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Abstract 

 
The decolonisation of educational history in Nigeria represents a critical aspect of the broader 

movement to reclaim Indigenous knowledge systems, challenge colonial legacies, and promote cultural 

autonomy. This paper, therefore, examines the decolonisation of educational history in Nigeria by 

exploring the key agents, challenges, and ways forward in this transformative process. Through a 

comprehensive review of historical literature, policy documents, and scholarly analyses, this paper 

sheds light on the multifaceted nature of decolonisation processes in Nigerian educational history. 

Furthermore, the paper examines the institutional policies and reforms implemented to decolonise 

Nigerian educational histories, including the inclusion of indigenous languages, revisions to history 

curricula, and the promotion of culturally relevant teaching materials. This study employs historical 

methods to gather pertinent information and facts from both primary and secondary sources. In the 

context of indigenisation and globalisation of education, this paper recommends more concerted efforts 

from relevant Nigerian agencies and the promotion of the "each one, teach one" approach to 

decolonise educational history. 
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Introduction 

 

Africa, and indeed Nigeria, had its share in the colonisation by the European nations 

through Western education. After gaining independence, all countries, including 

Nigeria, that had been colonised sought to decolonise their educational histories to 

incorporate indigeneity. Because the colonisation agenda was propagated more 

effectively through education, decolonisation, as a necessity, must focus more on 

educational history. This study, therefore, focuses on the agents and the challenges 

involved in Nigeria's educational decolonisation process, and on the way forward. The 

scramble for the wealth of African nations and the subsequent colonisation affected 

the educational history of the continent, including Nigeria; it is therefore necessary to 

set the record straight. It is also to join other non-Eurocentric people to reject the 

notion created by a British historian, Hugh Trevor-Roper, that "Perhaps in the future 

there will be some African history to teach. But at present there is none; only the 

history of Europeans in Africa. The rest is darkness" (Melve, 2022, para.3).  Melve 

(2022), however, believed that Roper's comment "can perhaps be explained by the 

fact that the distinguished Oxford Professor did not know what he was talking about, 

but the statement must also be understood in the light of a distinct view of history, 

historicism" para. 3).  

 

Commenting on Roper's statement, Wolf (2010: 1) also challenged "the long-held 

anthropological notion that non-European cultures and peoples were isolated and 

static entities before the advent of European colonialism and imperialism". According 

to Wolf (2010), "these societies, before active colonisation, possessed perpetually 
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changing, reactionary cultures and were indeed just as intertwined into the processes 

of the pre-Columbian global economic system as their European counterparts" (para. 

1). Also challenging Trevor-Roper, Msindo (2019) documented the work of oral and 

written historians across various African regions. Drawing on extensive oral research 

conducted within their communities, they have been instrumental in documenting 

African history and education before colonialism. Fuglestad (1992) also joined others 

in ascertaining the existence of a substantial body of literature on African history, 

including numerous articles and books published since the 1960s, noting that this 

extensive research shows Trevor-Roper's perspective to be outdated and incorrect.  

 

However, Higgs (2012), quoting Thabo Mbeki (1999), agreed that if the next century 

is going to be characterised as a truly African century, a century of social and 

economic progress for the African people, a century of durable peace and sustained 

development in Africa, then the success of our education systems is dependent on it. 

 

This historical paper, therefore, used both primary and secondary sources to gather 

relevant information. It examined the roles of international influences and various 

agents in driving the decolonisation of educational history by advocating for 

curriculum reforms, language policies, and pedagogical approaches that reflect 

indigenous epistemologies and histories. Ultimately, this paper contributes to the 

ongoing discourse on decolonisation and the history of education while highlighting 

the potential implications for educational equity, cultural revitalisation, and national 

development. 

