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Introduction 
The primary school is the first place that introduces formal education or 
literacy to the children (Olaniyan and Olabanji, 2008).  In other words, 
education given to pupils at this level forms the wheel upon which 
education at all other levels rotate.  Education at the primary school is 
given by a teacher known as primary school teacher – PST (FRN, 2004).  
PSTS educate primary school children by planning and conducting an 
education programme to develop literacy, numeracy and the physical, 
emotional and social growth of the pupils (Lockheed and Vesper, 1991).  
Paul (2004), on his own, posits that PSTs work with children between 
the ages of 3 and 11 and teach them all of the subjects in the 
curriculum.  They are expected to demonstrate a sound, basic 
knowledge of the entire subject in the curriculum for stages 1 and 2.  
Bagwadia (2010) defines a PST as someone who sees what can be 
accomplished in the primary school, not what cannot be accomplished.  
He imparts knowledge in pupils. 

In a broad sense, a PST can be defined as someone who not 
only teaches or imparts knowledge to the pupils but also, most 
importantly, someone responsible for shaping and moulding the minds 
and hearts of all the pupils whom he/she teaches.  A PST has the power 
to yield a strong influence on his/her pupils.  When coupled with 
certain definite skills, a good PST has the potential of having a lifelong 
impact on the pupils.  Park and Hannum (2005) say throughout the 
ages, history has shown that teachers have been known to play a 
dynamic role in the lives of great men and women. 

Nigeria has made substantial progress towards widening the 
access to primary education over the last decade.  Data from Mulkeen 
(2005) reveals that the gross enrolment rate in primary school 
increased from 84 per cent in 2000-2001 to 90 per cent in 2002-2003 
reflecting a broad-based growth in access not seen since the 1970s.  
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However, enrolment has increased more rapidly in urban areas due to 
availability of teachers who motivate and teach the pupils than in the 
rural areas where there are very few teachers available for this level of 
education and this is where we have the majority of Nigerian children 
out of school. The National Planning Commission (2007) emphasizes 
that 70% of the Nigerian population reside in the rural areas - this 
implies that we have more children to be educated in the rural areas. 

UNESCO (2009) identifies the problem of teachers in rural areas 
as a problem of teacher number and there is no doubt that rural areas’ 
primary schools in Nigeria face the challenges of teachers’ supply.  In 
Nigeria, Adewale (2007) concludes that there are qualified teachers in 
urban areas who are unemployed, while there are unfilled posts in the 
rural areas.  However, Mulkeen (2005) argues that the problem of 
teachers in rural areas will not be simply solved by producing more 
teachers. 
 
Challenges of Primary School Teachers in Nigerian Rural Schools 
The following are some of the challenges facing rural primary school 
teachers in Nigerian rural schools. 
 
(i) Poor Teachers’ Status:  Teaching generally in Nigeria is one of the 
most undervalued professions.  Governments’ attention and reaction to 
teachers demand are very rigid.  Teachers generally are not well paid. 
As a result, teachers in rural primary schools use the profession as a 
stepping stone to get other better one with better pay and better 
recognition.  The poor salary of teachers, when compared with their 
counterparts in other professions with the same level of education and 
experience, is one of the challenges teachers have to cope with in 
Nigeria.  

 Low teacher remuneration and the way primary school 
teachers in the rural areas are unpaid or underpaid had been found to 
be most contentious issues among rural primary school teachers in 
Nigeria for years and it has led to various strike actions at local, state 
and national levels.  Teachers’ salaries are seriously inadequate and are 
not paid as at when due.  As a result, many teachers are forced to find 
additional source of income to augment their poor earnings which 
invariably has a serious negative implication on their overall 
performance. Opportunities for teachers to earn additional income 
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through extra lesson for students in the urban areas are not available 
for those in the rural primary schools because of the little value 
attached to education in the rural areas. 
 
