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Abstract 

Social justice and equity are central aims of schooling but remain elusive in many contexts of 

Nigerian education. This paper examines how educational management especially school and 

district leadership can promote social justice and reduce discrimination, favoritism, and 

marginalization in Nigerian schools. Drawing on international evidence about leadership for 

social justice and Nigerian studies of inequity, corruption and teacher favoritism, the paper (1) 

defines key concepts; (2) reviews empirical and policy literature; (3) analyses leadership 

practices that mitigate exclusionary behaviors and structural bias; (4) highlights Nigerian-

specific challenges and illustrative findings; and (5) offers practical, evidence-informed 

recommendations for school leaders, policy makers and supervisors. Throughout, the emphasis 

is on leadership actions (policy-setting, resource management, personnel practices, 

accountability, community engagement and professional development) that change structures, 

incentives and culture so that equity becomes a routine outcome rather than an occasional 

aspiration. 

https://journals.iempsglobal.org/
https://journals.iempsglobal.org/
mailto:tundeolowu5@gmail.com
mailto:iwuohageorge@gmail.com
mailto:sherifatakonk3@gmail.com


 INT’L JOURNAL OF HUMANITIES, ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND CONTEMPORARY STUDIES  
(IJHEDCS) Vol. 1 issue 2 ISSN: (ONLINE): 3115-5561 (PRINT): 3115-509X 

Web page: https://journals.iempsglobal.org  

 

 
INT’L JOURNAL OF HUMANITIES, ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND CONTEMPORARY STUDIES (IJHEDCS) 

Vol. 1 issue 2 || – ISSN: (ONLINE): 3115-5561 (PRINT): 3115-509X 
Web page: https://journals.iempsglobal.org 

 

395 

Keywords: Education, Social Justice, Equity, Educational Leadership, School Management, 

Nigeria, Discrimination, Favoritism, Marginalization, Nepotism, Discrimination, Resource 

Capture, Nigerian Schools. 

 

Introduction 

Education is widely recognized as a transformative force for both individual development and 

collective social progress. Beyond imparting knowledge and equipping learners with employable 

skills, education plays a central role in fostering social justice, equity, and democratic citizenship 

(UNESCO, 2020). In the Nigerian context, however, access to quality education remains highly 

uneven due to multiple structural and cultural factors. Persistent disparities are observed along 

regional lines (e.g., the North–South divide in enrolment and literacy rates), gender disparities 

(such as lower participation of girls in Northern Nigeria), and socioeconomic inequalities that 

prevent children from poor households from accessing quality schools. Additionally, learners 

with disabilities often encounter infrastructural, pedagogical, and attitudinal barriers that 

perpetuate exclusion, while ethnic and religious differences sometimes influence access to 

opportunities and allocation of resources (Uzoka & Igwe, 2015; UNESCO, 2020). Beyond these 

systemic barriers, everyday practices within schools themselves further reinforce inequity. These 

include teacher favoritism, whereby some students receive preferential treatment in grading or 

disciplinary matters; biased recruitment and posting of teachers based on nepotism rather than 

merit; and uneven enforcement of school rules, where some infractions are overlooked for certain 

students while others face harsh punishments. Such practices, though sometimes subtle, have 

long-term consequences as they undermine students’ sense of fairness, weaken trust in 

educational institutions, and perpetuate cycles of marginalization (Chatham House, 2021; 

Sulyman & Ayodele, 2024). Against this backdrop, educational management and leadership 

become critical levers for change. School principals, district supervisors, ministry officials, and 

even community-based educational managers play a determining role in shaping policies and 

practices within Nigerian schools. Their decisions directly affect who gets fair opportunities, how 

resources are allocated, and whether students experience inclusion or exclusion. As such, 

leadership is not simply administrative; it is inherently ethical and political. Educational leaders, 

by their vision and practice, can either reinforce existing inequalities or actively dismantle them. 

This paper therefore interrogates the following core question: Which leadership practices 

demonstrably reduce discrimination, favoritism, and marginalization and how can Nigerian 

educational managers implement them to create schools that embody social justice and equity? 

By exploring this question, the paper aims to highlight how practical management strategies, 

combined with values-driven leadership, can transform Nigerian schools into inclusive spaces 

that serve all learners fairly. 
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Conceptual Framing: Equity, Social Justice, and Exclusionary Practices 

Understanding the role of educational management in promoting fairness requires clarity on three 

interrelated concepts: equity, social justice, and exclusionary practices. Equity is often confused 

with equality, but the two are distinct. Equality entails providing the same resources, 

opportunities, or treatment to all learners. While this may sound fair in principle, it often fails in 

practice because learners do not begin from the same social, economic, or cultural starting points. 

