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Abstract 

 
The escalating rate of juvenile delinquency in Nigeria, characterized by a shift toward sophisticated 

crimes like cybercrime and gang violence, has placed the formal juvenile justice system in a state of 

"crisis" due to overcrowding, underfunding, and a lack of rehabilitative resources. This paper argues 

that leveraging the moral authority and pedagogical structures of Islamic Non-formal Education (NFE) 

specifically the Tsangaya and Islamiyyah systems offers a culturally resonant alternative for the holistic 

reform of juvenile deviants. By focusing on Tarbiyyah (holistic upbringing), Adab (etiquette), and Akhlaq 

(character), these indigenous systems provide a framework for moral re-orientation that formal secular 

schools often lack. The paper examines how NFE fosters psychological resilience through faith-based 

counseling and utilizes community-based supervision to create a "social net" that prevents recidivism 

without the stigmatization of incarceration. Despite challenges such as institutional neglect and 

economic instability, the integration of NFE into the broader rehabilitative framework is presented as 

an essential pathway for restoring social order in Nigeria. 
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Introduction  

 

The escalating rate of juvenile delinquency in Nigeria has become a profound social 

concern, as the nature of youth-related crimes shifts from minor status offenses to more 

sophisticated criminal activities. According to Oseghale (2025), juvenile delinquency 

in urban centers like Lagos and Kano is increasingly driven by economic hardship, peer 

pressure, and the pervasive influence of cybercrime and gang violence. These 

behaviors, which include theft, substance abuse, and cultism, are often symptomatic of 

deeper socio-economic crises and a breakdown in traditional family structures (Aremu, 

2020). As the population of vulnerable youth grows, the Nigerian society faces the 

urgent challenge of mitigating these deviant tendencies before they solidify into lifelong 

criminal identities. 

 

Despite the existence of a legal framework centered on the Child Rights Act (CRA) of 

2003, the formal juvenile justice system in Nigeria is widely regarded as being in a state 

of "crisis." Atilola (2013) observes that many youth correctional facilities are 
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overcrowded, underfunded, and lack the necessary resources for psychological and 

mental health support. The prevailing approach remains largely punitive rather than 

rehabilitative, often resulting in the further criminalization of young offenders through 

exposure to hardened criminals in adult-like detention environments (Adetona, 2024). 

This systemic failure necessitates a search for alternative, community-based models 

that can provide holistic reform and social reintegration for juvenile deviants. 

 

In Northern Nigeria and other Muslim-majority states, Islamic non-formal education 

(NFE), particularly the Tsangaya and Islamiyyah school systems, has historically 

served as a primary agent of socialization and moral guidance. Idriss, Adamu, and 

Bakar (2022) highlight that these indigenous systems were established centuries ago to 

provide spiritual training, self-discipline, and character development (Akhlaq) for 

Muslim youth. Unlike formal secular schools, Islamic NFE emphasizes a communal 

approach to learning, where the relationship between the teacher (Mallam) and the 

student (Almajiri) is centered on the internalization of religious ethics and the fear of 

God (Taqwa) as a deterrent to antisocial behavior. 

 

The potential of Islamic NFE to address juvenile deviance lies in its focus on Tarbiyyah 

(holistic upbringing) and Adab (etiquette). Recent studies (such as Sobandi & Agista, 

202; Karofi, 2024) suggest that community-based Islamic education programmes can 

significantly reduce recidivism by strengthening the self-control and social identity of 

troubled adolescents (Sobandi & Agista, 2025). By grounding rehabilitation in spiritual 

values that the youth and their communities already respect, these non-formal structures 

offer a culturally resonant pathway to behavioral change that Western-style custodial 

models often fail to provide. This approach moves beyond mere incarceration, aiming 

instead to "rewind the glory" of the youth through a sense of moral duty and community 

belonging (Karofi, 2024). 

