northeast 
Nigeria.

School 
children 

and youth 
ages 9–14 

years.

Girls: 21, 200
Boys: 18,800

To create learning 
opportunities for 

OOSCY.
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The table shows that most of the AEP and AEP-like programmes have focused on different target 
populations outside the nationally approved age group for AEPs. This is expected since there 
was previously no framework and curriculum for the implementation of AEPs. However, the 
development and approval of accelerated basic education are providing opportunities for the 
standardisation of AEPs in Nigeria as observed by an INGO official:

the developed and approved curriculum and programme structure for AEP is like 
a great opportunity for us as some concerns we have had about the quality of the 
materials we are using for AEP can now be overcome. Also, the programme will help 
us in programming as it is a more comprehensive with clear structure.  
(N.9, AE coordinator, regional-level INGO staff ). 

Furthermore, these programmes have been limited to the northeast geopolitical zone of 
the country. This is also understandable as these programmes were initiated to address the 
educational crisis brought about by the insurgency in the region. However, given the scale of 
OOSCY in Nigeria, the current level of AEP provision is but a mere “drop in a bucket.” 

Table 4 indicates that most AEPs in Nigeria are implemented by INGOs. The AEPs in Nigeria gained 
official recognition in 2019 having been approved as alternative basic education programmes for 
overage OOSCY. There is no clear-cut legislative framework for the running of AEPs in Nigeria, as 
noted by one government official, because, “The Universal Basic Education Act 2004 may apply 
to AEP, but the Act has some lacuna in terms of providing education for overage OOSCY” (N.7, AE 
regulator, national-level government official). Specifically, the UBE Act 2004, Section 2(1) provides 
that “every Government in Nigeria shall provide free, compulsory and Universal basic education for 
every child of primary and junior secondary, school age” but, the Act did not clearly define what is 
meant by “school age.” One wonders if the concept of school age is in the context of age range for 
basic education as provided in the National Policy on Education (FRN, 2013). The policy provides 
that “basic education is the education given to children aged 0–15 years.” If this is the case, the 
question would be: what about those above this age range who have never had the opportunity 
to acquire basic education? The NMEC Act 1990 would have provided a great opportunity for 
the provision of equivalent basic education for overage children and youth, but the Act has been 
criticised as focusing more on adults than children and youth. An INGO staff shared that “I have 
read through the policy and do not see it making provision for out school children and youth” (N.11, 
AE implementer, regional-level INGO staff). 

Although the ABEP has been approved by the highest education policy-making body in Nigeria, 
the administrative and regulatory framework for implementation is yet to be fully put in place. 
Currently, at the national level, the NERDC is providing leadership towards the institutionalisation 
of the programmes in Nigeria. Key government agencies like NMEC and UBEC are working together 
with NERDC to coordinate the development of the national implementation framework. In states 
where AEPs are implemented, albeit on a pilot basis, the State Agencies for Mass Education 
(SAME) works with the State Universal Basic Education Board (SUBEB) to regulate and monitor 
AEPs through supervisory visits to the centres to ensure compliance to standard. A government 

4.2.2 Funding, Implementation, and Regulation of AEPS
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official noted that “the key agencies, SUBEB, SAME and Ministry of Education work together to 
provide regulatory and monitoring services for AEPs in Adamawa” (N.15, AE regulator, regional-
level government official). This arrangement is not sustainable since it is not backed by any 
policy framework or legislation. It is based on personal relationships between the heads of the 
key government agencies. It is hoped that a national implementation framework will provide 
a robust system for the implementation of AEPs in Nigeria both in terms of programming and 
administration. But there are fears that if the implementation framework is not passed into law, 
it may stifle the implementation of AEPs in Nigeria after the development partners have pulled 
out. A staff of an INGO shared that, “the ABEP needs to be embedded into law which will produce 
the administrative structure that can then bring about the fund for implementation” (N.11, AE 
implementer, regional-level INGO staff). 

It is obvious from Table 4 that the source of funding for AEPs in Nigeria, to date, is from 
international donors. This may be because the piloting has not been concluded and the 
programme has not been rolled out nationally. However, there are some levels of assurance 
from government agencies. One government official shared that “we have highlighted the 
AEPs as one programme we are going to focus on terms of teacher development and capacity 
building. We will also sell the programmes to the states” (N.15, AE regulator, national-level 
government official). Another government official expressed a similar view, stating that “we 
will include ABEP in their annual teacher professional development programme to ensure that 
teachers are trained to properly implement the programme” (N.14, AE regulator, regional-level 
government official). But government ownership and involvement in the implementation of AEPs 
is beyond teacher training and retooling. Although teacher training is critical to ensuring quality 
instruction at ABEP learning centres, it is just one component of the system which includes 
provision of basic infrastructure, provision of learning materials, quality assurance, teacher 
renumeration, etc. There is, therefore, the fear that there is inadequate funding for AEPs within 
the annual education operational budget to ensure their ongoing sustainability effort. An INGO 
staff narrated this challenge, whereby, government officials:

say that they want to do better. They want to do more but they also say they do not have 
the resources. What they constantly say is that the annual education operational budget 
does not include any budget for accelerated education learning programme. They mostly 
rely on what external actors bring. (N.9, AE coordinator, regional-level INGO staff) 

