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Students who were abducted in February 2018 from their 
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[After the attack], I went home. 
I was too afraid and decided not 
to go back. I told my parents I 
would never go back to school. 
They were also too afraid.... 
Before [the attack], I was so 
passionate to study and achieve 
my dream [of being a lawyer]. 
But now, this experience 
completely demoralized me.... 
I told my father that I will never 
go back because of Boko Haram 
threats and what I saw that 
night. I cannot go back to face 
the same thing again. 

“

”

Hauwa M., a 16-year-old student in 2014 
when Boko Haram attacked the Federal 
Government College in Buni Yadi, reported: 
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Summary
The Government of Nigeria has been embroiled since 2009 in an 
armed conflict with the Islamist insurgency group Jama’atu Ahlis Sunna 
Lidda’Awati Wal-Jihad, popularly known as Boko Haram. Boko Haram 
has committed serious acts of violence. It has killed an estimated 
20,000 and displaced over 2.2 million in the wider Lake Chad region.2 

Thousands of girls and young women have been abducted, including from their schools. Boko 
Haram has also abducted boys and men and forced many to become fighters. Many have never 
returned from captivity. Those who have returned report suffering abuse. Although the security 
situation has gradually improved since the peak of the conflict in 2013-15, Boko Haram continues 
to carry out attacks causing serious loss of life, including increasingly by using child and female 
suicide bombers. The group reportedly caused 967 fatalities in 2017, a six percent increase over 
the previous year.3 

A key component of Boko Haram’s ideology is hostility toward secular education, and it has 
gained notoriety for its repeated attacks on schools and universities, as well as teachers, admin-
istrators, and students, wreaking havoc on an already fragile education system. Boko Haram has 
killed an estimated 2,295 teachers, and over 19,000 teachers have been displaced by the con-
flict. The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) estimates that more than 1,400 schools have 
been destroyed, damaged, or looted primarily in the northeast, and more than 600,000 children 
have lost access to education.4 

In addition to attacking education generally, Boko Haram has targeted female students. What 
is more, the impact of attacks on education on women and girls is often different from that on 
boys and men. For these reasons, this paper is examining the specific impact on females. Boko 
Haram gained international notoriety in 2014, when it abducted 276 girls from their school in the 
town of Chibok. Four years later, more than 100 of the “Chibok girls” remain in captivity. Chibok 
is, unfortunately, only one such case. GCPEA estimates that approximately 600 women and girls 
have been abducted from their schools. Some of these women and girls reported that Boko 
Haram had forced them to convert to Islam and subjected them to forced “marriage,” 5 and other 
forms of sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV). Others reported being held in prison-like 
conditions, where they were repeatedly raped. Some ultimately became pregnant as a result of 
rape. Some victims, especially those who refused to convert to Islam or “marry” a fighter, also 
reported being forced to work long hours for the wives and families of insurgents and being 
threatened and beaten when they were too exhausted to continue. Some girls and women were 
forced to participate in or aid Boko Haram attacks.



 “I Will Never Go Back to School”

3

It also appears that Boko Haram has used abducted girls as suicide bombers. The United Nations 
(UN) reported that during 2017, “115 children – 38 boys and 77 girls – had been used as human 
bombs. That number was six times higher than in 2016.”6 Although difficult to verify, those 
knowledgeable about the Boko Haram insurgency and Nigeria’s counterterrorism efforts believe 
that many of its child suicide bombers were abducted.7

Although the security situation has improved significantly since the peak of the conflict, and 
the government has repeatedly claimed that it has defeated Boko Haram, the group continues 
to carry out attacks, including attacks on schools and abductions. As this report was being 
drafted, Boko Haram abducted 111 girls from the Government Girls Science and Technical College 
in Dapchi (Yobe state) on February 19, 2018, an attack reminiscent of the 2014 Chibok abduc-
tions. According to eyewitnesses interviewed by GCPEA, five girls were crushed to death during 
the abduction and transport to Boko Haram’s camp and were buried in a shallow grave along 
the way. Boko Haram returned all but one of the remaining Dapchi girls about a month later, on 
March 21, 2018, reportedly after negotiations with the Nigerian government. Girls who survived 
the abduction reported that one girl – Leah Sharibu – was not returned because she had refused 
to convert to Islam and Boko Haram was targeting non-Muslim girls.

In addition to the abuses committed against female students and teachers as an immediate 
result of an attack on schools and/or while held in captivity, the suffering and impact does not 
end once they are rescued or escape. Instead, girls and young women continue to experience 
a wide range of harmful repercussions long after the immediate attack. Attacks on education 
create a ripple effect, setting in motion a range of negative impacts such as loss of education, 
early marriage, early pregnancy, and stigma associated with sexual violence and children born 
from rape, all of which can dramatically affect female students’ futures. These harms often exac-
erbate and are exacerbated by pre-existing forms of gender discrimination and harmful practices 
that negatively affect girls and women.