Equity, by contrast, seeks to recognize these differences and ensure that processes and outcomes 

are fair by compensating for disadvantage and addressing structural barriers (UNESCO, 2020). 

For example, while equality might mean giving every student the same textbook, equity requires 

providing additional resources such as braille versions or remedial classes to ensure learners with 

visual impairments or those from disadvantaged backgrounds can also achieve meaningful 

learning outcomes. Social justice in education expands the notion of equity by embedding it in a 

broader framework of fairness, democracy, and transformation. Social justice involves more than 

redistributing material resources; it also requires the recognition of differences (such as gender, 

disability, and cultural identity), the transformation of discriminatory norms and practices, and 

the empowerment of learners to participate meaningfully in decision-making (Jean-Marie, 2008). 

In Nigerian schools, therefore, social justice means not only ensuring girls have access to 

classrooms but also challenging gender stereotypes in curricula, pedagogy, and leadership 

practices. In contrast, exclusionary practices are actions, policies, or institutional behaviors that 

systematically disadvantage certain groups. These practices may be explicit, such as outright 

discrimination on the basis of ethnicity, gender, or disability or implicit, manifesting as 

unconscious bias or differential treatment in classrooms. Teacher favoritism, for instance, is an 

implicit form of exclusion that skews students’ confidence, academic performance, and peer 

relationships (Sulyman & Ayodele, 2024). Similarly, nepotistic hiring or posting of teachers 

results in unqualified individuals gaining positions, thereby depriving students of quality teaching 

and reinforcing inequities (Chatham House, 2021). Moreover, the capture of educational 

resources such as diversion of grants, bribery in recruitment, or political interference in postings 

constitutes a structural form of exclusion. Reinikka and Svensson (2004), demonstrate how local 

capture of resources meant for public schools in Africa reduces the funds that actually reach 

classrooms, thereby disproportionately harming the most vulnerable learners. In Nigeria, such 

practices not only widen gaps in access and outcomes but also erode public trust in educational 

institutions. By clearly distinguishing equity, social justice, and exclusionary practices, we are 

better able to frame the discussion on how leadership practices can address these challenges. 

Effective educational leadership must not only redistribute resources fairly but also challenge 

discriminatory cultures and prevent capture or misuse of educational opportunities. 
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What the Evidence Says About Leadership and Equity 

Evidence across international and African research confirms that school leadership is one of the 

most powerful drivers of equitable student outcomes. Importantly, this influence does not emerge 

from a single “heroic leader” but rather from how leaders design systems, establish shared values, 

and influence day-to-day practices in schools (Leithwood & Riehl, 2005). Leaders affect almost 

every layer of the schooling process from the way resources are allocated to the type of culture 

promoted among teachers and students. When leadership is grounded in fairness and 

accountability, schools are more likely to provide equal learning opportunities and reduce patterns 

of exclusion. Scholars such as Jean-Marie (2008), and Shields (2010)’ emphasize the centrality 

of value-driven leadership, where principals and administrators adopt social justice as a deliberate 

mission rather than a by-product. This involves more than rhetoric; it requires systematic 

redistribution of resources toward disadvantaged groups, designing school cultures that welcome 

diversity, and holding staff accountable for equitable treatment. In practice, this could mean 

ensuring that children with disabilities receive support services, or that girls are retained in 

secondary education despite social pressures. Large-scale reviews, such as those conducted by 

the Wallace Foundation (2023), highlight practical leadership levers that foster equity. These 

include: 

• Setting coherent equity priorities so that equity is not seen as optional but as central to 

school improvement. 

• Strategically managing resources so that funding, materials, and staffing benefit 

marginalized learners. 

• Developing staff capacity through professional learning on inclusive pedagogy. 

• Engaging families and communities to build trust and accountability mechanisms. 

In low-resource contexts like Nigeria, leadership also requires confronting systemic corruption 

and favoritism. Reinikka and Svensson’s (2004), findings in Uganda show how transparency and 

community monitoring can significantly reduce the diversion of public resources. Similar 

dynamics apply in Nigeria, where inequity is often exacerbated by opaque decision-making and 

weak accountability systems. Research points to chronic challenges such as underfunding, 

unequal regional allocation of teachers, nepotism in admissions and recruitment, and outright 

corrupt practices that siphon school resources (Uzoka & Igwe, 2015; Chatham House, 2021; 

Sulyman & Ayodele, 2024). Leaders who make equity explicit can disrupt these patterns by 

building transparent practices and mobilizing community oversight. Thus, the evidence 

underscores a critical point: advancing social justice in Nigerian schools depends not only on 
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policies from above but also on leadership behaviors within schools that reduce discrimination, 

favoritism, and marginalization. 

