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ENGLISH ABSTRACT

This paper investigates the teaching of Arabic studies in Nigerian universities, focusing
on the challenges and factors contributing to the underrepresentation of female students
and educators. Arabic holds significant religious, cultural, and historical value in Nigeria;
however, female participation in the field remains limited. Through an in-depth
exploration of societal, cultural, and institutional barriers, this study identifies major
obstacles that discourage women from enrolling in and pursuing careers in Arabic
studies. Key barriers include restrictive gender norms, minimal female faculty
representation, and perceptions of limited career prospects, which collectively reinforce
gender disparities in the field. The study also reviews current initiatives that promote
gender equity in Arabic studies and proposes actionable strategies, such as curriculum
reform, community outreach, and mentorship programs, to enhance female enrollment
and retention. By addressing these socio-cultural and institutional challenges, the paper
seeks to encourage policies and reforms that foster inclusivity, support female
advancement, and improve the overall quality of Arabic education in Nigeria. The study
concludes with recommendations aimed at achieving gender equity and strengthening
the academic landscape of Arabic studies in Nigerian universities, thereby contributing
to a more balanced and inclusive academic field.

Keywords: Arabic Studies, Female Participation, Nigerian Universities, Gender Equity,
Curriculum Reform

INDONESIAN ABSTRACT

Penelitian ini bertujuan untuk mengungkap kajian-kajian bahasa Arab di universitas-
universitas Nigeria, dengan fokus pada tantangan dan faktor-faktor yang menyebabkan
rendahnya keterwakilan pelajar dan pendidik perempuan. Bahasa Arab memiliki nilai
keagamaan, budaya, dan sejarah yang signifikan di Nigeria;, namun, partisipasi
perempuan di bidang ini masih terbatas. Melalui eksplorasi mendalam terhadap
hambatan sosial, budaya, dan kelembagaan, penelitian ini mengidentifikasi hambatan
utama yang membuat perempuan enggan untuk mendaftar dan mengejar karir di bidang
studi bahasa Arab. Hambatan utamanya mencakup norma gender yang membatasi,
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minimnya keterwakilan dosen perempuan, dan persepsi terbatasnya prospek karir, yang
secara kolektif memperkuat kesenjangan gender di lapangan. Studi ini juga meninjau
inisiatif-inisiatif terkini yang mempromosikan kesetaraan gender dalam studi bahasa Arab
dan mengusulkan strategi yang dapat ditindaklanjuti, seperti reformasi kurikulum,
pembentukan komunitas, dan program bimbingan, untuk meningkatkan partisipasi dan
retensi perempuan. Dengan mengatasi tantangan sosio-kultural dan kelembagaan ini,
makalah ini berupaya mendorong kebijakan dan reformasi menuju inklusivitas,
mendukung kemajuan perempuan, dan meningkatkan kualitas pendidikan Bahasa Arab
secara keseluruhan di Nigeria. Studi ini diakhiri dengan rekomendasi yang bertujuan
untuk mencapai kesetaraan gender dan memperkuat lanskap akademik studi bahasa Arab
di universitas-universitas Nigeria, sehingga berkontribusi pada bidang akademik yang
lebih seimbang dan inklusif.

Kata Kunci: Kajian Bahasa Arab, Partisipasi Perempuan, Universitas Nigeria, Kesetaraan
Gender, Reformasi Kurikulum

Introduction

Arabic studies in Nigerian universities serve as a vital conduit for preserving and
advancing the country’s Islamic and cultural heritage, with its relevance rooted in
Nigeria’s long-standing historical and scholarly connections with the Arab world. This
connection dates to pre-colonial times when vibrant trade networks facilitated cultural
and educational exchange between North and West Africa (Balogun, 2011). However,
contemporary scholarship highlights a persistent gender disparity in the field of Arabic
studies, with significantly fewer women than men participating, an issue that raises
critical questions about inclusivity and gender equity within Nigerian higher education.
Studies by recent scholars such as Yahaya and Suleiman (2020) emphasize that female
underrepresentation in Arabic studies is impacted by socio-cultural and institutional
barriers, which limit access and engagement for women in this traditionally male-
dominated field.

