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ABSTRACT: This paper is a contribution to addressing the challenge of underdevelopment 

in Nigeria using the tool of education. The researcher looked at education for sustainable 

development in Nigeria as a developing country. In recent times, there has been a paradigm 

shift in defining development and the way it is practiced. This paradigm shift is what has 

resulted in the adoption of Sustainable Development (SD) as a concept. Sustainable 

Development was highlighted in the Brunttand Report, at the Stockholm Conference of 1972 

and more recently, in Paris, France where over 169 countries adopted the 17 Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) as a working document. All over Nigeria, there are rumours and 

evidence of failed leadership characterized by dwindling educational, economic, social and 

political fortunes. All these problems are as a result of the inability of the leadership to plan 

successfully for development using appropriate educational tools. It is the opinion here that, 

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) can function to educate, train and undertake 

research to contribute to the sustainable development of the Nigerian Society. For instance, 

such education can provide the citizens with skills, perspectives, values and knowledge to live 

sustainably in their communities. It can also produce leaders who manage the affairs of 

government and private sector industries to constitute the stake holders of sustainable 

development. To function properly in this regard, Education for Sustainable Development 

(ESD) should grow from a variety of sources and be delivered through casual, informal, non-

formal and formal strategies. In order to achieve these therefore, the paper recommends among 

other things that there should be a reorientation of existing education at all levels to include 

principles, skills, perspectives and values of sustainable development. That formal, non-formal 

informal and casual education for knowledge, attitude and skills for poverty alleviation and 

human development be promoted.   
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INTRODUCTION  

My paper is a contribution to addressing the challenge of underdevelopment in Nigeria using 

education as a tool. Precisely, this paper adopts exposition as a method of explaining how 

education can be harnessed for sustainable development. First, a distinction is made between 

casual, informal, formal and non-formal education where the characteristics of each type of 

education are discussed. Second the issues of sustainability and development are treated and a 

link between the two concepts is established. Thirdly, the sub-topic “Education for sustainable 

Development” is treated where it is established that the nation and other developing countries 

need Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) to develop. At the end, it is concluded that 

a high positive correlation exists between education and sustainable development. As a 
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consequence, the promotion of formal, non-formal, informal and casual education for 

knowledge, attitudes, and skills for poverty alleviation and human development among other 

things is recommended. 

Attempts at Definitions of concepts 

Education- The synoptic and most enduring definition of education is that which sees 

education as the acquisition of knowledge, skills, attitudes and experiences. From this 

definition, three strands of education emerged. One is that which sees education as all 

experience acquired in the process of living. This is the popular definition of education which 

is too vague. 

The second strand sees education as the acquisition of knowledge, skills, attitude and 

experiences in institutions of learning. This definition of education is too narrow and 

restricted because a lot of what is learned is done so outside the school environment. While the 

third definition regarded as a working definition of education can be that which sees education 

as a relatively organized learning activity intended to make some persons (be they adults, 

youths or children) learn. This presupposes that the teacher/facilitator, learner/student, 

content/ programme and method must be present in the learning situation. The third definition 

allows for the inclusive of all types of learning/ training since it does not only take place in the 

school and provides a continuum of learning as follows: 

 

 

 

 

Casual Education – Learning in this case is picked up unintentionally because learning is not 

intended. It is also indeterminant, has no content and method but there is always a teacher and 

learner who do not know they are just that: 

Informal Education: Here, there is a method, intention/purpose as in the traditional setting 

where men and women learn to dress and do things according to their customs. Informal 

education is not so organized because people don’t teach you how to it but you know what to 

do because learning is by correction and observation.  

Non-formal Education: Non-formal education is a relatively organized learning. First it must 

be in-pupillari – must be carried out outside the formal school and usually on a part-time basis 

because it is usually for workers or those already contributing their quota to national 

development and is usually on voluntary basis. It is also an educational activity because of the 

presence of teachers/facilitators, learners, content and method. Where it is different from 

formal education is that, the learners here decide for themselves what to learn and the method 

by which adults are taught is andragogical – a teaching method that is based on dialogue. It is 

all these characteristics that give rise to its non-formal nature. 

Formal Education: This is the type of education you and I are used to. It is highly organized, 

rigid and uses age and other criteria for admission into the system. It is systematic but does not 

give consideration to individual ability to learn. It is also government or its accredited agencies 

that determines what is enough for learning. It is certificate and examination oriented as a mere 

Loose  Continuum of Learning  Tight  

Casual Education  Informal Education Non-formal Education  Formal Education  
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certificate is enough to certify that one knows even when he/she may know nothing. It is 

abstract learning that deals mainly with theories. 

