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The National Open University of Nigeria (NOUN) is the only university in Nigeria that operates solely by 
the open and distance learning method. Open and distance learning has become an indispensable part 
of the educational system of many nations. It is a mode of learning where the instructor and the learner 
are physically separated for a very significant period of the study. This mode of learning allows the 
learner to study at a time and place of his/her choice. Open and distance learning has widened 
opportunities for women to access education either as a first or second chance. Consequently many 
women in Nigeria have enrolled into the open and distance learning programmes of National Open 
University of Nigeria to study for diploma, first degree or Masters’ degree. This study is interested in the 
exposition of the factors that influence the enrolment of women into higher education programmes of 
the National Open University of   Nigeria. The study is a descriptive survey design. Four research 
questions guided the study. The population comprised of all the women who are either enrolled or have 
completed a Bachelors or Masters degree in the National Open University of Nigeria.  Snowball and 
purposive sampling procedures were used to identify the women for the study, from the five (5) 
selected study centres of the university in the South-east geopolitical zone of the country. The sample 
was made up of four hundred (400) women who have enrolled and those who have gone through the 
university’s higher education programme. A self-designed and validated questionnaire was used for 
data collection. Interviews and focus group discussions were also be used for data collection. The 
reliability of the instrument was established using Cronbach Alpha formula. The reliability was 0.78. 
Descriptive statistics were used to analyze the data collected. The findings revealed that the need to 
acquire higher qualification for promotion in the workplace, peer  influence, flexibility of open and 
distance learning and the nature of the entry requirements of National Open University of Nigeria were 
the major personal, socio-economic and institutional factors influencing the enrolment of women. The 
study also revealed that the women were faced with two major challenges namely; combining their 
studies with family responsibilities, and lack of adequate computer skills. Suggestions were made on 
how to ameliorate the challenges, so as to encourage more women to embrace open and distance 
learning.  
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INTRODUCTION   
 
The Nigerian National Policy on Education (NPE 2004) 
emphasizes equal access to educational opportunities for 
all citizens of the country at the basic, secondary and 
tertiary levels both inside and outside the formal school 
system. It further states that maximum effort will be made 
to enable those who can benefit from higher education to 
be given access to it. However; female education has not 
made significant progress in Nigeria. If a choice has to be 

made between sending a boy or girl to school, the boy 
will usually be given preference. Early marriage, low 
status of women in the society, and intractable patriarchal 
society often result in lower priority for girls and women 
education.  

Gender inequality in education is extremely high. Girls 
are less likely to access schools, remain in schools or 
proceed  to  higher  education. Despite  the  various  
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conventions such as the Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discriminations Against Women (CEDAW) 
and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), 
girls still make up 56% of the 77million out of school 
children in Nigeria. Tradition, customs, socio-cultural 
values, ethics, religion and attitudes are some of the 
barriers that have combined to hinder girls and women 
from acquiring higher education in Nigeria (Okeke, 1995; 
Njoku, 2009). Gender disparity in higher education is 
exacerbated by the economic and social rationale for 
investing in education of sons rather than daughters. 
Daughters are perceived to be less valuable to the family 
since they will eventually be given out in marriage to 
other families. The plight of women in terms of education, 
especially higher education is compounded by this 
negative attitude of parents towards female education 
(Oniye, 2010). 

The World Conference on Higher Education (1998) re-
affirmed its commitment to make higher education 
accessible to all and to ensure women’s participation in 
higher education. Despite these policies gender 
differences still exist in enrolment at the universities in 
favour of males. Adeyemi and Akpotu (2004) and 
Nwajiuba (2011) in their various studies found that there 
is a wide gap between female and male enrolment in the 
universities with lower female enrolment in almost all 
programmes of the university. 

In a bid to provide wider access to higher education, 
the Federal Government in 2002 resuscitated the 
National Open University of Nigeria (NOUN) which was 
formally established in 1983 but suspended in 1984. The 
University has its headquarters in Abuja, and has over 
seventy-two (72) study centres spread across the 
country. Presently it is the only single mode institution in 
Nigeria that operates through the open and distance 
learning (ODL) method. Admission is offered online to 
prospective students. The basic requirement for 
admission into a Bachelor of Science or Arts programme 
is the West African School Certificate (WASC) or the 
Senior Secondary School Certificate (SSSC) result with 
at least   five credits obtained at one or two sittings.  
National Open University of Nigeria is the only university 
that admits students without requesting for the Unified 
Matriculation Tertiary Examination (UMTE) result, which 
is a pre-requisite for admission into all other universities 
and tertiary institutions in Nigeria. 