 

Ultimately, exploring the potentials of Islamic non-formal education is not an attempt 

to replace state-led interventions but to augment them with a more culturally and 

religiously integrated strategy. As the formal justice system continues to struggle with 

operational and resource challenges (Atilola, 2013), the strategic integration of Islamic 

NFE into the broader rehabilitative framework could offer a sustainable solution for the 

Nigerian state. This paper, therefore, argues that leveraging the moral authority and 

pedagogical structures of Islamic NFE is essential for the effective rehabilitation of 

juvenile deviants and the long-term restoration of social order in Nigeria. 

 

Phenomenon of Juvenile Deviancy and its Causes in Nigeria 

 

The concept of juvenile deviancy is a multifaceted phenomenon that distinguishes 

between the violation of cultural norms and the commission of statutory crimes by 

underage individuals. Etymologically derived from the Latin term delinquere, meaning 

"to leave undone" or "to fail in duty," juvenile delinquency is often defined as the failure 

of a minor to comply with societal or legal obligations (Kostić & Mirić, 2015). While 

"juvenile deviance" broadly refers to behavior that departs from social expectations and 

cultural standards, "juvenile delinquency" specifically describes acts that violate 

customary and statutory norms, which would be considered criminal if committed by 

an adult (Kostić & Mirić, 2015). In Nigeria, the 1979 Constitution specifically 

contextualizes this as criminal behavior perpetrated by a person under the age of 18, 
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often as a result of attempts to comply with peer expectations or escape parental and 

emotional pressures (Oloyede, 2023). 

The bases of such behavior are rooted in complex bio-psycho-social interactions where 

internal emotional management and external stimuli intersect. Research suggests that 

behavioral disorders in adolescents are often persistent and repetitive actions that 

disrupt the interaction between a child and their environment, leading to the damage of 

social and moral values (Hegheş & Șchiopu, 2020). Primary drivers of this phenomenon 

include peer association, family instability (such as broken homes), and spiritual or 

environmental influences (Nyarko, Aikins, Nyarko, & Aboagye, 2019). Specifically, 

negative parenting styles and the lack of effective supervision significantly increase the 

probability of a child coming into contact with deviant peers, which further reinforces 

delinquent tendencies through social learning and rewards (Hegheş & Șchiopu, 2020; 

Nyarko et al., 2019). These behaviors often serve as a "gateway" to adult criminality, 

resulting in severe long-term effects such as academic disengagement, mental health 

challenges like chronic stress, and social stigmatization (Folorunsho, Ajayi, & 

Abdulrazaq, 2024). 

 

In Nigeria, the phenomenon of juvenile delinquency has become an increasingly 

pervasive contemporary issue, particularly in rapidly urbanizing centers like Lagos, 

Abuja, and Jos. Current trends indicate a shift from traditional offenses such as truancy 

and petty theft toward more sophisticated and violent crimes, including cultism, drug 

trafficking, cybercrime (popularly known as "419"), and armed robbery (Folorunsho et 

al., 2024; Oloyede, 2023). Regional variations exist across the country: urbanization 

and economic hardship drive gang-related crimes in Lagos, while financial fraud is 

more prevalent in states like Anambra, and persistent economic challenges influence 

crime rates in northern states like Kano (Folorunsho et al., 2024). Paradoxically, despite 

Nigeria’s high religious profile, many religious institutions have struggled to curb this 

"moral decadence," as the breakdown of traditional family structures and the influence 

of corrupted media often outweigh ethical indoctrination (Folorunsho et al., 2024; 

Smah, 1995, as cited in Oloyede, 2023). 

 

Juvenile deviancy is driven by a complex interplay of environmental, social, and 

familial factors. In a West African context similar to Nigeria, research by Nyarko et al. 

(2019) identifies peer association and family situations as the primary catalysts for 

delinquent behavior. Their study highlights that peer pressure and the desire for social 

belonging often lead juveniles into criminal activities, while unstable family 

structures—characterized by a lack of parental guidance or broken homes—fail to 

provide the necessary moral and social guardrails. Additionally, Hegheș and Șchiopu 

(2020) note that social disadvantages, such as poverty and lack of access to quality 

education, create a "disrupted interaction" between the youth and their environment, 

making them more susceptible to external negative stimuli. 

