


THE ECONOMIC OUTCOMES OF GENDER INEQUALITY IN EDUCATION IN NIGERIA



Abstract
This paper is an Opinion Article that endeavoured to interrogate the economic effects of lack of education in females in Nigeria. The paper attempted to explore the perceived notion that females do not deserve quality education like their male counterparts. In terms of methodology, the paper relied exclusively on review of secondary sources like journals, both on-line and prints versions, books and official publications. As a result, we discovered that gender inequality in education refers to the unequal access and opportunities for education between males and females and involves differences in enrollment rates, completion rates, quality of education and subject choices. This inequality has deep-rooted historical origins and continues to persist today, posing challenges to achieving gender equality and inclusive education. Gender inequality in education is a multifaceted phenomenon affecting individuals, communities and societies and encompasses the differences in enrollment rates and the barriers hindering girls and women from accessing quality education. These barriers include cultural norms, discriminatory practices, lack of funding, and societal expectations. Most countries with large, current gender gaps have low levels of female educational attainment. Many also perform poorly on other measures of development such as life expectancy and GDP per capita. We believe that improving girls’ education is an important goal in its own right, but closing gender gaps in education will not be sufficient to close critical gaps in adult life outcomes.
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Introduction
One of the most enduring issues confronting the world today is gender inequality in education, especially in developing nations. Economists generally believe that Fixed Capital, Human Capital and the Labour Force are the most critical factors which can affect Economic Growth (Brynin, 2003; Wilson & Briscoe, 2004) . According to Barro (1996), in a study of selected 100 countries and for a given starting level of real per capita GDP, the growth rate is enhanced by higher initial schooling and life expectancy, lower fertility, lower government consumption. Significant literature exists that tried to study the relationship between economic growth and gender inequality in education, health and employment (Klasen & Lamanna 2009; Tokal, Sart, Danilina & Ta'Amnha, 2023)
The challenge of increasing the economic growth of a country is to a considerable extent linked to the role played by women in the society. The costs of discrimination towards women in education and employment not only harms the women concerned, but also impose a cost on the entire society. In South Asia, women are still, in the twenty-first century, very much discriminated against in both education level and economic participation. In the Middle East and North African (MENA) region, the gender gap in education has been reduced from high levels, but gender gaps in employment remain pervasive. 
In contrast to some Asian countries, where export-oriented industries have led to a reduction of the gender gap in the labor market in the last decades, increased female education in MENA has not translated into higher labor market participation in most countries of that region. Women in this region are encountering structural barriers in employment, but those barriers may also be social, cultural, and ideological (World Bank, 2004).
Inequalities persist notwithstanding notable progress achieved in the direction of gender equality in education. This inequality has significant economic ramifications that affect not just personal wellbeing, but also the advancement of the country and the world. Economic development is significantly influenced by education, and denying women and girls access to it stunts economic progress, deepens poverty, and maintains inequality. This study looks at the financial effects of gender inequality in education and development, with a particular emphasis on how women's lack of education impacts labour markets, income distribution, economic growth, and the fight against poverty. Investing in girls’ education has long been held up as an antidote to the manifold challenges of the developing world. Researchers, politicians, and celebrities have all championed the value of girls’ education. For example, a review of evidence from fifteen years ago concluded that “extensive research confirms that investing in girls’ education delivers high returns not only for female educational attainment, but also for maternal and children’s health, more sustainable families, women’s empowerment, democracy, income growth, and productivity” (Herz and Sperling, 2004).

Conceptual Issues

Gender inequality in education is characterised by the differences in educational opportunities, outcomes, and experiences between males and females. It encompasses inequality in enrollment, dropout, literacy, academic achievement, and access to tertiary education. Enrollment rates, one aspect of gender inequality, reflect the number of individuals from each gender enrolled in educational institutions. In many parts of the world, girls and women face significant challenges in accessing education, resulting in lower enrollment rates than their male counterparts. This disparity affects individuals' personal development and has broader societal implications, including economic growth and social progress.