From the above, it worthy to note that in terms of funding and implementation much of the 
responsibility still sits with the international donors and their partners who support and run such 
programmes; there is an increasing recognition and push by all sides to ensure a stronger level 
of coordination, alignment and quality assurance of AEPs. This has been significantly advanced 
through the AEP-implementation framework/curriculum. So, we can decipher from the above, 
that a strong policy or legislative framework is necessary to ensure government ownership 
through funding, regulatory frameworks and supervision for more coherent action than from the 
current multiplicity of international actors guided by their own remits and strategies. This will also 
guarantee the sustainability and quality of AEPs. 
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SECTION 5

ASSESSING THE CURRENT 
STATE OF AEP PROVISION

In this section, we assess the extent to which AEPs that operate at present in the country support 
the objective of education for all children and youth. We use Tomaševski’s (2001) 4As framework 
which assesses the degree to which education provision is available, accessible, acceptable and 
adaptable to particular groups of learners. This framework helps us to understand whether or not 
AEPs are meeting the needs/demand of OOSCY.

As described in Sections 3 and 4, over the past several years, an increasing number of AEPs 
have been implemented to meet the high numbers of OOSCY in Nigeria (previously centred 
in the north, but now more evenly distributed across the country). Still, those AEPs are only 
reaching a fraction (approximately 0.5%) of OOSCY, and the programmes tend to be centred 
in the north of the country. Moreover, AEPs, which are primarily donor funded, implementer 
provisioned, and government regulated, have varied widely in purpose and scope, but that is 
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changing given the newly approved accelerated education implementation framework which is 
currently being rolled out.

Amongst the AEPs that do exist, data are limited on the effectiveness of the programmes. While 
data on the extent to which the AEPs that exist are, in fact, meeting the needs of OOSCY, are 
sparse, the data do point to some successes and challenges the AEPs are facing in terms of being 
available, accessible, acceptable, and adaptable. This analysis provides insights into ways that 
AEPs can be strengthened to better meet the needs of accelerated-education learners.

5.1 Availability of AEPs 

While there is a significant need in Nigeria for AEPs given the high numbers of OOSCY, of whom 
many are overage for their grade, the AEPs that exist are limited in scale and focused primarily 
on certain geographical areas. Therefore, at present, AEPs are not available to the large number 
of overage OOSCY in the country. Implementation of AEPs is currently in a few places in the 
northeast and particularly in areas where there are no formal schools. One of the programme 
coordinators expressed that:
 

in most of the communities, especially those in the rural area, there were no formal schools. 
And in places where there were schools, the schools were located far from the learners so 
they could not access them. AEP became the only option for the children and youth in these 
places. But because it was just a pilot, we only focused on a few communities in Borno. So, 
I cannot say that AEP is available given the number of communities and OOSCY in demand of 
AEP. (N.19, AE coordinator, regional-level INGO staff).

He further explained that “even in our current project [the Opportunity to Learn project funded 
by USAID), in Yobe state we are implementing ABEP in only three local government areas even 
though some stakeholders are asking why three and not all” (N.19, AE coordinator, regional-
level INGO staff).

The situation expressed above by the key informant is applicable to all places where ABEP is 
currently operational. As partly shown in Table 4, these programmes are implemented mostly in 
northeast Nigeria. Thus, even though the ABEP is approved for implementation in all geopolitical 
regions of Nigeria, it is yet to be operationalised in southern Nigeria and many other states in the 
north. Three reasons may be responsible for this. First, AEP is a somewhat recent programme 
in Nigeria. It was officially adopted in 2019. It is expected to take some time for it to reach a 
large population of OOSCY in all regions of the country. But through intense and policy-focused 
advocacy and engagement, change can be achieved in a shorter time. Second, the ABEP, although 
approved for national use, was to be piloted for 1 year before national rollout. Plans are underway 
for the national rollout of ABEP by the government following the completion of the pilot. It is also 
hoped that after the national rollout, the availability of ABEP may be expanded, reaching to the 
south and other states of the north. The third reason for the availability of ABEP being limited 
to the northeast could be because it is currently funded by partners whose focus is on northern 
Nigeria, and northeast in particular. Furthermore, these donor-funded projects have short lives. 
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Most often, the end of the projects marks the end of the programme, leading to a further shrinking 
of the available opportunities.

