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ABSTRACT 
 
NAME OF PROJECT: PROJECT BISHIYA  
 
We set out to first ascertain the degree of women illiteracy in the North-East region of Nigeria. 
Methodologically this involved a desk review and peer group comparisons. The intention was 
to design a project approach that hinged on pragmatic amelioration of the shortfall in literacy. 
Project Bishiya seeks at the same time to improve access to education – as our initial findings 
showed that access is as important as teaching content. To incentivize the reach of the 
programme we resolved to use a rewards-based system for participants. The multi-pronged 
project we designed is destined to test the new approach we developed and can serve as a 
model for bringing literacy/numeracy to what we found to be at least five million women and 
girls across North-East Nigeria over the next three years.  
 
The project’s aim is twofold: Firstly, to test teaching crash courses in English 
Reading/Writing/Arithmetic (literacy, numeracy) to girls and adult women; secondly, to 
develop culturally relevant resources and influences to inculcate the value of—and an 
aspiration to obtain—a modern, formal education. The outcomes we hope to achieve have 
therefore been defined as follows: 1) higher enrolment of young girls in primary and 
secondary school education; 2) improved access to primary healthcare services and 
acceptance of a disease-preventing lifestyle; 3) enhanced economic activities amongst the 
women leading to improved livelihoods / emergence from multi-dimensional poverty; and 4) 
increased participation of women in regional governance, decision-making and resource 
sharing. A byproduct of the project will be to assist in the sustained rebuilding of displaced 
and disadvantaged communities 
 
ORIGINATOR: The African Politeia Institute 
 

Authors: Fatima S. Malumfashi and Eniola Shitta, with assistance from Dr. Jeremy Gaines 

 
IMPLEMENTATION: Grow Nigeria Initiative 
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BISHIYA:  A PILOT PROJECT DESIGNED TO TEST A METHODOLOGY FOR SOLVING THE 
PREVALENCE OF ILLITERACY IN NORTHEAST NIGERIA 
 

BACKGROUND: CURRENT SOCIO-ECONOMIC STATUS OF NORTHEAST NIGERIA? 
 
The 2019 Global Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) revealed that of the nearly one billion 
people living in multi-dimensional poverty and living in middle-income countries, 7.6 % of 
them were Nigerian. This number, when applied to the nation’s population of just over 200 
million people implied that almost 98 million fell into this category—an alarming estimate of 
51.4 %.1 
 
Of the numbers of Nigerians living in poverty, when measuring the poverty head count per 
capita, 14 out of 36 states have their indices above 70% and of that number, 86% are in the 
Northern region of the country. Further to that, the Northeast has 67% of its states with 
indices above 70%; thereby indicating that this is the largest concentration of people living in 
poverty.2 
 
The MPI rankings help to provide a progress report on the Nigeria’s attainment of the 2015 
United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals which the country is committed to achieving; 
and are indicators of its efforts towards eradicating poverty and improving the livelihoods of 
its citizens. According to the United Nations these goals address the global challenges we face, 
including those related to poverty, inequality, climate, environmental degradation, 
prosperity, and peace and justice. The new agenda represents a fundamental shift in 
development thinking by recognizing the underlying and dynamic interlinkages between the 
challenges and by driving universal and integrated development across all countries. 
 
The MPI report identified health, education and standards of living as the benchmarks for 
measuring the level of poverty in any region. Thus, it suffices to say that if the Nigerian 
government wishes to lift its populace out of poverty, it must focus on the aforementioned 
areas, starting with the region most affected: NORTH-EAST NIGERIA.3 In the case of the latter 
region, an area largely devastated by the near-decade-long acts of terror, displacement and 
destruction by Boko Haram, the key is to return economic activities to some semblance of 
normalcy and thus helping people to help themselves in tackling the high poverty in the 
region. In this context, strategic investments in primary education and health are imperative 
for success, because without any education, the population does not possess the resources 
to lift itself out of poverty, and health is contingent on a basic understanding of ‘self’ as is 
gained from being able to read and write 
 
With education, investing in girls and women’s education has been widely considered to offer 
the highest returns on investment and impacts on development in any countries.4 the 
education of women and girls should therefore make a major contribution toward 
overcoming poverty in the region. Moreover, it follows that basic literacy will be a strategic 