 

The paper offers some conceptual clarifications and explores the various agents 

driving the decolonisation of educational history in Nigeria. It examines the 

institutional policies and reforms implemented to decolonise Nigerian educational 

history, with a focus on the National Policy on Education, which emphasises Nigerian 

indigenous languages. The paper also discusses the reintroduction of history 

education into basic education curricula after more than thirty years of its removal, 

promotes culturally relevant teaching materials, and considers the political dimensions 

of decolonising educational history and related issues. 

 

What is decolonisation, and what is decolonisation in the context of educational 

history? 

 

According to Testbook (2023), decolonisation, the opposite of colonization, "is the 

process by which a colony acquires its independence from a colonial power" which 

could be "accomplished through independence, fusion with the governing power or 

another state, or creating a "free association' status". In Africa, it is "the process by 

which African colonies freed themselves from colonial empires and assimilated into 

the new "world order" To be able to function in this new "world order", therefore, 

educational history needed to be put in the right perspectives, which is why the 

processes of decolonization were put in place in Nigeria after independence on 1 

October 1960 (Akanbi & Jekayinfa, 2019)). 

 

According to Ali (2023), in the context of educational history, decolonisation is "a 

catch-all term for concise attempts to redirect education away from colonial features 

to effect transformation and redress historical imbalances" (p. 2). It means education 

free from colonial influences; it represents an advanced stage of self-awareness and 
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self-determination. In Ali's words, "When people decolonise education, they bring 

marginalised cultures and identities to the fore. Decolonisation also acknowledges 

that Europe is a province and that all knowledge matters, not just Western 

knowledge" (p. 3).  

 

Ajani (2019) also agreed with Boshoff (2010) that decolonisation focuses on reversal 

and replacement, "reversing the ills of colonialism and replacing them with African 

thoughts and theories. Decolonised education, therefore, is rooted in connections to 

indigenous-based education, empowering students and helping to reinstate cultural 

knowledge (Ojo, Babalola, & Omotosho, 2023).  

 

In summary, the primary goal of decolonisation, according to Adekunle and Meroyi 

(2023), is "to promote justice and an equitable system in the affairs of former colonies 

by addressing inequality through various means such as education, dialogue, 

communication and action" Thus, educational history needed to be put into 

perspective, which is why decolonisation processes were implemented in Nigeria after 

independence on 1 October 1960. 

 

What Educational History Means 

 

Educational history is the systematic study of how education has developed in a 

society from the past to the present. It examines the evolution of educational systems, 

institutions, practices, and ideas. It aims to understand how education has shaped 

society and how society, in turn, has shaped education. To Bontempi (2023), "both 

historical education and the history of education have as their primary virtues making 

known the past (not just national and not just the winners), recognising narratives 

about the past from a temporal and social perspective. Educational history examines 

the evolution of learning and teaching practices within a society, tracing how they 

have changed over time. It examines the factors that influence these changes, 

including societal values, economic conditions, and technological advancements. 

Educational history is therefore essential to society, as the Roman historian 

Thucydides argued that specific knowledge of the past was necessary to say 

something about the future (Melve, 2022). Kierkegaard's (n.d.) submission that "life is 

lived forward, but understood backwards" also supports the importance of historical 

education. The younger generation in Nigeria needs to be aware of the pre-colonial, 

colonial, and post-colonial educational histories, as well as the journey toward 

decolonisation.  

 

Educational History before Western Education in Nigeria 

 

Before Western Education in Nigeria, there was and still is an Indigenous education 

referred to as traditional education, which "emphasises social responsibility, job 

orientation, political participation, spiritual and moral values" (Fafunwa, 1982). The 

focus is on bringing up citizens with integrity and sound moral character who will live 

in and align effectively with UNESCO's four pillars of education—learning to know, 

do, live together, and be (Sobe, 2022). Basic home education, education for self-

reliance, intellectual training, and education for occupations are intensified. 

Educational activities included practical farming, fishing, weaving, carving, and 

cooking. Recreational subjects included wrestling, dancing, drumming, display, and 
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racing. Intellectual training included the study of local history, legends, geography, 

flora and fauna, poetry, reasoning, riddles, proverbs, and storytelling.  

