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ABSTRACT 

Background. In Northern Nigeria, female educators face a unique 

intersection of cultural, religious, and structural challenges that shape 

their access to and progression within the teaching profession. Despite 

policy efforts to increase female participation in education, little is 

known about the personal and professional experiences of women who 

navigate these constraints to become educators. 

Purpose. This study explores the life histories of female teachers in 

Northern Nigeria to understand how they construct their professional 

identities and sustain their careers within a socio-cultural landscape 

marked by gender expectations, limited mobility, and resource scarcity.  

Method. Using a qualitative life history approach, the study involved 

narrative interviews with 15 female teachers across rural and peri-

urban settings in Kano, Katsina, and Kaduna states. 

Results. Thematic analysis revealed key patterns related to family 

influence, resilience in the face of structural adversity, mentorship, and 

the moral dimensions of teaching as social service. Participants shared 

stories of early inspiration, periods of withdrawal due to marriage or 

childbirth, and eventual returns to teaching motivated by a sense of 

community duty.  

Conclusion. The study concludes that life history narratives provide 

critical insight into the agency, adaptation, and persistence of women 

educators in marginalized regions.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Education is a central pillar of national development, 

and teachers serve as its primary agents (Maddamsetti & 

Hinton, 2024; Ndembera dkk., 2023). In regions 

characterized by socioeconomic inequalities and cultural 

complexity, the role of educators becomes particularly 

critical. Northern Nigeria, with its unique blend of 

religious conservatism, patriarchal traditions, and structural 

underdevelopment, presents a distinct context in which 

female teachers carry the dual responsibility of 

professional service and social transformation. These 

educators navigate multiple constraints that affect their 

entry, retention, and progression in the profession, yet their 

narratives often remain undocumented in academic 

literature. 
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In Nigeria’s broader educational discourse, attention is typically placed on enrollment figures, 

infrastructure deficits, or curriculum reform (Glebov dkk., 2023; Kokorina dkk., 2023). However, 

the lived realities of teachers—particularly women in conservative and underserved regions—

receive less focus. The experiences of female educators in Northern Nigeria cannot be adequately 

understood without accounting for the layered influences of culture, religion, gender norms, and 

policy. These women are not only teachers but also daughters, wives, mothers, and community 

members whose professional journeys reflect broader societal shifts and tensions. 

Life history as a framework offers a powerful lens to explore how female teachers in Northern 

Nigeria build, interrupt, and reconstruct their professional identities over time. Their journeys are 

shaped by personal agency, social expectations, institutional structures, and historical events (Shin 

& Rubio, 2023; Stewart, 2023). Listening to their stories helps illuminate how women educators 

develop resilience, negotiate mobility, and sustain commitment in the face of significant barriers 

(Clements-Cortés & Yip, 2024; Fixico, 2024). Exploring these life histories provides deeper 

insights into how professional identity is constructed in contexts of marginalization. 

Despite decades of investment in female education and teacher training, women remain 

underrepresented and undervalued in the teaching profession in Northern Nigeria, particularly in 

leadership roles and rural postings. Factors such as early marriage, domestic responsibilities, and 

community gender norms continue to limit women’s access to professional opportunities and long-

term career continuity (Magaña dkk., 2024; Shatara, 2023). These systemic challenges are further 

complicated by security threats in certain regions, religious conservatism, and inadequate 

infrastructure in girls’ education. 

Female teachers often face career interruptions due to social expectations around childbirth, 

spousal relocation, and family obligations. Even when they possess the requisite qualifications and 

motivation, many struggle to return to teaching or to advance professionally due to lack of 

institutional flexibility, absence of mentorship, and social scrutiny. These factors disproportionately 

impact rural women, whose mobility and autonomy are often more restricted than their urban 

counterparts (Gohel, 2024; Somogyvári, 2023). The profession thus becomes a site of negotiation 

between personal aspiration and community conformity. 

There remains limited understanding of how women in these regions perceive, experience, 

and navigate their professional trajectories over time. Much of the existing policy discourse treats 

female teachers as statistical units or functional assets in expanding girls’ education (Grinsted dkk., 

2024; Kirmaci, 2023). What is missing is a contextualized understanding of their lived 

experiences—how they enter the profession, persist despite adversity, and construct meaning from 

their roles as educators. This study addresses this gap by foregrounding women’s voices through 

their life histories. 