 

Leadership Practices That Reduce Discrimination, Favoritism and Marginalization 

The following are evidence-based leadership practices that Nigerian school leaders can adopt. 

Each practice is framed with a rationale and clear steps for implementation (Obizue, Enomah  & 

Onyebu, 2025). 

1. Make Equity an Explicit School Mission and Operationalize It 

Rationale:  

When equity is clearly stated as a mission, it shapes how staff perceive their responsibilities and 

guides daily decision-making. Schools that explicitly prioritize equity demonstrate higher 

commitment to social justice goals, and leaders are better positioned to challenge discriminatory 

norms (Jean-Marie, 2008). 

Practical Steps: 

• Develop a written equity policy, endorsed by staff, parents, and the school board. 

• Set measurable targets, such as improved attendance among girls, reduced dropout rates 

for disadvantaged students, or increased participation of learners with disabilities. 

• Review disciplinary codes, admission criteria, and classroom practices to identify hidden 

biases. 

• Communicate equity values consistently through assemblies, PTA meetings, newsletters, 

and public signage. 

By institutionalizing these commitments, the school signals that equity is not symbolic but 

actionable. 

2. Use Data to Identify and Close Inequity Gaps 

Rationale: Data empowers leaders to recognize patterns of marginalization. Evidence shows that 

leaders who track and analyze student outcomes are better equipped to design targeted 

interventions (Wallace Foundation, 2023). Reinikka and Svensson (2004), further demonstrate 

that data transparency reduces opportunities for elite capture of resources. 
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Practical Steps: 

• Collect disaggregated school data on attendance, performance, and discipline by gender, 

socioeconomic background, disability, and location. 

• Conduct termly equity audits to detect gaps (e.g., disproportionate suspension of boys, or 

lower exam success rates for rural students). 

• Share aggregate findings with the community in accessible formats (e.g., charts at PTA 

meetings, bulletin boards). 

• Use data to guide interventions such as remedial classes, mentorship programs, counseling, 

or targeted scholarships. 

When data is routinely collected and publicly shared, it becomes difficult for favoritism and 

neglect to go unnoticed. 

3. Transparent and Equitable Allocation of Resources 

Rationale: 

The equitable distribution of resources; teachers, funding, instructional materials, and 

infrastructure is foundational to advancing fairness in education. Where allocation processes are 

opaque, informal networks of power, patronage, and corruption flourish, creating conditions 

where resources are diverted from schools and communities with the greatest need. Studies from 

sub-Saharan Africa demonstrate that when accountability structures are weak, leakage of funds 

and elite capture undermine service delivery (Reinikka & Svensson, 2004). This is particularly 

harmful in Nigeria, where rural and conflict-affected regions already face acute shortages of 

qualified teachers and adequate facilities. Opaque systems also erode community trust in 

institutions, creating disengagement among parents and stakeholders (Chatham House, 2021). 

Transparency, on the other hand, fosters legitimacy, prevents nepotistic practices, and ensures 

disadvantaged learners benefit proportionately from government and donor allocations. 

Practical Steps: 

• Publish Allocation Criteria: Clearly state and disseminate guidelines for teacher postings, 

classroom supplies, and infrastructural development. For example, allocation of additional 

teachers should be tied to pupil-teacher ratios and special-needs enrolment, not informal 

lobbying. 

• Participatory Budgeting: Engage parents, community associations, and civil society in 

open discussions about school budgets and resource deployment. Public display of 

expenditure breakdowns (e.g., on school noticeboards) can improve accountability. 
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• Transparent Auditing: Maintain up-to-date registers of both financial inflows (government 

grants, levies, donor support) and in-kind contributions (books, uniforms, feeding 

supplies). These records should be externally audited to discourage misappropriation. 

• Merit-Based Advancement: Ensure that promotions and postings are based on clear 

performance criteria and professional qualifications rather than patronage. This creates 

incentives for quality improvement while reducing opportunities for manipulation. 

4. Fair Personnel and Posting Practices; Curtailing Nepotism 

Rationale: 

Teacher recruitment, deployment, and promotion practices are among the most visible arenas 

where nepotism and bias undermine equity. When principals or education officers manipulate 

postings to favor relatives, co-ethnics, or political loyalists, the result is uneven distribution of 

qualified personnel across schools (Chatham House, 2021). High-need schools, especially in rural 

or insecure regions, are often left with underqualified teachers or chronic staff shortages. 

