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Abstract  
The twenty-first 

century witnesses a 

growing awareness on 

learning and 

education, with 

emphasis being shifted 

to science and 

technology. This paper 

discusses building 

lifelong education in 

Nigeria as a tool for 

sustainable 

development. The role 

education plays in 

contributing to 

sustainable  

 development can 

never be over 

emphasized. The 

paper examined 

among other things: 

the concept of lifelong 

education, education 

in Nigeria, sustainable 
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INTRODUCTION  

Lifelong learning and 

education is the focal 

aim of every society, 

as the saying goes: No 

nation can rise above 

the education of its 

citizens. All groups in 

society is involved 

because they are 

deeply ingrained into 

societal life. All 

through the 

sequential stages of 

our life beginning as a 

baby and  progressing  

through  childhood,  

teenage  to  

adulthood,  middle  

and  old  age,  human  

beings  learn  until  

they  die. 

Consequently,  there  

is a  need  for  

individuals to  be 

equipped  with  tools 

that  enhance  their  

self-awareness  as  

well  as cultivate 

attitudes that enable 

them to view life  
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development, and 

education for 

sustainable 

development. The 

finding of this work is 

that lifelong education 

can produce leaders 

who manage the affairs 

of government and 

private sector 

industries to 

constitute the stake 

holders of sustainable 

development. the 

paper recommends 

among other things 

that there should be a 

reorientation of 

existing education at 

all levels to include 

principles, 

perspectives and 

values of sustainable 

development. 

 

 

xperiences as opportunities for learning something new. These life 

phases which are the thrust of lifelong learning are very important 

as the experience in one phase  can positively or negatively affect 

other phases. The real problem facing humanity today in terms of achieving 

sustainable development is how to motivate people to change underlying 

behaviours and activities that are problematic – in this case 

unsustainability. Human beings are very resentful to change. In other 

words, people should be encouraged to channel their energy towards 

contributing more to help alleviate poverty by acquiring relevant 

education and skills in order to promote developmental efforts that do not 

pollute good ideas and wasting scarce resources to destroy lives and 

edifices built over the years. Here is where the idea of education for 

sustainable development has a special role in vindicating how various 

processes in education, which lie at the heart of promoting change in 

human behaviour, can be used on a global level to help turn things around 

(Baha, 2005). Hence, this article on “Education, a tool for Sustainable 

Development”, and an issue that has global dimension, is appropriate in 

times like this.   While a range of approaches is needed to cope with these 

problems, it is argued that education has a special role and responsibility 

in contributing to the challenges of sustainability. In this article, education 

is considered as the key to achieving sustainable development.    
 

The concept of Education 

The term education has been defined and conceptualized in a number of 

ways; Okoh in Okorosaye-Orobite (2005, p.19) sees education as a process, 

e 
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a product, and a discipline. As a process, it “is the activity of preserving, 

developing, and transmitting the culture of a people from one generation 

to another”. As a product “it refers to change, whether overt or covert, 

implicit or explicit, which education is expected to bring about”. Also 

Akinpelu in Okorosaye-Oribite (2005, p.19) stresses that the product of 

education is the educated man, who in the African context is one “who 

shows evidence of a well-integrated personality .He is economically 

efficient, socially and publically competent, morally acceptable and 

intellectually and culturally sophisticated. Ukeje (1986, p.8) summed it up 

when he opined that Education is power, it is a process of acquiring 

knowledge and ideas that shape and condition man’s attitude, actions and 

achievements; it is a process of developing the child’s moral, physical, 

emotional and intellectual power for his contribution in social reform; it is 

the process of mastering the laws of nature and for utilizing them 

effectively for the welfare of the individual and for social reconstruction; it 

is the art of the utilization of knowledge for complete living. Education is 

the largest part of UNESCO‟s operations, in terms of allocation, financial 

and staffing resources. UNESCO seeks to help its member states strengthen 

and upgrade education and schooling, with particular reference to 

promoting best innovative practices. UNESCO Medium Term strategy 

2008-2013  (in Maclean, 2008, p.9) states Development and economic 

prosperity depend on the ability of countries to educate all members of 

their societies and offer them lifelong learning. An innovated society 

prepares its people not only to embrace and adapt to change but also to 

manage and influence it. 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.  
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Education in Nigeria  

