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Scattered for Safety
Boko Haram, Girls, and the Promise of Distance Learning

On February 19", 2018, Boko Haram kidnapped 110 girls from their school in Dapchi, Nigeria,
underscoring the weakness of strategies that secure students through a hardening of targets.
Instead, a policy that disperses girls using technology-enabled educational forums would make it
more difficult for Boko Haram to abduct large groups of women. Such distance learning programs
will also implement low-cost, sustainable education reform in Nigeria’s insecure zones. The
opportunity for this educational model to be accessible to students at any time and location will
effectively protect girls at risk in Nigeria as well as students in other conflict zones around the
world.

Introduction

This year marks over a decade since the emergence of Boko Haram as an Islamic fundamentalist
group intent on overthrowing the Nigerian government.! The insurgency’s stance against
democracy and Western-style education has translated into thousands of attacks on villages,
schools, and military posts.?

Boko Haram initially recruited women with promises of a better life. However, the 2014 abduction
of 276 school-aged girls in Chibok marked a shift in the insurgency’s tactics from recruitment to
kidnapping as a means of bolstering female ranks. Boko Haram’s leaders use these attacks to
cultivate fear among civilians and rely on kidnapped women as wives, suicide bombers, and
slaves.®> Boko Haram focuses primarily on rural community schools because of their remote
location and the weak presence of security forces.* The large number of students congregated in a
single location provides opportunities for militants to take significant numbers of women at once.

The rise in attacks on female Nigerians, combined with Boko Haram’s targeting of schools, poses
a serious threat to girls’ education in the Lake Chad Basin. The international community and the
Nigerian government recognize the threat; however, actions taken thus far are hindered by the
weak government and precarious military situation in the country.

Developing an alternative education program using low-cost data cards will ensure that Nigerian
girls can safely learn. Rather than gathering in a specific location at a particular time, students can
study from home using cell phones or tablets. Technology-enabled education will not only protect
girls from attack, but also increase educational resources to students living in rural areas.



Boko Haram’s Bid for Control of the Northeast

If we overlook women’s position in the roots and operations of Boko Haram, we miss an
opportunity to understand the international dynamics of the insurgency and to cultivate
more effective counterinsurgency strategies.

— Hilary Matfess, 2017°

In 2015, Nigerian President Muhammadu Bubhari reinvigorated efforts to eradicate Boko Haram.
Soldiers from Nigeria, Chad, Cameroon and Niger pushed the insurgency out of much of the
territory it controlled in the northeast, including the caliphate’s capital of Gwoza.’ In December of
2015, the Buhari administration declared the insurgent group “technically defeated.”’

With the assumption that Boko Haram had been essentially eliminated, Western awareness of the
insurgency has diminished.® However, the Nigerian military’s hold on Gwoza remains tenuous
and Boko Haram retains a strong foothold in the surrounding Mandara Mountains and in frontier
zones along Nigeria’s borders.” Although the insurgents have lost significant territory, they
maintain an effective operational capacity and attacks across the northeast persist.'°

Attacks on Education: Preventing Girls from Attending School

Attacks on government-run schools allow Boko Haram to demonstrate its opposition to Western-
style, non-Islamic education and the Nigerian government.'! As such, the insurgency has regularly
targeted schools throughout the Lake Chad Basin—burning buildings, killing teachers, and
abducting students in an effort to eliminate Western teaching and erode government
infrastructure.!? Since 2009, over 1,800 schools have been damaged or closed as a result of the
conflict and approximately 670,000 children have been kept out of the classroom.!3

The 2014 Chibok abductions remain the most potent example of Boko Haram’s impact on
Nigeria’s fragile education system.!* While important in garnering international attention for the
plight of the Nigerian people, the focus on the Chibok girls has overshadowed Boko Haram’s wider
patterns of female abuse.!> Between the start of 2014 and the spring of 2015 the group kidnapped
over 2,000 women, including hundreds of school-aged girls.!® The Chibok girls constitute only 14
percent of abducted females in a 15-month period.