From the above analysis, it is therefore difficult to say that AEPs, in this context ABEP, are available 
to a huge population of OOSCY in Nigeria. This scenario calls for concerted efforts to ensure that 
opportunity to access education by OOSCY through AEPs is expanded, with all its ramifications, 
and legally sustained.

5.2 Accessibility of AEPs

The AEPs that are available in the country are designed to be accessible by all overage OOSCY 
who are eligible for them to overcome the major barriers to access to education which children 
in Nigeria face, as described in Section 3. However, some of the AEPs, for various reasons, face 
challenges to being truly accessible to all the learners that they target, although the recently 
approved accelerated education framework aims to address some of these accessibility issues.

One of the critical barriers to education for OOSCY is poverty. Currently, the AEPs are provided free 
by NGOs as intervention programmes. Most teachers who teach at the centres are trained and also 
provided training, but, in some centres, there is a paucity of trained teachers. This is basically a 
function of the location of the learning centre. An INGO staff explained that:

in some communities we have to revisit the minimum requirements that we used to hire 
learning facilitators. For example, we want to hire someone who has a minimum of Nigeria 
Certificate of Education as facilitator but they are not available in the communities. So, we 
end up hiring those with lower qualification even though we provide them with training 
afterwards. One other major issue we face is the capacity of learning facilitators. They 
are not well renumerated by us, so they get engaged in other jobs before coming to the 
centres. Most times they come to the centres tired and may not have the energy to deliver 
their lessons in a very engaging manner. (N.9, AE coordinator, regional-level INGO staff)

Furthermore, teaching and learning materials are provided to the learners at no cost to them. 
However, AEP learning centres are differently resourced. Two key informants graphically described 
the learning centres as:

Low resourced centres—these are makeshift learning centres, sometimes under 
the shae of trees, in communities where there are no existing government schools 
or infrastructures. No toilets, water points, desks and chairs. Averagely resourced 
centres—these are centres found in communities where there are schools with basic 
infrastructure—classrooms, chalkboard and perhaps toilets. A bit-better resourced 
centres—these are centres in schools with better infrastructures. There are toilets, 
desks, chairs, teaching aids, water points, and other amenities to make for better 
teaching and learning. (N.11, AE implementer, regional-level INGO staff & N.9, AE 
coordinator, regional-level INGO staff)
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But the concern with the “bit-better resourced centres” lies in the availability of enough space for the 
learners given that these schools face the challenge of limited, and sometimes decaying, infrastructures. 
An INGO staff who coordinates AEP projects gives further insight into this. He describes that:

another challenge we face has to do with getting enough classrooms in some centres. The 
formal schools make use of the classroom in the morning, the Islamic or Tsangaya schools 
make use of the space in the afternoon and the AEPs also make use of the same space in 
the afternoon. So, there is lot of striving for the same space in the centres. That’s why they 
do not have enough space for the classrooms. This limits the abilities of the implementers 
to take in more learners because the classrooms are not enough. But we are managing. 
(N.19, AE. coordinator, regional-level INGO staff)

In Nigeria, the concept of “we are managing” entails a lot. It entails attempting to survive in 
very difficult situations. It entails making use of what is available just because one has to get 
something done. Evidently, this will have some negative impacts on the quality of instruction that 
learners receive. It will also further exclude many willing OOSCY from the opportunity of getting 
reconnected to education through AEPs. Perhaps a more pragmatic approach, like designating and 
officially recognising some formal schools as learning centres for AEPs, may be sought to avoid the 
recurrency of “striving for space” in the learning centres. 

So, while some AEP learning centres meet the needs of the OOSCY, some others may not be 
meeting their needs. Perhaps well-articulated AEP-operational standards may help to address 
some of these issues.

In terms of programme structure, the structure and pathways for AEPs in Nigeria, as approved in 
2019 by the NCE, make provision for all learners—those who have never been to school and those 
who dropped after some period of schooling. This is shown in the Table 5.

Table 5
Abridged Structure of the ABEP

Target group Programme structure Duration

Level 1
Those who have 

never been to school 
aged 10 and above. 

Stages 1–3 covering the 
curriculum contents of 

Primary 1–3.

9 months (3 months 
of active teaching and 

learning per stage). 

Level 2

Those who have 
been to school up 

to Primary 2 or 3 but 
dropped out for one 
reason or the other. 

Stages 1–3 covering the 
curriculum contents of 

Primary 4–6.

9 months (3 months 
of active teaching and 

learning per stage).

Level 3

Those who have 
been to school up 

to Primary 5 or 6 but 
dropped out for one 
reason or the other. 