Education in pre-colonial Nigeria incorporated lifelong and life-wide 

learning but with the introduction of western education in the nineteenth-

century schooling in formal institutions became the widely accepted 

means of education to the relegation of the informal and non-formal 

means. However, there is so much awareness in this twenty-first century 

that formal education is limited in providing the varied learning 

experiences that informal and non-formal means of education provided 

through lifelong and life-wide learning. Education in Nigeria is conducted 

in schools, colleges, universities, polytechnics and so on, at the pre-

primary, primary, secondary and tertiary levels.  The curricula content in 

these various institutions is based on different subjects, courses and 

disciplines that are compartmentalized. Individuals also learn or are 

educated outside formal classroom settings not bound by time. Such 

knowledge gained during these informal and non-formal situations 

warrant the concept analysis of lifelong learning (education) for an 

understanding of this paper. 

 

Lifelong Learning and Education   

Lifelong learning has been severally defined by many scholars such as 

Glabicka (2015) who defined it as learning that is pursued throughout life:  

learning that  is flexible, diverse  and available at different times  and in 

different  places. Lifelong learning crosses sectors, promoting learning 

beyond traditional schooling and throughout adult life. The European 

Commission (2001) defines lifelong learning as “a continuously supportive 

process which stimulate and empowers individuals to acquire all the 

knowledge, values, skills and understanding they will require throughout 

their lifetimes and to apply them with confidence, creativity and 

enjoyment, in all roles circumstances, and environments” Similarly, 

lifelong learning is a continuous process in which individuals retain and 

develop their life-based conduct, knowledge, and skills. The main aim is to 

reinforce and improve the life quality of individuals by enabling them to 

bring their own potential to the utmost level (Demirel, 2009). From the 

foregoing lifelong learning comprises all that an individual learns 

throughout life and so it is vertical from birth to death   

All that is learned in schools (formal places), non-formal and informal are 

included in lifelong learning. Again, each  phase of  life has  its challenges,  
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expectations,  and outcome  which imply  the  need for  continuous  

acquisition  of Lifelong Education in Twenty First Century Nigeria:  

 

Sustainable Development: 

Kundan in (Ugoh, 2008) describes sustainable development as a construct, 
which envision development as meeting the need of the present generation 
without compromising the needs of the future generation. It implies that 
while education meets the need of the present it does not compromise the 
ability of the future generations to meet own needs. Nevertheless, this 
ability to meet the needs is determined by human capital (through 
education, technology advance) and through physical capital (machine, 
tool etc.). Kundan argues that continued sustainable development is only 
possible or assured when it is agreed and indeed concrete steps are taken 
to raise the level of literacy and numeracy in any society. Educational 
institutions and their programmes are therefore, the tools with which to 
achieve development and its sustainability 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 & Oseikojo, 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. Therefore, the 
objectives of sustainable development will require the protection of the 
natural resources upon which future development depends. For many 
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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 
operationalization 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 have 
been an increased number of sustainable development initiatives being 
implemented across some African Countries. These initiatives manifested 
in the transformation of the Organization 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). In spite 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. 
 

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 
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society needs no contention. Education 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 Organization 

(UNESCO) as the lead agency for the Decade (Ilechukwu, et al, 2014). 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 
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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. 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 the fourth principle is 

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).Education plays a central role in achieving  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. Education for sustainable Development grows form 

a variety of sources and it is delivered through casual, informal, non-formal 

and formal strategies. 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 
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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. 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. 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). 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) 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). 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 
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quickly and easily to learners should be applied and should be combined 

with other methods for effectiveness. 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).Accordingly, this paper has looked at building lifelong 

education as a tool for sustainable development. No nation can progress 

without having its citizens educated, and a nation cannot rise beyond the 

education of her citizens. 

Conclusion 

The findings of this paper is as follows 

• 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  

• Nigeria’s development cannot be divorced from her educational 

institutions and structures that have been put in place. 

 

Recommendation 

Accordingly, the paper recommended the following: 

1. Contemporary sustainable development education should also focus 

on other things as well such as health, conflict resolution, poverty 

alleviation, environmental sustainability and the likes.  2 Sustainable 

development issues/concepts should be taught formally and 

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

2. People – students, community members, professionals and 

practitioners should be encouraged to develop lifelong skills 

necessary for sustainable development. 

3. The reorientation of existing education at all levels to include 

principles, skills, perspectives and values of sustainable 

development. 
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4. There should be the education and professional development of 

those who are responsible for building lifelong learning for 

sustainable development 
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