Women kidnapped from schools or villages face two alternatives.!” They can convert to Islam and
become the wife of a male combatant. If they refuse conversion, they are subject to abuse, forced

labor, or use in suicide bombings. Women who refuse to comply with militants face the threat of
death.!®

Factors Contributing to Boko Haram’s Attacks
Boko Haram’s targeting of villages and schools stems from the politicization of religion in Nigeria,

corruption in the security sector, social norms and inflationary bride prices, and the increased use
of female suicide bombers.



Politicized religiosity. The beginning of Nigeria’s Fourth Republic in 1999 heightened
longstanding religious tensions between Christians and Muslims and within factions of
Islam.! With the emergence of democracy, civilians and religious leaders in the Muslim-
majority North began advocating for a broadening of Sharia law. At the same time,
politicians seeking civil support played into these demands and promised religious
legislation in exchange for electoral backing. In ensuing years, civilians claimed that
administrations, at both the federal and state level, failed to fulfill the promises made while
campaigning. The failure of elected officials to meet the demands of multiple religious and
ethnic factions increased disillusionment with the government that Boko Haram used to
garner support in its early years. Militants continue to identify the government as
Westernized and corrupt because the administration has not enacted the fundamentalist
policies desired by the group.

Corruption of the Nigerian state. Mistrust of the Nigerian security sector is widespread.?’
Research suggests that fewer than one in three Nigerians trust the police.?! The military is
well-known for committing abuses against civilians, whether by burning villages or
mistreating those living in internally displaced persons (IDP) camps and detention
centers.?? The government frames its own efforts to eradicate Boko Haram, as well as the
military’s counter-insurgency campaign, as heroic.?* Yet it has not fully acknowledged the
extensive civilian abuse that has occurred on its watch, namely in government-run camps
for those displaced by the conflict. From 2009 to 2015, over 7,000 people died in these
camps, 1,200 were executed by security forces, and 20,000 were arrested under fraudulent
charges.?* Numerous reports indicate that among citizens in the northeast, the majority fear
the military more than Boko Haram.?’

Government financial corruption further impedes effective management of the crisis.
Systems of patronage dictate relationships among politicians and between government
officials and civilian populations.?® Because Nigerians identify foremost with their family,
religion, and ethnic group, political activity is shaped by the expectation that elected
officials will steer benefits back to their respective group. Civilians vote for candidates
within their religious or ethnic faction and expect jobs, wealth, and infrastructure in return.
These patronage-based demands from the population pressure politicians to abuse their
positions, leading to significant government corruption.

The confluence of inflationary bride prices and social norms. Men face pressure to find a
wife in the Lake Chad Basin as only married males are considered socially significant.
Inflationary bride prices in Nigeria help fuel Boko Haram; growing numbers of young
Nigerian men join Boko Haram because of the insurgency’s promise of a bride.?’ As bride
prices rise, more Nigerian men will be unable to afford the expense of marriage. Boko
Haram will remain a compelling option for disaffected men, as the promise of gaining a
bride in exchange for service appeals to recruits seeking higher social status.?®

Increased use of female suicide bombers. In recent years, as the insurgency has focused
on rural areas, it has increasingly relied on women and children to carry out acts of
terrorism.2> Women and children often raise little suspicion in village environments,
allowing Boko Haram to pose a significant but inconspicuous threat.>* Evidence suggests
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that from 2014 to 2016, approximately 75 percent of all suicide bombers were female.’!
No other insurgency in history has relied on female bombers to carry out attacks to this
extent.*

Structural challenges posed by the Nigerian government, military, and culture will continue to
frustrate attempts to eradicate Boko Haram. Corruption of government elites and disappointment
in the failure of democracy to change the lives of ordinary Nigerians are key factors in the
widespread mistrust of the federal system.>® The expense of marriage, as well as the role of female
terrorism in Boko Haram’s operations continues to motivate abductions.

