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Abstract 
The purpose of this paper is to examine adult education programmes for 

Sustainable Development Goals in Nigeria. The paper analyzes how adult 

education programmes could be utilized for sustainable national development. In 

spite of Nigeria’s affluence in human and material resources, it is still being 

classified among countries with high level of illiteracy and poverty; it is also being 

classified as a developing country. This paper x-rays sustainable national 

development and makes a case for adult continuing education as a veritable 

means for achieving it. The paper concludes that Adult education has been often 

recognized, in theory, as necessary to enhance development, especially in an era 

of globalization, not only because it produces human capital, but also because it 

enables people to become well-informed citizens, capable of thinking critically 

and owning their destiny through active participation. It was recommended 

among others that Community education programmes require proper attention of 

both government and Non- Governmental Organizations to address various 

community conflict/violence for peaceful coexistence.    
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Introduction 
Education remains the only principal 

vehicle for achieving national 

development (Egunyomi, 2008). It is the 

key to human development and the 

backbone of any national development. 

At independence, most African countries 

pledged to develop their economies to 

democratize their political systems and to 
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promote social justice among their peoples (Ihejirika,  2013). These aims require 

among other things the broadening of educational opportunities especially adult 

continuing education, for their fulfillment because adults are the major occupants of 

the production sectors of the economy.  

Adult education, especially non-formal adult education, contributes to the individual 

as well as collective development of societies in many ways. Firstly, adult education 

provides knowledge, skills and competences that can be used both in professional and 

private life. Secondly, it promotes transversal and generic skills, i.e. social skills, 

communication skills, analytical skills etc., sometimes also called “life skills”. Newer 

concepts of civic education or global citizenship education within adult education 

(among many other similar concepts) draw on the idea of education as a tool for 

empowerment. Adult education can trigger sustainable development on various levels 

– the social, economic, and even ecological level. 

Currently, sustainable development is one concept that has become so popular and has 

attracted attention across disciplines and scholars of various dispositions. In the 1987, 

the United Nations (UN) released Brunt Land Commission report which offered the 

most widely recognized definition of sustainable development as development that 

“meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of the future 

generations to meet their own needs” (Wikipedia, 2009). It contains within it two key 

concepts; namely;  

-The concept of needs, in particular the essential needs of the world poor, to which 

overriding priority should be given, and  

-The idea of limitation imposed by the state of technology and social organization on 

the environment’s ability to meet present and future needs.  

Adult learning contributes to the achievement of all Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) by building the foundations of change in the social, political, economic, 

ecological and cultural spheres. Promoting sustainable agriculture, to take SDG 2 as 

an example, requires targeted educational measures on the sides of the producers as 

well as the consumers to acquire a better understanding of ecosystems and their 

improvement or protection through farming methods and consumption behaviour. 

SDG 3 on Ensuring healthy lives could not be achieved without health literacy 

programmes, particularly when it comes to the prevention of disease. Moreover, 

promoting mental health and well-being are a key objective of non-formal adult 

education by providing a safe space for the exploration of interests and talents as well 

as including participants in a group and making them feel valued. 

The role of adult education in SDGs is twofold: it is a precondition for the achievement 

of the SDGs as well as a goal in itself.    
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Methodology 

The paper generated data from the secondary source. The literatures on adult education 

and sustainable development were well utilized. The secondary data for the study were 

drawn from relevant textbooks, newspapers, academic journals, conferences papers, 

workshop reports, internet sources, and unpublished materials. Content analysis 

involving systematic review of literature critique was used in analyzing the data for 

the paper. 

 

Conceptual Framework 

Adult Education 

Adult education usually refers to any form of learning undertaken by or provided for 

mature men and women outside the formal school system. The main targets are 

specifically defined as youth (girls and boys over 15 years of age, but sometime 

younger) as well as women and men, generally poor or socially disadvantaged. 

Although literacy continues to be at its heart, adult education also includes 

“numeracy”, problem-solving and life skills, and other knowledge.  