Arabic was introduced to Nigeria alongside the spread of Islam in West Africa
around the 9th century CE. Historians and linguists, including Adamu and Hassan
(2018), have documented the influence of Muslim traders from North Africa and the
Middle East who were instrumental in bringing the Arabic language to the region. Over
time, Arabic became central to religious and educational practices within Nigerian
[slamic communities, with Islamic empires such as the Kanem-Bornu Empire and the
Sokoto Caliphate embracing it as a language of governance, scholarship, and religion

(Ebo, 2001). By the 16th century, Arabic literacy had become widespread in Islamic
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centers, with scholars using the language to produce jurisprudential, philosophical, and
literary texts. Recent findings by Alabi (2019) show that these early educational
foundations laid the groundwork for the continued relevance of Arabic in Nigeria’s
intellectual and cultural landscapes today.

Quranic schools historically played an essential role in disseminating Arabic
language education, fostering a strong cultural and religious identity among Nigerian
Muslim youth. Scholars such as Garage (1995) and Olajide and Ibrahim (2021) argue
that these Quranic institutions provided a stable foundation for Arabic literacy and
[slamic studies, enabling successive generations to access religious texts and cultural
knowledge. Today, Arabic studies are established in Nigerian universities and schools,
reflecting its enduring cultural importance and its role in religious education (Ahmed,
1987; Musa & Yusuf, 2022). However, as recent analyses by Uthman (2022)
demonstrate, there remain challenges related to modernizing Arabic curricula to
address contemporary student needs, improve engagement, and increase participation,
particularly among female students. Addressing these issues is critical for developing a
more inclusive and representative academic environment for Arabic studies in Nigeria.

Arabic education in Nigeria has a long and rich history that predates the colonial
era. It was introduced to the region through trans-Saharan trade and Islamic
scholarship, with Quranic schools representing the earliest forms of formal education
(Kani, 2010). These schools laid the foundation for the spread of Arabic and Islamic
knowledge across the region. During the colonial period, Arabic education was further
formalized and integrated into the Nigerian educational system, leading to the
establishment of Arabic and Islamic studies departments in various institutions of
higher learning.

Prominent among these institutions are the University of Ibadan, Bayero
University Kano, Ahmadu Bello University in Zaria, Usmanu Danfodiyo University in
Sokoto, University of Ilorin, and Kwara State University. All of these are in the northern
part of Nigeria and have become leading centers in the field of Arabic studies (Adeyemi,
2006). These universities have played a pivotal role in advancing Arabic education,
particularly in the North, where Islamic scholarship has historically been more

prevalent.

157 | Tajudeen Yusuf: The Teaching of Arabic Studies in Nigerian Universities and the
Underrepresentation of Females in the Field



LISANIA: journal of Arabic Education and Literature, Vol 8, No 2, December 2024, 155-169

In addition to these, several other universities across the country have developed
robust Arabic studies programs. In the southwestern region, institutions such as the
University of Ibadan, Lagos State University (LASU), Kwara State University (KWASU),
University of Ilorin, Al-Hikmah University, Kamaldeen University, Osun State University,
and Ogun State University have also made significant contributions to the field. These
universities, particularly those in the South, have been instrumental in expanding the
reach of Arabic education beyond its traditional strongholds in the North, fostering a
more inclusive and geographically diverse academic environment.

Today, a significant number of higher institutions in Nigeria offer Arabic courses,
reflecting the continued importance of Arabic education in the country. Estimates
suggest that approximately 30 to 40 universities, colleges of education, and other higher
institutions provide Arabic programs across Nigeria. However, despite this widespread
availability, the number of teaching staff dedicated to Arabic studies remains relatively
low compared to other academic fields. This shortage of qualified personnel is a
recurring challenge that affects the quality of Arabic education in the country.

One of the most significant challenges facing Arabic education in Nigeria is the
pronounced gender disparity among teaching staff. The field is overwhelmingly
dominated by male lecturers, with female participation remaining minimal. This
imbalance reflects broader societal and cultural barriers that limit female participation
not only in Arabic studies but also across many academic disciplines in Nigeria.

