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ABSTRACT 

Adult education is expected to address the socio-economic, cultural, political and 

environmental problems besieging humanity in their various societies. This is so because 

adults are the major occupants of the production sectors of the economy. Unfortunately, 

the goals of adult education as stated by the federal government in the National Policy on 

Education, have not been properly achieved. Changes and developments in the 21st 

century call for a total review and overhaul of adult education. This paper makes a case 

that changes brought in by globalization and exposition in knowledge brought about 

through information and communication technology and the need for global peace and 

harmony in the 21st century, make a review and overhaul of adult education inevitable. 

This paper evaluates the problems and prospects of adult education and the way forward.   
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INTRODUCTION 

The right to education is recognized by 

most state constitutions and national laws 

and is inherent in the right to education 

and is reflected in the various 

international declarations and treaties, 

these include the 1948 Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights and the 

International Covenant on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights [1] [2]. The 

United Nations conventions on the rights 

of children, women, minorities, 

indigenous people, and people with 

disabilities also have proclaimed the right 

to education of the target group of these 

international laws.  

Education remains the key to human 

development. It is seen as the driving 

force for meaningful developments in 

every human society. The goal of any 

educational system is to provide or 

develop a balanced individual capable of 

surviving in his environment and 

contributing meaningfully towards the 

survival of that society to which he 

belongs. Adult education is one of the 

principal professions that can take 

adequate care of socio-economic, cultural 

political and environmental problems of 

the adults. The success of adult education 

in terms of achieving its goals as stated in 

the National Policy on Education (2004) 

cannot be over-emphasized. Adult 

education changes the social and 

psychological minds of adults more than 

any other profession, instills lost hope in 

them and liberates them from their 

prejudice of seeing themselves as not 

beings that are capable of learn. Adult 

education awakens adult learners to 

become aware of their environmental 

(social, economic, cultural and political) 

and psychological potentials and hidden 

abilities. It also exerts enormous 

influence on the larger society in terms of 

national development. Adult education 

continues from where the teacher in the 

formal school system who rigorously 

inculcates in the individual the desire for 

knowledge, understanding and education 

stops. 

Adult education is one of the fields of 

academic endevour that is saddled with 

the responsibility of solving socio-

economic, cultural, political and 

environmental problems. There is positive 

association between adult education 

programmes and increased levels of self-

esteem and high levels of knowledge and 

skills which thereby encourage positive 

and active engagement of people in their 

own development [3]. Adult education is 

narrowly interpreted as literacy only.  
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The concept of adult education is difficult 

to define because people define it from 

different perspectives. However, scholars 

agreed that it is an education that has 

adults as its clientele. This also brings us 

to another concept of who is an adult? 

Different parameters are used in defining 

an adulthood amongst which are 

Biological, Chronological, historical, 

psychological, economical, political and 

social amongst others. [4] defines an 

adult as one who is physically and 

psychologically matured and is socially, 

economically and politically responsible. 

According to [5] the term adult is difficult 

to define because it varies from one 

society to another and has changed over 

time. The boundaries that determine who 

is considered an adult can depend on 

actions (i.e. legal age to fight war, drive a 

car and vote amongst others), activities 

(i.e., age that one can begin to work) and 

/or responsibilities (i.e., marriage age, age 

to begin supporting family). [6] gives a 

recommendation of who an adult is: it is a 

person regarded by the as such by the 

society to which he /she belongs.  

[7] defines adult education as: The entire 

body of organized educational process, 

whatever the content, level and method, 

formal or otherwise, whether they 

prolong or replace initial education in 

schools, colleges, universities as well as 

in apprenticeship, where by persons 

regarded as adults by the society to which 

they belong develop their abilities, enrich 

their knowledge, improve their technical 

or professional qualifications and bring 

about changes in their attitude or 

behaviour in the two fold perspectives of 

full personal development and 

participation in balanced and 

independent social, economic and 

cultural development. The above 

definitions is encompassing in the sense 

that it has not only define adult 

education, but has gone to the extent of 

talking about its scope and content. Adult 

education is usually refers to any form of 

learning undertaken by or provided for 

mature men and women outside the 

formal schooling system [8]. The main 

targets are specifically defined as youths 

(girls and boys over 15 years of age, but 

sometimes younger) as well as women 

and men, generally poor or socially 

disadvantaged.  