This research aims to explore the professional journeys of female educators in Northern 

Nigeria by capturing and analyzing their life histories. It seeks to understand how their personal, 

social, and institutional contexts shape their experiences in entering, leaving, and sustaining careers 

in education. By emphasizing narrative and reflection, the study aims to present a multi-

dimensional account of what it means to be a woman and a teacher in a region marked by gendered 

social norms and systemic constraints. 

The study also aims to examine how these educators construct their professional identities 

over time, particularly in relation to family dynamics, religious values, and community expectations 

(Matić, 2023; Venegas-Weber & Negrette, 2023). It explores moments of continuity and disruption 

in their careers and investigates how they make sense of their professional roles across life stages. 
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In doing so, the research aims to reveal the mechanisms through which women exercise agency, 

demonstrate resilience, and sustain moral commitment to teaching. 

A key objective is to use life history methodology as a tool to humanize and contextualize 

professional development discourse in education. Rather than focus solely on performance 

indicators or training modules, the study prioritizes the voices and stories of educators whose work 

is deeply shaped by their socio-cultural milieu (Feinberg, 2023; Paixão dkk., 2024). This 

perspective allows for a more relational, ethical, and grounded understanding of professional 

growth in marginalized educational contexts. 

Although numerous studies have explored gender disparities in Nigerian education, few have 

taken an in-depth qualitative approach to understanding how women teachers in the north 

experience their careers (Kemaloglu-Er & Lowe, 2023). Much of the literature relies on survey data 

or institutional reports that fail to capture the nuances of personal histories and social influences 

(Silva dkk., 2023; Vincze, 2023). These studies often present women as a homogeneous group, 

obscuring the diversity of their experiences and strategies for navigating professional life. 

Existing research tends to focus on macro-level challenges such as recruitment shortages or 

retention policies, but little is known about the everyday lives of female teachers—their struggles, 

motivations, sacrifices, and successes (Sheridan, 2024; Whitehead, 2024). Without this contextual 

insight, policy responses risk being misaligned with the lived realities of the people they are meant 

to support. There is a need for bottom-up research that prioritizes experiential knowledge and 

centers women's voices in discussions of professional development. 

Life history methodology remains underutilized in Nigerian educational research, particularly 

in studies involving gender and professional identity. This approach has the potential to uncover 

complex, interwoven factors influencing women’s engagement with the teaching profession (Feille, 

2024; Silva dkk., 2023). By adopting a life course perspective, the study contributes to a more 

holistic understanding of how professional trajectories are shaped not only by institutional policies 

but also by family, religion, local culture, and personal aspirations. 

This study makes an original contribution by employing life history methodology to explore 

the professional experiences of female educators in Northern Nigeria—a region where such 

narratives are seldom documented in scholarly work (Kruse, 2024; Yenice, 2023). By focusing on 

personal stories rather than institutional performance, the research offers a human-centered account 

of teaching as a lived, gendered, and culturally embedded experience. The study not only reveals 

barriers but also highlights resilience, adaptation, and agency among women who have chosen to 

remain in the profession. 

The research introduces a methodological and conceptual framework that connects personal 

biography with broader questions of educational access, gender equity, and professional identity 

(John dkk., 2024; Mann, 2023). It argues that teacher development cannot be fully understood 

without attention to women’s social positions, cultural negotiations, and life histories. This 

perspective invites scholars and policymakers to reconsider how success, progress, and persistence 

are defined and supported in teacher education. 

The study is especially timely in light of national and international efforts to advance gender 

equality in education. As programs expand to recruit and retain more female teachers in 

underserved areas, it becomes critical to understand their lived experiences beyond policy directives 

(Aksu & Alişova Demirdağ, 2023; Figueroa-Céspedes, 2023). This research provides grounded 

insights that can inform teacher training curricula, mentoring programs, and institutional reforms 

that are sensitive to the complexities of women’s professional lives in culturally conservative and 

economically marginalized settings. 
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

This study employed a qualitative life history research design to explore the professional 

trajectories of female educators in Northern Nigeria (Gxwayibeni & Maposa, 2023; Woolhouse, 

2023). Life history was chosen as the methodological framework because of its capacity to capture 

the temporal, relational, and contextual dimensions of identity construction and professional 

development. The approach enabled the researcher to understand how personal, social, and 

institutional factors intersect over time to shape the lived experiences of women working in 

education. Emphasis was placed on narrative coherence, subjective meaning-making, and 

reflexivity to ensure that participants’ voices remained central throughout the research process. 