At the National Open University of Nigeria, education is 
made accessible to all through a flexible and affordable 
open and distance learning mode.  The university offers 
various programmes in Agriculture, Arts and Social 
Science, Education, Health Sciences, Law, Management 
Sciences, Science and Technology. The method of 
instruction in NOUN is by the distance learning mode 
within an open learning environment. 

Open learning is defined as “any form of learning in 
which the process enables individual learner to exercise 
choice over any one or  more  of a number of aspects of  

 
 
 
 
learning” (NOUN Profile, 2015). Distance education is an 
educational process in which a significant proportion of 
the teaching is conducted by someone removed in space 
and/or time from the learners. It is a form of instruction 
given without an instructor present at the same time and 
place as the student (Sheybani and Javidi 2004). 
Distance education frees the learner from the constraints 
of time and space. It enables the learner to pursue a 
degree from the comfort of her/his home. This form of 
education is very convenient for working class women 
and other professionals who wish to enrol for higher 
education for career prospects and promotion. The 
establishment of the National Open University of Nigeria 
has brought higher education to the door-steps of all 
Nigerians. Instructional delivery is mainly through the use 
of print and electronic media. Students are provided with 
their study materials as soon as they register for a 
programme. The study materials are also available online 
at the university’s website. Each course has a study 
material written specifically for the course and which 
students are expected to study prior to being examined. 
In addition to printed materials, audio tapes, and CD-
ROMs are also made available to the students. 
Teleconferencing and online facilitation are gradually 
being introduced to enhance learning. 

Many women have enrolled into various higher 
education programmes of the University.  Several studies 
have shown that majority of these women are married 
(Okunnaga and Akintayo, 2011; Nnaka, 2013). The 
National Open University of Nigeria has provided these 
women a second chance to continue their education 
which was interrupted either by early marriage, cultural or 
religious practices. Though open and distance learning 
has provided women the opportunity to complete or 
continue their studies, there are also many potential 
challenges that face female students in this type of 
learning environment. Burke (2001) in “Women Guilt and 
Home Computer” highlights the need for women in open 
and distance learning to have support from their families. 
She discusses women’s perception of the support that 
they receive and found that many women feel guilt when 
they try to allocate time away from their families in order 
to complete their schoolwork. Women also need support 
from their workplace during their studies in areas like 
tuition assistance and flexible office hours (Kramareae, 
2001).  
 
 
Statement of the problem  
 
Gender inequality exists in access to education, 
especially higher education. Women have been unable to 
attain their desired standards in education due to 
tradition, religious practices and marriage. Several 
studies and available evidence have shown that open 
and distance education is a tool for women 
empowerment. Consequently, a large number of women  



 
 
 
 
who desire to possess Bachelor/Masters degree 
certificate have enrolled into the higher education 
programmes of the National Open University of Nigeria. 
What are the factors that influenced their enrolment?  It 
will be interesting to find out why many women choose to 
enrol into open and distance learning at the National 
Open University of Nigeria. This study therefore focuses 
on the factors influencing   women’s enrolment into 
higher education programmes of the University. These 
factors are:-personal, socio-economic and institutional. 
Findings of the study will encourage more women to 
embrace higher education through open and distance 
learning. The findings will equally assist the National 
Open University of Nigeria to create women friendly 
learning environment which will attract more women to 
enrol and also enable those who are already on the 
programmes to complete their studies. 
 
 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY  
 
The study aims at identifying the factors that influence the 
enrolment of women into higher education   programmes 
of the National Open University of Nigeria.  
 
 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS  
 
The study was guided by the following research 
questions: 
 
1. What are the personal factors that influence the 
enrolment of women into higher education programmes 
of the National Open University of Nigeria? 
2. What are the socio-economic factors that influence the 
enrolment of women into higher education programmes 
of the National Open University of Nigeria? 
3. What are the institutional factors that influence the 
enrolment of women into higher education programmes 
of the National Open University of Nigeria? 
4. What are the major challenges experienced by the 
women enrolled into higher education   programmes of 
the National Open University of Nigeria? 
 
 
METHODOLOGY  
 
A descriptive survey design was employed for this study. 
The population was made up   of all the women who are 
enrolled in the National Open University of Nigeria for 
their Bachelors/Masters degree. Five study centres 
located in the south-east geopolitical zone of Nigeria 
were purposively selected for the study. Eighty (80) 
students were picked by snowball and purposive 
sampling procedures from each of the five study centres. 
Thus a total of four hundred (400) students were used for 
the study. 
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A questionnaire was designed for data collection. It was 
face and content validated by experts in distance 
education and social sciences. The internal consistency 
of the instrument was 0.78 using Cronbach Alpha 
formula. Interviews and focus group discussions were 
also used to gather information from the women. Three 
hundred and seventy-five (375) copies of the 
questionnaire were properly filled and returned. 
Descriptive statistics was used to analyse the data.  
 