                                            
1 OPHDI & UNDP, Global Multidimensional Poverty Index 2019. Illuminating Inequalities. 
2 National Poverty Rates (Revised 2009); Nigerian Bureau of Statistics. 
3 National Poverty Rates (Revised 2009); Nigerian Bureau of Statistics. 
4 Pg 9, Wodon, Quentin T.; Male, Chata; Onagoruwa, Adenike Opeoluwa; Yedan, Ali. 2017. Key findings ahead of the October 
2017 high level meeting on ending child marriage in West and Central Africa (English 
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yardstick to measure success. In this paper, we are using the following definitions of literacy 
as our yardstick: 

Literacy is defined here as “the ability to identify, understand, interpret, 
create, communicate and compute using printed and visible materials 
associated with diverse controls.”5 
 
“Literacy is a key component of adult learning and education. It involves a 
continuum of learning and proficiency levels which allows citizens to engage 
in lifelong learning and participate fully in community, workplace and wider 
society. It includes the ability to read and write, to identify, understand, 
interpret, create, communicate and compute, using printed and written 
materials, as well as the ability to solve problems in an increasingly 
technological and information-rich environment. Literacy is an essential 
means of building people’s knowledge, skills and competencies to cope with 
the evolving challenges and complexities of life, culture, economy and 
society.” 6 

We assume that for the purposes of the socio-economic development of north-east Nigeria 
one key factor will therefore be to enhance literacy levels.  

 
Research on International Donors active in Nigeria like UNICEF, DFID, USAID & GPE to name a 
few; reveals that several foreign agencies have taken this up and partnered with the Nigerian 
government to strengthen and improve upon the quality of and access to general 
education/literacy in the North-east. The activities range from: 
 

• Increasing the enrollment and retention of children 

• Provision of safe learning spaces through the construction of new schools and 
equipping them with the necessary facilities 

• Teacher and instructor training 

• School and resource management 
 

To date, despite the resources dedicated to the task of reducing illiteracy, the programmes 

have disadvantages that suggest they may not be up to tackling the challenges. Firstly, they 

are confined to specific places (e.g. the mega-schools in Borno State), meaning that only a 

specific portion of the population will use the facilities (the rural population gets excluded) 

and secondly, they do not prepare children for secondary school (see below).  

When designing a project structure to make up for these two unfortunate inadequacies, our 
key assumption derives from the fact that: 
 

a. there exists very little public data on the activities specific to education and literacy in 
Northeast by donors or even the Federal Government of Nigeria. More specifically, 
there was little or no data to be found on the literacy levels of women and girls in the 
North-east 

                                            
5 UNESCO, 2014;2017 
6 (Recommendation on adult learning and education, UNESCO, 2016) 
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b. What data there is reveals that illiteracy is most pronounced in the North and 
especially so in the North-east. It is also significantly higher in the Northern part of the 
country than in the Southern parts 
 

c. Available data, however inadequate the data gathering tools used may have been, 
show that Illiteracy is clearly more prevalent among girls/women than boys/men for 
a variety of sociocultural and psychosocial reasons.7 Empirical studies (UNESCO et al) 
provide the baseline here. That said, available data is not up to date, but there are no 
grounds for assuming the situation has improved in the last six years. On the contrary, 
given the levels of insurgency seen and the degradation of community structures and 
infrastructures, it seems fair to assume that the level of literacy, and specifically that 
among women/girls has deteriorated further. 
 

d. development is more probable in environments where both genders have access to 
the tools and resources that enable them to provide for themselves, thrive and protect 
their communities. It is especially possible where the girl-child and women are 
educated.  

 
“…when girls and women are better educated, they may be better 
able to assess the quality of the basic services they rely on and the 
quality of their country’s institutions and leaders. These negative 
impacts have large economic costs, leading among others to losses 
in human capital wealth (future lifetime earnings of the labour force) 
estimated at $15 trillion to $30 trillion. Educating girls is not only the 
right thing to do: It is also a smart economic investment.”8 
 

According to UNESCO, literacy “fosters sustainable and inclusive economic growth and 
decent work prospects for individuals. It is therefore a crucial tool in alleviating 

                                            
7 It bears remembering here that the moniker Boko Haram itself means “Western education is prohibited.” The 
impact of the social devastation caused by the Boko Haram movement needs to be studied to establish the 
degree to which there has been a purposeful and conscious destruction of education facilities. 
8 Wodon, Quentin; Montenegro, Claudio; Nguyen, Hoa; Onagoruwa, Adenike. 2018. Missed Opportunities: The High Cost of 
Not Educating Girls. The Cost of Not Educating Girls Notes Series. World Bank, Washington, DC. © World Bank. 
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/29956 License: CC BY 3.0 IGO.” 
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poverty, improving health and well-being and contributing to sustainable learning 
societies.” 9 

e. if literacy is low in the North, it will inevitably be the region with the highest level of 
poverty and underdevelopment. 