Humanitarian Implications of Boko Haram’s Attacks

Beyond the challenge to law and order, Boko Haram’s operations in the Lake Chad Basin pose
two humanitarian problems for the region—the reintegration of abducted women into society and
widespread civilian displacement.

o  Unsuccessful reintegration of abducted girls. Young women abducted by Boko Haram
who escape or are rescued face intense discrimination upon their return to normal society.>*
Families and community members often refuse to accept women previously associated
with Boko Haram because there is widespread belief that these girls have been
indoctrinated with fundamentalist ideology and will negatively affect their communities.*
In many instances, the struggles women formerly affiliated with Boko Haram faced after
rescue led them to return to the insurgency.3®

The Chibok girls provide one example of the challenges of female reintegration. Many of
the rescued girls are currently attending a private Nigerian university with extreme security
restrictions. These women are not allowed to leave campus, live with any children they
may have, or see their families.’” The government touts the return of the girls and their
entry into the university as a success, yet has not addressed the problems associated with
their isolation from the outside world.

o Widespread displacement. The humanitarian situation in the Lake Chad Basin is one of
the worst in the world. Data from 2017 reveals that “more than 2.8 million people have
been displaced, and more than 4.4 million people face severe food insecurity and are at risk
of starvation and malnutrition as a result of the insurgency.”*® The United Nations (UN)
estimates that over 14 million people in the Lake Chad Basin have been impacted by the
conflict.® Effective humanitarian intervention is impossible throughout most of the
northeast.*® Schoolchildren are particularly affected by the dire humanitarian situation as
opportunities for education are limited in host communities and displaced persons camps.



Existing Approaches to Protect At-Risk Students

A number of UN offices, think tanks, and international NGOs have proposed various methods for
combating Boko Haram and protecting students. To date, the implementation of these proposals
has had limited success in preventing attacks on schools. Programs to secure education in Nigeria
fall into two categories: actions that can be taken solely by the Nigerian government, and actions
that involve international organizations.

Current and Proposed Policies for the Nigerian Government

A multitude of non-state actors have proposed ways for the Nigerian government to address Boko
Haram’s attacks on schools, including increasing security forces in schools, adjusting traditional
approaches to education, reinforcing the Safe Schools Initiative, and modifying the government’s
communication efforts with both civilians and insurgents. However, these efforts are expensive
and time consuming and are frustrated by Nigeria’s weak government and insecure military
situation.

o Increase security presence in schools. The most common proposal to protect students from
Boko Haram’s raids is to increase the presence of security forces in northeastern schools.*!
However, increased military presence since 2015 has done little to halt attacks.*? Although
Boko Haram no longer dominates densely populated urban areas as in previous years, it

remains a threat to rural communities near the Mandara Mountains and along Nigeria’s
borders.*

The 2018 Dapchi abductions of 110 girls highlights the inability of military and police
forces to prevent attacks on schools. One month prior to the raid, the Nigerian government
withdrew troops from the town, leaving it unguarded. On the day of the abduction, local
security forces failed to take preventive action after receiving warning calls hours before
the attack.**

Proposals to reinforce school security depend on increases in the number of troops
deployed to the northeast. However, Nigeria’s military and police forces are simply not
large enough to adequately protect schools in this region.** Additionally, statistics of
current troop distribution highlight that 40 percent of security forces guard politicians and
officials.*® This statistic suggests that the government is unwilling to relocate its security
forces to address the crisis fully. Such recommendations also ignore the widespread
mistrust of the military across the country and the violent abuses committed by military
forces against Nigerian women and children in villages and displacement camps.*’

o Adjust traditional approaches to education. The Nigerian Federal Ministry of Education
controls schooling throughout the country, leaving states and local regions with limited
autonomy to make educational policy decisions.*® Altering the current government
structure to decentralize the education system is not probable, as such an undertaking
would be expensive and time-consuming.



A related recommendation is to encourage the proliferation of private religious schools.
This suggestion requires shifting cultural norms across the northeast and a significant
amount of money from private stakeholders committed to building schools. The majority
of children in religious private schools across Nigeria come from wealthy households.*
Encouraging communities to send their children to private schools is unrealistic if families
in these areas do not have the money for education.>

Reinforce the Safe Schools Initiative. Following the Chibok abductions, the Nigerian
government, in partnership with the UN, the Global Business Coalition for Education, and
various international donors, established the Safe Schools Initiative (SSI). The initiative
outlines a variety of policies aimed at protecting students from insurgent attacks, the
majority of which are security-oriented.’! Effective implementation of the SSI faces
significant obstacles, considering the limited strength of the Nigerian government and the
cost of the program.