(ii) Neglect of Rural Primary School Teachers:  The problem 
confronting rural primary school teachers has been a persistent neglect 
by the government.  Politicians, professional educators, education 
supervisors have focused  their attention on primary schools in the 
urban area, leaving many to assume that all is well with the schools in 
the rural areas.  The seeming urgency in attending to issues affecting 
primary schools in the urban areas such as poor academic performance, 
truancy, school location, rate of turnover, teachers’ efficiency and 
effectiveness, supervision of schools and instruction have repeatedly 
captured the attention of politicians and supervisors of education, 
leaving out primary schools in the rural areas.  However, Parks and Sher 
(1979) attribute this apparent neglect to the perceived lack of political 
will to develop the rural constituencies.  Some politicians argue that the 
votes that brought them to power were mostly from the urban areas, 
hence, they are only accountable to the need of those living in the 
urban areas living those in the rural areas to their fate. 
 
(iii) Disparity in Living Conditions of Rural and Urban Cities: In Nigeria, 
the living conditions in urban areas generally are better than those in 
the rural areas and teachers in Nigerian rural schools have tasted life in 
the cities before being posted or redeployed, thereby making it difficult 
for them to adjust to life in the rural areas.  They express worries about 
the quality of accommodation, the working environment which 
includes the classroom facilities and school resources as well as access 
to recreational facilities for teachers after work. 
 
(iv) Limited Opportunities for Professional Development:  
Opportunities for professional development and further studies are 
rarely available in the rural areas.  Apart from this, opportunities for 
upward career movement and promotion are very slim among the 
primary school teachers in the rural areas in Nigeria.  In addition, they 
also find it difficult to have opportunities for alternative employment.  
They also suffered in the payment of salaries and entitlements.   
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As a result, teachers in the rural primary schools do not stay 
long before seeking redeployment to urban areas or looking for other 
jobs.  Mulkeen  (2005) also emphasises that there is a profound fear 
among the newly trained  teachers with a modern individualistic 
outlook that if they spend too much time in an isolated village without 
access to further education and professional development, such a 
teacher will become ‘a village man’. 
 
(v) Language and Ethnicities:  The challenges of teachers in rural 
primary schools is further complicated in Nigeria as a result of multiple 
ethnic and linguistic issues.  First, language and teachers’ ethnic group 
are not considered when deploying teachers to rural areas in Nigeria.  
Teachers may feel reluctant to stay longer in areas where the first 
language is different from their own and perhaps with ethnic 
differences.  Coutlass and Lewins (2002) assert that this is also a serious 
issue affecting deployment of teachers to rural areas in Malawi and 
Ghana where the first language is not considered prior to teachers’ 
deployment. 
 
(vi) Gender:  Gender is also a challenge facing primary school teachers 
in the rural areas in Nigeria.  Most of the female teachers in Nigeria do 
not want to stay in the rural areas and very few that accept feel 
reluctant and rarely show up.  As a result, primary schools in the rural 
areas have fewer female teachers.  Female teachers who are not 
married see their deployment to rural schools as unsafe for them and 
an avenue to limit their marriage prospects.   

Hedges (2002) states that unmarried female teachers are not 
posted to rural schools in Ghana and this makes it difficult to see 
female teachers in rural schools in Ghana.  However, the married 
female teachers in rural school also see their deployment as a way of 
separating them from their family because their husbands may not be 
willing to move with them.  Hedges (2000) states that where women 
have been posted to rural areas, they may come to see themselves as 
having been treated unfairly by the system as thus they seek early 
transfers.   

The under-representation of female teachers in rural primary 
schools in Nigeria also led to under-representation of girls in rural 
primary schools in most Northern states of the country because the 
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parents of the pupils will see the school as an unsafe place for their 
children and wards because male teachers may be insensitive to their 
needs and gender issues.  In addition, when female teachers are not 
found in schools as teachers or leaders, parents are not encouraged to 
send their female children to such school as there is no one creating 
gender models or challenges for them to emulate. 
 
(vii) Incentives: Some countries have attempted to make rural areas 
attractive to primary school teachers through the use of incentives.  In 
some cases, these may be financial incentives, in form of a hardship 
allowance, travel allowances, or subsidized housing.  In other areas, 
these incentives may be non-monetary, including for example special 
study leave or better training opportunities (Gaynor, 1998; Craig, Kraft 
and Plessis, 1998).  In such places, teachers are willing to work in 
primary schools in rural areas and live with them.  However, in Nigeria, 
there are no financial or non-financial incentives for teachers in the 
rural schools and this encourages teachers to demand redeployment to 
schools in rural areas or to encourage them to stay in the rural areas.  
The absence of social facilities is another contributing factor that 
discourages teachers in the rural primary schools. 
 