According to [9] adult education is seen 

as: a transmission of process of general, 

technical or vocational knowledge as well 

as skills, values and attitudes, which 

takes place out of the formal education 

system with a view of remedying early 

education inadequacies of mature people 

or equipping them with knowledge and 

cultural elements required for their self –

fulfillment and active participation in the 

social, economic and political life of their 

societies. Adult education deals with 

adult human materials and it gives joy, 

fascination and enthusiasm. However, 

working with adults establishes 

confidence and impressions which allows 

the learners to realize their dreams. The 

fact that formal schooling is an 

unquestionable priority in the education 

sector does not justify adult education 

being left out. To make children compete 

with their parents in the education 

process is dangerous as it make create a 

break between two entities that are 

mutually dependent. A child‟s schooling 

performance is largely determined by the 

level of education of his or her parents. 

Therefore trying to achieve primary 

education at the expense of adult 

education defeats its own purpose. As 

long as poverty remains a distinctive 

feature in Nigeria, adult education will 

impose itself as an unavoidable 

ingredient of development process [10].  

Fundamental Requirements for Adult 

Education in 21st Century 

The purpose of adult and non-formal 

education according to the Federal 

Republic of Nigeria (2004) includes: 

i. To provide functional literacy and 

continuing education for adults and 

youths who have never had the advantage 

of formal education or (dropouts). These 

include the nomads, migrant families, the 

disable, and the disadvantaged gender. 

ii. To provide functional and remedial 

education for those who did not complete 

secondary education. 

iii. To present education for different 

categories of completers of the formal 

education system in order to improve 

their basic knowledge and skills. 
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iv. To provide in-service, on-the-job, 

vocational and professional trainings for 

different categories of workers and 

professionals in order to improve their 

skills, and 

v. To give the adult citizens of the 

country necessary aesthetic, cultural, and 

civic education for public enlightenment. 

As laudable as the above can be, adult 

education has not succeeded in achieving 

the above objectives. Adult education 

should be re-positioned to excessively 

launch the present adults into the orbit 

where they can respond to the challenges 

of the 21st century and make meaningful 

contributions to national development. 

Policy makers and the planners of adult 

education programmes in Nigeria need to 

incorporate into adult education those 

innovations which have made the 21st 

century unique. A fundamental 

requirement which adult education 

programme planners need to incorporate 

into its schedule is the knowledge and 

practice of information and 

communication technology. The 21st 

century is characterized with exposition 

of knowledge and hi-technology which 

has aided development in different 

sectors. A century where communication 

and infrastructural facilities such as 

telephones fax and computer networkings 

are tools that are turning the world into a 

global village. Virtually, all sectors of 

human endeavour in the 21st century 

have become technology driven. This has 

resulted in a shift from “industrial era to 

information era”. Synonymous with the 

century is its ability to reach people 

irrespective of distance, introduce 

changes to human problems. 

Adult education should not lag behind in 

this era of information and 

communication technology and 

knowledge exposition. A foundation value 

which adult education should incorporate 

and integrate in the 21st century 

programme is adult education which is 

capable of educating the adult members 

of the Nigerian community a culture of 

peace and harmony. In recent past, events 

in some states show that educational 

institutions where we have our youths 

and young adults have turned out to be 

breeding grounds for violence and 

educated adult elites employ the services 

of these young adults to execute 

assassination of opponents, rig elections, 

rape, kidnap and lead rebellious gangs, 

commit fraud and pen robbery etc. These 

are some of the actions which adult 

education, which is purely for liberation, 

development and peace should challenge. 