 
FINDINGS  
 
Demographic information of the respondents shows that 
majority were over 45 years representing 56.7% while 
22.52% were aged 30-40 years. 

Marital status of the respondents also indicates that 
85% of the women were married. This may probably be 
their reason for choosing open and distance learning 
mode, to enable them juggle between family 
responsibilities and education. 
The employment status of the respondents indicates that 
78.5% were employed while 21.5% were unemployed. 

Table 1 indicates that 57.33% of the respondents were 
influenced by the quest to acquire higher qualification for 
purposes of promotion in their workplace, 26.13%   
needed to posses higher qualifications, while 16.53% 
were influenced by the need to enhance their 
employment opportunities. 

Table 2 indicates that peer influence with 47.2% was 
the major socio-economic factor that influenced women 
to enrol into the higher education programmes of National 
Open University of Nigeria, 27.2% were attracted by the 
affordable cost of the programmes, while 16.8% were 
influenced by the quest for gender parity. Only 8. 8%   
enrolled into the programmes because of the influence of 
their spouses. 

Table 3 shows that 45.06% of the respondents were 
influenced by the flexible nature of the open and distance 
learning, 26.40% by the nature of the entry requirements 
and 21.87% were influenced by the mode of instructional 
delivery.  

Analyses of the responses on the challenges that face 
the women enrolled in NOUN higher education 
programmes as shown in Table 4, reveal that combining 
studies and home management was a major challenge 
for 49.60% of the respondents, followed by lack of skills 
to manipulate the computer (32.0%). 10.40% had 
difficulties in attending face- to –face tutorials, while only 
8.0% indicated that they faced the challenge of non-
supportive spouses. 
 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
The need to obtain higher qualifications for promotion at 
the work place, and the desire for higher qualifications  
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Table 1. Personal factors influencing women’s enrolment. 
 

S/No Variables Frequency Percentage Ranking order 

1 Need to enhance employment opportunities 62 16.53 3
rd

 

2 Desire to acquire higher qualification 98 26.13 2
nd

 

3 
Need to acquire higher qualification for   
promotion  at the workplace 

215 57.33 1
st
 

 
 

Table 2. Socio-economic factors influencing women’s enrolment. 

 

S/No Variables  Frequency Percentage Ranking order 

1 

2 

3 

4 

Gender Parity 

Peer Influence 

Spouse Influence 

Low Cost 

63 

177 

33 

102 

16.8 

47.2 

8.8 

27.2 

3
rd

 

1st 

4th 

2nd 
 

Total = 375. 

 
 

Table 3. Institutional factors influencing women’s enrolment. 
 

S/No Variables   Frequency Percentage Ranking order 

1 

2 

3 

4 

Flexible mode  of  ODL 

 Nature of the Entry requirements 

Range of subjects or degree programmes offered 

 Mode  of instructional  delivery 

169 

99 

25 

82 

45.6 

26.40 

6.67 

21.87 

1st 

2nd 

4
th
 

3rd 
 

Total = 375. 

 
 
Table 4. Challenges faced by women in NOUN higher education programmes. 

 

S/No Variables Frequency Percentage Ranking order 

1 
2 
3 
4 

Difficulties in attending face-to-face tutorials  
Non- supportive spouses  
Combining study and home management  
Lack of skills  to manipulate the computer  

39 
30 

186 
120 

10.4 
8.0 
49.6 
32.0 

3
rd 

4
th
 

1
st
 

2
nd

 
 

Total = 375. 

 
 
were the major personal factors that influenced the 
women to enrol for higher education through open and 
distance learning in National Open University of Nigeria, 
while peer influence and affordability of cost were the 
major socio-economic factors that influenced their 
enrolment. This is probably because many of the women, 
who are employed, secured employment with their West 
African School Certificate (WASC) or the Senior 
Secondary School Certificate (SSSC) result. The study 
also revealed that majority of the women was married. 
This agrees with the result of a study by Okunuga and 
Akintayo (2011) on distance education and women 
empowerment. The amount of personal support and 
technical support that women receive is very important to 
their distance learning experience and their success 
(Burke, 2001). The institutional factors that influence 
women’s enrolment into National Open University of 
Nigeria are the flexible mode of the programmes and the 