Dropout rates, another dimension of gender inequality in education, refers to the number of students who leave school before completing their education. Dropout rates often disproportionately affect girls and women, due to factors such as early marriage, pregnancy, financial constraints, and cultural norms prioritising boys' education over girls’. These factors perpetuate gender inequalities and hinder girls' and women's personal and professional growth opportunities. This dropout problem persists across various levels of education, from primary to higher education, affecting females disproportionately due to a range of social and economic barriers.
Literacy rates, a crucial indicator of educational attainment, also reflect gender inequality. In many parts of the world, women have lower literacy rates than men, limiting their access to information, opportunities, and empowerment. Addressing this disparity requires improving access to education and addressing societal attitudes and norms perpetuating gender inequalities.
Academic achievement is another aspect of gender inequality in education. While girls and women have made significant strides in academic performance in recent years, there are still inequalities in certain subjects and fields. Stereotypes and biases can influence subject choices, leading to the underrepresentation of girls and women in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields. Promoting gender equality in education requires challenging these stereotypes and creating inclusive learning environments to encourage girls and women to pursue their interests and talents.
Access to tertiary education, such as universities and colleges, is another area where gender inequalities persist. In many parts of the world, women face barriers such as limited opportunities, financial constraints, and societal expectations that discourage them from pursuing higher education. Closing this gap requires addressing systemic barriers and promoting policies that ensure equal access and opportunities for all.
Progress towards gender inequality in education has been linked to a great variety of favorable 
outcomes for women, their households, and for society as a whole. Gender equality in 
[bookmark: _Hlk207254595]educational attainment can positively impact women’s economic and political participation later in life (World Bank, 2017).
Gender equality is basically, providing equal opportunities to everybody irrespective of your age, sex, country, or skin color. We are all equal and we all deserve the same treatment. 

Theoretical Issue
The theoretical framework provides the link between gender inequality, educational attainment and economic growth and one of such is the Neoclassical feminist theory. The Neoclassical feminist theory maintained that the level of educational attainment of women significantly determines the extent of their efficient and effective participation in the labour force. As such, females who have educational backgrounds tend to earn a low-income wage and this increases the extent of income inequality prevalent across genders. The Neoclassical economists’ assumption is premised on the fact that individual maximisation decisions, as well as marginal principle and productivity, determine the efficiency of women. It was concluded that failure to be educated could lead to female labour force exclusion and this will result into reduction in welfare, output growth and increase in inefficiency (Haidinger & Knittler, 2014; Maier, 2004) in the same vein, improved women participation in the labour-market will result in increased economic growth and development as women will effectively contribute their own quota to the nation’s economic growth and for this to be achieved, birth rates need to attenuate, women education involvement has to increase, as this will lead to a rise in productivity as well as increased sectorial service labour demand which will, in turn, increase economic growth.
Methodology
This study was based on secondary data, with information gathered from secondary literature, books, academic theses, academic journals, and online databases. Historical and content analyses were used for the sourced extant literature in conducting this research. These results were  then synthesised to derive the crucial themes involved in this study. We believe the outcome of this work will provide guidance to further research in this important area.
Causes of Gender Inequality
Gender inequality appears in many forms and affects individuals differently depending on their environment, culture, and opportunities. It refers to the unequal treatment or perception of individuals based on their gender. These inequalities limit access to education, employment, healthcare, and leadership roles, especially for women and girls. Understanding the types of causes of gender inequality in education is essential to addressing and reducing these gaps in society. 
Socio-cultural
The first problem that causes gender inequality in education in Nigeria is the sociocultural problem, wherein the males are always regarded as superior to the females. The idea of male superiority in turn causes the widespread operation of patriarchal systems of social organisation such as the custom of early marriage, whereby the girl-child is forced to get married early which could be as early as the age of 12. At that age she is still a child, and she cannot do anything to defend herself and is forced to listen to her parents. It could also be of incidence of early pregnancy where she does subsistence duties of females. These things all affect the female child in having a good education, Apart from these problems there is the problem of security in some areas and such long standing constraints result in a dearth of female role models that might be seen as challenge to the traditional one that is clearly acquired by both sexes.