Nepotism further weakens professional morale: capable teachers become demotivated when they 

perceive that advancement depends on favor rather than merit (Sulyman & Ayodele, 2024). 

Ultimately, students particularly the most disadvantaged bear the brunt of inequitable personnel 

practices. 

Practical Steps: 

• Transparent Recruitment Panels: Ensure teacher recruitment and promotion decisions are 

handled by committees with diverse membership rather than single administrators. 

• Standardized Job Descriptions: Clearly outline qualifications and responsibilities for each 

role, leaving little room for subjective favoritism. 

• Rotation and Mobility: Rotating teachers across posts or leadership positions prevents the 

entrenchment of patronage networks within schools. 

• Monitoring by District Offices: Higher-level education authorities should systematically 

review recruitment and posting data to identify patterns of favoritism and correct 

imbalances. 

• Performance-Based Appraisal: Link promotions and recognition to observable teaching 

quality, classroom management, and professional ethics. 

5. Professional Development on Inclusive, Anti-Bias Pedagogy 

Rationale: 

Bias in the classroom often operates at an unconscious level, manifesting in subtle ways such as 
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unequal attention to students, stereotyping, and disproportionate discipline. Such practices 

perpetuate educational inequality by lowering the expectations and outcomes of marginalized 

groups. International research emphasizes that teacher attitudes significantly shape student 

motivation and achievement (Leithwood & Riehl, 2005). Equipping educators with tools to 

recognize and challenge their implicit biases is therefore essential for achieving inclusive 

classrooms. In Nigeria, where cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic diversity converge, this 

training is particularly urgent. 

Practical Steps: 

• Workshops and Training Sessions: Short, practice-oriented professional development 

programs can train teachers in inclusive pedagogy, differentiated instruction, and culturally 

responsive teaching. 

• Classroom Observation and Feedback: Supervisors or peers can observe lessons to identify 

exclusionary practices and provide constructive feedback. 

• Peer Coaching and Mentorship: Establish mentoring relationships where experienced 

teachers model equitable classroom management strategies. 

• Integration into Teacher Appraisal: Include equity competencies—such as evidence of 

differentiated support for disadvantaged learners—within teacher evaluation frameworks. 

6. Distributed Leadership and Participation of Marginalized Voices 

Rationale: 

Concentrated authority in the hands of a few administrators increases the risk of bias, favoritism, 

and discriminatory decision-making. Distributed leadership theory argues that effective 

leadership is shared across multiple actors within the school community; teachers, parents, 

students, and local stakeholders rather than residing solely in the principal’s office (Leithwood & 

Riehl, 2005). This model not only improves accountability but also fosters democratic legitimacy 

by ensuring that decisions reflect the perspectives of those most affected. Inclusion of 

marginalized groups such as girls, children with disabilities, or minority ethnic groups can help 

disrupt entrenched hierarchies and create a more just educational environment (Jean-Marie, 

2008). 

Practical Steps: 

• Student Councils: Establish representative student bodies that include voices from under-

represented groups. Such councils can provide feedback on disciplinary policies, teaching 

practices, and learning environments. 
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• Parent and Community Involvement: Engage mothers’ associations, parent-teacher 

associations, and local NGOs in decision-making to broaden accountability and ensure 

community priorities are reflected. 

• Equity Committees: Create school-level equity committees composed of teachers, parents, 

and student representatives tasked with reviewing complaints and monitoring 

implementation of inclusive policies. 

• Policy Feedback Loops: Ensure that inputs from these distributed leadership mechanisms 

are formally integrated into school development plans and reporting processes. 

7. Strong, Fair Accountability Systems; Internal and External 

Rationale: 

Accountability in education has often been narrowly measured by student performance in 

standardized tests, which tends to disadvantage already marginalized groups by ignoring the 

inequities in resourcing and access (Wallace Foundation, 2023). In Nigeria, this approach can 

inadvertently perpetuate exclusion by rewarding schools with better funding, elite students, or 

urban advantages, while punishing under-resourced rural schools. A more holistic accountability 

framework emphasizes not just outcomes but also processes of fairness, inclusivity, and equitable 

leadership practices. Such systems reduce opportunities for favoritism, nepotism, corruption, and 

discriminatory practices that undermine both teacher morale and student equity (Reinikka & 

Svensson, 2004). 