Gender disparities in higher education are a widespread issue throughout the
country. According to Nwajiuba (2011), socio-cultural factors such as early marriage,
prescribed gender roles, and societal expectations significantly influence the educational
choices of females in Nigeria. In many cases, girls are discouraged from pursuing higher
education due to the belief that their primary role is within the home. These gendered
expectations are particularly pronounced in fields perceived as male-dominated, such as
Arabic studies, further exacerbating the underrepresentation of women.

Moreover, the lack of female role models in academia and the perception that
certain fields are unsuitable for women contribute to the low enrollment of females in
these disciplines. UNESCO (2012) highlights that this issue is especially acute in regions
where conservative cultural values dominate, limiting the educational opportunities

available to women.
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Addressing this gender imbalance is crucial for the development of a more inclusive and
equitable academic environment within Arabic studies and the broader higher education
system in Nigeria. Promoting female participation in these fields is essential for fostering
diversity and ensuring that all students, regardless of gender, can pursue their academic
interests.

Cultural and religious factors are significant barriers to female participation in
Arabic studies. In many Northern Nigerian communities, where Arabic is more
prominent due to the influence of Islam, traditional gender roles are deeply entrenched
(Umar, 2003). These roles often dictate that women should prioritize family
responsibilities over education, particularly in fields perceived as religious or male-
oriented.

The perception that Arabic studies are exclusively for men is reinforced by
religious interpretations that emphasize traditional gender roles. This perception is not
only a barrier to female enrollment but also affects the overall environment within
Arabic departments, making them less welcoming to female students (Shehu, 2009).

Additionally, concerns about the safety and appropriateness of academic
environments for women, especially in regions affected by insurgency and instability,
further limit their participation. The fear of gender-based violence and harassment in
university settings is a significant deterrent for many women, particularly in areas
where Boko Haram insurgents have targeted educational institutions (Suleiman, 2018).

Nigerian universities face several institutional challenges that affect female
enrollment in Arabic studies. These challenges include inadequate funding, lack of
female faculty members in Arabic departments, and insufficient gender-sensitive
policies. According to Amali and Bello (2012), the absence of female role models in
Arabic studies contributes to the perception that the field is not suitable for women,
further discouraging female students from pursuing it.

Furthermore, the curriculum and teaching methodologies in Arabic programs are
often not tailored to address the unique needs and interests of female students.
Traditional approaches to Arabic education, which focus heavily on religious texts and
classical Arabic, may not appeal to women who are interested in contemporary
applications of the language (Alkali, 2015). This lack of curriculum diversity can be a

significant barrier to female participation in Arabic studies.
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Methods

The study employs a mixed-methods research design, integrating both
quantitative and qualitative approaches to explore gender disparity in Arabic studies
across 20 Nigerian universities, including the Nigeria Arabic Language Village (NALV) in
Maiduguri. Quantitative data, comprising gender distribution among Arabic lecturers
gathered from university records and analyzed using descriptive and inferential
statistics. Qualitative data, obtained through semi-structured interviews with heads of
departments, lecturers, and administrators analyzed thematically to uncover socio-
cultural, institutional, and religious factors influencing female participation.

Purposive sampling was used to select the universities, while stratified sampling
ensured diverse perspectives among participants. Ethical considerations included
obtaining informed consent and maintaining confidentiality. Although the study offers
valuable insights, it acknowledges limitations, such as potential biases in self-reported
data and the cross-sectional design. Despite these, the methodology provides a
comprehensive framework for understanding and addressing gender disparity in Arabic

education in Nigeria.

Table 1: Gender Distribution by Each University

. . Total Male Female Female
(V)
University Lecturers Lecturers Lecturers Male % %