SSI has made some progress in their student transfer program, which relocates students in
high-risk zones to safer locations. While the program has successfully moved over 2,000
students, over 5,000 primary and secondary schools in the northeast remain unprotected.>?
The vast amount of money dedicated to this program combined with limited results raises
concerns over how funds are being spent.>

Improve diplomacy and community relations. International NGOs and think tanks argue
that the Nigerian government must negotiate with Boko Haram for the release of captured
women in the aftermath of abductions.** The Chibok abductions are cited as evidence for
this recommendation as negotiations led to the return of many girls in October 2016 and
May 2017.% Nigerian officials highlight their return as proof of successful diplomacy,
reinforcing the heroic narrative surrounding government and military responses to the
insurgency. However, the true cost of “rescuing” the girls is often overlooked: the
government released five captured insurgents and provided two million euros in exchange
for 82 girls.>® The cost of recovering the hostages illustrates the strength of Boko Haram
to extract concessions from the Nigerian government. Future negotiations would only
highlight the weakness of the government and would incentivize further attacks against
women.

A related recommendation is the need for better communication between the Nigerian
government and the public. Nigerians often view the government’s handling of the Boko
Haram crisis, particularly the Chibok abductions, as evidence of political complicity.’’ In
the immediate aftermath of Chibok, the Nigerian government denied the attack and
displayed indifference to the plight of the girls and their families.® Although the
administration eventually admitted the abduction had occurred, deception and
mismanagement continued to characterize the governmental response in the following
months and years.>® Poor information management after Chibok led various external
groups to stress the importance of investigating all attacks, publishing the findings, and
working to ensure all missing persons are brought home. International organizations
advocated similar actions following the Dapchi abduction, underscoring that the
government response to kidnappings did not change significantly in the intervening years.®



However, this strategy deals with the aftermath of attacks rather than working to protect
students in the future. Increasing communication between the government and insurgents
and improving community relations ignores the underlying problem: abductions of girls
attending school.

All four of these proposals face significant obstacles. Widespread civilian distrust of the
government and Boko Haram’s continued presence give the government little authority in this
region. Many Nigerians believe that Boko Haram continues to have ties to the upper echelons of
the government, reinforcing a lack of faith in political actors to eradicate the insurgency.!
Moreover, Nigeria’s precarious financial situation emphasizes the need for inexpensive responses
to the crisis.®” The limited success of the Safe School Initiative has already raised concerns over
how the government spends international aid, and the Dapchi abductions illustrate its inability to
protect Nigerian girls.

Current and Proposed Policies That Involve International Organizations

Efforts that could be undertaken by or in partnership with international organizations include:
increasing collaboration between key stakeholders, effectively implementing policies outlined in
the Safe Schools Declaration, and reinforcing the Prevention of Violent Extremism Through
Education guidelines. Mistrust of the Nigerian security sector and a lack of accountability
measures hinder these efforts.

o Increase collaboration between key stakeholders. Better coordination between the UN,
the Nigerian government and military, international NGOs and civil society organizations
could better protect citizens, compared to current efforts undertaken solely by the Nigerian
government. The Global Coalition to Prevent Education from Attack, an inter-agency
coalition, calls on international organizations and civil society groups to support efforts by
the Nigerian government to promote safe and peaceful educational environments.%® Urging
the UN to better incorporate civil society into counterterrorism efforts is a related
recommendation.®*

Abuses by the Nigerian security sector are the main factor impeding successful cooperation
between Nigeria and international organizations. Military forces regularly prevent aid
organizations from delivering relief to displaced peoples and attack humanitarian personnel
in IDP camps.5 Interviews with anonymous UN and NGO staff working in the northeast
point to the military’s illegal and inappropriate abuses of power, including the seizure of
food and goods intended for refugees.®® Although Nigeria has created government agencies
to specifically manage IDP camps, in reality, the security sector plays the principal role.
The Nigerian government and military’s previous pattern of behavior and systematic abuse
of power prevent policies that rely on collaboration with the international community from
being realized.