 

f. if there is widespread illiteracy among women as the data suggests then there will in 
parallel be higher mortality rates with all the economic consequences this has.10  

 
“When girls drop out of school prematurely, they are much more 
likely to marry as children, and have their first child before the age of 
18 when they may not yet be ready to be wive and mothers. This in 
turn is associated with higher rates of fertility and population growth, 
which in low income countries are major impediments for reaping the 
benefits of the demographic dividend. Low educational attainment is 
also associated with worse health and nutrition outcomes for women 
and their children, leading among others to higher under-five 
mortality and stunting.”11 

 
 

g. if the human resources in the region are too young, unhealthy and lack the skills 
required for personal development, then there will be limited economic mobility and 
there will be an increase in crime and instability. 

 

h. women with some education / better education tend to have smaller families, in part 
because of increased employment opportunities and better knowledge about 
contraception; fewer children in a family improves the chances that an infant will 
survive. More education also helps women make better decisions about many health 
and disease factors such as prenatal care, basic hygiene, nutrition and immunization—
which are vital to reducing the leading causes of death in children under five,12 

 

i. women with secondary or higher education are five times more likely to use 
contraception than those with no education – and to insist on the use of 
contraception. The rate of contraception use in urban areas is two to three times 
higher than in rural areas. It bears noting in this context that the majority of Northeast 
Nigeria consists of rural areas.13  

 

j. It has long since been recognized that to break the cycle of poverty, equity must be 
established between the genders and across the classes in order to catalyze human 
capital development. The two fastest ways are through education (of which literacy in 

                                            
9 Pg 150, UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning. 3rd Global Report on Adult Leaning and Education 2016 
 
10 Wodon, Quentin T.; Male, Chata; Onagoruwa, Adenike Opeoluwa; Yedan, Ali. 2017. Key findings ahead of the October 2017 
high level meeting on ending child marriage in West and Central Africa (English 
11 “Wodon, Quentin; Montenegro, Claudio; Nguyen, Hoa; Onagoruwa, Adenike. 2018. Missed Opportunities: The High Cost 
of Not Educating Girls. The Cost of Not Educating Girls Notes Series. World Bank, Washington, DC. © World Bank. 
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/29956 License: CC BY 3.0 IGO.” 
12 Mark Fischettu, 2011. Scientific American. Female Education reduces infant and childhood mortality. 
13 Pg 13, UNICEF Report: Infant, Under-five and mortality rates. 
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the language of instruction is a must) and access to primary healthcare to reduce the 
mortality of the populace and the attendant ‘misplaced investment’ of resources.  
 

To end the poverty trap … direct foreign assistance should be used for 
investments in infrastructure and human capital (through public services 
in health, nutrition, and education), thereby empowering the poor to be 
more productive on their own account and putting the poor countries on 
a path to self-sustaining growth.14 

k. On average, more than 40 per cent of women aged 20-24 in the North-East and North-
West geopolitical zones had a live birth before the age of 18, compared with less than 
20 per cent in the three southern zones. In five States in the North-East and North-
West zones – Bauchi, Yobe, Jigawa, Katsina and Sokoto – some 60 percent of women 
had a live birth before the age of 18.15 
 

l. as a result of the extended period of instability in the region (2005 to the present) and 
the attendant loss of lives, the dynamics of family structures have changed with more 
women being the sole providers for the family.16 However, they lack the prerequisite 
skills to seek out, conceive or maintain enterprises without the express influence of 
the men because they are neither literate nor confident to do so; and they still do not 
participate in their own governance.  
 

Education and formal knowledge stand at the foundation of 
entrepreneurship, as they provide the crucial skill-set necessary for 
innovation, opportunity identification and exploitation, and expansion 
of business activities. As a result, education is critical for the quality of 
female entrepreneurship and the extent to which the entrepreneurial 
activity of women yields positive externalities for society by creating 
value and driving economic growth.17 

 
Following a fact-finding conversation with representatives of Inara Foundation—a grassroots 
education and empowerment NGO active in the North-east and North-west, the following 
information was discovered: Leading donors such as UNESCO, Global Partnership for 
Education (GPE), now advocate for the implementation of Mother Tongue Based Learning 
globally and by extension across Northern Nigeria. For example, in the Northern region of 
Nigeria, the suggested languages are Hausa/ Kanuri & or Fulfulde; as a means to foster 
inclusion and improve the quality of education in severely handicapped regions. This changed 
our problem formulation as this act means all such pupils will invariably perform worse than 
those from the south in the English entrance exam for secondary school.  
 