The essential principle of indigenous education is functionalism, achieved through 

practical demonstration, recitation, and participation in all activities; its methods and 

content are intricately interwoven and not divided into separate compartments, unlike 

the Western education system. The teaching methods were efficient and involved 

imitation and observation, initiation and indoctrination, incantation, memorisation, 

and participation. Thus, the curriculum is designed to achieve the set aims, which 

Fafunwa (1974) categorised into seven (7). However, Ali (2023) argues that the 

introduction of Western education by Christian missionaries and British colonial 

authorities significantly influenced Nigeria's educational landscape.  

 

Educational History in the Colonial Era in Nigeria 

 

The British educational system was designed to promote British economic interests 

and focused on serving the interests of colonial missionaries, who recruited and 

trained catechists, interpreters, cooks, clerks, and the lower cadre of administrative 

and supportive staff for their establishments. This corroborates Adelabu's (2023) 

submission that "British colonial administrators were ready to support education as 

long as the beneficiaries … could provide supportive manpower to satisfy and protect 

British self-serving, political and economic interests in the foreign land" (p.56). 

Quoting Michael Crowder (1966), Ali (2023) also submitted that "the introduction of 

education into Nigeria was to prepare and nurture local elites to help with the 

administration of the colony called Nigeria." (p. 6) Schools were then built as adjuncts 

of churches, and other educational facilities provided throughout the colonial era were 

to achieve colonial aims and objectives. Therefore, "the marginalisation of African 

values in African education has resulted in the general Westernisation of education 

theory and practice in Africa" (Higgs, 2012).  

 

The English language became the official language, and, gradually, indigenous 

languages and education were eroded, and traditional practices were no longer 

encouraged and were labelled as evil. The curriculum focused on de-emancipating 

Nigerian indigenous education, culture, history, and social life through brainwashing 

and indoctrination. Unfortunately, the indoctrination of earlier generations who 

received a Western education worked perfectly to the detriment of traditional 

education and practices. This situation has become ingrained in Nigerians' mentality 

and is now commonly referred to as the colonial mentality. This mentality, therefore, 

has made achieving proper decolonisation of educational history a herculean task. 

 

Educational History in the Post-independence Era in Nigeria - The 1969 National 

Curriculum Conference (NCC) and the Decolonisation Policy  

 

The 1969 NCC marked a significant step by Nigeria towards decolonising its 

educational history. Akanbi and Abiolu (2018), quoting Sampson (1972), argued that 

the chaotic state of the Nigerian educational system necessitated the conference. Each 

of the twelve States had a separate educational system, resulting in non-uniform 

educational standards. According to Amaele (2014), Tai Solarin, an educator critical 

of colonial education, observed that most individuals who had received the white 

man's education and culture did not address the problems of Nigerians. He referred to 

them as Europeanised Africans who were insensitive to the local needs and 
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aspirations, describing them in these words: "The best student we can produce with 

our present system is one who is Nigerian in blood but English in opinion, in morals 

and intellect; such animals are fit for export" (Amaele, 2014). 

 

These facts, coupled with the overreliance on foreign manpower, among other factors, 

made it imperative for the government of the Federal Republic of Nigeria (FRN), 

under General Yakubu Gowon, to assemble experts across various fields to determine 

the nation's fate. The meeting, organised by the Nigerian Educational Research 

Council in September 1969, was titled "National Curriculum Conference" (NCC).  

 

The 1969 curriculum conference can be regarded as the beginning of Nigeria's official 

decolonisation of its educational history. Adaralegbe (1972) argued that the 

conference was necessitated by dissatisfaction among representatives of all segments 

of society. The dissatisfaction stems from curricula at all levels of education that fail 

to meet societal needs and are primarily Eurocentric. The conference's 

outcome/report, titled A Philosophy for Nigerian Education, culminated in the first 

Indigenous policy, the National Policy on Education (NPE), in 1977. This policy has 

become a reference point for decolonising educational history in Nigeria and has been 

reviewed in 1981, 1998, 2004, 2008, and 2013.  