 Health 
According to  Crosnoe, Monica, & Glen (2004) the effect of poverty and malnutrition on the health of school age children falls mostly on the girls more than boys and this is because boys are better fed. Girls always have very heavy domestic obligations and responsibilities and they are  usually undernourished. Even if they would have the opportunity to go to school, the fact that they are undernourished will highly affect their performance in school. As a result of this they are prone to temptations that lead adolescent girls to get pregnant early thereby having health challenges that  will inevitably have negative impacts on them.
Economic Factors
The right to equality and freedom from discrimination is an essential element of democracy and an imperative of social justice. It preaches that every human being has the inborn right to enjoy their human rights on an equal basis with other individuals and to lead a life free from discrimination. Finance is one of the most important reasons why there is gender inequality in Nigeria in the educational domain. This corresponds with the fundamental sociocultural bias in favour of males, which in turn affects female participation in education, especially in the rural areas. When the economy of the family is not buoyant, the females will be the ones suffering because preferences will be mostly for the males, which means that the males will be sent to school, while the females will be at home. Or the girl child will be married off to an affluent man so that the family will be able to raise a certain amount of money to sponsor the male`s education.
The seriousness of the issue follows also the fact that gender equality allows providing equal opportunities for education and employment. From a social perspective gender inequality, as well as other types of equalities, harms the individuals as well as the commonality. It can stimulate economic growth, which is important, especially in countries with higher unemployment rates and fewer economic opportunities.
The Global Partnership for Education (GPE) was established to support country-level efforts for equity and quality in education through school health activities. GPE posits that achieving gender equality as delivering on three interlinked areas for girls: health, education and safety (Global Partnership for Education - GPE, 2018).
Gender Inequality in Education in Nigeria 
In developing countries, while gender gaps in school enrollment have been narrowing rapidly over recent decades, particularly for pre-primary, primary and secondary education, considerable gaps still remain for tertiary education and there are large variations across countries (Demery & Gaddis, 2009; Duflo, 2012; Austen, Costa, Sharp, & Elson, 2013; Evans, Akmal & Jakiela 2021).  Furthermore, significant differences exist in the field of study between male and female students, likely in nearly all countries but with most evidence from advanced economies (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development - OECD, 2017). Advanced economies, instead, have been focusing on gender equality in quality of education, including gender distribution by field of study, as they have largely achieved gender equality in access to preprimary, primary and secondary education decades ago and to tertiary education since mid-2000s. For example, across the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), boys outperformed girls in mathematics by an average of eight points in 2015, equivalent to around one-fifth of a year of schooling and by 5 points in 2018; on the other hand, girls significantly outperform boys in reading in all countries and economies that participated in PISA 2018. The OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) examines what students know in reading, mathematics and science, and what they can do with what they know.  (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development - OECD, 2017; OECD, 2019).
Gender inequality is not new in Nigeria. Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs), stakeholders and educators have been talking about the fact that there is a high level of inequality in Nigeria, and this has resulted into inequality concerning the education of women and the girl-child. Nnachi (2010) noted that the reason the girl-child stands out the most is because in Nigeria, the male-child`s education is seen as more important than the girl-child education and for that reason, organisations tend to speak more about the girl-child education in Nigeria. 
Gender was a major fault line, as boys benefitted disproportionally from new educational opportunities. In many developing countries women have caught up and sometimes even outperformed males in terms of school attainment today (Grant & Behrman, 2010; Bossavie & Kanninen 2018; Himaz & Aturupane 2019). Africa, however, exhibits the highest degree of schooling inequality in favor of boys in the world (Psaki et al. 2018; UNICEF 2020).
The issue of gender inequality concerning education in Nigeria, is very sensitive because people general often misunderstand the meaning of gender inequality in education. People often think that it is about the fact that girls and boys are not attending the same schools, or that it is about the level of educational achievement of boys and girls or that it is about which of them can contribute more to the benefits of the family.