The notion of adult education is often used interchangeably with other notions such as 

literacy, adult basic education, lifelong learning, adult basic end non-formal education 

etcetera. For the purpose of this presentation, adult education is understood as a 

transmission 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 

to remedying early education inadequacies of mature people or equipping them with 

the knowledge and cultural elements required for their self-fulfilment and active 

participation in the social, economic and political life of their societies (Seya, 2014). 

The concept of development is complex as it has several connotations. According to 

Agwu (2016), development can also said to simply mean providing qualitative 

improvement in the lives of people or providing greater quality of life for humans. 

Development also means the act or process of bringing to a more advanced state, 

growth or progress; or progressed state or form. Objectives of Adult Education 

Adult education in Nigeria is presently geared towards national development (Ewuzie, 

2012). The objective of the process of adult education and national development is to 

get the adults, either as individuals or as a group, to learn and through learning to 

change their attitude and behaviour. The policy on education states the objectives of 

adult education as: 

1. To provide functional literacy education for adults who have never had the 

opportunity of any formal education 

2. To provide functional and remedial education for those young people who 

prematurely dropped out of the formal school system 
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3. To provide further education for different categories of completers of formal 

education system in order to improve their basic knowledge and skills. 

4. To provide in-service and on-the-job vocational and professional training for 

different categories of workers and professionals in order to improve their skills 

5. To give the adult citizens of the country aesthetic, cultural and civic education for 

public enlightenment. 

 

Sustainable Development  

Sustainable development is one of the latest concepts that emerged in the literature and 

thinking of development policy. Sustainable development is an attempt to shape and 

secure a future. Nwaokugha (2006) viewed that sustainable development 

contemporarily, has become a password that cuts across all disciplines in today’s 

knowledge industry. According to him, it is associated with “omnipotent capacities” 

of proffering solutions to all the problems of man and the society.  

The report conceptualized sustainable development as human progress that meet the 

needs of the present generation without compromising the ability of future generations 

to meet their own 0needs (Ugwu & Ijah 2011). 

Sustainable development has also been defined by Ahenkan and Osei-Kojo (2014)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. This 

definition suggests 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.   

 

Wider Benefits of Adult Education for Sustainable Development  

Over the last few years, political as well as scientific debates have stressed the growing 

importance of adult education. There prevails a consensus that adult education plays a 

significant role in promoting personal, social and economic well-being, which has also 

long been recognized by DVV International. There is a deep rooted belief that adult 

learning has the potential to create personal, economic and social value (Motschilnig, 

2014). This paper argues that adult education affects people’s lives in ways that go for 

beyond what can be measured by the labour market earnings and economic growth. 

Important as they are the wider benefits of adult learning are neither currently well 

understood nor systematically measured. 

1.Economic Benefits of Adult Education: Adult learning can improve employability 

and income, which is a key pathway to realizing a range of other benefits. For example, 

it enables people to some extent, choose and shape the context in which they live and 

work and even increase their social status. 
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2. Health: Empirical evidence has found that adult learning can have both 

transforming and sustaining effect on health. Transforming effects are when adult 

learning changes health behaviour (for instance from smoking to non-smoking) while 

sustaining effects are when health behaviour is maintained, for example, the likelihood 

of remaining a non-smoker. Therefore, people attending Adult education courses are 

more likely to have healthy lifestyles, and there is a body of literature which describes 

adult learning and its relation to mental health. Also, inter-generational effects of 

educated parents on the health of their children are very relevant Manninen (2008). 

3. Civic and Social Engagement: Many countries share a concern about declining 

levels of voter participation and about the state of civic participation. It is possible that 

adult learning might inspire a change in attitude, which in turn brings about a change 

in behaviour.  According to Field, (2009) amongst others show that learning can 

promote social cohesion and strengthen citizenship. Adult learning may support the 

development of shared norms, greater trust towards other individuals and the 

government and more civic co-operation. 