o Implement the Safe Schools Declaration. In 2015, the Oslo Conference on Safe Schools
created the Safe Schools Declaration, a voluntary commitment that outlines methods of
protecting education during armed conflict.” Between 2013 and 2017, attacks on



educational settings occurred in 28 countries, illustrating the importance of finding
solutions that can be applied to various locations at risk.®® Nigeria, along with 81 other
countries, have endorsed the Declaration in the past three years. The signatories pledge to
collaborate with one another to implement its policies.®> While the guidelines for
preventing attacks on education are impressive, there is no system of accountability to
ensure these policies are realized. Thus far, the signing of the Declaration has been a largely
symbolic gesture—recent attacks on schools illustrate that progress has been limited.

e Reinforce Prevention of Violent Extremism Through Education (PVE-E). Since 2015, the
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has
advocated the Prevention of Violent Extremism Through Education, a policy which trains
teachers and policy makers to encourage peace and create resilience to extremism.”® In
2017, UNESCO began working actively in the Sahel to strengthen commitment to non-
violence at the student level.”! In response to calls to develop national action plans, the
Nigerian government launched its own PVE program using UNESCO’s template in
November 2017.72 However, tangible results from this effort have not yet surfaced.

The Nigerian military’s pattern of behavior in handling the conflict prevents better coordination
between the Nigerian security sector and the international community. The dire humanitarian
situation in IDP camps demonstrates the struggle between the government and humanitarian aid
workers. Additionally, voluntary commitments like the Safe Schools Declaration and PVE-E are
difficult to realize fully without accountability measures, particularly in Nigeria where corruption
already pervades the political system.

The Nigerian government will remain the primary counterinsurgency force in the fight against
Boko Haram for the foreseeable future. An extensive history of corruption, bad governance, and
abuses by the security sector in Nigeria highlight the significant obstacles facing current initiatives
and proposals. The Dapchi abduction in February 2018 illustrates that any procedures implemented
after Chibok have been unable to protect girls seeking an education in the northeast.

Educating Nigerian Girls Through Distance Learning

Implementing a policy of dispersal in which girls do not gather in a central location for school will
increase the difficulty of kidnapping girls. Insurgents will be less motivated to attack schools and
girls will be able to seek an education without the persistent threat of abduction. This policy is
based on distance learning programs in which students and teachers are separated. In northeastern
Nigeria, distance learning through technology should be implemented as the principal form of
schooling for girls in secondary settings. Students can access educational materials on SD cards
inserted into basic phones or tablets. Such technology-based forums will allow students to learn
effectively wherever they are and at any time.



Examples of Distance Education

Existing alternative education initiatives, like the Open University, War Child Holland, the
Commonwealth of Learning, and Jesuit Worldwide Learning, provide templates for improving
educational access for students in rural Nigeria. These programs highlight the success of distance
learning in areas where access to education is limited.

Open University. Open University runs a global network of distance learning programs,
including projects for women in Malawi, Sierra Leone, and India. For example, in
partnership with the Forum for African Women Educationalists (FAWE), Open
University’s programs in Malawi and Sierra Leone allow participants to finish their
secondary education at home so that they can train to become primary school teachers.”
In India, Open University is pursuing a similar program to train teachers using low-cost
data cards preloaded with educational materials that can be inserted into inexpensive cell
phones and tablets.”* Data cards allow students to access information even when access to
Wi-Fi is nonexistent.

War Child Holland’s “Can’t Wait to Learn.” Launched in 2015, this program to replace
traditional education is now operating in Sudan, Jordan, Lebanon, and Uganda, and has
reached over 100,000 students.”> Children are provided with tablets through which they
can play interactive learning games and watch videos. Local educators support the students
with technical problems and ensure that tablets are used properly.’® In some instances,
students without access to reliable electricity have been provided with solar panels to
charge their devices.

The Commonwealth of Learning (COL). COL offers open education and distance learning
resources to students in various countries including Botswana, India, Australia, Namibia,
and Papua New Guinea.”” COL’s emphasis on the flexibility of open schooling allows
countries to tailor educational programs to their specific needs. Through a partnership with
the National Open University of Nigeria, COL has provided hundreds of thousands of
tertiary students in Nigeria with the opportunity to simultaneously study online and work;
however, these opportunities are limited to students in Southern Nigeria.”® Students in the
northeast that are unable to complete secondary school due to violence do not have the
credits and exam scores needed to enroll in such higher-education programs.”