Ofoegbu (2009) noted that the males have higher literacy rate then the females especially in the Northern part of Nigeria and this is because of early marriages. When a girl child goes to school, she has all the potentials to succeed in life, in as a much as education is important to the male child, so is education important to the girl child and education for the girl child is a key to many opportunities in her life and the life of her family and if the girl child is denied the opportunity to be educated, she is being denied her freedom and by so doing she is being denied the opportunity to develop her skills and the opportunities to take care of her family, the society, her country and the world.
Education and Economic Development
Education itself can be the cause of inequality within the educational approach because there could be difficulties of accessibility, lack of resources and low teacher quality. Looking at the rural areas, there is usually lack of female teachers at the primary schools and parents are very reluctant to send to their daughters to school if there are no female teachers there may not be accommodation in such areas; whereas male teachers manage to get accommodations in such areas. There are vocational problems and the schemes open to girls in these fields are useful and when it comes to books and materials for girls there is gender bias (Dills, 2006)
The World Economic Forum has declared that there are four various levels of gender inequality: Economic Participation and Opportunity, Educational Attainment, Health and Survival and Political Empowerment  (World Economic Reform, 2025). Whilst Education and Health inequality in many modern societies may be at the minimum level, these two factors may lose their importance through inequality in Economic Participation and Political Empowerment. It has been claimed that gender inequality reduces the average amount of human capital which can harm economic performance because restricting qualified females can have a detrimental effect on the pool of talent.
Ahang (2014) opined that Women have a sheer volume of Human Capital which consider as a suitable potential for increasing Economic Growth but women do not have enough experience in the field of Economic Participation and  Political Empowerment, therefore in the lack of experience and practical information, females cannot trust environmental factors, all of which force women to take illogical decision which to some extent might be radical. Totally, inadequacy in the amount of female Social Capital can result in inconformity among males, hence gender gap at the certain level will remain. 
The UNESCO`s goals for education for all by 2015 (UNESCO, 2015), and the United Nations Millennium Development Goal by 2020 (UNESCO, 2020) were mainly designed to change the old colonial system of education that was formed and were unable to achieve equity and incremental development of education in Nigeria (Fabunmi, 2009) . In Nigeria, the government sees it as a good idea to promote early childhood education because it helps the children to enroll in pre – primary education faster and eventually promote literacy which will help the children to develop their learning skill (Uwaifo & Uddin, 2009).
Conclusion
One of the core principles of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) is gender equality. It is also acknowledged on a global scale as a requirement for advancing human rights. Gender inequality is a significant obstacle that both men and women in Nigeria must overcome in order to be represented, fully participate, and obtain respectable employment prospects. However, to achieve inclusive and gender-responsive governance, steps must be taken to guarantee fair access to essential services and resources. In the meantime, disparities between men and women in areas like decision-making, health, education, and access to economic opportunities can be used to quantify gender inequality.
Gender inequality in education remains a critical barrier to economic development and social progress. This stud has examined the multifaceted ways in which disparities in educational access, attainment, and quality between males and females contribute to broader economic outcomes. Evidence shows that when girls are denied equal educational opportunities, countries suffer from reduced productivity, slower economic growth, and weakened human capital development. Furthermore, gender gaps in education often perpetuate cycles of poverty and limit the participation of women in the formal labor market, leadership roles, and entrepreneurship.
Addressing these inequalities is not only a matter of social justice but also a strategic imperative for sustainable development. Investments in girls' and women's education yield significant returns ranging from improved family health and reduced fertility rates to increased income and national GDP. As such, policies that promote inclusive education, dismantle socio-cultural barriers, and ensure gender-sensitive budgeting and planning are essential.
Finally, eliminating gender inequality in education is a foundational step toward achieving equitable economic development. It empowers individuals, strengthens economies, and paves the way for more resilient, innovative, and inclusive societies.
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