 

The policy changed the colonial system of 6-5-4 (six years of primary education, five 

years of secondary education, and four years of higher education schooling) to the 6-

3-3-4 (six years of primary education, three years of junior secondary education, three 

years of senior secondary education, and four years of higher education schooling). 

The newly adopted system made education more practical, engaging, and relevant, 

fostering creative thinking and the effective utilisation of students' native intelligence. 

However, the National Council on Education (NCE), at its meeting in Ibadan in 

December 2005, directed NERDC to review, restructure, and realign the existing 

curricula for primary and junior secondary schools to fit into the 9-year basic 

education programme. Hence, the 9-3-4 (9 years of basic education, 3 years of senior 

secondary school, and 4 years of tertiary education) system was adopted, raising the 

duration of basic education to 9 years. According to Ukpong, Alabekee, and 

Ugwumba (2023), the 9-3-4 system of education was designed in conformity with the 

MDGS and Education for All (EFA) to eradicate illiteracy, ignorance, and poverty as 

well as stimulate and accelerate development, political consciousness, and national 

integration, which incidentally aligns with the Sustainable Development Goal 4 

(SDG4). 

 

Agents of Decolonisation 

 

The agents of decolonisation of educational history are diverse, including 

international, national, and local agents such as the Phelps Stokes Commission, the 

National Orientation Agency (NOA), early Nigerian educationists and leaders of 

Indigenous movements, as well as organised conferences and seminars.   

 

Phelps Stokes Commission of 1920 and its Role in Decolonising Educational 

History in Nigeria 

 

The weapon of colonisation was Western education, with the curriculum focusing on 

de-emancipating Indigenous education, culture, history, and social life. In Nigeria, the 



Decolonising Processes in Educational History in Nigeria: Agents, Challenges, and Ways Forward 

43                          www.sokedureview.org 

involvement of the colonial government through education ordinances in 1882, 1887, 

and 1916 further entrenched colonisation of education, until agitations for education 

relevant to societal needs, even from outside Nigeria, were spearheaded by the Phelps 

Stokes Commission in 1920 (Abdulrahman, 2023). The Phelps-Stokes Commission, 

in 1920, spearheaded decolonisation by emphasising the necessity of education 

relevant to Indigenous peoples in Africa.  

 

 Although there were mixed feelings on the reports of the commission, as Adelabu 

(2023) cited Abernethy (1969), the Phelps Stoke Commission Report "emphasised an 

education policy of 'differentiation' along racial lines, which portends the 'permanent 

inferiority' of the black man" (p. 56). However, according to Paulley and Adeyinka 

(2023), the commission's report had far-reaching effects on the development of 

education in Nigeria.  

 

The National Orientation Agency (NOA) 

 

The National Orientation Agency (NOA) was established by Decree 100 of 1993 to, 

among other things, "reorientate and encourage Nigerians to take part actively and 

freely in discussions and decisions affecting their general and collective welfare and 

for matters connected therewith." (https://placng.org/lawsofnigeria/print.php?sn=326). 

Among other objectives, the NOA aims to: 

 

i. establishing an appropriate national framework for educating, orientating, and 

indoctrinating Nigerians towards developing socially desirable attitudes, 

values, and culture, which will project individual national pride and position 

the national image of Nigeria;  

ii. develop among Nigerians of all ages and sexes, social and cultural values and 

awareness which will inculcate the spirit of patriotism, nationalism, self-

discipline, and self-reliance; 

iii. promote new sets of attitudes and culture for the attainment of the goals and 

objectives of a united Nigerian State. 