Boko Haram’s targeted attacks on schools and the abduction of school girls, has been harmful 
for female students’ access to education. Many of the female students interviewed by GCPEA 
reported that they had been forced to suspend their education after their school was attacked or 
permanently dropped out of school because of the attacks. Poverty has been the single greatest 
obstacle to education in northeastern Nigeria, and parents’ ability to pay for school expenses 
has been further impeded by the conflict. In addition to economic factors, many female students 
interviewed by GCPEA reported that they and/or their parents had been too afraid for them to 
return to school. Many schools were also closed for significant periods due to insecurity, or 
because the school had been destroyed or seriously damaged during the attacks. 

At the peak of the conflict, Boko Haram also used schools for various military purposes, 
including to hold and execute captives, and as barracks for insurgents. This further contributed 
to parents’ and students’ fears about the safety of sending their children, and especially their 
daughters, back to school after the insurgents had departed. 
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Nigerian government forces and pro-government militia have also used schools for military 
purposes. As of May 2017, a UN agency reported that Nigerian government forces were using 
17 schools for military purposes.8 While the government stated that the presence of security 
forces near schools was for the protection of the schools and students, the presence of armed 
forces in or near a school can make it a target of retaliatory attacks, increasing the risks to 
children and teachers, as well as the likelihood that education will be disrupted. The presence 
of such forces also increases the risk of sexual violence against female students and teachers. 

While this report documents numerous abuses that female students and teachers have suffered 
during an attack on their schools and/or as a direct consequence of such an attack, there are 
also numerous risks for teenage girls who are not in school, including early marriage, early 
pregnancy, and lost opportunities for personal autonomy, employment, and economic indepen-
dence. While these risks are not limited to girls who have survived attacks on education, girls 
who attended school prior to an attack are more vulnerable to such risks than they were before 
the attack. 

Many survivors also report suffering mental and physical health problems because of the abuses 
they have suffered. Some described continuing to endure bleeding and other serious gyne-
cological problems as a result of rape. Many of the students, as well as some of the teachers, 
described recurring nightmares, anxiety, being easily frightened, an inability to focus, and other 
signs commonly associated with trauma. Their traumatic experiences often have an impact on 
their ability to pursue their education and may also impede their ability to move on with their 
lives in other important ways. 

Already before the conflict began, Nigeria had one of the highest rates of child marriage in the 
world with an estimated 62 percent of girls in northeastern Nigeria being married before their 
18th birthday and 23.5 percent before their 15th birthday.9 Although there is little concrete data on 
changes in the prevalence of early marriage due to the conflict, representatives of both national 
and international NGOs, as well as academics, interviewed by GCPEA believe that there is a clear 
trend of increased early marriage. As noted above, the tendency to marry girls at an early age is 
further exacerbated by attacks on schools that may result in parents taking their daughters out 
of school or girls themselves refusing to continue with their education due to safety concerns. 
GCPEA’s interviews with young women and teachers underscored that being out of school, even 
for relatively short periods, increases the risk of early marriage for girls. Once married, girls often 
find it difficult to continue with their education, including due to household responsibilities or 
opposition from their husbands. Early pregnancy is a further impediment to continuing to attend 
school, as well as increasing the risk of sexually transmitted infections (STIs), exposure to HIV, 
and a host of pregnancy-related complications.

As noted above, while attacks on education and military use of education institutions have had 
a devastating effect on all students and teachers in northeastern Nigeria, girls and women have 
often experienced different kinds of abuse, and the abuses committed against them may have 
different long-term consequences. This case study focuses on abuses most typically committed 
against female students in the context of attacks on education in Nigeria. This research is part 
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of a multi-country study on the impact of attacks on education on women and girls10 The focus 
is not intended to suggest that girls and women suffer more than boys and men when schools 
are attacked. This research is intended to contribute to a better understanding of the long-term 
implications for girls and women and ultimately to inform better strategies for protecting girls 
and women, preventing abuse, and mitigating harm. 

In a context such as Nigeria, in which a significant focus of the conflict is targeted at schools and 
the formal (government) education system, there is often little difference in Boko Haram’s apparent 
motivation for abducting girls from a school campus and the abduction of school-age girls from 
their village. Regardless of where the abduction takes place, girls and young women are often 
asked whether they go to school, are identified or singled out because of their school uniform and/
or school age and are lectured on the evils of western education. What is more, the impact on girls 
and young women of such abductions is often similar, because as one girl stated, “They made it 
clear to all us girls that we should stay at home and get married or face the wrath of Boko Haram.”11 

This report prioritizes cases of female students who experienced violations in the context of 
an attack on a school structure, or on the way to or from school. However, some interviews are 
included with victims of attacks that took place outside the context of a school campus if there 
appeared to be a link to the victim’s status as a student. 