University of Ibadan 7 7 0 100.00%  0.00%
Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria 28 26 2 92.86% 7.14%
gglf:)ig“ Danfodiyo University, 20 20 0 100.00%  0.00%
Bayero University, Kano 34 31 3 91.18% 8.82%
ISJ;{(\;ersny of Maiduguri, Bornu 36 34 2 94.44% 5.56%
University of llorin 23 22 1 95.65% 4.35%
Kwara State University, Malete 10 10 0 100.00%  0.00%
Al-Hikmah University, Ilorin 10 10 0 100.00%  0.00%
;?i(;s State University, Lagos 12 11 1 91.67% 8.33%
Lagos State University of 9 9 0 100.00%  0.00%
Education, Lagos
Nasarawa State University, Keffi, 17 16 1 94.12% 5.88%
Nasarawa
Federal University Lafia, 12 12 0 100.00%  0.00%
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. . Total Male Female o Female
University Lecturers Lecturers Lecturers Male % %
Nasarawa State
Bauchi State University, Gadau 15 15 0 100.00%  0.00%
Federal University, Dutse 12 12 0 100.00%  0.00%
Federal University, Kashere 27 26 1 96.30% 3.70%
Kaduna State University, Kaduna 22 22 0 100.00%  0.00%
Ibrah_lm Babangida University, 9 9 0 100.00%  0.00%
Lapai
N1g_er1a Ar.ablc Language Village, cg 51 7 87.93%  12.07%
Maiduguri
Yobe State University, Damaturu 28 27 1 96.43% 3.57%
Total Male Female
Overall Gender Distribution: Lecturers: Lecturers: Lecturers: 94.63% 5.37%
391 370 21
Overall Gender Distribution of Lecturers
Female Lecturers
Male Lecturers
Figure 1: Overall Gender Distribution of Lecturers

Summary:

The data reveals a significant gender disparity in Arabic language education in Nigerian

universities, with male lecturers comprising 94.63% of the total lecturers, while female

lecturers make up only 5.37%. This imbalance underscores the underrepresentation of

females in the field.
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Socio-Cultural Factors

The study reveals that socio-cultural expectations play a significant role in
discouraging females from pursuing Arabic studies. Many participants cited societal
pressure to conform to traditional gender roles as a major deterrent. For instance, some
female students reported being discouraged from pursuing Arabic studies by family
members who believed that the field was not suitable for women. This finding is
consistent with the work of Nwajiuba (2011), who highlights the impact of societal
expectations on female education in Nigeria.

Additionally, the perception of Arabic studies as a male-dominated field was
found to be a significant barrier to female enrollment. This perception is reinforced by
the lack of female role models in the field, as well as by the gendered nature of the
curriculum, which focuses heavily on religious texts traditionally associated with male

scholars (Umar, 2003).

Institutional Barriers

The underrepresentation of female faculty in Arabic studies departments
contributes significantly to the low female participation in the field. The presence of
female faculty members is crucial not only as role models but also as mentors who can
understand and address the unique challenges female students face. Female students
often feel more comfortable discussing academic and personal issues with female
mentors, who can provide tailored guidance that aligns with their social and cultural
experiences (Amali & Bello, 2012). Research by Yusuf and Abdulmalik (2021)
underscores that mentorship from female faculty can foster a sense of belonging and
motivation among female students, as it shows them tangible examples of women
succeeding in Arabic studies. Establishing mentorship programs that connect female
students with female scholars, alumni, and professionals can be transformative, creating
a support network that encourages more women to pursue and complete their studies.

Another barrier is the traditional curriculum structure in Arabic studies, which
often centers heavily on religious texts and classical subjects. While these areas are
essential, they do not fully address the diverse career aspirations of modern students.
Studies show that female students are more likely to engage in academic fields that offer

a broader range of applications beyond religious or scholarly contexts (Olawale &
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Hassan, 2021). Participants in recent studies expressed interest in practical courses like
translation studies, business Arabic, and media applications, suggesting that a more
versatile curriculum could attract a more diverse student body. Alkali (2015) argues that
curriculum reform is essential to align Arabic studies with contemporary job markets,
ensuring students gain skills relevant to fields like international relations, journalism,
and commerce. Additionally, a more inclusive curriculum would challenge the
traditional notion that Arabic studies are solely intended for religious pursuits,

expanding the field’s appeal to both male and female students.