4. Attitudes Change: An individual who participate in adult learning may differ from 

the one who does not in terms of prior attitude. It was found (Feinsteinet al, 2003) that 

adult learning is associated with more “open-minded” perspectives on race and 

authority, greater understanding of people from different backgrounds, challenging 

previously held beliefs and with a sustaining effect on non extremist views. Especially 

academic oriented courses are most suited for opening minds and generally link adult 

learning to increased racial tolerance, a reduction in political cynicism and a higher 

inclination towards democratic attitudes. 

5. Educational Progression: Progression into other learning is an important outcome 

of adult education. There is clear evidence that (successful) engagement in learning 

provides incentive for further learning. 

Manninen (2010) found that 93 percent of course participants said that their 

participation has motivated them to learn more. Further, learners described their 

progress by referring to real life activities they could now do in a wide variety of life 

contexts (everyday and leisure practice, work) community and educational practice). 

Self-confidence, finding voice and opening up to learning were identified by almost 

all learners and seemed central to their perspective on learning. These outcomes 

provided improvement in the quality of their lives and become part of their learner 

identity. 

6. Poverty Reduction: Although inadequately understood, adult education has been 

cited as a key in reducing poverty levels around the world (EAEA, 2015) as it has the 

capacity to positively affect may dimensions of poverty. Results show that adult 

education has a role to play in nurturing the skills and knowledge necessary to both 

reducing the risk of poverty, but also for providing the capacity to withstand poverty-
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inducing pressures. EAEA (2015) underlines the empowering role that adult education 

can have in times of crises, providing a stable community, a chance for reorientation, 

a safe place and social recognition.  

Also, the United Kingdom, the Inquiry into the Future of Lifelong Learning (IFLL) 

(Sabates, 2008) concludes that participating in adult learning can help substantially 

to reduce poverty through enhancing employment prospects, improving health levels 

of poor people and giving better chances of acquiring the tools needed to run their 

own lives. Therefore, it should be a part of any approach to reducing poverty, as 

multiple initiatives are needed to lift people out of poverty.   

 

Sustainable Development Goals  

The SDGs are a 15-year plan of action that focuses on achieving economic, social, and environmental 

development. Aimed at 2030, the Sustainable Development Goals have a tri-domain focus on people-

planet-prosperity. In total, there are 17 Sustainable Goals, with multiple targets each (United Nations 

2015a).  

1. End poverty in all its forms everywhere  

2. End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote 

sustainable agriculture  

3. Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages  

4. Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning 

opportunities for all  

5. Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls  

6. Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all  

7. Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all  

8. Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and 

productive employment and decent work for all  

9. Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industrialization 

and foster innovation  

10. Reduce inequality within and among countries  

11. Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable  

12. Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns  

13. Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts*  

14. Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for 

sustainable development  

15. Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, 

sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land 

degradation and halt biodiversity loss  
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16. Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide 

access to justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at 

all levels  

17. Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the global partnership for 

sustainable development  

 

 

Contribution of Adult Education to the SDGs   

Adult education contributes to the individual as well as collective development of 

societies in many ways. Non-formal and informal adult learning play a significant role 

for social inclusion, active citizenship as well as personal development and well-being, 

even though they are often not fully recognised as legitimate forms of education in 

that the ways and results of learning may be less tangible than in formal education and 

learning.  

Firstly, adult education provides knowledge, competences and skills such as language 

skills, creative skills, etc. These can be used for both professional and private 

advancement and, in many cases, enable people to access the formal education system. 

Secondly, it promotes transversal skills, i.e. social skills, communication skills, 

analytical and cognitive skills etc., sometimes also called “life skills”. All of these 

skills are vital for participating in the labour market and creating new jobs, engaging 

in democratic processes and becoming an active citizen. Furthermore, taking part in 

adult education has also very positive effects on the individual in terms of better health 

in the old age, better general well-being and inclusion in the community and society 

(Manninen et al 2014).  