The Nigerian government endorsed the Safe School Declaration in May 2015. The Nigerian 
government with the support of international donors and humanitarian organizations, as well 
as national and international NGOs, has also developed a number of initiatives and measures 
to rebuild schools and provide improved security for schools. It is unclear, however, how many 
schools have benefited from these measures to date. The Dapchi abduction is a grave reminder 
that girls and women remain vulnerable to attack in Nigerian schools. It also underscores that 
Nigerian security forces continue to struggle to provide adequate protection for schools in the 
northeast and to prevent the abduction of female students. 

Legal Obligations 
The abuses by Boko Haram documented in this report violate a number of rights enshrined in 
international law. (See also Nigeria’s Obligations Under International Law, Annex, which includes 
citations.) The rights to life, security of person and bodily integrity, and the prohibition against 
torture and other cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment are guaranteed by numerous interna-
tional human rights treaties. Sexual violence, which may include rape, sexual slavery, and forced 
marriage and pregnancy, is recognized as a violation of these fundamental rights. 

Nigeria is a state party to the four Geneva Conventions of 1949 and the two Additional Protocols 
of 1977, which set out the main obligations of international humanitarian law. International 
humanitarian law prohibits intentionally attacking or harming civilians or others who are not 
taking part in hostilities. It applies to non-state armed groups such as Boko Haram, as well as to 
Nigerian security forces, and is applicable during internal armed conflicts, such as the conflict in 
northeast Nigeria. Article 3 common to the Geneva Conventions of 1949 requires that all civilians 
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and persons hors de combat be protected from torture and cruel, inhuman, humiliating or 
degrading treatment12 . It also specifically requires that all civilians and persons hors de combat 
be protected from rape or other forms of sexual violence.

Pursuant to international humanitarian law, individuals who commit, order or are otherwise 
implicated in rape and other forms of sexual violence may be responsible for war crimes. Such 
crimes carried out as part of a widespread or systematic attack against a civilian population are 
responsible for crimes against humanity. The Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court 
(the Rome Statute), to which Nigeria is a party13 , includes rape, sexual slavery, forced pregnancy 
and other forms of sexual violence within its mandate. War crimes and crimes against humanity 
can be prosecuted in domestic courts or by the ICC.

Nigeria has ratified the core international human rights treaties that set out relevant standards 
for the protection of persons on its territory, including specific provisions related to the rights of 
women and girls. Pursuant to these instruments, the Nigerian government has an obligation to 
adopt effective measures to prevent, investigate, prosecute, and punish serious human rights 
abuses. This obligation extends to protecting women and girls from abduction, sexual and 
gender-based violence, torture and other ill-treatment. The Nigerian government has a duty to 
investigate and prosecute serious human rights abuses, whether committed by an agent of the 
state or a non-state armed group, such as Boko Haram. 

International law defines a child as anyone under 18 years of age. Early or child marriage violates 
a number of human rights principles, and numerous international human rights bodies have rec-
ommended that states raise the minimum age for marriage to 18 years for both men and women. 
They have also made clear that child marriage is a form of gender-based violence; because child 
marriage disproportionately affects girls, it also violates human rights instruments that guar-
antee non-discrimination. Nigeria’s Child Rights Act of 2003 sets the minimum age of marriage 
at 18 years. However, the law must be adopted by each state’s parliament to have legal effect. 
Currently, the law has not been adopted by any of the three states most affected by the conflict. 
The Nigerian government launched The National Strategic Plan to End Child Marriage in Nigeria 
2016-2021 in November 2016, which seeks to end child marriage in Nigeria by 2030. 

The right to the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health is enshrined in various 
international treaties. Violence against women, including sexual violence, has been recognized 
as violating the right to health. Numerous international bodies have noted that early marriage 
can have serious negative consequences for girls’ health, including early and frequent pregnan-
cies, high maternal mortality rates, a heightened risk of sexually transmitted infections, and a 
higher rate of pregnancy-related complications, including obstetric fistula. The Nigerian govern-
ment has an obligation to ensure that those who have ongoing health problems because of such 
violence have access to care and support necessary for them to fully enjoy this right. 