Jesuit Worldwide Learning (JWL). Jesuit Worldwide Learning partners with universities
and mission organizations to offer tertiary education to students from marginalized
groups.®® JWL uses a combination of on-site learning centers and virtual classrooms to
educate students. The program has reached more than 5,000 students since 2010, including
those in host communities in Kenya, Malawi, and Jordan.8!

These programs demonstrate that distance learning is a viable alternative to conventional education
approaches. Open University’s program in India shows that a technological solution using data
cards is effective and does not require internet accessibility. War Child Holland’s “Can’t Wait to
Learn” program establishes that distance learning is effective with younger students as a
replacement for full-time classroom learning and that such policies are possible in war-torn
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societies. COL’s work in Nigeria’s tertiary education system indicates that the country is open to
distance learning initiatives. Jesuit Worldwide Learning has successfully reached students living
in host communities through virtual learning; such programs have the potential to be instituted in
places with similar displacement situations.

Implementation of a Distance Learning Program in the Northeast

Establishing a successful distance learning initiative in northeastern Nigeria requires multiple
components. Foremost, a steering committee must be organized to oversee the program. Current
educational materials must then be transformed into digital format, devices must be acquired and
distributed, and students must be provided with the ability to charge their devices. Finally, support
networks must be created to ensure that girls are able to undertake individual learning properly in
informal settings.

o Organizing a steering committee. A steering committee comprised of teachers, donors,
and individuals from NGOs is the best method of creating a distance learning initiative in
the northeast. A Nigerian NGO with an established presence in the region could spearhead
the distance learning program. Potential organizations include local NGOs, such as: the
Assisting, Caring and Empowering Africans Foundation (ACE Charity), which is focused
on education of students at all levels in the northeastern states; the African Youth
Development Foundation, which directs attention to rural Nigerian youth; or the Neem
Foundation, which works to support, reintegrate, and educate young women impacted by
the insurgency. Intergovernmental organizations could also aid in policy implementation.
One such potential iINGO is Commonwealth of Learning: Nigeria, which focuses on the
education of Nigerian women at the tertiary level and combines e-learning and
conventional education approaches.??

Funding from an external aid organization could help expand distance learning to a wide
swath of girls in the northeast. Organizations like USAID, or the Gates Foundation have
supported educational initiatives in the past and may be interested in working with a
program to empower young women in Nigeria.

e Preventing government backlash. The government stands to benefit from this type of
technological solution as it is a cheaper alternative to providing military protection at
schools. However, the government may still view such an initiative as an indication of its
failure to protect Nigerian students. Therefore, political support for a distance learning
program is crucial for success. Selecting a local NGO already at work in the region ensures
that distance learning will be supported rather than looked upon with suspicion. Established
trust between the Nigerian government and an NGO is a crucial component of
implementing an alternative educational model.

o Transforming educational materials. This program would adapt Nigeria’s current
education curriculum rather than propose a new curriculum or role for the Nigerian
government. Participating actors would collaborate to convert the existing educational
curriculum into a digital format to be placed onto SD cards. Writing educational materials
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from scratch is an expensive and lengthy process. Instead, translating existing school
resources into a digital format to be placed on an SD card will not only reduce time and
cost, but will also further ensure government support.

Acquiring devices. Although phone penetration across the country is high, young women
may not have access to personal devices or may use flip phones that lack the appropriate
screen size to clearly view educational materials. In these cases, phones or tablets can be
distributed along with SD cards. Devices must have a screen large enough for girls to view
materials and a long-lasting battery. Internet connectivity is not necessary for this type of
program. International cell phone companies may be willing to support this program and
provide a set of basic devices for girls pursuing distance learning.