Perception of Arabic Studies

The perception that Arabic studies lead to limited career opportunities is another
factor deterring female participation. In Nigerian society, fields like medicine,
engineering, and law are often seen as more prestigious and lucrative, offering clearer
pathways to economic stability and social mobility (Balogun, 2011). This perception is
reinforced by a traditional association of Arabic studies with religious or clerical
professions, which are often male-dominated and viewed as offering fewer career
advancements and financial returns. According to Usman and Ibrahim (2023), many
students and parents prefer fields with direct ties to the formal economy, whereas
Arabic studies are often perceived as leading only to religious or educational roles
within Islamic institutions. This association can discourage female enrollment, as
families may prioritize fields perceived as more practical and financially rewarding for
their daughters.

However, this narrow perception of Arabic studies is increasingly outdated in
today’s globalized context, where knowledge of Arabic is valuable in various sectors,
including international business, diplomacy, and media. Studies show that proficiency in
Arabic can open doors to careers in multinational corporations, international NGOs, and
government organizations (Nwankwo & Musa, 2023). Universities and educational
stakeholders could work to redefine Arabic studies by highlighting diverse career paths
and potential employment opportunities. Additionally, career fairs, internships, and
partnerships with organizations in fields like translation, journalism, and cultural
diplomacy can help shift perceptions by showing students and parents the broader

applications of Arabic skills. By expanding the view of Arabic studies beyond religious
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professions, universities can appeal to a broader range of students, ultimately fostering a

more balanced and gender-inclusive academic environment in Arabic departments.

Policy Implications

The study's findings strongly advocate for the implementation of gender-
sensitive policies within Nigerian universities, particularly in the realm of Arabic studies,
to address the unique and often overlooked challenges faced by female students. These
challenges are deeply embedded in a societal context where traditional gender roles,
cultural expectations, and religious interpretations frequently dictate the educational
paths available to women. Without targeted interventions, these barriers continue to
perpetuate the underrepresentation of women in Arabic studies, limiting their access to
opportunities and contributing to broader gender disparities in education.

One of the most critical aspects of gender-sensitive policies is the creation of safe
and supportive learning environments. Female students, especially in regions affected
by instability and insurgency, face significant risks, including gender-based violence and
harassment, which can deter them from pursuing their studies (Suleiman, 2018).
Universities must prioritize the safety of female students by implementing stringent
anti-harassment policies, providing secure campus facilities, and ensuring that female
students have access to counseling and support services. These measures are essential
not only for protecting female students but also for creating an environment where they
can thrive academically.

In addition to safety, universities need to offer flexible study options that
accommodate the familial responsibilities often borne by female students. In many
Nigerian cultures, women are expected to manage household duties alongside their
academic pursuits, a dual burden that can severely limit their ability to engage fully with
their studies (Nwajiuba, 2011). Flexible study options, such as part-time programs,
online courses, and adjusted class schedules, can provide female students with the
necessary accommodations to balance their academic and personal responsibilities. By
recognizing and adapting to the realities of female students' lives, universities can help
mitigate the pressures that lead to high dropout rates and low participation in fields like

Arabic studies.
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Moreover, the establishment of mentorship programs is crucial for supporting
female students in navigating the academic landscape of Arabic studies. The presence of
female mentors can provide invaluable guidance, encouragement, and role modeling,
helping female students overcome the isolation and marginalization they may

experience in a male-dominated field (Amali & Bello, 2012).

Curriculum Reform

Curriculum reform in Arabic studies programs has become crucial, recent
research emphasizes the importance of integrating contemporary, career-oriented
courses alongside traditional Islamic and linguistic studies. By broadening the
curriculum to include subjects such as Arabic for business, diplomacy, and media,
universities can attract a wider range of students, including those who seek practical
applications of Arabic beyond religious contexts. In their analysis, Khalil and Musa
(2021) argue that such updates could enhance the relevance of Arabic studies,
particularly for female students who may see greater potential for professional
opportunities in diverse fields. These reforms align with global trends where language
studies increasingly emphasize practical skills and adaptability, equipping students with
tools that bridge cultural and professional gaps (Saleh, 2020).

Another critical aspect of curriculum reform involves shifting to interactive,
student-centered teaching methodologies that better engage all students and address
varied learning needs. Research by Ahmed and Bello (2022) underscores that many
Nigerian universities still rely on lecture-based approaches, which can be less effective
in engaging students actively, particularly in language and cultural studies. By
incorporating group activities, discussions, and technology-enhanced language learning,
universities can make Arabic classes more engaging and accessible for female students,
who often benefit from collaborative and inclusive learning environments (Nwankwo &
Ali, 2019). Furthermore, with more flexible, student-driven learning experiences, female
students may feel empowered to pursue Arabic studies, resulting in a more balanced

gender representation in the field.