Education is a basic right enshrined in numerous international treaties ratified by Nigeria. The 
African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, for example, has called on State Parties to 
the Charter to take the measures necessary to ensure the achievement of the right to education, 
including by providing special measures to ensure equal access to education for girls. Attacks on 
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education, as well as the use of schools for military purposes, can violate the right to an edu-
cation. The Government of Nigeria has a responsibility to protect schools and ensure that they 
are safe for students and teachers. It must also take all possible measures to mitigate the harm 
caused by attacks on schools, including the harm caused by abductions of female students and 
teachers, forced marriage, rape, and other sexual violence committed by Boko Haram insurgents. 

Priority Recommendations
To the Nigerian Authorities
The Government of Nigeria has a responsibility to protect schools and ensure that they are safe 
for students and teachers. The following recommendations draw on GCPEA’s previous recom-
mendations regarding the protection of education, while adding recommendations specific to 
the current context in Nigeria.14 (See also Expanded Recommendations section below) GCPEA 
calls on the government of Nigeria and other stakeholders to take the following steps as a matter 
of urgency:

• Policy development and dissemination� GCPEA calls on the government, as well as 
military and police forces, to develop targeted and sustained measures to prevent abduc-
tions and sexual violence against female students and teachers, including by giving a 
standing order to security forces to respond immediately to calls for help and protection 
when an attack is imminent or underway at a school;

• Risk analysis for each school in sensitive areas� GCPEA calls on the government to 
conduct a thorough risk analysis for each school that is currently open to students, 
prioritizing schools located in remote areas with female students. It should develop clear 
and transparent criteria for determining when schools should be closed due to insecu-
rity and when it is appropriate to reopen. It should consult students, teachers, school 
administrators, and local communities in the risk assessment as well as in developing 
protection measures;

• Minimizing disruption of education� GCPEA calls on the government to take all 
appropriate measures to ensure that there is as little disruption as possible to students’ 
education, including by considering whether students can be safely relocated to schools 
in more secure areas when their schools must be closed due to insecurity and/or by 
ensuring that they have alternative means of accessing education; and

• Independent review of security gaps� GCPEA also calls on the government, with the 
support of international donors, to review the security gaps that led to past attacks on 
schools, including by conducting transparent and independent investigations into large-
scale abductions such as in Damasak and Dapchi. The government should publicize the 
findings of these investigations, as well as those of the investigative committee on the 
2014 Chibok abductions, and make public the steps it is taking to address any security 
gaps identified in the investigations and its strategies to improve protection measures 
and prevent such abductions.
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To Boko Haram
GCPEA also makes recommendations to Boko Haram leaders regarding the gross and serious 
violations perpetrated by its combatants:

• Cease attacks� As a matter of utmost urgency, GCPEA calls on the leadership of Boko 
Haram to cease all attacks on education, including attacks on schools, students, 
and teachers; 

• Halt abductions and release those in captivity. The leadership of Boko Haram should 
immediately halt the abduction of female students and teachers and release all who are 
still in captivity; 

• Prevent sexual and gender-based violence. Boko Haram commanders should take all 
steps necessary to prevent SGBV by its combatants, including by halting all forced 
marriages and forced conversions of women and girls, in accordance with international 
standards; and

• Comply with international law� The Boko Haram leadership should take all measures 
necessary to ensure that its combatants strictly comply with international humanitarian 
law and the principles of international human rights law.

To the International Community 
The United Nations, the World Bank, the European Union, and a number of governments, as 
well as numerous international humanitarian actors, are already actively engaged in providing 
support and programming to respond to many of the issues raised in this report. However, the 
needs of victims of the conflict in northeastern Nigeria, and especially the multiple needs of 
women and girl survivors of attacks on education, far exceed current resources. GCPEA therefore 
calls on the international community to privately and publicly urge the Government of Nigeria 
and its relevant ministries to adopt the recommendations included in this report and to take the 
following priority steps:

• Advocate for comprehensive and sustained measures to protect education from attack� 
International actors should intensify advocacy with the Nigerian government to prioritize 
security of schools, including the urgent assessment of security risks for each school that 
is currently open to students, prioritizing schools located in remote areas with female 
students, and other measures recommended in this report;

• Provide financial support for enhanced protection measures. International donors should 
expand funding for enhanced security measures for at-risk schools, including physical 
barriers, emergency communications systems, systematic early warning systems, the 
development of comprehensive school-based safety and security plans, and programs 
to provide security training for educators, among other measures recommended in 
this report;
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• Advocate for independent investigation of past attacks. The international community 
should strongly urge the government to conduct transparent and independent investi-
gations into large-scale abductions such as in Damasak and Dapchi in order to identify 
security gaps that may have contributed to the attacks, to publicize the findings of these 
investigations, as well as those of the investigative committee on the 2014 Chibok abduc-
tions, and to incorporate lessons learned into future protection measures and strategies 
to prevent such abductions; and 