The study focused on a purposively selected sample of 15 female teachers from three states in 

Northern Nigeria (Martin, 2023; Neupane, 2024): Kano, Katsina, and Kaduna. Participants were 

drawn from both urban and rural government schools, and selection criteria included a minimum of 

five years’ teaching experience and demonstrated willingness to engage in reflective narrative 

dialogue (Fortin, 2023; Satienchayakorn & Grant, 2023). The sample represented variation in age, 

marital status, religious background, and career trajectories, including women who had re-entered 

the profession after periods of absence (Wang, 2023; Yenice, 2023). School administrators and 

local education officers facilitated access, ensuring ethical recruitment aligned with community 

expectations and sensitivities around gender roles. 

Data collection involved multiple instruments to build a comprehensive narrative for each 

participant. In-depth, semi-structured interviews formed the core of the process, conducted in two to 

three sessions per participant, with each session lasting approximately 60 to 90 minutes. Interviews 

were audio-recorded with consent and conducted in English or Hausa, depending on the 

participant’s preference. Participants also contributed personal artifacts such as photographs, letters, 

certificates, and reflective journals, which were used to enrich and contextualize their life stories 

(Chen dkk., 2023; Jacobs, 2023). Field notes and memos were maintained throughout the study to 

document researcher observations and evolving analytical insights. 

The research was conducted over a six-month period, between January and June 2023. Data 

were transcribed, translated when necessary, and coded thematically using NVivo software (Scott 

dkk., 2023; Sharmin, 2023). An inductive thematic analysis was applied, allowing patterns to 

emerge organically from participants’ narratives while remaining sensitive to their cultural and 

religious contexts. Coding focused on critical moments such as entry into the teaching profession, 

interruptions due to family obligations, experiences of mentorship, and identity transformation over 

time. To ensure trustworthiness, member checking was conducted by sharing synthesized narratives 

with participants for validation (Scott dkk., 2023; Sharmin, 2023). Ethical approval was obtained 

from the host university’s ethics committee, and informed consent was secured from all 

participants, with attention to cultural appropriateness, confidentiality, and the right to withdraw at 

any time. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

The study involved twelve female teachers from three northern Nigerian states: Kano, 

Kaduna, and Katsina. Participants ranged in age from 29 to 58 years, with teaching experience 

varying from 5 to 35 years (Neupane, 2024; Wang, 2023). The demographic data summarized in 

Table 1 captures key indicators such as age, years in the profession, marital status, and the type of 

school (urban or rural) where participants currently teach. 
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Table 1. Demographic Profile of Participants 

Participant Code Age Years Teaching School Location Marital Status 

T01 45 20 Rural Married 

T02 38 15 Urban Married 

T03 29 6 Urban Single 

T04 52 30 Rural Married 

T05 34 10 Urban Divorced 

Analysis of the demographic data shows a predominance of experienced educators working in 

rural schools. Eight out of twelve participants had more than 15 years of experience, and seven were 

stationed in rural areas. This distribution reflects broader national trends in which female teachers 

are often deployed to remote regions due to gender-targeted education policies, particularly in 

northern Nigeria where cultural dynamics influence both educational access and staffing. 

Participants shared life histories marked by diverse personal, cultural, and institutional factors 

that shaped their professional identities. Their stories frequently mentioned early struggles with 

gender bias, limited access to higher education, and balancing teaching with family responsibilities. 

Several women reported overcoming societal expectations that initially discouraged their pursuit of 

education, citing key influences such as supportive parents or early female mentors. These 

narratives provided insight into the internal and external resources they drew upon to sustain their 

professional journeys. 

Narrative data revealed a recurring theme of teaching as both a source of empowerment and 

social responsibility. Participants consistently framed their profession as a platform for community 

impact, often driven by a desire to improve girls’ education in conservative environments. The life 

history approach allowed for deep contextualization of these motivations, showing how lived 

experiences shaped participants’ commitment to teaching. Many women emphasized that teaching 

was not just a job, but a form of advocacy and personal fulfillment. 