 

Government Agencies and Organs for Decolonising Educational History in 

Nigeria 

 

In addition to efforts to decolonise educational history in Nigeria, the Nigerian 

government implemented other concerted measures, establishing educational 

parastatals and agencies to entrench decolonisation processes nationwide. Some of 

these establishments have developed institutional policies, implemented and 

supervised them, and regularly evaluated the effectiveness of decolonising Nigerian 

educational history. Some of them are: 

 

• National Commission for Mass Literacy, Adult and Non-Formal Education 

(NMEC)  

• National Commission for Nomadic Education (NCNE)  

• National Commission for Colleges of Education (NCCE)  

• National Examinations Council (NECO) 

• National Institute for Educational Planning and Administration (NIEPA) 

• National Institute for Nigerian Languages (NINLAN)  

• National Teachers Institute (NTI)  

https://placng.org/lawsofnigeria/print.php?sn=326
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• National Universities Commission (NUC)  

• Nigeria Educational Research and Development Council (NERDC) 

• Universal Basic Education Commission (UBEC)  

 

The evaluation units of these establishments employ methods to continually appraise 

and improve the curricula of institutions under their control, thereby ensuring the 

effective decolonisation of educational history. 

 

Resistance to Decolonisation of Educational History in Nigeria 

 

It cannot be overemphasised that colonisation had a profound and enduring effect on 

Nigerian education. Despite decolonisation processes, the colonial mentality persists 

in many Nigerians' worldview, making it difficult, in some cases, to achieve a 

complete decolonisation of educational history. As it is in Nigeria, so it is in other 

African nations. According to Laakso and Adu (2023), "a University in Ghana had 

launched a course in Asante history only to test the market, because its popularity was 

uncertain. According to a lecturer, 'If you say 'Asante history', 'No', if you say 

'International history', you have many more people applying to that programme (p. 

193). Considering what is going on in the review of curricula contents in the 

education sector, especially in higher education, there is a form of resistance where 

educational history is not given space, and in the contextual framework of 

Khislavski's (2023) submission that "forgetting history is a social phenomenon that 

contradicts the ideal of a living commemorative culture" (p.1), the government and 

historians of education should make concerted efforts at making policymakers to 

accept the importance of educational history in Nigeria. 

 

However, with the rise in the use of technology, especially the internet and social 

media, there is widespread re-education and promotion of the decolonisation of 

educational history in Nigeria, primarily through the NOA.  

 

Challenges of implementing Decolonising Policies and reforms: Ways Out 

 

As Ajani (2019) noted, "The need to decolonise education is not to lower the standard 

of the system; it is simply the call for quality education that is African" (p. 116), and 

promote education that fosters cultural identity. This must be the focus of the Nigerian 

government. When educational content is relevant to people, it fosters the use of 

indigenous intelligence in developing indigenous technologies that will advance such 

a society. However, the process of decolonising educational history in Nigeria is not 

without challenges.  

 

The budgetary allocation to education generally has not met the 2015 UNESCO 

Member States agreement "on a level of educational funding of 4 to 6% of GDP or 15 

to 20% of public expenditure" (UNESCO, 2023, para. 5). Many African countries, 

including Nigeria, have not yet reached this threshold. For the past ten (10) years, no 

allocation has even reached 15% in Nigeria, as shown in Table 1 below. 

Implementing these policies has become challenging for the various government 

agencies established to decolonise educational history. 