nature of the entry requirements. Admission into the 
University requires only the possession of WASC/SSSC 
result with five credits at one or two sittings in the 
relevant subjects. Presently the National Open University 
of Nigeria is the only tertiary institution in Nigeria that 
admits students without the UMTE result .The University 
also allows students who are deficient in one or two 
courses to gain admission through the Access 
Programme, which offers opportunities to remedy any of 
the deficiencies, (NOUN, Profile 2015/2016).Women 
enrolled in NOUN higher education programmes face two 
major challenges of combining their studies with home 
management and the lack of adequate computer skills. 
Balancing study and family is a major hurdle for working 
class women and even for full time house wives, hence 
family responsibilities influence education and career 
choices of women. Lack of family support often takes the 
form  of  denying  child-care  assistance,  destruction  of  



 
 
 
 
study materials, escalation of bid for attention or refusing 
to set up space and time aside in the household for study 
(Kramarae 2001). All these behaviours constitute serious 
challenges for women in open and distance learning and 
thus make success difficult. In addition the difference 
between communicating online and communicating in the 
traditional classroom style can also be problematic for the 
women due to  lack of adequate computer skills. 
 
 
CONCLUSION/RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Open and distance learning has provided women a 
second chance to continue or complete their education 
which was disrupted by marriage. The major personal 
factors influencing women’s enrolment in National Open 
University of Nigeria is the need to acquire higher 
qualification for promotion in the work place and the 
desire to gain higher academic qualifications. The 
affordable cost of open and distance learning, not 
demanding for Unified Tertiary Matriculation Examination 
(UTME) result before gaining admission, and the flexible 
mode of NOUN programmes have greatly influenced 
women’s enrolment into higher education programmes of 
the University. Combining studies with home 
management and lack of adequate computer skills are 
the two major challenges faced by the women enrolled 
into NOUN higher education programmes. Increased 
support and encouragement from spouses and other 
family members will help the women to cope with the 
challenge of combining home management with their 
studies. NOUN should organize practical computer 
classes for women to enable them acquire the necessary 
computer skills which will assist them in their studies.  
 
 
REFERENCES   
 
Adeyemi, K.,  and  Akpotu, N. (2004). Gender analysis of 

students’ enrolment in Nigerian universities. Higher 
Education, 48: 361-378 

Burke, C. (2001). “Women, Guilt and Home Computers” 
CyberPsychology & Behaviours, 4, 604-615 

Federal Republic of Nigeria (2004) National Policy on 
Education, Lagos. NERDC,Press. 

 Kramarae , C. (2001). The third shift: women learning 
online. Washington, D.C: AAUW .Educational 
Foundation  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chibuogwu          045 
 
 
 
Nnaka, C. V. (2013). Socio-economic characteristics of 

women enrolled in higher education programmes at the 
National Open University of Nigeria. African Higher 
Education Review (AHER) 7, May, pp. 6-19. 

Njoku, Z.C. (2009). Strategies for meeting school-based 
challenges in gender and STM education. Science 
Teachers Association of Nigeria (STAN), Gender and 
STM Education Series. 3: 66-77. 

NOUN Profile, (2015/2016) Published by the Vice 
Chancellor’s Office. National Open University of 
Nigeria. 

Nwajiuba, C. (2011). Culture and sex imbalance in higher 
education in Nigeria: implications for development. 
Education Research, 2(3): 922- 930. 

Okeke, E. A. C. (1995). Women empowerment and rural 
development, in Eboh, E. C., Okoye, C. U., and Ayichi, 
D. (Eds.) Rural Development in Nigeria- Concepts, 
Processes and Prospects. Enugu, Auto-Century, pp. 
152-163. 

Okunuga, A. O., and Akintayo, M. O. (2011). Distance 
education and women empowerment: the women who 
dared at distance learning institute. J. College. 
Teaching. Learning., 8(7): 67-75. 

Oniye, A. O. (2010). Women education: problems and 
implications for family responsibility. Nig. J. Guid. 
Counselling., 9(1). Accessed at 
www.unilorin.edu.ng/unilorin/publication.com, 
December 20, 2015. 

Sheybani, E. and Javidi, G. (2004). Interactive media and 
distance learning.  A paper delivered at the ASEE/IEEE 
Frontiers in Education Conference, Savannah, G. A. 
http://fieengrng.pitt/fie2004paper/1539.pdf 

UNESCO (1998). World Conference on Higher Education 
in the Twenty-First Century: Vision and Action. 9

th
 

October. 
  
 
 
 

http://www.unilorin.edu.ng/unilorin/publication.com