The challenge of poor public perception 

of adult education is considered another 

serious challenge of adult education in 

Nigeria. The poor public image of adult 

education field as an area of study for the 

old people is undoubtedly partly 

responsible for its low patronage as a 

discipline in Nigerians Universities [11]. 

There must be adequate information 

about adult education in order to 

stimulate significant interests of people 

in the field as an important area of study 

that offers many opportunities to people.  

Another issue of fundamental importance 

which needs to be addressed in the 21st 

century is that proper attention should be 

given to adult education by the three tiers 

of government in line with the global 

concern for eradication of illiteracy. There 

should be a holistic approach to adult 

education. The three tiers of government 

should allocate adequate finance to adult 

education programme especially literacy 

and continuing education programmes 

because we cannot make progress in the 

21st century where we have a nation 

where children and their adult parents are 

illiterate. We cannot achieve the 

objectives of Education For All (EFA) 

without having almost everyone 

especially the adult populace literate. 

Among this group are nomads and 

migrant fishermen etc. 

Government should as well provide 

adequate funds to take care of adult 

literacy including the little stipend for 

instructors, which constitute serious 

disincentive for regular attendance in 

adult literacy classes. Also, the issue of 

lack of adequate instructional materials 

and qualified personnel to handle adult 

literacy centres should be addressed. It 

must be emphasized that overhaul in 

adult education in general is very 

essential for the generation and 

sustainability of new knowledge that can 
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be in harmony with globalization in the 

21st century.  

Problems of Adult Education 

Adult education attempts to improve the 

quality life of the learner, but there are so 

many factors hinders adult from learning. 

Adults have barriers and challenges 

against participating in learning and 

continuing their condition, some of these 

barriers include the lack of time, 

balancing career and family demands, 

finance and transportation. As well, 

things such as confidence, interest, and 

lack of information about opportunities to 

learn, scheduling problems, entrance 

requirements and problems with adult 

education that causes these barriers.  

According to [12], so many factors 

combined to hinder the programme of 

adult education, which include 

inadequate funding, the budgetary 

allocation to adult education at all level of 

government is grossly in adequate 

especially when compared to the formal 

education sector. More importantly non-

formal education is excluded in the share 

of two percent consolidated fund meant 

for basic education in spite of policy 

provision. However, it is noted that there 

is problem of accountability and 

transparency in the management of funds 

allocated to non-formal education sector. 

He further stated that there is lack of 

inadequate number of instructors or 

personnel who possess information and 

communication technology skills, is a 

serious challenges to Nigeria desire of 

becoming a key player in the information 

and communication technology skills 

across non-formal education literacy in 

the country.  

[13] also assert that there is inadequate 

number of qualified personnel, 

appointment of non-formal professionals 

and trained facilitators who do not 

understand the use of andragogical 

techniques. Primary school teachers and 

even school certificate holders are usually 

appointed as facilitators. According to 

[14] Nigerian certificate in education 

(NCE) should be the minimum teaching 

qualification in compliance with the 

provision of national policy on education 

to ensure that quality delivery in adult 

and non-formal education. Statistic 

revealed that there are still grade 2 

teachers and even less qualified 

personnel teaching in the non-formal 

education centers and are not fully 

trained in the andragogical methods. He 

also stated that there is poor record 

keeping in NFE. This has seriously 

affected the data base needed for 

adequate planning and implementation of 

non-formal education intervention 

programmes. This also affects the 

tracking of learners performance and 

transition from one level to another.  

[15] states that ignorance and poverty is 

another major problem of adult education 

because individual who suffer from 

ignorance and poverty, even if they join 

adult education course by compulsion are 

under pressure and they soon drop out. 

There is also gender related problem that 

is woman and girls are major clientele for 

adult education programme. The 

superiority of men and the secondary 

status given to women keep many women 

and girls away from education. Some 

men, by and large do not approve of 

women going out to attend classes to 

educate themselves, because 

housekeeping and child rearing will be 

neglected or will have to be shared. The 

customs tradition and superstitions add 

to the dropout rate.  