These organizations have presented their studies to indicate that this method of learning can 
be an effective and impactful means of learning. However, the concept of Mother Tongue 
Based Learning does not take into account the complex language histories and affiliations of 
most countries; especially those classified as emerging economies who are heavily dependent 

                                            
14 Page 307, Sachs, Jeffrey. The End of Poverty: Economic Possibilities for Our Time. New York: Penguin Books, 200 
15 Pg 16, UNICEF Report: Infant, Under-five and mortality rates. 
16 Pg 12, Geender Assessment of Northeast Nigeria for Managing Conflict in Nigeria. Chitra Nagarajan. June 2017 
17 Pg 38, Ugrinova Radina Radisma. Female Education and Entrepreneurship: Drivers of Economic Development. 
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on interactions with, competitiveness with and contributions of their more developed 
counterparts. 
 
“As in many countries with colonial histories linked with Britain, English is Nigeria’s official 
language. It is used as the dominant language of administration, organized commerce, the 
mass media, the judiciary, the legislature, and as the principal medium of instruction in the 
educational system, sometimes from pre-school and kindergarten stages to the university 
level. English is important in securing good jobs and a credit pass in the language is a 
prerequisite for admission into the universities.”18 
 
For example, in the Philippines where Mother Tongue Based Learning is enacted by policy, its 
effects have not been as positive due in some parts to the large language diversity which 
makes selecting 12- 15 languages out of the country’s 185 recognized languages highly 
unlikely to bridge the learning gaps they are seeking; and the fact that there is an overarching 
policy focus on English proficiency for competitiveness of its citizens in the global labour 
market. 19 
 
Conclusions: 

1 For Nigeria to square up to the tide of multidimensional poverty, it must focus first 

on the most vulnerable sections/milieus of the population. Data shows that these 

reside in the Northeast, which by extension is most in need of human capacity 

development. 

2 The focus needs to be on its women and girls as they a) are most deprived of 

literacy; b) guarantee returns on any investments in their wellbeing to the 

community; and c) are most in need of support and access to economic 

opportunities/mobility.  

3 Training primary literacy skills as with healthcare should be tackled first in a way 

that takes into account the unique socio-cultural challenges and existing 

infrastructural deficits in the Northeast. In other words, the programmes must be 

taken to where people live and must avoid turning people/institutions into targets 

for further insurgency attacks 

4 The education provided must be geared to solving practical everyday life world 

problems in order to enable the women/girls to develop an economic basis for 

their lives. 

Annexes 1, 2 and 3 provide a roadmap towards a scheme designed to reflect these 
conclusions and start rectifying the prevalence of illiteracy in Northeast Nigeria. 
  

                                            
18 Igboanusi, Herbert. (2008). Mother Tongue-Based Bilingual Education in Nigeria: Attitudes and Practice. International 

Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism. 11. 721-734. 10.1080/13670050802149291. 
19 Wa-Mbaleka, Safary. (2014). Two Proposed Perspectives on Mother Tongue-Based Education in the Philippines. 
International Journal of Academic Research in Progressive Education and Development. 3. 2226-6348. 10.6007/IJARPED/v3-
i4/1295. 
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ANNEX 1: PROJECT BISHIYA: PROJECT DESIGN & FURTHER ACTIONS  

 
The first step that needs to be taken is to establish with precision on the basis of evidence what 
factors may influence rural girls/women’s willingness to attend literacy classes may include 
the following, although an empirical study needs to be conducted to compile an exhaustive 
list: 
 

• Socio-economic factors: affluence/poverty, single parent vs two-parent 
household, access to educational support, after-school care vs off-campus 
support (like help with homework); is the student responsible for his/her own 
economic well-being (do they have to earn a living?); community role models 
(getting an education vs economic survival) 

• Legacy: what level of education do the heads of the household have? What level 
of education do the peers of the heads of the household have? 

• School Structure/Facility/Resources: Is the facility gender-friendly? Where is it 
located? What is it close to? What is the distance from home or a safe space? 
What equipment or technology are available on the premises or the community? 
What is the quality and quantity of teachers and education personnel? 