 



Decolonising Processes in Educational History in Nigeria: Agents, Challenges, and Ways Forward 

45                          www.sokedureview.org 

Table 1: Budgetary Allocations to Education in Nigeria, 2015 - 2024  

Year Total Budget in Trillion Ministry of Education 

N 

% of Total 

Budget 

2015 4,493,363,957,158 483,183,784,654 10.75 

2016 6,060,677,358,227 480,278,214,688 7.92 

2017 7,441,175,486,758 398,686,819,418 5.36 

2018 9,120,334,988,225 605,795,857,907 6.64 

2019 8,826,636,578,915 634,557,159,877 7.19 

2020 10,509,654,033,053 479,568,158,460 4.56 

2021 13,588,027,886,175 771,461,372,053 5.68 

2022 17,126,873,917,692 923,787,614,465 5.39 

2023 21,827,188,747,391 1,076,219,559,121 4.93 

2024 28,777,404,073,861 1,589,389,774,583 

 

5.52 

Sources: (1) Budget Office of the Federation, Abuja (2) 

www.budgetoffice.gov.ng 

 

Another challenge is the shortage of teachers, especially in rural areas, to teach the 

indigenous language and cultural and creative arts. Although some states have begun 

recruiting teachers and deploying them to rural schools, more States should follow 

suit to ensure effective implementation of the decolonising process. Schools often 

lack sufficient teachers to implement policies effectively, particularly in subjects such 

as history and language teaching. The challenge of school infrastructure is also 

daunting.  

 

Deploying information and communication technology (ICT) facilities to support 

teaching has become challenging due to limited access to electricity in most public 

schools. Securing the teaching and learning environment has also become a 

significant barrier to decolonisation. With the issues of insurgency and kidnapping, 

teachers and pupils live in perpetual fear, making it difficult for students to learn what 

they are supposed to learn in schools. It should be noted that education is meaningful 

only in a stable and peaceful environment.  

 

Conclusion  

 

Decolonising educational history in Nigeria has become imperative in the conceptual 

framework of indigenising education for relevance. Nigeria is not alone in the 

decolonisation of educational history in Africa. Despite the challenges, decolonising 

educational history is a worthwhile endeavour that will make Nigerians proud of their 

cultural heritage and help develop an education system that is relevant to their needs.  

Recommendation: Will there be a Need for A Library of Mistakes? 

 

The Nigerian government needs to focus more on decolonising education by 

allocating greater funds to implement policies that decolonise the curriculum. The 

shortage of educational infrastructure should be urgently addressed in some public 

schools, particularly in rural areas.   

http://www.budgetoffice.gov.ng/
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It is also necessary to enhance the security of the school environment to support 

effective teaching and learning. The government should strengthen the security 

architecture surrounding educational facilities, as meaningful education occurs in a 

stable environment and an atmosphere of peace.  

 

The quality of teachers is essential, as no nation can rise above the level of its 

teachers. Teachers require the most comprehensive education and pedagogical 

training, as Obanya (2021) suggests, because tomorrow's teacher is a curriculum 

game-changer who must wear a six-layered hat. They should be educated, 

knowledgeable, skilled, techno-savvy, passion-driven, and lifelong learners. 

Therefore, Nigeria requires such teachers to decolonise its educational history 

effectively. 

 

Additionally, the decolonising agencies at the Federal and State levels must 

collaborate to achieve the common goal of total decolonisation of Nigeria's 

educational history. Youth should be encouraged to value indigenous languages and 

cultures. The National Orientation Agency (NOA), an agency explicitly established 

for cultural orientation and reorientation, should do more to decolonise people's 

mindsets through relevant programmes that promote the use of indigenous languages, 

cultures, skills, and technologies.  

 

On a final note, there may be a need to establish a "Library of Mistakes" (Williams, 

2024, p. 1) in Nigeria to remind the nation of the importance of its educational history 

and to avoid fatal errors in the future. According to Williams (2024), to help avoid 

future financial mistakes, such as those in 1929 and 2008 that brought down the 

world's economy, the Library of Mistakes was founded in Edinburgh, Scotland. It 

features a collection of over 2,000 books that can help educate the next generation of 

economists. The Library, according to its curator, is a perfect example of how "smart 

people keep doing stupid things". Learning from prior mistakes is the only way to 

build a strong economy. It is therefore expedient for Nigeria to establish a "Library of 

Mistakes" to remind the nation of the importance of educational history in guiding 

educational decisions. 
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