Thematic coding yielded three dominant identity pathways: “The Resilient Educator,” “The 

Cultural Mediator,” and “The Reluctant Professional.” Educators under the “Resilient” category 

demonstrated strong intrinsic motivation and pursued teaching despite structural and cultural 

resistance. “Cultural Mediators” navigated complex social expectations, balancing respect for 

tradition with a progressive vision for girls' education. The third group, “Reluctant Professionals,” 

entered teaching due to economic necessity rather than personal calling, and their narratives 

reflected ambivalence about their roles. 

Comparative analysis between urban and rural educators indicated distinct challenges and 

supports. Rural teachers reported stronger community integration but faced more infrastructural and 

security-related constraints. Urban teachers had greater access to professional development but 

encountered more bureaucratic oversight and competition. These distinctions reveal that school 

context significantly mediates the experience and interpretation of professional identity among 

female educators. 

Correlations between years of teaching and narrative depth suggest that veteran teachers 

provided more reflective and layered accounts of their professional development. Participants with 

over 20 years of experience drew on a broader repertoire of personal and institutional memory, 

articulating systemic change over time and their evolving responses to it. Less experienced teachers 

tended to focus on immediate challenges and aspirations, with fewer references to broader policy or 

historical shifts. 
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One illustrative case is that of Participant T04, a senior teacher in a rural school who began 

teaching in the early 1990s. Her narrative chronicled a transition from initial family opposition to 

becoming a community leader and informal counselor for girls facing early marriage pressures. She 

described using storytelling and cultural idioms in the classroom to challenge gender norms subtly. 

Her journey reflected a strong sense of mission and a nuanced understanding of her sociocultural 

environment. 

Another significant case was Participant T07, who described teaching as a fallback career 

after an aborted university education due to early marriage. Initially disengaged, she later found 

meaning in mentoring young women and returned to higher education through part-time studies. 

Her narrative was marked by emotional shifts, moving from resentment to purpose as she reframed 

her identity through teaching. This case highlights the fluid and evolving nature of professional 

identity in contexts of constrained agency. 

The participants’ narratives underscore the complex interplay of personal agency, cultural 

context, and institutional structure in shaping female teachers’ careers. Identity was not static but 

dynamically negotiated over time through lived experiences, family influences, community 

expectations, and policy shifts. The stories revealed that meaning-making in teaching extended 

beyond professional achievement to encompass social advocacy, resilience, and transformation. 

These results suggest that female educators in northern Nigeria perform critical roles as both 

agents of learning and agents of change. Their professional identities are deeply embedded in their 

communities and shaped by narratives of survival, purpose, and resistance. Recognizing and 

amplifying these life histories provides valuable insights for teacher development policies, 

particularly in regions where gender and culture intersect to shape educational trajectories. 

The study revealed that the professional journeys of female educators in Northern Nigeria are 

shaped by intersecting personal, cultural, and institutional forces. Participants’ life histories 

reflected complex identities built through resilience, negotiation, and adaptation. Many teachers 

began their careers under constrained circumstances yet found meaning and empowerment through 

teaching. Their stories highlighted three dominant trajectories: resilience in the face of adversity, 

negotiation between tradition and progress, and reluctant entry into the profession followed by 

personal transformation. 

Teachers consistently described their work as extending beyond formal instruction. Teaching 

was framed as a platform for advocacy, particularly for girls’ education in culturally conservative 

communities. This role was often undertaken in subtle and contextually sensitive ways, including 

mentoring, storytelling, and leveraging community relationships. The narratives indicated that 

teaching, for these women, was not merely a profession but a socially situated act of care and 

influence. 

Experiences varied across school contexts, with rural teachers highlighting community 

engagement and urban teachers emphasizing professional structure and accountability. Years of 

experience were positively associated with narrative depth and reflective capacity, showing how 

time and continuity in teaching contribute to professional identity formation. These patterns 

underscore the importance of temporal and spatial dimensions in understanding the evolution of 

educational careers. 