Stages 1–3 covering the 
curriculum contents of 
Junior Secondary 1–3.

9 months (3 months 
of active teaching and 

learning per stage).
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This structure removes any form of entry paper requirement to AEPs. Also, the AEPs in Nigeria 
is structured, to a very great extent, to align with the existing basic education law which entitles 
learners to free basic education. Learners are only expected to take the test for placement at the 
appropriate level and stage. The issue, as of now, is that AEPs are yet to be fully run in Nigeria. To 
ensure accessibility, most AEP providers take responsibility to ensure that learning centres are 
closer to the learners. The providers work with community members to identify and establish the 
centres. One INGO staff described that “we tried to make the centres as close as possible. We do 
not want the learners to walk for 5 km before getting to the centre. I cannot remember any child 
that walks up to 3 km” (N.11, AE implementer, regional INGO staff).

Furthermore, AEPs are provided by NGOs at no cost to the learners. This is both in terms of paying 
fees and providing textbooks, exercise books and other learning materials. The sustainability of 
this breeds some worries as the funding of AEPs is yet to be seen as one of the responsibilities of 
governments in the effort to universalise basic education, particularly for children and youth who 
are out of school and are overage. 

5.3 Acceptability of AEPs

Acceptability of AEPs in Nigeria can refer to the extent to which AEPs are meeting the needs of 
learners, academically, to acquire relevant competencies; ensuring safe, inclusive environments 
which develop learners’ overall wellbeing; and supporting learners in transitioning to 
appropriate educational or vocational pathways post-completion. While AEPs in Nigeria are 
relatively new, some data suggest that these objectives are being achieved, although there 
remain some challenges. 

One of the steps taken to ensure the acceptability of AEPs in Nigeria is to standardise the 
curriculum to ensure equivalency with the formal school programme. Teaching and learning at 
Level 1 of the AEPs is done in the language of the immediate community. This is in line with the 
provision of the National Policy on Education which stipulates that learners at lower primary level 
(Grades 1–3) shall be taught in the language of immediate community (FRN, 2013). In addition, the 
AEP structure gives learners the opportunity to take the Basic Education Certificate Examination at 
the completion of Level 3. A government official explained that:

When I look at the ABEP class, I am very much impressed as many learners are enrolled. 
There is no issue we get from the community but rather acceptability. I know if the ABEP 
is well popularised, it may lead to the extinction of conventional schools. Already parents 
are agitating to withdraw their children from conventional schools and enrol them into 
ABEP centres that we are just piloting. But we are resisting that. Within a short period, 
a learner in ABEP centre can read a passage. So, the parents are impressed.  
(N.10, AE regulator, regional-level government official)

The above description suggests that AEP may be offering some level of quality education to the 
recipients. It also gives a view of how quality education provision to the OOSCY through AEPs may 
lead to improved learning outcomes as they transition to a formal school programme.
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Moreover, a recent assessment on learning outcomes carried out in some AEP centres running 
the ABEP curriculum confirms this. The cumulative score of the learners in four of the five ABEP 
subjects (English language, mathematics, Nigerian history & values, basic science & technology) 
was used to calculate the performance average. The gender variation of the assessment result is 
presented in Figure 2. 9 The chart shows an impressive performance of both male and female ABEP 
learners. A total of 66.87% of the male learners and 64.3% of female learners met the average 
performance standard. Although the assessment procedure used to arrive at the result could not 
be inferred from the assessment report, the result corroborates the claim by a government official 
that learning outcomes of learners have been impressive both to parents and government officials 
(N.10, AE regulator, regional-level government official). 

Figure 2
ABEP Learners’ Performance by Gender 

64,30%
66,87%

35,73%
33,13%

Female Male

Met Average

Average not met

But there are still AEPs that are not using the approved curriculum or running the approved ABEP 
structure. This is expected since some of these programmes had started before the approval of the 
curriculum. There is, however, a push to create a community of practice and ensure all actors are 
on the same plane. 

One of the critical challenges faced by AEP implementers is the lack of a clear policy-driven 
protocol for transitioning learners from AEP to formal school. Whereas the approved ABEP 
structure provides a set of clear pathways, there are as yet no guidelines to enable implementers 
to smoothly mainstream learners who have successfully completed a level of AEP to a formal 
school programme. An AEP implementer explains that:

9 The data represented in the chart are from Plan International 2021 examination in ABEP centres in five local government areas (Gwoza, Konduga, 
Magumeri, Monguno and MMC) of Borno State.
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We have face challenges at the mainstreaming phase of AEP. It needs to be properly 
planned. There need to be a clear guideline for mainstreaming. A guideline agreed 
by all stakeholders. We also need to have an agreed template for assessment like the 
formal school. We need to decide on the certification, who is to issue the certificate? 
And how do we ensure that the certificate is recognised? All these things are not yet 
clear because it was just the curriculum that was approved. (N.19, AE coordinator, 
regional-level INGO staff) 