 

The internal biological and psychological management of a juvenile also significantly 

contributes to deviant trajectories. Hegheș and Șchiopu (2020) argue that delinquency 

is a multidisciplinary phenomenon where neurobiological factors, including the 

adolescent brain's architecture and the impact of substance abuse, influence behavioral 

tendencies. These internal alterations often result in persistent and repetitive actions 

that damage social values because the youth lacks the psychological maturity to manage 

internal emotional stressors. Furthermore, the way a society conceptually labels these 

behaviors—distinguishing between "juvenile delinquency" and "juvenile crime"—can 
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influence the social response and the youth's subsequent identity, as the definitions used 

by authorities often dictate whether a child is seen as a person in need of reform or a 

criminal to be punished (Kostić & Mirić, 2015). 

 

Efforts made in Nigeria in Combating Juvenile Deviance in Nigeria  

 

Efforts in Nigeria to combat juvenile deviancy are primarily institutionalized through 

the establishment of government remand homes, Borstal institutions, and children’s 

correctional centers across various states such as Lagos, Ondo, and Edo (Idowu & 

Muhammed, 2019; Ohiomah & Efejuku, 2024; Yusuf, Daud, Arshat, & Sakiru, 2021). 

These efforts are supported by legal frameworks like the Children and Young Person’s 

Law (CYPL), which seeks to protect and redirect minors who are in conflict with the 

law or are considered beyond parental control (Idowu & Muhammed, 2019). The 

statutory roles of these institutions include providing residential treatment, vocational 

skills training, and educational programs aimed at rehabilitating and reintegrating 

juveniles into society as productive citizens (Ohiomah & Efejuku, 2024). Such facilities 

serve as both a barrier to protect the community and a place for reshaping the character 

of young transgressors (Ohiomah & Efejuku, 2024). 

 

However, significant gaps persist in the current juvenile justice system, characterized 

by high recidivism rates and the failure of many juveniles to achieve lasting behavioral 

change (Ohiomah & Efejuku, 2024). Many correctional centers face severe resource 

constraints, including a lack of qualified teachers, insufficient instructional materials, 

and inadequate health and medical facilities (Idowu & Muhammed, 2019; Ohiomah & 

Efejuku, 2024). Furthermore, the pervasive influence of deviant peers remains a major 

driver of delinquency, as adolescents often turn to peer groups for emotional support 

when parental supervision is lacking (Yusuf et al., 2021). A critical gap identified is the 

weakness of religious institutions in providing moral guidance, which often leaves a 

vacuum in the character development of these youths (Idowu & Muhammed, 2019). 

 

Islamic Non-formal Education can strategically fill these gaps by providing a robust 

framework for moral and spiritual instruction that formal correctional systems often 

lack. By addressing the identified factor of "weak religious institutions on morality," 

Islamic education can offer a strong spiritual grounding and value-based character 

building to prevent recidivism (Idowu & Muhammed, 2019). This form of education 

can mitigate the negative impact of peer influence by fostering a positive community 

environment and instilling a sense of identity and social responsibility that aligns with 

societal expectations (Yusuf et al., 2021). Furthermore, Islamic Non-formal Education 

can serve as a community-based alternative or supplement to existing rehabilitation 

programs, offering tailored instructional methods that focus on holistic human 

development where formal instructional materials are absent (Ohiomah & Efejuku, 

2024). 

 

Non-formal Islamic Education (NFIE) 

 

Non-formal Islamic Education (NFIE) encompasses a diverse range of pedagogical 

structures that vary in their formality and community integration. Traditional systems, 

comparable to the Tsangaya (Almajiri) system found in West Africa, are represented 

globally by institutions such as the pondok in Malaysia and Marakata Allo in Northern 

Nigeria. These schools focus on a traditional mode of teaching centered on the halaqah 
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(study circle) and the study of kitab kuning (ancient religious texts), often prioritizing 

the preservation of religious heritage through intensive memorization (Ab Rahman, 

Ahmad, & Rahman, 2015). In the Nigerian context, this memorization of the Holy 

Qur'an typically commences at the early stages of life, usually between the ages of four 

and twelve. While these systems are fundamental to religious identity, they are 

frequently characterized by a "pedagogy of authority," where rote learning and the 

uncritical acceptance of religious educators are the norms, often leaving little room for 

students to develop critical thinking or engage in interactive debates (Altinyelken, 

2021). 