[16] also mention that there is confidence 

related problem. If the teacher has a 

correct perception or opinion of his/her 

students the teacher will have confidence 

in the students‟ progress and ability. A 

negative attitude will contribute to the 

failure of the programmes. If the teacher 

has a positive attitude to students, it will 

result in the success of the programmes. 

He again view migration problem as 

another factor of adult education because 

learners mostly of socio-economic status 

migrate in search of jobs or are less stable 

in their occupation. They move in search 

of jobs or are less stable in their 

residence, in fact their life are distributed 

that they do not have any time for adult 

education programme. They need to put 

in more time in learning, which again is in 

conflict with their migrating life [17] [18 

[19]. Health problem is another problem 

of adult education because the poor who 

form the majority of adult learners suffer 
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most from illness and ailments including 

evil of too many children, which affect 

the health of the mother and also the case 

of the children. Poor housing and 

unhygienic toilets facilities make it still 

worse. At the slightest discomfort or 

ailment they drop out adult education 

programme.  

Emerging perspectives 

According to the Policy Issues and 

Practice of Non-formal education (2010), 

the following are the emerging 

perspectives of adult education in 

Nigeria:  

1. HIV/AIDs: Stake holders in literacy 

programmes are aware of the causes and 

prevention of HIV/AIDs. Therefore there 

is the need to design and implement 

HIV/AIDs educational programme for out-

of-school boys, girls and adults and create 

support for the training of Non-formal 

education facilitators for effective 

delivery of the programme.  

2. Mainstreaming: After basic literacy the 

issue of post literacy and emerging 

opportunities for learners to mainstream 

to formal schools is yet to be fully 

accepted and implemented by all 

concerned. Some of school administrators 

have shown outright reluctance in 

admitting out-of-school boys desiring to 

mainstream. However, in some states 

approval has been secured by State 

Agencies of Mass Education Directors to 

conduct Junior  

Secondary Schools Certificate 

Examination (JSSCE) and Senior Secondary 

Schools Examination (SSCE) for Non-

Formal Education learners.  

3. Inter-sectoral linkages: Coordination, 

cooperation and collaboration between 

the agencies involved in Basic Education 

is lacking. There is the need to streamline 

activities and programmes of these 

agencies to avoid duplication of efforts 

[20] [21] [22] [23]. A practical example of 

this scenario is the existence of Non-

Formal Education unit in the Federal 

Ministry of Education despite the 

existence of a full- pledged National 

Commission for Mass Literacy Adult and 

Non-formal Education Commission, 

charged with responsibility of over-seeing 

everything about Non-Formal Education in 

the country.  

4. Information and Communication 

Technology (ICT): Given the importance 

and relevance of Information and 

Communication Technology in our 

society, therefore, the need to mobilize 

resources and manpower for inclusion of 

ICT in Non-Formal Education programmes 

[24] [25]. However, 36 states and the 

Federal Capital Territory (FCT) radio 

stations should partner to State Agencies 

for Mass Education in Literacy by Radio 

programmes. This assist in mobilizing 

communities to accept Adult and Non-

formal Education as a new and alternative 

form learning with which the nation and 

the people can address existing 

educational problems, but also, to 

promote literacy for the population. 

CONCLUSION 

Adult education aims at improving the 

situation of people by increasing their 

skills, knowledge and awareness [26]. It is 

the adult that could transform the nations 

not children. The development of any 

nation depends on the quality of adults 

that the nation has. Adult education 

brings a great sense of dignity and self-

esteem, enhanced respect of others, an 

ability to take control of one‟s life and a 

greater desire to participate in society. 

Adult education should be vigorously 

pursued as through it there would be an 

all round development [27]. Therefore 

adult education should be re-positioned 

to meet the ever increasing demand of its 

time and to enable the nation to achieve 

the Millennium Development and 

Education for all goals. 
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