5.4 Adaptability of AEPs

The fourth criteria, adaptability, reflects on how AEPs fit into the needs of the learners and their 
communities. Early evidence from AEPs in Nigeria suggest that AEPs are adaptable, providing 
opportunities for learning to take place within the peculiar circumstances of the learners. AEPs, 
however, have some limitations in terms of the curriculum coverage. The AEP is designed to be 
flexible in terms of timing of instructions to suit given communities. Communities are to work with 
the providers to agree on times for teaching and learning. An AEP implementer explained that “we 
make sure that the community members are deeply involved in the design and operation of AEP 
in the communities. We arrange the timetable together with the parents and learners” (N.8, AE 
implementer, regional-level INGO staff). 

But the AEP has some elements of rigidity. There is a specific duration for learning the curriculum 
contents of a subject in a day and within a week. This is in the attempt to align the programme 
with regular school programmes. For each of the five subjects there is a mandatory number 
of hours and lessons that must be covered. The time plan for the implementation of the ABEP 
curriculum is shown in Table 6. 

Table 6
Instructional Hours per Level for a 4-Day Instruction Week

Level
# hours  

per day10 
# lessons 
per week

# hours  
per week

# lessons 
per level

# hours  
per level

1 4 19 19 510 510

2 4 19 19 510 510

3 4 19 19 510 510

10 Lessons on Fridays are for 3 hours.
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This provision, however, contradicts realities and impedes the concept of flexibility, which is 
necessary for learners. Implementers are finding it difficult to run 4 days of lessons of 4 hours 
each day. One of the AEP coordinators explained that “for us to get 4 or 5 days a week is not 
possible. Not that the interest is not there but they are doing other things. They cannot come 
every day like the formal school” (N.19, AE coordinator, regional-level INGO staff). This situation is 
not different from the narrative of another INGO staff who is coordinating the implementation of 
AEP in another project. She explained that:

Some of the learners are bread winners in their families. Some are not just heading the 
families they are the ones caring for the families. So, the time becomes funny on their 
end. On market days they do not come to class but other days they come. In the designs 
there are 4 to 5 days for learning in a week, but we use about 2 hours or more on the days 
they come. But the learners are still struggling because of this. (N.12, AE implementer, 
regional-level INGO staff)

This poses a level of restraint to the coverage of the curriculum within the specified period, as 
originally designed. One question which remains, then, is if the curriculum should be further 
recondensed so as to meet the peculiar needs of the learners? Or should implementers have some 
flexibility in how they organise the curriculum within specific parameters of content coverage 
rather than time allocation? But again, will further recondensation of the curriculum lead to a 
compromise of quality? And further again, should the depth and breadth of learning content be 
totally dependent on the time the learners have available to attend to lessons? While it is crucial 
to consider the peculiar needs of the learners in the curriculum design process, it is also essential 
to strike a balance between quality and needs. Arriving at this balance is the responsibility of the 
curriculum developers and the core education stakeholders.
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SECTION 6
UNDERSTANDING THE WIDER CONTEXTS  
INFLUENCING THE ABILITY OF AEPS TO  
MEET THE NEEDS OF OOSCY

In light of what has been discussed in previous sections, this section explains why AEPs might not 
be as available, acceptable, adaptable and/or accessible to OOSCY as they could or should be. 
Within this analysis, we situate AEPs within the wider political economy of education of Nigeria, 
and explore how AEPs are constrained by the ways in which resourcing and decision making 
around the needs of OOSCY are made, as well as the levels of political ownership and will which 
exist to both recognise particular groups of OOSCY and ensure the education which is provided to 
them effectively meets their right to a quality education. 

Recall that, as described in Section 5, some of the main strengths and challenges of AEPs in 
meeting the needs of OOSCY include low availability of AEPs nationwide, thereby serving only a 
small proportion of the overage OOSCY population; programme designs which intend to address 
barriers related to poverty and other forms of exclusion, but which in practice sometimes 
face challenges; early positive results in learning of the approved curriculum, but irregular 
implementation of the same; and challenges to flexibility to meet the needs of AE learners. Our 
analysis suggests that these issues are particularly affected by three main issues, discussed further 
below: legal frameworks and institutional structure, funding mechanisms, and the nature and 
quality of the formal education system.