Practical Steps: 

• Grievance mechanisms for students and parents: Schools should institutionalize channels 

where stakeholders can confidentially or anonymously report experiences of unfairness, 

whether related to teacher favoritism, discriminatory discipline, or misuse of resources. A 

safe complaint system reduces the culture of silence and empowers marginalized voices. 

• Community monitoring: Drawing from successful African experiences, community 

participation through citizen report cards and public scoreboards can enhance transparency 

in how resources are distributed. For instance, publicly displaying information on teacher 

postings, school grants, or textbook allocations discourages elite capture and favoritism. 

• District and supervisory audits: Supervisory authorities should be mandated not only to 

audit finances but also to examine equity in processes such as student admissions, provision 

for children with disabilities, and fair distribution of teaching responsibilities. These audits 

should integrate qualitative indicators (fairness, inclusiveness) alongside quantitative 

targets. 
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• Capacity-building for leaders: Principals and administrators require training in equity-

sensitive leadership, where accountability is tied to ethical decision-making and not merely 

to numerical results. 

Such accountability systems reorient Nigerian schools toward social justice, ensuring that 

leadership is judged by how inclusive, transparent, and fair it is not just by examination scores. 

8. Community Information Campaigns and Social Accountability 

Rationale: 

Evidence from African contexts demonstrates that when communities are informed about their 

entitlements, they become powerful agents of accountability. Reinikka and Svensson (2004), for 

example, found that publicizing information on school grants in Uganda drastically reduced local 

elite capture and resource diversion. In Nigeria, where corruption, favoritism, and weak 

institutional oversight undermine equitable education delivery, community-driven accountability 

offers an alternative means of monitoring fairness and equity. Information dissemination 

empowers parents and students to demand their rights, thereby reducing discrimination and 

marginalization. 

Practical Steps: 

• Public dissemination in local languages: Schools should publish information on 

entitlements (e.g., capitation grants, free textbooks, meals, inclusive provisions) in widely 

spoken local languages so that all community members, regardless of literacy levels, can 

access this knowledge. 

• Public budget meetings: Holding regular town-hall-style budget meetings builds trust and 

demystifies school finances. Parents and civil society actors gain insight into how resources 

are allocated and can collectively monitor whether funds and resources are being used 

equitably. 

• Civil society and media engagement: Local NGOs, faith-based groups, and community 

radio can act as watchdogs, reporting irregularities and amplifying voices of disadvantaged 

families. Involving the media discourages opaque practices and creates broader social 

pressure against inequity. 

• Student participation in accountability: Senior students can be trained as “equity monitors” 

who observe classroom interactions, ensuring that favoritism, bullying, or discriminatory 

practices are flagged early. This strengthens internal accountability while nurturing civic 

skills. 
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By embedding schools within a wider network of community oversight, leadership practices shift 

from insular control to collective responsibility, thus strengthening the culture of fairness and 

inclusion in Nigerian education. 

 

Obstacles and Real-World Findings 

The Nigerian educational landscape presents a complex picture in the pursuit of social justice and 

equity within schools. Despite national policies that emphasize inclusivity and fairness, 

implementation remains riddled with systemic challenges and institutional weaknesses. Both 

structural and school-level barriers continue to undermine efforts to create equitable educational 

environments. One of the foremost obstacles is the persistent gap between policy formulation and 

practical implementation. While documents such as the National Policy on Education stress the 

importance of inclusive education and equal opportunities, studies reveal significant disparities 

in financing, uneven distribution of resources, and inadequate capacity for school leaders to 

transform these policies into practice (Uzoka & Igwe, 2015; UNESCO, 2020). Financial 

constraints exacerbate inequality by limiting access to adequate infrastructure, teaching materials, 

and special-needs provisions, particularly in rural areas. Consequently, students from 

disadvantaged backgrounds face additional barriers that widen the equity gap. Corruption and 

nepotism further compound these problems. Investigative reports and policy analyses in Nigeria 

have highlighted widespread practices such as nepotistic postings of teachers, resource diversion, 

and even “pass-mark” bribery, where parents or students pay to secure favorable outcomes 

(Chatham House, 2021). These practices not only erode trust in the school system but also distort 

fairness in access and performance outcomes. Instead of merit and transparency, favoritism often 

dictates who benefits from educational opportunities, thereby perpetuating cycles of inequality. 