Ensuring access to electricity. An internationally funded solar energy project is the best
option for providing students the ability to charge phones or tablets. While a durable device
that holds a charge is an important aspect of technology-based educational programs, the
ability to charge devices is equally crucial. Sixty percent of Nigerians lack reliable access
to electricity. This figure is even higher in rural areas.®* The country relies primarily on gas
for power; however, lack of nationwide energy infrastructure and conflicts in the south
continually disrupt critical gas pipelines.®* The most prominent attacks in 2016 reduced
Nigerian oil production to the lowest levels in 25 years. Although the Nigerian government
is working to expand access to electricity, it is a time consuming and expensive
undertaking.®® Due to these energy constraints, a solar-based charging system would be
ideal for students in the northeast.

One potential partner is Power Africa, a program run by USAID. In recent years, Power
Africa partnered with the U.S. Overseas Private Investment Corporation (OPIC) to fund
Nova-Lumos (Lumos), an organization that provides off-grid solar energy in parts of rural
Nigeria. The technology provided by Lumos includes a home solar panel that is roughly
the size of a small suitcase. It is linked to an indoor energy storage unit and can be used to
power lights, fans, cellphone chargers and other small appliances.®®

Establishing support networks. Contact between students and educators is a necessary
component of a successful distance learning program. Even a skilled learner would likely
experience difficulty if forced to study alone without any external support. In the case of
northeastern Nigeria, teachers could visit individual students in their village weekly or
speak with students over the phone. Through this type of network, current teachers would
be able to remain in their positions and assist students. Encouragement, guidance, and the
ability to ask questions are crucial aspects of all forms of education.

In addition to personal visits from teachers, past programs illustrate that audiovisual
components of distance learning could also be beneficial.®” Access to visual or audio clips
on a daily or weekly basis that brief students on the upcoming lessons would guide girls.
Videos would be simple and short and thus not take up excessive space on SD cards.
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Effective collaboration among various actors to implement all necessary aspects of a distance
learning program would provide girls in northeastern Nigeria with a safe and sustainable method
of education.

Broadening the Scope: Additional Applications of Distance Learning

The situation in Nigeria is not entirely unique. Attacks on women and schools are not a new
phenomenon for insurgencies in Africa.®® The emergence of fragile conflict zones often means that
secure access to schooling cannot be maintained.®® Aside from terrorism, education remains
hindered by socio-economic factors, both within Nigeria and in other regions across the world.

Providing Access to Schooling in Conflict Zones

Distance learning programs would provide access to education for displaced children living in IDP
camps and host communities across Nigeria. Schooling in these locations is minimal, if existent at
all.”” When free educational opportunities are available, families often cannot afford to lose the
income their children bring to the household.’! If children could access education digitally within
these settlements at a time which suits the needs of their families, they could gain skills otherwise
inaccessible. Other countries experiencing large-scale humanitarian crises and those impacted by
terrorism are also prime candidates for distance learning programs. Because such programs are
broad and flexible, they can be modified for implementation in areas where education is under
attack.

Challenging Socio-Economic Impediments to Education

Widespread poverty in northeastern Nigeria is an additional factor preventing children from
attending school. Many families depend on the income children bring in when working on a daily
basis. Distance learning would allow children from poor households to continue working or
complete necessary tasks at home while also pursuing an education. Such a policy can be
implemented in regions across the world where similar socio-economic factors prevent students
from seeking schooling opportunities.

Conclusion

Between 2009 and 2017 Boko Haram carried out 91 attacks on schools in northeastern Nigeria,
resulting in 679 fatalities, 212 injuries, and countless abductions.®? The insurgency remains a lethal
threat in the Lake Chad Basin. Although the government has repeatedly claimed to have made
gains in eradicating the terrorist group, militants continue to attack villages and schools. The
overall situation in northeastern Nigeria remains fragile and is unlikely to improve significantly in
the short term.”® As long as this group continues to disrupt northeastern Nigeria, girls in the region
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are at risk. The Nigerian government’s widespread abuses and civilian distrust of the military
makes it difficult to enact security-based responses.

A technological approach will allow Nigerian girls to access an education through cell phones or
tablets at any time and location. This initiative is a relatively inexpensive method of protecting
students without requiring government funding. The targeting of girls gathering in school buildings
is eliminated through distance learning, allowing thousands of Nigerian school-aged girls to safely
access an education.
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