In whatever package it comes (whether as casual, informal, non-formal or formal), education 

is a basic objective of development and an important end in itself. This is so because education 

plays a key role in the ability of a developing country to absorb modern technology and to 

develop the capacity for self-sustaining growth and development (Todaro and Smith, 2009). In 

order words, education holds the master key that unlocks a country’s potentials towards 

national transformation and sustainable national development (Ilechukwu et al, 2014). 

Education is an instrument for self-reliance, social reconstruction and economic development. 

It is paramount when trying to enable a change in values and attitudes towards sustainability. 

Therefore, the conviction long held by educators that poor countries would become rich only 

if they invest heavily in education is here confirmed.  

Sustainability: Sustainability is the ability to sustain, maintain, provide for or nourish 

something for an indefinite period without damaging or depleting it. In recent years, an 

understanding of the concept of sustainability has been firmly established by many scholars 

and researchers. Sustainability consists of three dimensions: the protection of natural 

environment, the maintenance of economic vitality and observance of specific social 

considerations about human development. The notion of sustainability can be understood in 

various meanings and is defined in many contexts as a technical term used in forestry; as an 

ecological term; as well as a new definition which refers to the development of humanity and 

of human societies (Di Giulio, 2006). 

Development: Development implies change or growth in a people’s life style. It could also 

mean a change or an increase in the structural facilities of a people, community or society (Itari, 

1995). But to some scholars, development is the power of the people to solve their problems 

with their own wisdom, knowledge, experience and resources with a view to eliminating 

poverty, pestilence and starvation. In fact, there are as many definitions and assumptions about 

development as there are scholars on the globe. Even policy measures directed against man and 

his development are sometimes described as development initiatives (Onunwa, 2007). 

As a post world war phenomenon, development was described as economic growth. In this 

sense, development meant the ability of society to achieve a rapid and sustained rise in output 

of all gainful economic ventures. It was used to mean the capacity of a national economy to 

generate and sustain an annual increase in its gross national production. Emphasis was mainly 

on how society could increase output in its tangible forms. As observe by Onunwa (2007), no 

similar attention was given on how justice is to be achieved in the distribution of what has been 

produced. The source of technology and skills engaged in production was not also considered. 

However, recent experiences of a large number of developing countries indicate that the narrow 

economic conception of development was inappropriate. This is because, despite the 

achievement of this level of growth stipulated by the United Nations, levels of living of the 

masses of people remained in the most cases unchanged.  

As a consequence, recent United Nations documents have emphasized a paradigm shift from 

“economic growth” to “human development” measured by life expectancy, adult literacy, 

access to all levels  of education, as well as peoples’ average incomes, which is a necessary 

condition of their freedom of choice (Soubbotina et al, 2014). This notion of development was 

to incorporate all aspects of individual’s well-being from health status to their economic and 
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political freedom. According to the Human Development Report 1996 published by the United 

Nations Development Programme (UNDP) “human development is the end, economic growth 

is a means”. 

Again it is true that economic growth, by increasing a nation’s total wealth, also enhances its 

potentials for reducing and solving other social problems. But history offers a number of 

examples where economic growth was not followed by similar progress in human 

development. Instead, growth was achieved at the cost of greater inequality, higher 

unemployment, weakened democracy, loss of cultural identity, or over consumption of natural 

resources needed by future generation. (Soubbitina, 2004). As the links between economic 

growth and social and environmental issues are better understood, experts tend to agree that 

this kind of growth is inevitably unsustainable that it cannot continue along the same line for 

long (Soubbitina, 2004).  

Focusing on economic and physical wealth in pursuit of development has proven to be 

unsustainable. This explains why a paradigm shift became necessary again in development 

discourse. This time from economic growth to human development and now, sustainable 

development. The concept of sustainability integrates and balances economic, social and 

environmental issues and concerns in the development question. The issues at stake in 

sustainable development are economic growth, human development and environmental 

protection and conservation. This notion of development is well captured by  Ilechukwu, et 

al, 2014 when they observed that, “in recent times, there has been a paradigm shift to defining 

development and the way it is practiced. This paradigm shift resulted in the adoption of 

sustainable development (SD)”. 