• Support efforts to minimize disruption of learning� International donors should expand 
their support for efforts to minimize conflict-related disruptions to education by targeting 
additional funding for the development and provision of alternative means of accessing 
education, including non-formal and accelerated learning opportunities and alternative 
delivery of education, in the absence of formal ones, as well as the establishment of more 
safe spaces for girls that provide such non-formal and accelerated learning. International 
actors should continue to encourage and support efforts to mainstream students from 
these non-formal programs into formal schools as soon as possible.
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Methodology 
This case study is based on over 175 interviews, including with 
119 victims and/or eyewitnesses of attacks on schools. The female 
students who were interviewed for this report ranged in age from  
12 to 31, with the majority between the ages of 15 and 24. 

A teacher stands in a classroom at 
Yaskule girls primary school in Michika 
village, northeast Nigeria June 12, 2017. 
© REUTERS/Akintunde Akinleye
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The victims and witnesses were identified with the assistance of Nigerian civil society workers, 
who were asked to facilitate contact with any female student or teacher they knew of who had 
been affected by an attack on a school. GCPEA conducted 30 interviews with parents of female 
students, Nigerian human rights defenders, women’s rights activists, and representatives of 
other nongovernmental organizations and academic institutions. GCPEA also spoke with rep-
resentatives of international humanitarian organizations based in Nigeria, international donor 
organizations, federal and state government officials, and other experts. GCPEA prioritized cases 
of female students and teachers who experienced violations in the context of an attack on a 
school structure, or on the way to or from school. However, some interviews were also conducted 
with victims of attacks that took place outside the context of a school campus if there appeared 
to be a link to the victim’s status as a student. The types of impact discussed in this report are 
those specifically identified by the interviewees.

Interviews were carried out during three research missions in Nigeria–in October 2017, and in 
February and March 2018. Most interviews were conducted in person in Maiduguri (Borno state), 
Damaturu and Dapchi (Yobe state), and Mubi and Yola (Adamawa state), as well as in the capital, 
Abuja.15 A few interviews, as well as follow-up clarification, were conducted by phone, Skype, 
and email. The researchers selected research sites with a goal of getting a sample of experiences 
from a range of areas in the northeast and based on where it was possible to access the target 
population, taking into consideration that many of the interviewees are internally displaced and 
that security challenges prevented the researchers from traveling throughout the northeast. 
Interviewees came from the following Local Government Areas (LGAs)— Abadam, Askira, Bade, 
Baga, Bama, Biu, Buni-Yadi, Bursari, Chibok, Damasak, Damaturu, Damboa, Fune, Garin-Maje, 
Gombe, Gujba, Gulumba, Gwoza, Jere, Konduga, Kukawa, Maffa, Marte, Mobarr, Monguno, Mubi, 
MMC, Ngala, Potiskum, Tarmuwa, and Usara. Most interviews with victims and their families 
were conducted in Hausa or another local language, with the help of an interpreter. 

In conducting this research, GCPEA followed relevant ethical principles, such as those set out 
in UNICEF’s Ethical Guidelines for research involving children,16 and a number of guidelines 
for interviewing survivors of trauma and sexual violence. In all cases the research was guided 
by the principle of doing no harm, as well as principles of informed consent, confidentiality, 
and privacy. The researchers informed each interviewee about the nature and purpose of the 
research and how the information would be used. The researchers explained the voluntary 
nature of the interview and told interviewees that they could refuse to be interviewed, refuse to 
answer any question, and terminate the interview at any point. GCPEA obtained explicit consent 
for each interview. When the interviewee was a minor, GCPEA obtained consent from a parent or 
guardian, as well as from the child. The names of all survivors and witnesses have been changed 
to pseudonyms to protect their privacy. The names of other interviewees have sometimes been 
withheld at their request. Interviewees did not receive any compensation. However, in an effort 
to ensure that interviews were conducted in a private, safe space, GCPEA paid to transport some 
interviewees to safe interview sites. 
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Map of Northeast Nigeria
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Background and Context of  
the Conflict in the Northeast
Overview of the conflict
Since 2009, Nigeria has been embroiled in an internal armed conflict with the Islamist 
insurgency group formally known as Jama’atu Ahlis Sunna Lidda’Awati Wal-Jihad (JAS).17 
Mohammed Yusuf, a charismatic cleric based in Maiduguri in northeastern Nigeria, founded JAS 
in 2002. JAS is popularly referred to as Boko Haram, a Hausa phrase that has been loosely inter-
preted as “Western education is forbidden.”18 Yusuf called for a purer form of Islam and sought 
to establish an Islamic state in northern Nigeria based on his interpretations of Islam. After Yusuf 
died in police custody in July 2009, Abubakar Shekau, who had been Yusuf’s deputy, took over 
the leadership of Boko Haram. Historians and political scientists view the murder of Yusuf and 