 

In contrast, Islamiyyah schools (often termed Madrasah Diniyah in regions like 

Indonesia) represent a more structured and modern approach to NFIE. These 

institutions often operate as mandatory programs within or alongside formal schools to 

provide systematic religious instruction in subjects such as Al-Qur’an, Hadith, and 

Islamic law (Ikhwan, Fahriana, Musyarapah, Fahruddin, & Jaelani, 2018). In Gombe 

State, Nigeria, this structured curriculum is comprehensive, encompassing Arabic 

reading and writing, Tauhid (oneness of God), Tajwid (science of pronunciation), Fiqh 

(jurisprudence), Sira (prophetic biography), and Nahwu/Luga (Arabic grammar and 

language). Unlike the more isolated traditional systems, Islamiyyah schools are 

frequently the subject of government policy and educational innovation aimed at 

enhancing the quality of religious education and character building (Ikhwan et al., 

2018). This structured format allows for a more organized curriculum that bridges the 

gap between traditional religious training and the requirements of modern formal 

education. 

 

However, the implementation of this structured format in Nigeria faces significant 

hurdles compared to formal education. While the Nigerian government invests heavily 

in formal systems, Islamiyyah schools are largely built, funded, and regulated by 

religious-based organizations or individual proprietors, receiving little to no 

government assistance for teaching and learning. Consequently, these schools often 

operate in unconducive environments, including dilapidated buildings, community 

mosques, or even under the shade of trees without electricity. Despite these challenges, 

Nigerian Islamiyyah schools do employ varied methodologies, including storytelling 

for younger learners and lecture or discussion methods for intermediate and adult 

learners, offering some departure from the purely "authoritarian" pedagogy noted in 

traditional systems. 

 

Finally, community-based Halqahs and mosque-based initiatives, such as Majelis 

Taklim and Taman Pendidikan Al-Qur’an (TPQ), serve as flexible, localized centers 

for religious socialization. These programs are often supported by Islamic universities, 

which provide management capacity building and trained speakers to strengthen the 

quality of instruction (Aziz & Huda, 2023). In Gombe State, these centers serve a 

critical social function as "peaceful shelters" for victims of insurgency and Internally 

Displaced Persons (IDPs), offering a channel for rebranding and reintegrating dropouts 

through moral training. These circles are designed to foster public religious awareness 

and develop local religious cadres, making them the most accessible tier of non-formal 

education (Aziz & Huda, 2023). 

 

Currently, the viability of these Nigerian NFIE centers is severely threatened by 

economic instability. Factors such as the 2023 removal of fuel subsidies, the cashless 
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policy, and high unemployment rates (reaching 56.1 percent in 2020) have pushed 

millions into multidimensional poverty. This economic hardship has led to a sharp 

decline in attendance as parents can no longer afford uniforms, transportation, or 

writing materials. Many students have jettisoned their classes to engage in street 

begging, hawking, or menial labor for survival. Participants in these settings still report 

challenges similar to traditional systems, including a lack of interactive pedagogy and 

limited opportunities to challenge authority (Altinyelken, 2021). 

 

The Role of Islamic NFE in Curbing Juvenile Deviance 

 

Islamic Non-formal Education (NFE) offers a unique, culturally rooted framework for 

addressing the rising challenges of juvenile deviance in Nigeria. By integrating spiritual 

values with social responsibility, these systems provide a holistic approach to 

rehabilitation and prevention. 

 

Islamic Non-formal Education prioritizes Moral and Ethical Re-orientation through the 

rigorous teaching of Adab (etiquette) and Akhlaq (character). This curriculum goes 

beyond rote memorization, focusing on the internal transformation of the youth by 

instilling virtues such as Sabr (patience), Amanah (trustworthiness), and Ikhlas 

(sincerity). In the Nigerian context, where socioeconomic pressures often lead to 

delinquency, this moral grounding serves as a preventative shield. According to 

Sulaiman (2014), the systematic integration of Akhlaq into the daily lives of students 

creates a cognitive framework that views deviant behavior not just as a legal 

transgression, but as a spiritual failing, thereby fostering self-regulation and social 

harmony. 