Recommendations
Community Awareness and Engagement: Raising awareness within

communities about the value of female participation in Arabic studies is essential to
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dismantle gender biases and encourage more inclusivity. Recent studies indicate that
engaging community leaders, religious scholars, and educators in these initiatives can
significantly impact societal attitudes. According to Umar and Ibrahim (2021), programs
that emphasize the importance of women in Islamic scholarship not only challenge
traditional gender roles but also underscore the broader benefits of having female voices
in religious and cultural studies. Additionally, outreach efforts that showcase the
achievements of women in Arabic and Islamic scholarship—such as organizing public
lectures or media campaigns—can inspire families to support their daughters in
pursuing Arabic studies (Yusuf & Ahmed, 2020).

Curriculum Reform: To make Arabic studies more appealing to female students,
curricula should be updated to reflect modern, interdisciplinary applications of the
language, such as courses in Arabic for business, media, and international relations.
Recent research by Khalid and Salim (2022) highlights that female students show
increased interest in programs that link language studies with career opportunities in
various fields. Integrating contemporary, practical subjects with traditional coursework
can make the curriculum more relevant to today's job market, enhancing its appeal to a
broader student demographic. Moreover, scholars such as Olayiwola and Musa (2023)
argue that adopting interactive, student-centered teaching methods, including the use of
technology-enhanced learning tools, can improve engagement for all students,
particularly for female learners who benefit from participative and collaborative
educational environments.

Mentorship and Support Networks: Establishing strong mentorship programs
and support networks is vital for empowering female students in Arabic studies. Recent
findings by Bello and Amina (2021) show that mentorship programs not only help
students academically but also provide the emotional and professional support they
need to navigate gender-specific challenges in higher education. By pairing female
students with mentors—such as successful female graduates and faculty members—
universities can provide role models who help students envision successful career paths
in Arabic studies. Furthermore, funding initiatives such as scholarships and financial aid
specifically targeting female students can alleviate financial barriers and encourage

broader female participation (Hassan & Umar, 2022).
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Gender-Sensitive Policies: Implementing gender-sensitive policies within
Nigerian universities can create a more supportive environment for female students in
Arabic studies. Research by Okoro and Ali (2022) underscores the importance of policies
that address female students' unique needs, such as safe campus housing, flexible study
schedules, and access to childcare services for those with family responsibilities.
Additionally, Musa and Ibrahim (2023) suggest that universities should develop
counseling services tailored to support female students who face socio-cultural or
academic pressures, ensuring a holistic support system that enables them to thrive.
These measures can help establish more inclusive educational settings, fostering gender

equity in Arabic studies and higher education.

Conclusion

The underrepresentation of females in Arabic studies in Nigerian universities
highlights complex socio-cultural, religious, and institutional barriers that limit women's
access and participation in the field. Addressing this issue requires a multifaceted
approach involving targeted policies, community engagement, and structural reforms in
educational practices. By implementing gender-sensitive policies, universities can create
safer, more supportive environments that address the specific needs of female students,
encouraging their academic pursuits. Promoting female role models in Arabic and
Islamic studies is equally essential, as it can challenge societal stereotypes and inspire a
new generation of women to pursue careers in these fields.

Furthermore, reforming the curriculum to include contemporary and career-
oriented courses—such as Arabic for media, diplomacy, and business—alongside
traditional studies can make the field more relevant and appealing to female students.
This inclusivity will not only empower women but also foster a richer, more diverse
academic environment that enhances the quality of Arabic education across the country.
Increased female participation in Arabic studies also offers broader societal benefits,
promoting gender equity and facilitating the advancement of women in leadership roles
within academia, religious institutions, and beyond. By achieving a more balanced
representation, Nigerian universities can strengthen Arabic studies’ contribution to
cultural, academic, and religious knowledge, ultimately supporting the nation’s

development goals and fostering an inclusive academic environment that benefits all.
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