Sandals are strewn in the yard of 
the Government Girls Science and 
Technical College staff quarters in 
Dapchi, Nigeria, on February 22, 
2018, after Boko Haram abducted 
111 schoolgirls. 
© AFP PHOTO / AMINU ABUBAKAR
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Shekau’s assumption of authority as the beginning of the conflict.19 Since that time, Boko Haram 
has repeatedly carried out serious acts of violence against civilians.20 Approximately 20,000 
have been killed, and an estimated 2.2 million displaced.21 The scale of the group’s violence 
against civilians is believed to be “among the highest of any armed group in Africa.”22 

Boko Haram targets those who are unbelievers, which it interprets as anyone who does not 
agree with its religious views and ideology. Amnesty International described the targets of 
Boko Haram attacks: 

Some specific individuals or categories of civilians were deliberately targeted. Boko Haram 
fighters killed politicians, civil servants, teachers, health workers and traditional leaders 
because of their relationship with secular authority. Boko Haram called them “unbe-
lievers.” Christians living in the north-east were included in this category, but so were 
Islamic religious figures, from the leaders of sects to local Imams, if they publicly opposed 
Boko Haram or failed to follow the group’s teachings. At times, Boko Haram gave such indi-
viduals the option of converting, whether Christian or Muslim, instead of being killed.23

The violence against civilians escalated in 2011 and 2012, leading the federal government to 
declare a state of emergency in the three most affected states of the northeast24 – Adamawa, 
Borno, and Yobe states – in May 2013. However, the state of emergency did little to curb Boko 
Haram’s attacks against civilians and may have actually contributed to an escalation in violence. 

At the peak of the conflict, in 2013 to early 2015, Boko Haram controlled territory across most of 
Borno, northern Adamawa and into eastern Yobe states estimated to be “equivalent to the size of 
Belgium.”25 The UN Secretary General reported that:

In late 2014 and early 2015, Boko Haram controlled large swathes of territory, including 12 
of 27 local government areas in Borno, 5 of 21 in Adamawa and 2 of 17 in Yobe. By February 
2015, an estimated 800,000 children were internally displaced and at least 192,000 per-
sons (52 per cent of whom were children) had sought refuge in neighboring countries.26 

Since its founding, Boko Haram has opposed secular, or government, education, which it con-
siders to be inconsistent with the values and beliefs of Islam. Over time, and especially after 
Yusuf’s death, the group became increasingly violent in pursuing its goal to bring an end to 
secular education in northern Nigeria, and to punish anyone associated with such education. 
The group gained notoriety for its repeated attacks on teachers, school administrators, school 
structures, and ultimately students, as well as the abduction of female students. The most noto-
rious of these attacks was the abduction of 276 secondary school girls from their dormitories in 
Chibok (Borno state) on April 14, 2014. That attack and the ensuing national and international 
outcry, including the establishment of the Bring Back Our Girls campaign (BBOG),27 heightened 
awareness about Boko Haram’s targeting of schools and abduction of female students and 
underscored the Nigerian government’s failure to protect the civilian population from the group’s 
atrocities. The outrage that ensued is believed by some to have contributed to the electoral 
defeat of incumbent President Goodluck Jonathan in 2015.28
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Nigeria elected President Mohammadu Buhari, a retired major general in the Nigerian Army, in 
May 2015. Buhari announced that the defeat of Boko Haram and the return of all the Chibok girls 
would be a priority for his administration. Under Buhari’s government, and with the support of 
regional security forces from neighboring Chad, Niger, and Cameroon – the Multinational Joint 
Task Force – the Nigerian military gradually reclaimed territory that had been controlled by Boko 
Haram. By late 2015, the Nigerian security forces reported that only two local government areas 
(LGAs) – Abadam and Mobar in Borno state – remained under Boko Haram’s control and these 
were reportedly “liberated” during 2016.29

Nigerian government and security forces have repeatedly claimed that Boko Haram has been 
defeated. In December 2015, the federal government announced that it had “technically 
defeated” Boko Haram.30 Then again in February 2018, Major General Roger Nicholas, theater 
commander for the northeast, declared that Boko Haram was “completely” defeated.31

Despite these reported military successes, the security situation in the northeast remains 
volatile. While Boko Haram has been pushed out of most towns that were previously under its 
control, the surrounding areas often remain too insecure to allow movement outside the town 
centers or to justify return of the civilian population. 