 

The potential for Psychological Resilience and Spiritual Healing within Islamic NFE is 

significant, particularly in its use of faith-based counseling to address trauma and 

identity crises. Many at-risk youths in Nigeria suffer from "identity confusion" caused 

by poverty or broken homes, making them vulnerable to gang recruitment. Islamic NFE 

provides a sense of belonging and purpose through Nasiha (sincere advice) and spiritual 

exercises that promote mental well-being. Adamu (2018) posits that the spiritual 

anchors found in Islamic teachings help youth process personal trauma by reframing 

their struggles within a broader providential context, which builds the resilience 

necessary to resist the allure of criminal activities. 

 

Community-Based Supervision acts as a vital "social net," where the Mallam (teacher) 

and the mosque community provide non-custodial oversight for at-risk youth. Unlike 

the formal judicial system, which often stigmatizes and isolates young offenders, the 

Islamic NFE model integrates them into a supportive communal structure. The Mallam 

serves as a surrogate guardian who monitors the youth’s movements and associations, 

while the mosque offers a sanctuary for positive social interaction. Yusuf (2019) notes 

that this localized surveillance system is often more effective than state-led 

interventions in Nigeria because it relies on the high level of trust and social capital 

inherent in religious communities to correct behavior without the need for 

incarceration. 

 

Peer Mentorship Models within NFE settings utilize the natural influence of social 

hierarchies to steer newer entrants away from deviance. In many traditional Nigerian 

Islamiyyah or Almajiri settings, older, more disciplined students (often referred to as 
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Senior Talibs) are tasked with guiding their younger counterparts. This "brotherhood" 

dynamic creates a positive peer pressure environment where academic and moral 

achievement is celebrated. Bello (2021) argues that because youth are more likely to 

emulate their peers than authority figures, these older students serve as relatable role 

models whose successful navigation of social challenges provides a tangible roadmap 

for younger students to follow. 

 

Suggestions for Strategic Reform 

 

To effectively harness the potential of Islamic NFE in combating juvenile deviance, the 

following actions are recommended: 

 

There is need to implement the existing curricular integration (The Hybrid Model) 

arrangement of Agency for Mass Education across the states in Nigeria education that 

incorporates vocational training and essential life skills alongside traditional religious 

instruction to ensure students are equipped for modern economic participation is given 

priority. 

 

Agency for Mass Education should provide specialized training for Mallams (teachers) 

in basic child psychology, modern social work, and pedagogical methods that 

encourage critical thinking rather than purely rote learning. 

 

Remand Homes mush ensure public-private-religious partnerships. This can come 

inform of Establishing a formal framework for the Nigerian government to collaborate 

with religious leaders, allowing for the integration of spiritual guidance within state-led 

juvenile correctional facilities. 

 

Agency for Mass Education in conjunction with Board for Arabic and Islamic Studies 

in various states update instructional methods to specifically address contemporary 

social issues, such as synthetic drug abuse and the ethical implications of cybercrime. 

Community-based organizations must put pressure on Governments to provide 

government assistance for Islamiyyah and Tsangaya schools to improve learning 

environments and mitigate the impact of poverty, which currently forces many students 

into street begging or menial labor 

 

Conclusion 

 

Islamic Non-formal Education represents an untapped and vital resource in Nigeria’s 

efforts to address the root causes of juvenile deviancy and restore social stability. While 

the formal legal system remains largely punitive and resource-constrained, the NFE 

model offers a sustainable, community-integrated strategy that moves beyond the mere 

"containment" of youth toward their complete spiritual and social reintegration. By 

grounding rehabilitation in the values of Taqwa (fear of God) and communal 

responsibility, these systems can "rewind the glory" of troubled adolescents and 

transform them into productive members of society. Ultimately, the success of juvenile 

reform in Nigeria depends on the state’s ability to augment its formal interventions with 

these culturally resonant, faith-based pedagogical structures. 
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