Sustainable Development: As observed earlier on, in recent times, there has been a paradigm 

shift in defining development and the way it is practiced. This paradigm shift resulted in the 

adoption of Sustainable Development (SD), a concept which was highlighted in the Brunt land 

Report and at the Stockholm Conference of 1972 (UNECA, 2012). This shift, according to 

Hopwood et al, (2005) as quoted by Ahenkan and Osei-Kojo (2014) was borne out of the global 

link between environmental problems and socio-economic concerns and, also because earlier 

conceptions and approaches to development appeared to focus largely on economic and 

physical wealth despite the multi-dimensional and complex nature of development (Bellu, 

2011). 

The Bruntland Report defined sustainable Development as “development that meets the needs 

of the present without compromising the ability of the future generation to meet their own 

needs”. The organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD, 2001) as 

quoted by Ahenkan and Osei-Kojo (2014) also defines sustainable development as the 

development path along which maximization of human well-being for today’s generation does 

not lead to the decline in the well-being of the future generation. These definitions suggest that 

sustainable development considers the needs of the future and current generations in tandem, 

and it is rooted in the pursuit of the well-being and welfare of the people (Ahenkan & Osei-

kojo, 2014). 

Sustainable development is therefore concerned with the creation and sustenance of the 

conditions for current and future generations of human to live well on this planet. Hence, as 

noted by Sims & Falkenberg, (2013) right from the beginning a multi-prong approach to the 

idea of sustainable society was taken that went beyond concerns for only the destruction of the 
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national environment to include the concern for meeting the essential needs of all people and 

those needs are met in a sustainable way in consideration of the needs of future generations. 

Therefore, the objectives of sustainable development will require the protection of the natural 

resources upon which future development depends. For many advocates of sustainable 

development, valuing nature and human life in an intrinsic way has also become an integral 

part of development (Bakar, 2005). And according to the United Nations World Commission 

on Environment and Development in 1987 as quoted by Ilechukwu et al (2014), development 

is sustainable if “it meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs. Sustainable development could probably be otherwise 

called “equitable and balanced” development (Suobbotina, 2004). 

However, the operationalisation of the concept of sustainable had over the years become very 

difficult especially to Nigeria and other developing countries. In an attempt to achieve 

Sustainable Development, African countries have launched several strategies. In Nigeria for 

instance there have been many poverty reduction strategies by governments at different times 

and at all levels, all aimed at economic growth, human development and environmental 

protection and conservation. Just as in Nigeria, there has been an increased number of 

sustainable development initiatives being implemented across some African Countries. These 

initiatives manifested in the transformation of the Organisation of African Unity (OAU) to the 

African Union (AU) in 2001, the establishment of the New Partnership for Africa’s 

Development (NEPAD) and the establishment of Regional Economic Councils (REC) in the 

sub-region (UNECA, 2012, Osie – Kojo & Ahenkan, 2014). 

Inspite of these attempts by African governments, there is a growing perception that African 

could fail in achieving sustainable development. As observed by Osie-Kojo & Ahenkan (2014), 

this perception is fueled by the evidence that while the world is undergoing rapid change, which 

is driven predominantly by technology, education, civilization and globalization, Africa 

remains backward, exploited and uneducated. Additionally, the continued escalating poverty 

and diminishing capacity of governments and the environment to meet current and future needs 

of the citizens is also a reason why Africa may fail to achieve sustainable development. What 

then can be done to help Africa and the developing world in this regard? The answer is what 

the next section of this paper attempts to provide.  

Education for Sustainable Development:  From time immemorial, scholars have been very 

much concerned about the relationship between education and development. Indeed, political 

philosophers since Plato and Aristotle have affirmed the dictums enunciated in the phrases, 

“As is the state, so is the school”, “what you want in the state, you must put into the school” 

(Akinsanya, 2004). The truism that education is the surest way to sustainably develop any 

people or society needs no contention. Education, as I have already pointed out, is the process 

of imparting and acquiring knowledge, skills, attitudes, values and experiences in institutions 

of learning, while living, at work or play. The skills so acquired are subsequently applied to 

sustain present and future generation in their everyday life. It is the proper nurturing, 

transmission and application of such skills and knowledge that guarantees development and 

sustenance of the society (Abiodun, 2002). 