• Safety: How safe is the learning environment? Violence? Civil Unrest? Is it a 
conflict region? Is there social bullying or fear for personal safety? 

• Learning Disabilities: Are there any visual, auditory, or health-related issues 
hindering learning? 

• Language Barriers/Culture:  What is the primary language of instruction vs 
language of evaluation? Is the primary language of instruction supported by 
communal use outside of school period? Are there attitudes to gender roles that 
language might or address? 

• Teachers & Administration: teaching skills, expertise & willingness, competence 
& confidence; administrations/governing bodies supporting the staff? 

• Students and willingness to learn: What incentives encourage learning? What 
value systems espouse a formal education 

 
In light of findings on the above, and the nascent status of problem-solving in Northeast 
Nigeria per se we have consulted examples of successes/failures in other comparable 
countries (peer group comparison) in order to identify possible positive and pragmatic 
approaches. To this end we set three main goals that the project design had to meet: 
 
Goal 1: To initiate, accelerate and innovate the learning process. 

 
To this end we propose it imperative that learning be taken out of the traditional 
classroom, i.e., that we take learning to the ‘client’. Accordingly, learning options 
need to be provided in condensed and abridged programmes to accommodate as 
many recipients as possible and in the shortest amount of time.  
 
The USAID Nigeria report says, “In Northeast Nigeria, where access to educational 
opportunities due to the Boko Haram insurgency and the resulting displacement 
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of families and communities have been disrupted, our activities provide continuity 
to education, improve the quality of teaching and learning, increase equitable 
access to education, stabilize institutional capacity to deliver education, and 
integrate peacebuilding and safety into school communities in Adamawa, Bauchi, 
Gombe and Yobe states. Multi-donor efforts help communities of teachers, 
parents, police, community leaders and young people to promote safe zones for 
education”.20 

 

Adopting/adapting solutions from countries with similar socio-

economic, cultural and conflict issues:  

Research by way of international comparison found that programmes in other 
countries / in other conflict-riven areas (e.g., India, Sri Lanka) focused on crash courses 
and provided a benchmark for comparison of literacy levels going forward. For 
example: 

 
UIL/UNESCO 10-day crash literacy course 
“Each lesson also involves teaching numeracy related to reading time, weight, 
measurements and simple calculations related to money and wage payment. In 
between the lessons, learners are engaged in sharing their own experiences related 
to literacy. These can include singing songs or engaging in energizers and simulation 
games. Sessions are typically organized around themes such as personal hygiene, 
health, the use of herbal medicine, kitchen gardens, organic farming, government 
schemes, protective legislations, leadership qualities. Cultural activities are often 
organized after dinner. These can include singing folk songs, dances, sharing different 
tribal customs and street plays. During these sessions, the trainers also teach socially 
relevant songs on, for example, the importance of literacy, women’s empowerment, 
unity, and thrift, among other topics. In addition, participants are encouraged to 
develop other basic skills relevant to their daily life experience. In these cases, learning 
materials consist of letter cards, charts of the Telugu alphabet, vowels and 
consonants, as well as photographs and video documentaries depicting the local life 
situation of learners. Most of these materials were developed by Laya Resource 
Centre. However, the flagship programme on literacy education Read India, which was 
developed by the national NGO Pratham, was adapted to the local context and is also 
used by the trainers. It includes letters, words, stories, and picture cards.”21 

We propose adopting such a crash-course approach, as, assuming the study data bears our 
assumptions out, we believe it allows the quickest path towards achieving the three goals 
we set ourselves: 
 
Goal 2: Provide safe zones for education so that actual learning can take place 
 

(i) Target group narrowed from all girls/women to younger adult women / 
younger mothers as best potential multipliers. Retrofit pre-natal, post-natal and 

                                            
20 https://www.usaid.gov/nigeria/education; (Accessed on September 5, 2019) 
21 U. Hanemann (Ed.). Last update: 26 July 2017. Ten-day Crash Adult Literacy Programme, India. UNESCO Institute for 
Lifelong Learning. (Accessed on: 9 September 2019, 01:40 CEST)  

 

https://www.usaid.gov/nigeria/education
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crèche childcare programmes to include literacy classes for mother and child, 
aged 0-5 years. This avoids the problem of organizing childcare and provides 
quality interaction between new mothers. 
 
(ii) Next step was to define the physical structure and location for the crash 
courses. 
(iii)  Consideration: How to ensure buy-in by the women and offer “added 
value” / tangible benefits over and above the intangible idea of “I can read”. 