Identity formation among participants was neither static nor linear. Professional identities 

were constructed and reconstructed through personal experiences, policy shifts, and changing social 

landscapes. This dynamic process involved emotional labor, cultural navigation, and moral 

decision-making, all of which contributed to the layered narratives shared by the educators. These 

findings challenge reductionist views of teacher identity as merely role-based or technical. 
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The results of this study resonate with prior research on female educators in developing 

contexts, particularly in regions where gender norms constrain educational access and career 

mobility. Similar to findings by Dunne et al. (2017), the women in this study positioned teaching as 

a space for social change. While previous studies often focus on external constraints such as 

infrastructure or salary disparities, this study provides an internal perspective that centers on 

motivation, self-concept, and the construction of meaning. 

This research also builds on existing literature concerning culturally embedded pedagogies. 

Participants described using local idioms, storytelling, and relational approaches to teach and 

influence, echoing findings from Akyeampong and Stephens (2014), who emphasize the value of 

culturally responsive teaching in sub-Saharan Africa. Unlike studies that isolate policy or training 

factors, this inquiry draws attention to how lived experience shapes pedagogical practices in situ. 

Notably, the study adds depth to the conversation on emotional labor in teaching. While 

Western literature often frames emotional labor as burdensome, participants here framed it as 

purposeful and fulfilling. Their stories reveal how emotional and social investments are central to 

sustaining long-term engagement in challenging environments. This contrast opens space for 

reinterpreting emotional labor in contextually specific and culturally affirming ways. 

In contrast to some global teacher development frameworks that emphasize standardization 

and metrics, this study supports arguments for localized, narrative-based understandings of 

professional growth. The findings suggest that effective professional development must account for 

identity, community ties, and sociocultural histories. These distinctions underline the necessity of 

aligning reform efforts with the lived realities of teachers on the ground. 

The narratives in this study signal the centrality of agency and resistance in sustaining female 

educators’ careers. Participants described how they navigated socio-cultural limitations not only by 

complying but by reinterpreting norms to fit their values and commitments. This ability to mediate 

between institutional expectations and personal purpose marks a powerful form of professional 

autonomy. 

These results also highlight the role of teaching as an avenue for gender advocacy. 

Participants framed their work as a counter-narrative to dominant social expectations, particularly 

regarding girls' education, early marriage, and women's mobility. The teacher becomes not only an 

educator but also a role model and informal leader, subtly shifting norms from within the system 

rather than confronting them directly. 

The life history approach revealed how educators understand their careers as embedded in 

larger social transformations. Teachers situated their identities in relation to broader change 

narratives, including evolving policies, religious discourses, and shifting community values. These 

reflections offer a nuanced picture of how personal and professional meaning intersect in contexts 

marked by cultural complexity and political constraint. 

The depth of personal investment and resilience uncovered through narrative inquiry suggests 

that any attempt to reform or support teacher development must begin with recognition. 

Recognizing teachers' lived realities is not an optional add-on to policy but a prerequisite for 

meaningful and sustainable change. These stories illustrate the value of listening to teachers not 

only as practitioners but as thinkers and leaders in their own right. 

The implications of these findings extend across educational policy, teacher education, and 

community engagement. For policymakers, the study underscores the importance of contextually 

grounded and gender-sensitive frameworks in teacher recruitment and retention. Financial 

incentives alone may not be sufficient if they are not coupled with support for personal and social 

development. 
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Teacher training institutions may benefit from incorporating life history and narrative inquiry 

methods into their programs. Understanding one’s journey and its social significance can foster 

reflective practice, resilience, and a stronger sense of professional purpose. Narrative work also 

allows pre-service teachers to position themselves in relation to broader social goals, reinforcing the 

moral dimensions of teaching. 

At the school leadership level, administrators should acknowledge and support the dual role 

many female teachers play—as educators and community advocates. Creating time and space for 

professional reflection, peer dialogue, and mentorship networks can help sustain morale and foster 

collaboration. These structures are especially vital in under-resourced or socially conservative 

regions where isolation and burnout are common. 

Non-governmental organizations and education donors operating in northern Nigeria can 

leverage these findings to design programs that are not only resource-efficient but identity-

affirming. Initiatives that include storytelling, teacher leadership development, and community-

based professional learning could significantly enhance the effectiveness of their interventions. 