In December 2002, the UN General Assembly adopted resolution 57/254 to put in place a 

United Nations Decade of Education for sustainable Development, spanning the years 2005 to 

2014, with the United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) as 

the lead agency for the Decade (Ilechukwu, et al, 2014). 
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The overall goal of the Decade for sustainable Development as reported by Ilechukwu et al 

(2014) is the integration of the principles, value and practice of sustainable development into 

all aspects of education and learning – social, informal, non-formal and formal. The decade’s 

four key objectives according to authors are: 

- Facilitating, networking and collaborating among stakeholders in education for 

Sustainable Development (ESD) 

- Fostering greater quality of teaching and learning in ESD 

- Supporting countries in achieving their sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

through education for sustainable development. 

- Provide countries with new opportunities and tools to incorporate ESD in education 

reforms efforts. 

The political Development adopted at the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD, 

2002) as quoted by Ilechukwu et al (2014) states that sustainable development is built on three 

“interdependent and mutually reinforcing pillars” of economic growth, social/human 

development and environmental protection and sustainability. ESD is therefore an approach to 

teaching and learning based on the ideals and principles that underlie sustainability. The role 

of education for sustainable development is to help people develop the attitudes, values, skills 

and knowledge to make informed decisions for the benefits of themselves and others, now and 

for the future, and to act upon those decisions.  

Chapter 36 of Agenda 21, adopted at the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio, identifies four major thrust 

of Education for Sustainable Development (Ilechukwu et al, 2014). They include: 

- Promoting and improvement of basic education  

- Reorienting existing education at all levels to address sustainable development. 

- Develop public understanding and Awareness of sustainability  

- Training  

Promoting and improvement of basic education recognized that sustainable development 

requires changes in attitudes and values towards sustainability and development and that basic 

education has central role to play in achieving those changes. In order to achieve this, progress 

must be made toward universal basic/primary education in the areas of infrastructure, quality 

of education, completion rates and teaching capacity. The necessity of basic education is to 

transform and improve the conditions of both the learner and the community towards 

sustainable development (Association of African Universities, 2009). 

- Reorienting existing education at all levels involves educational reforms of principle, 

skills, perspectives and values that are qualitative,  quantitative, appropriate and 

relevant to the socio-cultural and school curricula (Ilechukwu et al 2014). In doing this, 

there are three areas of educational processes relevant to these reforms. These are the 

contents of what is being taught, the method and the education and professional 

development of those who are responsible for implementing education for sustainable 

development  
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In public understanding and awareness of sustainability, ESD requires a population that is 

aware of the goals of sustainable society (Ilechukwu et al 2014). For sustainable development 

to be attained, there must be conscious efforts towards friendly environmental practices which 

must be practiced in tandem with improved health and sanitation.  

Training which is the fourth principle presupposes that the society needs a literate and 

environmentally aware citizenry and workforce to help guide nations in the implementation of 

sustainable development goals. All sections of the society (both in the formal and informal 

sectors) are encouraged to train their leaders and workers in environmental management. 

Training is distinct from education as it is often specific to particular job or class of jobs 

(Ilechukwu et al, 2014). 

Therefore, the role of education in sustainable development can be summarized as follows: 

1. Education is here regarded as an instrument of social change which could transform the 

society in significant ways. Education is paramount when trying to enable a change in 

values and attitudes towards sustainability. The report of UN’s World Commission on 

Environment and Development (WCED) (1987) recognized that “sustainable 

development requires changes in values and attitudes towards environment and 

development” and that education  plays a central role in achieving those changes in 

values and attitudes (Sims & Falkenberg, 2013). Education for Sustainable 

Development (ESD) is one of the most important tools for raising awareness about the 

environmental issues within a sustainable development context. 

2. Education for sustainable Development grows form a variety of sources and it is 

delivered through casual, informal, non-formal and formal strategies. Topics of 

sustainable development usually addressed here include but not limited to, conflict 

resolution, human rights, ethics, gender equity, poverty alleviation, peace, human 

security, citizenship, democracy and governance, energy, health, water, rural and urban 

development, corporate social responsibility, social and environmental effects of 

globalization, production and consumption patterns, cultural diversity, biological 

diversity, ecological principles and eco-systems, natural resources, management, 

climate change and disaster prevention (Bedawy, 2014). 

3. Contemporary sustainable development education is therefore expected to be focused 

on the above issues and must be oriented on future development, ensuring proper 

quality of present and future life. In addition, sustainable development concepts/issues 

should be taught formally and informally so much such that they form part of the core 

of the people’s lives in ways that the people develop skills necessary for sustainable 

development. Educational providers are also encouraged to provide sustainable training 

to professionals and practitioners and should encourage research on sustainable 

development issues.     