Communities and societies develop as those that are part of them develop individually 

and collectively. Adult education creates social change through enhancing 

employment prospects, improving health levels and financial literacy of those from 

deprived backgrounds as well as offering them opportunities to acquire the tools 

needed to run their own lives. Lifelong learning is key for achieving social change and 

reducing poverty levels around the world. It has the capacity to positively affect many 

dimensions of poverty, peace, reconciliation as well as conflict prevention.  

Keeping the above-mentioned concept of adult education in mind, is it then possible 

to “use” adult education in order to induce and direct development? An 

instrumentalisation of adult education should surely be met with a high degree of 

caution. Two aims of (adult) education are central in this context: firstly, the aim of 

transmitting knowledge, competences and skills, and secondly, the aim of 

empowerment, i.e. the promotion of self-determined, bottom-up development of 

communities and individuals through active citizenship and social inclusion.  
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Skills, Knowledge and Competences to Achieve the SDGs  

The SDGs tackle a large number of global challenges that were identified by the 

member states of the United Nations, alongside civil society and other stakeholders. 

Not only since their establishment and approval, however, has adult education 

contributed to their achievement? Non-formal adult education transmits the 

knowledge that is required to gain a better understanding of the issues at hand, and it 

transfers the skills and competences needed to take action and to work on a solution. 

Therefore, adult education is as much a method and tool as a goal in itself.  

Each of the SDGs has at least one target that implies education, learning or training, 

taking into account that learning activities are pivotal for achieving the goals. The 

“Manifesto for Adult Learning in the 21st century”, published by the European 

Association for the Education of Adults (2015b), lists a number of areas in which adult 

education organisations and providers have been particularly active in the past few 

years. These correspond to the SDGs and include, among others, skills to lead a 

healthier life, knowledge about equitable and sustainable consumption, the promotion 

of gender equality, awareness about environmentally friendly transport and energy 

efficiency, as well as the promotion of sustainable, inclusive economic growth. 

Curricula in adult education can either have the promotion of these skills and 

competences as a primary target, that is, focus for instance on sustainable consumption 

explicitly, or they can incorporate them as secondary targets, for example through 

educating about a healthier lifestyle in a cooking course.  

 

Conclusion 

A conscious adult education programme for achieving Sustainable Development 

Goals can be tailored towards equipping and empowering people (the adults). This 

should involve social, economic, political and cultural lives of the adult citizens. Adult 

education can educate the masses not to consume out all the available resources in the 

name of development. The concept of sustainable development emphasizes not only 

on economic development, but also on social, political and cultural development and 

the need to conserve the environment and its natural resources. The three tiers of 

government – federal, state and local, should empower the poor adults in the grassroot 

communities to continue their education programme. They should as well allocate 

adequate funds to adult education programmes especially continuing education and 

literacy programmes because we cannot achieve sustainable development where we 

have a nation where majority of the adults are illiterates and poor.  

Also, technical or vocational knowledge, as well as skills, values and attitudes mean 

for mature people, is a powerful tool for development, including poverty reduction, 

civic and social engagement. Adult education has been often recognized, in theory, as 

necessary to enhance development, especially in an era of globalization, not only 
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because it produces human capital, but also because it enables people to become well-

informed citizens, capable of thinking critically and owning their destiny through 

active participation.  

 

Recommendations  

Vocational education programmes should be given more emphasis to enable citizens 

acquire various skills for employability. 

Agriculture extension education programme should be adequately provided 

particularly among the rural communities to encourage improved production for public 

consumption. 

Community health education needs more attention of government at all levels for 

healthy and well being of community. 

Accessible, adequate and quality education opportunity should be considered as major 

area of concern by the government and other interested agencies to allow citizen meet 

up with their educational needs at all levels. 

Women education requires more attention by education stakeholders to empower them 

so as to enable them contribute the both self and national development. 

Community education programmes requires proper attention of both government and 

Non- Governmental Organizations to address various community conflict/violence for 

peaceful coexistence.    
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