At the school level, leadership practices play a significant role in either mitigating or exacerbating 

inequities. Empirical studies demonstrate that favoritism by teachers within classrooms has 

tangible effects on students’ social skill development, self-esteem, and perceptions of fairness 

(Sulyman & Ayodele, 2024). Teacher bias can manifest in how students are called upon, assessed, 

or even disciplined, subtly reinforcing marginalization. Similarly, principal favoritism has been 

shown to negatively influence teacher morale, organizational climate, and overall commitment to 

the institution (Sulyman & Ayodele, 2024). These findings underscore that equity is not solely a 

matter of national policy but is deeply embedded in the day-to-day practices of school leaders and 

educators. 

The Nigerian context, therefore, highlights the duality of the challenge: technical deficiencies on 

one hand and normative gaps on the other. Addressing inequity requires more than robust policies 

or improved financing; it demands a deliberate shift in leadership values and practices. Technical 
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interventions such as transparent procurement systems, reliable data collection, and merit-based 

recruitment are essential, but they must be complemented by leadership that builds trust, fosters 

community participation, and prioritizes fairness. As UNESCO (2020) emphasizes, the 

sustainability of inclusive education in Nigeria depends on aligning resources with values that 

place justice and equity at the core of school management. While Nigeria’s education system is 

not devoid of progressive frameworks, persistent implementation gaps, corruption, and leadership 

biases pose formidable barriers. To overcome these challenges, a holistic approach is needed, one 

that integrates structural reforms with school-level leadership practices. Only through this 

synergy can Nigerian schools move closer to realizing the ideals of social justice and equity in 

education. 

Implementation Challenges and Mitigation 

While the role of educational management in promoting social justice and equity in Nigerian 

schools is critical, the path to implementation is fraught with significant challenges. These 

challenges stem from institutional, political, financial, and socio-cultural realities that shape the 

school environment. Effective mitigation strategies therefore require a balance of technical 

measures, ethical leadership, and collaborative partnerships. 

Limited Capacity and Heavy Workloads for Principals  

In many Nigerian schools, principals and head teachers are burdened with excessive 

administrative and instructional responsibilities. Beyond academic leadership, they are expected 

to manage finances, staff welfare, community relations, and reporting requirements to multiple 

agencies. This overstretch often leaves little time or energy to prioritize equity-focused initiatives 

such as tracking patterns of marginalization, monitoring teacher behavior, or instituting inclusive 

practices. When leaders are overwhelmed, they may fall back on routine compliance rather than 

transformative leadership (Bush, 2020). 

Mitigation: Rather than adopting wholesale reforms that are unrealistic in overstretched contexts, 

a more effective strategy is to streamline actions into a short, high-impact menu of equity 

priorities. For instance, principals can focus on simple but powerful practices such as maintaining 

transparent notice boards for resource allocation, introducing annual equity reviews to track 

patterns of inclusion and exclusion, and using basic data collection tools to monitor access and 

participation. Furthermore, distributed leadership delegating equity-related roles to teacher 

leaders, student councils, and Parent-Teacher Associations (PTA) reduces the pressure on 

principals while building collective responsibility for fairness in schools (Harris & Spillane, 

2008). 

Political Interference and Entrenched Patronage Networks  

School leadership in Nigeria often operates within politicized environments. Appointments, staff 
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postings, and promotion decisions can be influenced by political patronage or ethnic affiliations, 

undermining meritocracy and fairness. Similarly, resource allocation at both local and state levels 

is sometimes shaped by personal or political interests rather than equity considerations. These 

networks perpetuate discrimination and favoritism, leaving disadvantaged schools and learners 

with fewer opportunities (Odukoya et al., 2021). 

Mitigation: Addressing political interference requires embedding schools within systems of 

external accountability and transparency. Community monitoring, local media reporting, and civil 

society engagement provide platforms that expose unfair practices and place pressure on 

authorities to act more equitably. Publishing detailed information about school resources such as 

grants, staffing allocations, and infrastructure budgets empowers parents and citizens to demand 

accountability. Strengthening district-level oversight and linking resource flows to public 

reporting also ensures that the politics of favoritism is countered by mechanisms of transparency 

(Reinikka & Svensson, 2004). 

Resource Scarcity  

A pervasive challenge in Nigerian education is chronic underfunding. Many schools lack 

adequate infrastructure, teaching materials, and welfare provisions, making it difficult to deliver 

equitable services. In such contexts, limited resources exacerbate competition and can fuel 

favoritism, as scarce benefits are distributed along personal, ethnic, or political lines (UNESCO, 

2020). 