4. Education for sustainable development involves learning how to make decisions that 

considers the long term future of the economy, ecology and equity of all communities. 

UNESCO argues that education has a special responsibility to generate the knowledge 

needed as well as communicate this knowledge to decision makers and the public at 

large. (UNESCO, 2001, 2003). As a result, the body calls on all relevant stakeholders 

to review the programmes and curricula of schools and universities, in order to better 

address the challenges and opportunities of sustainable development. Therefore, 
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contemporary sustainable development education is expected to orient on future 

development, ensuring proper quality of present and future life. 

5. Education empowers people for their roles in society. Therefore, formal, non formal 

and informal education are key actors in education for sustainable development. Formal 

education cannot implement education for sustainable development alone. Because 

education for sustainable development is a life-long process, the formal, non-formal 

and informal education sectors should work together to accomplish education for 

sustainable development goals and objectives (Ilechukwu et al 2014). It is important 

just as the adult for young people to be educated for sustainable development because 

they are our future. Doing this will provide them with the opportunity to begin to value 

the world’s cultural diversity and appreciate the issues facing our world and of the 

impact they have on those issues (Davidson, 2003). 

(6) Education for sustainable development   functions to educate, train and undertake 

research to contribute to the sustainable development of the society. For example the 

training of people in monitoring of targets and detection of sustainable concerns and 

graduates with skills, knowledge and attitudes to make sustainability contribution 

(Pearson et al 2005, Bedawy, 2014)  

(7) In addition education should provide learners with skills, perspectives, values and 

knowledge to live sustainably in their communities. Education also produces leaders of 

the country who manage the affairs of government and private sector industries who 

constitute the stake holders of sustainable development. By so doing, the educational 

system creates a “vanguard group” of leaders in each sector of society who will take 

primary and leading roles in promoting the values for sustainable development 

(Bedawy 2014).  

(8) To enhance learning about sustainable development different teaching methodologies 

should be adopted throughout all levels of the educational strata. Methods that will help 

disseminate information quickly and easily to learners should be applied and should be 

combined with other methods for effectiveness.  Doing so will facilitate learners, 

involvement, communication skills and critical thinking about sustainable development 

issues. 

(9) Educational institutions play a leading role in building more sustainable societies and 

creating new paradigms as they have the mission to promote development through both 

teaching and research. But it should be noted that sustainable development can be 

practiced only through a teacher who himself has been trained on values and 

perspectives of sustainable development. Therefore, teacher education is seen as an 

important actor or agent of change in promoting the social, economic and 

environmental values of sustainable development in the society (Johnson, 2007). 

 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

This paper has looked at education for sustainable development in Nigeria and other developing 

countries. The paper can be summarized as follows: 
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 Development paradigm has shifted from economic growth to human development and 

now, sustainable development. 

 Education is the basic objective of sustainable development and an important end in 

itself. Education remains the surest way to sustainable development in any society.  

 A high positive correlation exists between education and sustainable development. 

 Nigeria’s educational system has many outlets that  include casual, informal, non-

formal and formal education 

 Casual, informal, non-formal and formal educations sectors are all involved in 

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). One sector cannot implement ESD 

alone. 

 Nigeria’s development cannot be divorced from her educational institutions and 

structures that have been put in place. 

Conclusively, education for sustainable development is the process of achieving sustainable 

development be it economic growth, human development and environmental protection and 

conservation. Accordingly, the paper recommended that: 

 Contemporary sustainable development education should focused on a variety of issues 

such as health, human rights, conflict resolution, ethics, gender, poverty alleviation, 

environmental sustainability to mention but a few.  

 Sustainable development issues/concepts should be taught formally and informally in 

ways that they become the core of people’s lives. 

 People – students, community members, professionals and practitioners should be 

encouraged to develop skills necessary for sustainable development. 

 The reorientation of existing education at all levels to include principles, skills, 

perspectives and values of sustainable development. 

 The education and professional development of those who are responsible for 

implementing sustainable development. 

 Promotion of formal, non formal, informal and casual education for knowledge, 

attitudes and skills for poverty alleviation and human development by optimal 

investment in quality education in line with UNESCO’s minimum standard of 26% 

annual budgetary allocation.  
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