 
(iv) Local tripartite community centres – literacy, primary healthcare, TVET 
skills plus commercial element (microfinance, telco) 

 
Goal 3: To teach crash courses in English Reading/Writing/Arithmetic (literacy, numeracy) 
to girls and adult women to ensure competitiveness against the rest of the country. 

 
i) Teaching achievement for 3-week crash course to be measured by a clear metric: 

ability to read an SMS and numbers of the phone keypad. Benefit: ability to check 
prices, for example. 

 
The challenge we set ourselves was to devise a project architecture that allows us to pursue 
the above three goals while bearing in mind that this does not preclude the need for an 
empirical study to fill in the gaps in hard-and-fast data mentioned above.  
 
Once such a study is available, and assuming it corroborates our assumptions, we propose 
the following project structure as a pragmatic vehicle designed to start to alleviate the 
problem of girl/woman illiteracy in Northeast Nigeria. 
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ANNEX 2: PROJECT BISHIYA – THE TRIPARTITE TREE OF LEARNING 
 
Project Bishiya is divided into three main segments targeting women and girls in Northeast 
Nigeria. The area consists of six states that have experienced over a decade of displacement 
and disrupted economic activities due to the activities of Boko Haram and ensuing conflict. 

Inspired by the ancient tree in the village centre or town square, where citizens gather to 
engage in varying degrees of socio-economic activities and likewise where discussion 
between equals takes place, Project Bishiya is a network of mobile community centres 
which provide hybrid services hinged on literacy programmes, healthcare and skills 
acquisitions for women and girls.  
The six states: Adamawa, Borno, Yobe, Bauchi, Gombe, and Taraba all experience varying 
degrees of this instability and human displacement with the bulk of the crisis concentrated in 
the first three—a factor that in turn impacts the phasing and implementation of the pilots for 
the project.  

Bishiya is a linkage of several retro-fitted mobile trucks that come together on allotted days 
to create welcome “shade” under which the community women and girls can gather for 
learning and to access public services to empower their lives.  

 

CONCEPT 

A) BISHIYA BRINGS SERVICES TOGETHER 

In the region of the Northeast, there has been extensive destruction of infrastructure and 
social services making accessibility to those elements that support human capacity 
development: education, healthcare & nutrition very difficult.  

By bringing associated services like primary health care into the same spaces, women and 
girls can undertake their learning modules and at the same time access basic healthcare 
services and interventions.  

The hybrid services are broken into three sub-programmes, catering to different groups: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yayin (Seedlings)

•Introducing English as 
primary language of 
instruction 

•Creche - Primary School 
abridged curriculum 
(mother and child learn 
together)

•Primary Healthcare 
Centre for pre-natal & 
post-natal care for ages 
0 - 5 and their mothers.

•Healthcare as a bridge 
to literacy. 

•Class size: 2,000 (in 
rotation)

Reshi (Branches)

•Primary & Secondary 
School level education

•Skills acquisition

•Competitions

•Class size: 6,000 (in 
rotation)

Daji (Forest)

•Adult Literacy 

•Farmers or business 
women cooperative

•Social/Peer group 
systems

•Community 
Governance and 
Monitoring roles. 

•Class size: 2,000 (in 
rotation)
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B) BISHIYA AS A SAFE SPACE FOR LEARNING 

Bishiya’s mobility is a response to the instability in the region. Any spaces that are static 
and stationary risk becoming targets for attacks but with the mobile centres the “building” 
moves from one community to the next within the specific region being services. In this 
way, at different times, the services are available to the recipient communities within their 
own comfort zones.  
 
Bishiya is housed in mobile trucks that come together at the allotted spot to “fuse” and 
unfurl for the day’s activities.  

 

C) TIME AT BISHIYA IS WELL SPENT 

Bisihiya is an attempt to leapfrog cultural, infrastructural and socio-economic barriers to 
girl-child and women’s education; as a way to restart economic activities in the region and 
move the region out of extreme poverty. 
 
To do this, the learning programme will be designed to accommodate the needs of the 
women and girls participating. For a region that requires its women and girls to remain 
close to the home for safety and to execute domestic chores, holding classes for the 
universal eight hours of schooling might not work out. Also, to ensure that the maximum 
number of girls and women participate and benefit from Bishiya, the course time will have 
to be condensed to much less than a typical 3-month semester.  