Mitigation: Since resource scarcity cannot be solved overnight, school leaders must strategically 

target existing resources toward the most disadvantaged learners. Simple data systems can 

identify groups at risk such as girls, students with disabilities, or children from low-income 

families and prioritize them for scholarships, textbooks, or school feeding programs. Mobilizing 

local communities, alumni associations, and private partners for in-kind contributions also helps 

fill critical gaps. Importantly, leaders should frame these efforts around equity objectives, 

ensuring that additional support does not reinforce privilege but rather reduces exclusion. 

Cultural Norms that Tolerate Favoritism  

Favoritism and nepotism are not only systemic but are often normalized within Nigerian society. 

Teachers may give preferential treatment to students from their own ethnic group, religion, or 

socio-economic background, while principals may favor staff with personal connections. Such 

practices erode trust, lower morale, and undermine the school’s role as a site of fairness and justice 

(Sulyman & Ayodele, 2024). 

Mitigation: Transforming entrenched cultural norms requires long-term investment in 

professional development and value reorientation. School leaders and teachers should engage in 

continuous training that addresses implicit bias and equips them with inclusive leadership and 
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pedagogical practices. At the same time, visible administrative consequences for proven nepotism 

or favoritism signal a strong institutional stance against discrimination. Leaders can also win buy-

in by demonstrating the academic and social costs of favoritism such as reduced motivation, peer 

conflict, and weakened school cohesion thereby showing staff and communities that fairness is 

not only an ethical choice but also an educational necessity (Leithwood & Riehl, 2005). These 

challenges ranging from capacity and political interference to resource scarcity and cultural norms 

demonstrate that promoting equity in Nigerian schools is not a simple technical exercise but a 

deeply contextual and political process. Successful mitigation therefore requires a dual approach: 

pragmatic technical reforms (such as transparency tools, data systems, and resource targeting) 

and normative leadership strategies (such as bias training, community participation, and 

accountability for fairness). When combined, these measures create a school environment where 

equity is not merely a stated value but an operational reality. 

 

Practical Roadmap for Nigerian School Leaders 

Promoting social justice and equity in Nigerian schools requires school leaders to adopt 

deliberate, low-cost, and context-sensitive measures. The following six concrete steps provide a 

roadmap for principals and administrators to strengthen fairness, reduce favoritism, and address 

marginalization: 

Adopt an Equity Charter 

o Develop a short, collaborative document with teachers, parents, and student 

representatives. 

o Clearly outline priorities such as fairness, inclusion, and justice. 

o Publicly display and circulate the charter to serve as both a declaration of intent and 

a social contract that holds leaders accountable. 

Initiate a Basic Equity Dashboard 

o Collect and publish simple termly indicators (attendance, achievement, 

participation). 

o Disaggregate data by gender, disability, and socioeconomic background. 

o Use findings to identify patterns of marginalization (e.g., girls’ dropout rates, 

absenteeism of children with disabilities). 

o Implement timely interventions such as remedial classes or counseling. 
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Ensure Transparency in Resource and Personnel Decisions 

o Make all decisions on funding, teaching materials, and staff postings public. 

o Display allocations on school noticeboards, circulate reports in PTA meetings, and 

use newsletters where available. 

o Transparency builds trust and reduces the scope for favoritism or hidden allocation 

of resources. 

Implement an Impartial Grievance Process 

o Provide accessible channels (anonymous suggestion boxes, digital reporting tools, 

or hotlines). 

o Allow students, staff, and parents to raise complaints about unfair practices. 

o Establish a clear timeline for response and resolution to sustain trust and 

accountability. 

Conduct Inclusive Practice Workshops 

o Organize short, one-day workshops focusing on classroom inclusion and anti-bias 

teaching strategies. 

o Emphasize practical methods for supporting marginalized learners. 

o Follow up with peer coaching to ensure continuous professional development and 

reduce one-off training effects. 

Partner with Local Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) 

o Invite NGOs, religious bodies, and community groups to monitor equity initiatives. 

o Allow independent audits of school practices to increase transparency. 

o Publicize civil society findings to reinforce accountability and deter favoritism. 

Taken together, these steps are low-cost, realistic, and sustainable within existing routines. They 

shift equity from being an abstract principle into daily practices that protect vulnerable learners 

and build community trust in school leadership. 
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Recommendations for Policy Makers and District Officials 

While school-level actions are crucial, systemic reforms at the district and state levels are 

necessary to create an enabling environment. The following policy recommendations ensure that 

equity is embedded in broader governance structures: 

Mandate Transparent Posting and Recruitment Rules 

o Establish standardized, merit-based procedures for teacher postings, promotions, 

and transfers. 

o Publish postings centrally to reduce patronage and favoritism. 

o This ensures fair staff distribution across schools and regions. 