6.1 Legal Frameworks and Institutional Structure

The first of three major issues that affects the extent to which AEPs are able to be available, 
accessible, acceptable, and adaptable is the current legal frameworks and institutional structures. 
Namely, a lack of focus on overage OOSCY in the current systems and structures proves a barrier 
to learners accessing the AEPs that do exist, because OOSCY tend to see NFE as directed towards 
illiterate adults, rather than for themselves—overage OOSCY intending to complete basic 
education and return to formal schooling.

As described in Section 2, the public education system in Nigeria is decentralised under a federal 
structure; education is a concurrent responsibility of the federal, state, and local governments. 
The Federal Government provides policy leadership and sets standards for the country’s education 
sector through the FME. Policies are domesticated and implemented by states and the FCT. 
However, the FME monitors the implementation of the policies and provides annual reports to 
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the NCE, the highest policy-making body in the Nigerian education sector. The administration of 
the education system is shared mainly among the education ministries at the federal and state 
levels, as well as statutory bodies referred to as parastatals. The Federal Government finances an 
array of parastatals which support state and local government programmes in education. These 
parastatals are charged with various responsibilities for the subsectors. Three parastatals are 
empowered by law to provide basic education for different categories of individuals. These are the 
UBEC, the NMEC and the National Commission for Nomadic Education (NCNE). Whereas UBEC 
shares the bigger responsibility of providing basic education for school-age children, the NMEC 
caters for adults who have missed the opportunity to access basic education. The NCNE has the 
responsibility of providing basic education for the children of nomads and migrant fisherfolks. 

But a critical examination of the laws establishing these commissions reveals the existence of a 
gap, particularly as it relates to OOSCY who are overage. The UBEC Act stipulates the provision of 
basic education for every child of primary- and junior-secondary-school age, without a definition 
of who is of “school age.” The NMEC law, on the other hand, is focused on the provision of 
functional literacy and numeracy programmes for adults who missed out on formal education. It 
serves as a pathway for them to acquire some of functional skills. 

Generally, the NMEC Act focuses more on adults than children and youth. Although, recently, the 
National Policy on Education (FRN, 2013) has somewhat expanded the function of NMEC to include 
providing basic education for OOSCY, the policy is more of an administrative instrument than a law 
with necessary powers for execution and enforcement. 

There is also no provision in the existing laws to create the opportunity for learners who have 
dropped out of school to return to school after some years. Most often, when learners drop out, 
they seem to lose the opportunity to return to school. Such learners also find it difficult to enrol 
into the adult and NFE programmes because of the structure and operation of the programmes. 
Furthermore, these programmes do not address the specific needs of OOSCY who are overaged, 
both in terms of curriculum content and delivery approach adopted. As noted earlier in this 
report, the delivery approach in the NFE sector is more inclined to adults than youths. In fact, the 
learners doubt the quality of the programmes as NFE is usually seen as education for illiterates 
and not education for those who aspire to be educated or to attain a qualification. This results in 
learners who are not yet adults, but desire an accredited education, not having an appropriate and 
recognised channel for attaining this as of yet, barring the few pilot AEPs already in existence. 

6.2 Funding Mechanism 

A second issue affecting AEPs is the current funding mechanisms and general lack of funding in the 
country for education in general and AEPs specifically. This affects the availability of AEPs across the 
country, on the one hand. On the other hand, funding for AEPs comes entirely from the international 
community, with a handful of donors contributing the vast majority of funds for AEPs. This further 
influences availability in the sense that those funders have their own specific views, agendas and 
interests which drive decisions around where, how, and to whom to provide access to education.
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One of the greatest challenges besetting the education sector in Nigeria is poor funding. The worst 
hit is the NFE sector as more attention is paid to the formal education sector. There are 37 agencies 
for adult and mass-literacy education in Nigeria—the SAMEs. These agencies are, by law, to be 
funded by annual state budgetary provisions. They have, however, remained grossly underfunded 
and, in some instances, not funded at all except for the payment of salaries of those working in the 
agencies. In some states, these agencies are almost moribund. A government official puts it that:

SAMEs were set up to address the issues of adult and youth illiteracy in the country. But 
they are not performing this responsibility because of poor funding. Some are just a unit 
in the ministries, some are just departments, some are not even recognised. There is 
also poor renumeration of the facilitators. What do you expect of such a facilitator? 
(N.3, AE regulator, national-level government official)

Generally, the NFE sector is not recognised as a critical sector with a mandate to provide quality 
education to OOSCY. The laws establishing the agencies under the NFE sector have not done any 
good for the sector as they have failed to make clear provisions for government funding to the 
sector. Further, the funding of basic education as provided in the Universal Basic Education Act of 
2004 carefully excluded the NFE sector. The law failed to explicitly recognise NFE as a component 
of basic education. It failed to see the need to adequately fund the NFE from the 2% consolidated 
revenue fund of the Federal Government allocated to universal basic education. This is a further 
indication that NFE, and particularly NFE for OOSCY, is not a priority or concern of the state, 
despite the scope of the problem. 