 

PROCESS OF IMPLEMENTATION 
 

• Locations of pilot programme: A study will be commissioned to identify the recipient 
communities within local governments with a minimum of 10,000 girls and women 
per Bishiya service area. This allows a sizeable number to measure results to the 
recipient as well as impact on the community.  
 

• Prior to commencement of the programme, as a way to publicize the arrival of project 
Bishiya, a “planting tour” will be carried out with role models with whom the women 
and girls can identify—to promote the benefits of an education; and to present a 
“show-and-tell” of what the life of educated woman looks like in other parts of the 
country. 
 

• Incentives to ensure that the participants move through all stages of the programme 
over the course of three years will be fleshed out with other donor partners. The sub-
programmes will already create a hierarchy where the Daji are the highest ranking 
because these are the “businesswomen” or business-facing class. One second-level 
goal is to replace the current value system of “security-provided-by-male-guardians” 
to self-provision, sustenance, and participation in the decision making around the 
shared community resources. 
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ANNEX 3: ECONOMIC IMPACT OF ILLITERACY 
 
There appears to be some consensus in the literature regarding the benefits of literacy for its 
direct beneficiaries (in terms of income and increased self-esteem) and for the economy – 
increasing employment, economic growth and social equity (see Abadzi, 2003; Bingman, 
2000; Egbo, 2000; Lauglo, 2001; Stromquist,  1997). Stromquist (2008) notes that these 
benefits are particularly significant among women. There are strong indications and evidence 
that increasing education among poor women leads to better health conditions for their 
families in the future, since women’s schooling is a determining factor in reducing infant 
mortality and morbidity, improving family health and nutrition and bringing fertility levels 
down (ECLAC, 2007). 
 
Interestingly, while illiteracy results from the simultaneous interaction of a number of factors 
such as poverty, malnutrition, health problems, and lack of access to continuous teaching and 
learning environments, these factors are also outcomes of illiteracy. This could pose a 
dilemma as to what the entry point should be for government both at the national and sub-
national level. Should the emphasis be on tackling the factors leading to illiteracy or improve 
literacy to overcome poverty and other social misdemeanors. While not ignoring the need for 
government to deal with the current social economic challenges which is growing at a rapid 
pace, our assumption in Project Bishiya is that improving literacy is a surer way to ensure 
sustainability in dealing with the negative consequences of illiteracy. According to ECLAC 
(2007) education is the best means of overcoming poverty. 
 
In assessing the impact of illiteracy on the Nigerian economy, we premise our conceptual 
thoughts on the human capital theory which posits that education provides the requisite 
knowledge necessary to increase productivity, which in turn leads to higher employment 
income, as well as increased access to critical information needed for improved welfare. A 
large body of empirical literature have examined these predictions of human capital theory 
following Mincer’s work of 1974. 
 
We start by conceptualizing how illiteracy can affect the economy and then highlight some 
economic and social costs on the Nigerian economy. 
 
Conceptual Framework 
Illiteracy affects the economy through its effect on productivity. Productivity is impacted via 
two main channels: labour participation rate and quality of labour.22 The effects of illiteracy 
on labour participation rate and quality of labour can be direct and indirect (through its effect 
on fecundity and health)23. The inability to read and write can greatly undermine the 
capability of individuals to engage actively in work or in the search of it because it reduces the 
information available to them regarding the opportunities and/or challenges in the 
marketplace. 
 
Some studies found that, in developed countries, fertility has a negative effect on labour 
participation rate (Aaronson et al., 2017; Cristia, 2008; Angrist and Evans, 1998). This is unlike 

                                            
22 We make a distinction between labour supply and labour force participation rate, where the latter is a measure of the 
proportion of a country’s working-age population that engages actively in the labour market, either by working or looking 
for work. Labour supply on the other hand is the number of hours people are willing and able to supply at a given wage rate.  
23 There are other critical demographic characteristics that influence the decision to participate in the labour market. 
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the experience in developing countries, where at low levels of GDP, women work primarily in 
environments that are often compatible with childcare like the home and/or farm production 
(Aaronson et al., 2017). However, as the costs of raising children increase because jobs 
become less conducive to child rearing, the negative effect of fertility on labour supply is 
amplified. 
 
The link between illiteracy and productivity has also been studied indirectly by looking at the 
relationship between the quality of education and growth. It is argued that initial literacy 
(learning to read and write) and quality of education (measured to through cognitive skills) 
may have a greater impact on growth than increased enrolment (Fuller, Gorman & Edwards, 
1986; Bedi, 1997; Hanushek and Wobman, 2007).   
 