(viii) Road Network: The roads leading to schools in most of the 
Nigerian rural areas are in deplorable conditions.  Some are so bad to 
the extent that vehicular movement to such areas are restricted to 
specified time of the week most especially during the raining season. 
The life patterns of those in such areas are regimented and localized 
and teachers are not ready to trade their social lives and other lives 
exposed to at urban cities for such a life. 
 
(ix) Housing:  Mulkeen (2005) emphasizes that a major incentive for 
teachers to relocate to rural areas is the provision of teacher housing.  
Where teachers cannot live near the school because of non-provision of 
housing facilities, they are going to spend a lot of time traveling, often 
to the detriment of their school work.  In Nigeria, there is no provision 
for housing facilities for either teachers in the cities or those in the rural 
areas.  Therefore, most teachers in the rural areas travel from their 
houses in the urban cities whenever they want to go to their school in 
the rural areas- hence, they get to school late. 
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(x) Threat of HIV/AIDs in Rural Areas:  HIV/AIDs threat is becoming a 
greater threat in rural areas than in the urban areas.  FAO (2005) 
stresses that more than two thirds of the population of the 25 most 
affected African countries live in the rural areas.  Rural people are less 
likely to know how to protect themselves from HIV and if they fall ill, 
they are less likely to get needed medical attention.   The prevalence of 
HIV in rural areas and the lack of medical facilities have made primary 
schools in the rural areas less attractive (Smith and McDonagh 2003).  

 Adedeji and Olaniyan (2011) stress that the scourge of HIV 
pandemic for teachers should not be underestimated.  To them, across 
Africa, an estimated 260,000 teachers, 9.4 per cent of the total 
employed in 1999, could die of AIDs-related illnesses over the next 
decade and that in South Africa, HIV testing of more than 17,000 
teachers revealed that 12.7 per cent were HIV positive, and the 
prevalence rate was higher among rural teachers and among young but 
less experienced teachers. As a result, teachers in the rural primary 
schools in Nigeria face the challenge of non-availability of health 
facilities to take care of them when ill. 
 
Conclusion and Recommendations 
This paper has striven to examine the meaning of primary education 
and the challenges facing teachers in the rural primary schools in 
Nigeria.  The majority of the Nigerian population reside in the rural 
areas. As a result, more teachers are needed in the rural areas to 
introduce pupils to formal education, basic numeracy and to ensure 
that the objectives of universal primary education and “Education for 
All” (EFA) are achieved knowing fully well that this level is the 
foundation on which other levels of education are built.  The paper also 
considered the following as challenges facing teachers in the rural 
primary schools in Nigeria: poor teachers’ status, neglect of rural 
primary school teachers, disparity in living conditions of rural and urban 
cities, limited opportunities for professional development, language 
and ethnicities, gender, lack of incentives, road network, housing and 
the threat of HIV/AIDs. 
Based on the challenges above, the following are recommended. 

i. The government should improve the working conditions of 
primary school teachers in the rural areas.  There should be 
government supported mechanisms that will assist in 
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promoting retention of qualified and competent teachers in 
rural schools to improve the quality and working conditions of 
teachers in rural primary schools. 

ii. The government should provide financial incentives to primary 
school teachers in the rural areas and see to how they are 
being paid, how they are being promoted and design a 
structure that will determine an increase in their salaries 
overtime through a special salary structure for primary school 
teachers in the rural areas taking cognizance of their 
qualifications and experience. 

iii. There should be provision of non-financial incentives by the 
government, community leaders, philanthropists, non-
governmental organizations, etc.  This may be in form of 
housing to enable them live near the school and avail them of 
the cost of transporting themselves to school, especially the 
female ones.  The financial incentives can also be in form of 
transportation allowance to remote areas. 

iv. There should be career development opportunities for primary 
school teachers in the rural areas.  This can be in the form of 
scholarships for certified teachers seeking advanced training 
while working in rural primary schools.  Teachers in the rural 
primary schools in Nigeria should be singled out for on-the-job 
training, pertinent seminars and workshops and distance 
learning programmes for professional growth. 

v. Primary school teachers in the rural areas should be 
encouraged to join their professional association.  This will 
enable them to belong to a body that regulates and controls 
their profession and they can always ask for entitlements 
through the body. 
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