Although Nigeria has approved the ABEP for overage OOSCY, there is no clear policy framework 
for the funding of the programme. Currently, AEPs are funded by donor agencies, and primarily as 
a humanitarian response to the escalation of Boko Haram insurgency and internal displacement/
conflict crisis in some parts of northern Nigeria. The consequence is that AEPs do not serve the 
full population in need of AEPs, particularly those in the south, and the north-central part of the 
country, where donors do not fund such programmes. If AEPs are to be sustained and widespread 
in Nigeria, there is need for a strong policy or legislative framework that will guarantee its funding 
though annual budgetary provision. This will also guarantee the sustainability of AEPs. Also, donors 
may also need to reconsider their funding plan to accommodate other regions of the country. 

6.2 The Nature/Quality of the Formal Education System

The third main issue influencing how/how well AEPs are meeting the needs of OOSCY is the nature 
and quality of the formal education system, and its relationship with AEPs. One challenge noted 
in Section 5 was the extent to which AEPs are able to allow learners to achieve the objective of 
returning back to the formal system. In part, this may be due to the lack of existing pathways 
identified between AEPs and formal schools, but perhaps more importantly might be the 
challenges within the formal education system that may serve to expel AEP graduates from the 
system once again when they get there.
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A core objective of the ABEP in Nigeria is to create the opportunity for learners to reenter the 
formal school programme after completing a level. This is illustrated in Figure 3. One challenge 
to this objective is the nature and status of the formal education system which these learners are 
expected to reenter. Many of the schools are already exceeding their carrying capacity with an 
inadequate number of qualified teachers currently in the system. A national NGO staff describes 
that “in some of government schools you find out that there are only three teachers taking care 
of 200 pupils” (N.18, AE implementer regional-level, local NGO staff). The teacher–pupil ratio 
in many schools has far exceeded the national benchmark of 1:40. There is also infrastructure 
dilapidation, with some schools lacking toilets and water. 

Figure 3
Nigeria Accelerated Basic Education Pathways
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The incessant cases of abduction of school children and the constant crises erupting in many parts 
of the country will further worsen the situation. Evidence abounds as to how the insecurity in the 
country has led to many children and youth dropping out of school. The Governor of Niger State 
explained in a recent broadcast that “it would be insensitive to encourage people to return or take 
their children to school when they were battling with their lives” (Wakaso, 2022). The result is that 
there is currently little motivation for AEP learners to reenter schools, because of both insecurity 
and the poor quality of formal education.

There is also the issue of the lack of policy guidelines for mainstreaming learners who have 
successfully completed an AEP and are willing to reenter the formal school. An INGO staff 
described how challenging it has been trying to mainstream learners since there are no 
clear guidelines, leading to some schools refusing to accept that AEP learners are ready for 
mainstreaming. This could discourage the learners as they seek to get back to education 
through AEPs. It has become necessary for Nigeria to come up with a set of guidelines for the 
mainstreaming of learners. 
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SECTION 7

CONCLUSION &  
RECOMMENDATIONS

In this final section, we reflect upon the key findings discussed in Sections 3 through 6 and make 
recommendations for the AEWG and national stakeholders working in accelerated education to address 
and overcome obstacles or bottlenecks in the funding, regulation, and provision of AEPs to meet the 
needs and demands of OOSCY. Table 7 lists the several opportunities for change and the challenges that 
they are addressing, as well as providing insights into the factors that may enable or constrain change in 
these areas. The table does not list all challenges, but rather highlights those for which there is a notable 
opportunity given the current political and institutional will and capacity for change.

The current political leadership in Nigeria appears to be poised to stem the tide of OOSCY in Nigeria. 
This is demonstrated by the strong government commitment to harmonising/standardising AEPs in 
Nigeria, underscored by the development and approval of a national AEP curriculum in 2019. There 
are also partners implementing the accelerated education curriculum who are willing to support the 
change process. Moreover, Nigeria has a strong Education in Emergencies Working Group (EIEWG) 
that is regularly engaged in influencing policy change in the education sector.
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Table 7
Opportunities for Change and Challenges Faced

Opportunity for greater  
integration of AEPs
(Recommendation)

Challenge to ensuring AEPs are 
available, accessible, acceptable, 

and adaptable
Factors enabling change

Factors constraining 
change

Establish a strong policy/ 
legislative framework: 

There is need for a strong policy or legislative 
framework that will guarantee the funding and 

sustainability of AEPs. This is achievable through 
effective collaboration with relevant government 

bodies. AEWG can lead the process with the 
involvement of INGOs. 