The foregoing provides convincing support for human capital models which emphasize the 
role of education in improving the human capital of the workforce, as well as its productivity, 
leading to increased growth (see Romer, 1992, and Lucas, 1988). A country’s output depends 
on its human capital, and if the human capital is largely illiterate, then productive factors 
(labour and capital) are more likely to be engaged at sub-optimal levels. 
 
Beyond the link through fecundity, illiteracy can undermine labour participation rate and the 
quality of labour via its impact on health as it limits knowledge and practices necessary for 
self-care – particularly among women.24 According to Dexter et al., (1998), illiterate persons 
have great difficulty understanding and, therefore, utilizing information designed to 
encourage healthy behaviour and the risk prevention in various areas of daily life. 
 
Martinez and Fernandez (2010) summarized the effects of illiteracy on health into the 
following categories:  consequences in the home (particularly, in the mother-child 
relationship), consequences in the workplace, and consequences in sexual and reproductive 
behaviour.25 Thus, illiteracy undermines the quality of labour, and hence, other productive 
factors which could, in the long term, significantly damage productivity. 
 
Following is a diagram that shows how illiteracy flows through to affect the economy.26 

 
Also, on the social side, illiteracy reduces individuals social and political participation (or, as 
in the case of Nigeria, influences their political decision-making process), as they have only 
limited knowledge of, and access to, their rights to which they are entitled by law (Martinez 
and Fernandez, 2010). According to Stomquist (2005), literacy is critical to informed decision-
making as well as to active and passive participation in life at local, national, and global space. 
 

 

 

 

 

                                            
24 Negative impacts on household health, hygiene and nutrition are higher when illiteracy is skewed towards women 
(UNESCO, 2006). 
25 See UNESCO, 2006; Burchfield et al., 2002; ECLAC, 2005; Cochrane, 1989; and McMahon, 2000 for more evidence on how 
illiteracy affects health along these categories. 
26 This schema draws slightly from Psacharopoulos and Patrinos (2007), which focused largely on the consequences of 
illiteracy. 
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While we note that illiteracy leading to low labour participation rate can lead to increased 
participation in less rewarding ventures or other social ills such as crime, UNESCO-SEP (2005) 
pointed out that while there is no conclusive evidence that scholastic achievement helps to 
reduce crime, schooling can be said to have that effect, since young people enrolled in school 
are less likely to frequent the streets and come into contact with others, of similar ages, who 
engage in criminal activity. 
 
The Economic and Social Costs of Illiteracy: Nigeria27 
 

                                            
27 In estimating the costs of illiteracy, Martinez and Fernandez (2010) highlights some key methodological issues which must 
be considered, including universe of the study, analytical approach – cross-sectional and/or longitudinal, and operational 
definitions. 
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The cost of illiteracy in economic terms, on personal income varies around the world. 
However, it is clear that earning potentials of illiterates are limited – about 30%-42% less than 
their literate counterparts, according to the World Literacy Foundation (2015). This is 
worsened (and creates intergenerational problems) as they do not have the literacy skills 
required to undertake further vocational education or training to improve their earning 
capacity. 
 
In addition, giving the link between illiteracy and crime, the World Literacy Foundation also 
notes that studies indicate that a majority of prison inmates have poor literacy skills, with 60-
80% of prisoners have reading and writing skills below basic levels. This is a high cost to the 
economy in terms of maintaining prisons, administrating the courts and running the justice 
system. Also, illiterate people are more likely to be on welfare or unemployment benefits 
having dropped out of school or being unable to find work.  
 
The Final Reports from the World Literacy Foundation which estimates the economic and 
social costs of illiteracy show that the costs of illiteracy increased from US$4.97 billion in 2012 
to US$6.19 billion in 2015. We can safely assert, with the provisions for social intervention 
programmes, including the conditional cash transfers, introduced from 2016, as well as 
increased allocation to the security sector to combat terrorism and increased crime, that the 
cost of illiteracy has significantly increased in the current year.28 
 
In conclusion, the effects of illiteracy in Nigeria are not peculiar from those of other countries, 
however, Nigeria presents a unique case because very little is being done to address the issue. 
For this reason, illiterates are trapped in a cycle of poverty with limited opportunities for 
employment or income generation and great risks of poor health, turning to crime and drugs, 
and dependence on whims of the political class. 

 

                                            
28 Estimating the actual costs will require a more detailed approach as in Martinez and Fernandez (2010). 