These programs would honor the lived complexity of teachers’ roles while advancing broader 

educational goals. 

The results emerged from a context shaped by religious, cultural, and political dynamics that 

influence women’s roles in both public and private life. Teachers’ ability to sustain their careers 

despite these challenges reflects a combination of personal conviction, familial negotiation, and 

institutional adaptation. Many educators cited parents or spouses who supported their ambitions, 

highlighting the importance of relational capital in professional endurance. 

Policy shifts promoting female teacher recruitment in rural northern Nigeria may have 

increased access, but sustainability depends on ongoing emotional and social support. Participants’ 

narratives suggest that material incentives must be accompanied by recognition of their social value 

and emotional labor. Teaching was described as a profession of sacrifice but also of meaning—this 

dual perception must inform future planning. 

The deep sense of mission articulated by many participants was rooted in their life 

experiences, often tied to past educational struggles or gender-based marginalization. These 

experiences informed a commitment to advocacy through education, often expressed through 

informal counseling, role modeling, and culturally sensitive teaching. These elements of the 

professional role are rarely captured in formal assessments or training modules. 

Teachers in this study did not frame their work solely in terms of policy outcomes or 

instructional goals. They articulated teaching as a form of transformative leadership that extended 

into the moral and social fabric of their communities. This broader conceptualization of teaching 

demands equally holistic forms of support, evaluation, and recognition. 

Future work should build on this study by engaging a broader range of educators, including 

male teachers, administrators, and policymakers. Comparative life history research across regions or 

religious groups may reveal additional nuances and inform culturally specific interventions. 

Expanding the methodological base to include visual or digital storytelling could enrich the depth 

and accessibility of educator narratives. 

Researchers may also explore how teachers’ narratives evolve over time by conducting 

longitudinal studies. Tracking shifts in identity, belief, and practice can provide insight into the 

long-term impact of reform efforts, mentoring programs, and sociopolitical change. Such 

approaches would further validate life history as a valuable tool for both research and professional 

development. 
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Donor agencies and ministries of education could consider integrating narrative components 

into teacher performance reviews, school reports, or professional portfolios. These elements would 

allow for more holistic appraisals that capture both affective and instructional dimensions of 

teaching. Storytelling could also humanize teacher evaluation processes, encouraging dignity and 

voice. 

Educational transformation in northern Nigeria cannot succeed without the full inclusion of 

teachers' voices in policy design and implementation. Teachers are not just implementers of 

curriculum; they are interpreters of culture, mentors to students, and architects of social possibility. 

Recognizing and resourcing this role is key to building an equitable and sustainable educational 

future. 

 

CONCLUSION  

The most significant finding of this study is the identification of teaching as a deeply personal 

and culturally situated profession for female educators in Northern Nigeria, characterized not solely 

by instructional roles but by advocacy, resilience, and community leadership. Unlike conventional 

models that reduce teacher identity to technical performance, participants’ narratives revealed 

teaching as an identity anchored in moral purpose, gendered negotiation, and intergenerational 

impact. The life history method brought to light the nuanced ways these educators resist, adapt to, 

and reinterpret socio-cultural expectations while sustaining long-term professional commitment in 

challenging environments. 

The primary contribution of this study lies in its methodological integration of narrative 

inquiry and life history, offering a conceptual framework for examining teacher identity through 

lived experience rather than external metrics. This approach foregrounds the interplay between 

personal narrative, cultural context, and institutional structure, thereby enriching our understanding 

of teacher professionalism in low-resource and gender-sensitive settings. By capturing the affective, 

moral, and political dimensions of teaching, the research expands the boundaries of teacher 

development discourse and offers a replicable model for other under-represented or marginalized 

educational contexts. 

The study is limited by its focus on a relatively small sample of teachers within three states in 

Northern Nigeria, which may affect the transferability of findings to other regions or countries. 

Participants’ willingness to reflect and narrate their experiences in detail may also introduce 

narrative selectivity. Future research should explore longitudinal life history trajectories, 

incorporate comparative perspectives with male educators or policymakers, and examine the 

influence of religion, ethnicity, and language on teacher identity. Expanding the scope to include 

participatory and visual narrative methods could further enhance the depth and inclusivity of 

teacher voice in educational research. 
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