Integrate Equity Monitoring into Supervision 

o School inspectors should assess not only test scores but also indicators of fairness 

(e.g., inclusivity of classrooms, transparency of resource use). 

o Treat equity outcomes as equally important as academic achievement. 

o This ensures schools are accountable for justice, not just performance. 

Strengthen Financial Accountability with Conditional Grants 

o Governments should earmark funds for equity-related goals such as: 

▪ Expanding access for children with disabilities. 

▪ Supporting girls’ retention. 

▪ Reducing regional disparities. 

o Make grant disbursement records publicly available, drawing on global anti-capture 

lessons (Reinikka & Svensson, 2004). 

Invest in Leadership Development on Social Justice 

o Provide training programs for principals on inclusive leadership, bias management, 

and equity-focused decision-making. 

o Build school leaders’ capacity to align daily practices with fairness values (Jean-

Marie, 2008). 
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Strengthen Community Monitoring and Protect Whistleblowers 

o Institutionalize participation of parents, youth associations, and NGOs in school 

oversight. 

o Empower communities to track school resources and policies. 

o Protect whistleblowers from retaliation, ensuring safe reporting of malpractice or 

favoritism. 

In summary, school-based initiatives must be complemented by systemic policy reforms. When 

policymakers and district officials mandate transparency, support inclusive leadership, and 

strengthen accountability systems, Nigerian schools can transform into equitable spaces that 

reflect justice at both micro and macro levels. Without such alignment, individual efforts risk 

being isolated; but with it, the education system can collectively advance towards fairness and 

inclusion. 

 

Conclusion 

Promoting social justice and equity in Nigerian schools is not simply an abstract ideal but a 

concrete and achievable leadership responsibility. The capacity of school managers to transform 

institutions into more inclusive spaces depends on their ability to deploy proven levers of change 

such as establishing explicit equity goals, systematically using data to expose achievement gaps, 

maintaining transparency in resource allocation and personnel decisions, and cultivating 

pedagogical practices that embrace diversity and fairness. Equally critical is the adoption of 

distributed leadership, where principals deliberately share decision-making authority with teacher 

leaders, parent–teacher associations (PTAs), and community stakeholders. This not only reduces 

the burden on principals but also democratizes school governance, thereby limiting opportunities 

for discrimination, favoritism, and marginalization. The evidence from both international and 

Nigerian contexts provides strong support for these strategies. Leithwood and Riehl (2005), 

emphasize that effective leadership is fundamentally about setting directions and ensuring 

alignment of school structures with inclusive goals. Similarly, Jean-Marie (2008), argues that 

equity-focused leadership requires intentional strategies that dismantle systemic barriers and 

empower marginalized learners. In the Nigerian setting, studies have shown that when leaders 

deliberately prioritize fairness in distribution of resources, opportunities, and recognition, 

incidences of capture and nepotism decline, and the trust of parents and communities in the school 

system improves (Sulyman & Ayodele, 2024). Reinikka and Svensson’s (2004), research further 

demonstrates that transparency and community monitoring are effective antidotes to elite capture 

and resource diversion. These findings are echoed by broader governance insights (Chatham 
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House, 2021), which argue that institutions that embed accountability and openness are more 

resilient to corruption and inequality. For Nigerian school leaders, however, the challenge lies not 

only in adopting new policies but also in addressing deep-rooted cultural and systemic barriers. 

Policies that call for fairness and inclusion often remain on paper because they are not translated 

into everyday school routines. The task for leaders is therefore both practical and cultural: they 

must find ways to normalize equity practices such as publishing resource decisions on 

noticeboards, conducting routine equity reviews, and embedding inclusive pedagogy into 

classroom teaching. This requires courage to challenge entrenched patronage networks, 

commitment to professional development that addresses implicit bias, and persistence in fostering 

school environments where marginalized learners are protected, empowered, and uplifted. 

Ultimately, when educational leaders in Nigeria make equity a non-negotiable organizing 

principle, schools evolve into more than sites of academic instruction they become engines of 

social justice and social transformation. Such schools not only prepare students to succeed 

academically but also equip them with the moral foundation and civic responsibility to contribute 

to a more just and equitable society. In this way, educational management serves as a bridge 

between policy aspirations and the lived experiences of learners, ensuring that no child is left 

behind due to gender, disability, economic status, or social background. If Nigerian schools are 

to fulfill their promise as catalysts for national development, equity and justice must be embraced 

as central, enduring commitments of leadership practice. 
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