AEPs are currently being funded by 
donors and implemented by INGOs 
or NNGOs. The government is yet to 
see the need to take up ownership 

and funding of AEPs. So, once donor-
funded projects end, AEPs end in 

that state. So, OOSCY return to their 
original state. There is also no clear 

regulatory structure for AEPs.

Nigeria has already initiated 
a process of developing a 
national implementation 

guideline. This initiative can 
be leveraged to develop a 
policy framework for AEPs 

and approval sought through 
the NCE.

Policy making and approval 
in Nigeria takes a minimum 
of 1 year. It also needs some 

level of consultation to 
ensure approval by the NCE.

Advocate for a sustainable funding mechanism: 

It is crucial to have AEP funding accepted for 
inclusion as a UBEC-funded programme. This 

will also ensure sustainability at the state 
and federal level. The AEWG can take up this 
responsibility by engaging with the UBEC. An 
advocacy group can be set up to achieve this.

The NFE sector is not clearly included 
as a sector to be funded from the 
2% Consolidated Federal Revenue 
designated for the universal basic 

education.

There is an intense move 
by the government to 

ensure OOSCY are provided 
education. Moreover, the NCE 

has approved the ABEP and 
curriculum. This provides 
good grounds to seek the 

funding of AEPs through the 
UBEC Intervention fund.

Conflict of functions at 
the state level between 
SAMEs and SUBEBs. It is 

still unresolved as to who 
should have responsibility 

in the coordination and 
management of AEPs.
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Opportunity for greater  
integration of AEPs
(Recommendation)

Challenge to ensuring AEPs are 
available, accessible, acceptable, 

and adaptable
Factors enabling change

Factors constraining 
change

Strengthen and align the ABEP  
curriculum framework to meet learners’ needs: 

It is also important to think of strengthening and 
realigning the ABEP curriculum framework to 

take care of needs of the learners. 
AEWG in collaboration with INGOs like Plan 

International can work towards achieving this. 

Learners are not keeping up with the 
ABEP curriculum framework. The 

number of hours in a week provided 
in the curriculum is not feasible. So, 
many learners are unable to cover 
the curriculum contents within the 

specified period. 

There is an existing curriculum 
approved for use in Nigeria. 

NERDC, the agency in charge 
of curriculum development, 
will also be willing to initiate 

the process of change. 

Funding the curriculum 
strengthening and 

realignment process may 
be a challenge as budgetary 

allocation may not be 
available until late 2023. 

Engage in teacher training and development:  
 

Many of the teachers in the AEP centres do not 
have the requisite training for teaching overage 
learners. This can constitute a hold-up in the 
effort to institutionalise AEP in Nigeria. AEWG 

can work with partners to train more teachers. 
Some key government agencies are also 

willing to commit to teacher training for ABEP 
implementation. 

Many AEP centres do not have 
teachers with the requisite 

knowledge and competency for 
teaching in AEP classes. 

There is an existing teacher-
training pack which has been 
contextualised and piloted. 

Lack of technical capacity 
of relevant government 

agencies to continuously 
train teachers. 

Engage with CSOs and CBOs: 
 

The CSOs are agents of change in any given 
society. AEWG can engage with the CSOs and 
CBOs to advocate the needs for AEPs and its 

institutionalisation in Nigeria.

The AEPs are yet to be popularised 
across the country. Government 

agencies and all stakeholders need to 
understand and appreciate the role 

of AEPs in addressing the educational 
needs of overage OOSCY.

There is a strong network of 
CSO and CBOs working in the 
Nigerian education sector—

the Civil Society Action 
Coalition on Education for All.

The network may lack 
sufficient funds to engage in 

nationwide advocacy. 
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SECTION 8

ANNEXES

8.1 Annex 1: List of Interviews

Interview Code Interviewee Type Level Organisation Type

N.1 AE coordinator National level INGO staff
N.2 AE coordinator National level INGO staff
N.3 AE regulator National level Government official
N.4 AE implementer Regional level INGO staff
N.5 AE funder National level Bilateral donor staff
N.6 AE coordinator National level Multilateral funder staff
N.7 AE regulator National level Government official
N.8 AE implementer Regional level INGO staff
N.9 AE coordinator Regional level INGO staff
N.10 AE regulator Regional level Government official
N.11 AE implementer Regional level INGO staff
N.12 AE implementer Regional level INGO staff
N.13 AE regulator Regional level Government official
N.14 AE regulator Regional level Government official
N.15 AE regulator National level Government official
N.16 AE regulator National level Semiautonomous  

agency staff
N.17 AE regulator National level Semiautonomous  

agency staff
N.18 AE implementer Regional level Local NGO/CBO staff
N.19 AE coordinator Regional level INGO staff
N.20 AE funder National level Bilateral donor staff
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