The Education in Emergencies Working Group Nigeria (EiEWGN)32 conducted a Joint Education 
Needs Assessment (JENA) in the fall of 2017, which stated that:

Security remains a challenge, with the increasing number of suicide bombings, attacks 
on villages, IDP settlements and soft targets and other asymmetric attacks. This prevents 
returns and access to livelihood opportunities thus increasing dependency on humani-
tarian aid. In October 2017 alone, more than 50 people were killed, dozens more injured 
and properties destroyed in ambushes, suicide attacks or raids on villages. At least two 
local government areas (LGAs) remain inaccessible and several roads closed or requiring 
military escort, making humanitarians intervention more difficult.33

As of early 2018, many roads were still not passable without military escort. The UN Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) estimated in February 2018 that “some 926,000 
persons remain in areas that are hard to reach for international humanitarian organizations.”34

As this report was being written, Boko Haram abducted 111 girls (and two additional children who 
were visiting in the staff quarters) from the Government Girls Science and Technical College in 
Dapchi, Yobe state, on the evening of February 19, 2018. Five of the girls were reportedly crushed 
to death during the abduction and transport. One girl remains in captivity for reportedly refusing 
to convert to Islam. The other 107 children were returned on March 21. This most recent abduc-
tion, the third largest since the conflict began, underscores the ongoing insecurity and risks 
to students and teachers, and raises questions once again about the role and reliability of the 
Nigerian government and security forces when it comes to the protection of civilians. 
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Impact of the conflict on education
The education system in northeastern Nigeria was already fragile before the conflict with 
Boko Haram began, with significant numbers of children never attending school and large num-
bers dropping out without completion of secondary school.35 Given the high rates of poverty, 
many parents could not afford to send their children to school because of the costs of education, 
including school fees, uniforms, and textbooks. Some parents were resistant to sending their 
children to formal schools long before the emergence of Boko Haram. (See discussion below). 

Prior to the conflict, there were significant regional disparities in educational attainment, with 
children from the north much less likely to attend school. There were also significant gender 
disparities in educational attainment, and disparities between urban and rural areas. Data 
from 2011 indicates that “about 34 percent of primary-age rural girls did not attend school in 
the rural North, compared with 25 percent of boys.”36 Girls were less likely to attend school 
at all, and more likely to drop out before completion of secondary school.37 Even those who 
did attend school in the northeast often had very poor outcomes, and many teachers were 
woefully unqualified.38

Given this background, it comes as no surprise that nine years of conflict have had dire 
consequences for education in northeastern Nigeria, especially because Boko Haram has 
specifically targeted formal education, destroying schools, killing students and teachers, and 
abducting female students. The Buhari Plan for Rebuilding the North East 201639 reported that:

The Boko Haram crisis has extensively expanded the severity of all challenges against 
formal education in the region. Schools have been the primary, constant targets of the 
Boko Haram violence, resulting in the complete destruction and abandonment of many 
formal education facilities and systems, the mass out-migration of qualified teachers… 
increased population density in many urban areas due to displacement and the conse-
quent decrease in access to education.”40

Due to the deteriorating security situation, all schools in Borno state (considered the epicenter 
of the conflict) were closed from December 2013 to June 2015, and some schools in the state 
were also closed for shorter periods after specific attacks. Schools in Yobe and Adamawa states 
have also been closed for shorter periods on an ad hoc basis. However, even after the schools 
were officially allowed to reopen, most were not able to do so primarily because of ongoing 
insecurity, and in some cases due to damage or destruction of school infrastructure, and/or use 
of school buildings as shelters for internally displaced persons (IDPs) or, in some circumstances, 
for military purposes. As of September 2017, UNICEF reported that the conflict had destroyed 
or damaged an estimated 1,400 schools, and that 57 percent of all schools in the northeast 
remained closed due to insecurity, damage or both.41 Similarly, according to the Joint Educational 
Needs Assessment, as of November 2017, “[l]arge areas of Borno state as well as Northern parts 
of Adamawa and Southern parts of Yobe state remain inaccessible to humanitarian organisa-
tions. Local education authorities report no schools are functional in these areas.”42 As a result 
of these closures, many students could not attend school for significant amounts of time; a small 
percentage were able to attend private schools that remained open in Maiduguri during the peak 
of the conflict, a few were able to attend classes in IDP camps, and some children continued to 
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attend Islamic schools. More recently, as the security situation has improved, and government 
and international actors have expanded education opportunities, including in IDP camps, some 
students have been able to return to school and others have had the opportunity to access edu-
cation for the first time. However, over 600,000 children have lost access to education in Borno 
state alone as a result of the conflict and post-conflict impact,43 and “[a]n estimated 3 million 
children are in need of emergency education support.”44 

The conflict has had grave consequences for teachers in the region. According to UNICEF, 
2,295 teachers were killed by Boko Haram between 2009 and 2017.45 Furthermore, over 19,000 
teachers are estimated to have fled the region due to security concerns.46 As a result, many 
children have no access to education whatsoever, or can only be accommodated in classes 
with an overwhelming number of children per teacher. According to the Joint Education Needs 
Assessment, “17 percent of primary schools in Borno state and 20 percent of primary schools in 
Yobe state have a student teacher ratio of over 1:80, with ratios of over 1:160” more common in 
high risk areas.47 The conflict has therefore exacerbated the already dismal situation for out-of-
school children in the northeast.

The conflict has also had a negative impact on access to education, including for girls. High 
levels of poverty have long been an obstacle to education in northeastern Nigeria, and the 
conflict has further exacerbated economic obstacles to education in the northeast. Poverty con-
tinues to be the greatest obstacle to education in the region for both boys and girls. It also has 
specific gender dimensions. The Joint Education Needs Assessment reported that: 

For girls, financial reasons are clearly the biggest barrier and especially significant for 
senior secondary schools. In addition, the higher the security level, the more finance 
is a barrier. The second and third reasons are also related to economic reasons with 
girls being required to earn money (work) and their labour required during planting or 
harvest season.48 

What is more, when parents are unable to afford the cost of education, families with few 
resources often prioritize education for sons over daughters. 

While the impact of the conflict on school-aged children is overwhelmingly negative, observers 
have pointed to some positive effects, including both an increase in demand for and access to 
formal education. For example, most IDPs have fled from rural areas to more urban areas. In a 
country such as Nigeria, where a significant percentage of the rural population has had little 
or no access to education, one of the potential consequences of displacement to urban areas 
is exposure to formal education. UNICEF reported that “some children living in camps for the 
displaced in Borno State… are actually benefiting from education for the first time in their lives. 
In the Muna Garage camp on the outskirts of Maiduguri, for example, an estimated 90 percent of 
students were enrolled in school for the first time.”49 

Some education experts have pointed to an increase in enrollment rates for girls in urban and 
peri-urban areas, resulting in girl and boy students being more or less evenly enrolled in pri-
mary (grades 1-6) and junior secondary schools (grades 7-9).50 This reflects clear progress over 
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pre-conflict levels and indicates shifting attitudes, especially among IDPs from rural areas, 
regarding the importance of education. This is especially true for school-age IDP children, who 
see children from the host community attending school and increasingly want to be allowed to 
join them. However, education personnel working in the northeast noted that even when enroll-
ment rates for boys and girls are relatively equal, there are gender differences in attendance and 
retention, with girls apparently attending school less often and less consistently, and dropping 
out at higher rates, especially as they get older. The Joint Education Needs Assessment con-
cluded that:

Enrolment by gender is roughly even across primary schools and [junior secondary schools] 
Basic Education. However, at [senior secondary school] level (grades 10-12) boys significantly 
outnumber girls….51

In addition to economic factors, the conflict has negatively affected girls’ access to education 
in other important ways. Boko Haram’s targeted attacks on schools and the abduction of school 
girls have been especially harmful for female students’ access to education. Many of the female 
students interviewed by GCPEA reported that they had been forced to suspend their education 
after their school was attacked or permanently dropped out of school because of the attacks. 
Some reported that they and/or their parents had been too afraid for them to return to school. 
They also reported that many of their schools were closed for significant periods due to inse-
curity, or because the school had been destroyed or seriously damaged during the attacks. As 
will be discussed in more detail below, there are numerous risks for teenage girls who are not in 
school. Although concrete data is unavailable, representatives from national NGOs and INGOs 
reported a clear trend of early marriage linked to conflict-related insecurity. 
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Boko Haram’s Attacks on Education – 
Violations Committed Against Female 
Students and Teachers
One of Boko Haram’s core tenets is hostility toward Western  
education,52 which it views as inconsistent with Islamic principles and  
a thinly veiled attempt by Nigeria’s majority-Christian south to force  
the majority-Muslim North to abandon its religion and culture. 53 

Students who were abducted in February 
2018 from their school in Dapchi, Nigeria, 
and spent a month in captivity. 
© Timothy Yohanna Ali, March 2018
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Many of the women and girls interviewed by GCPEA described how insurgents had lectured them 
on the evils of being in school, instead of getting married and remaining at home. It should be 
noted, however, that Boko Haram is motivated by a general hostility toward western education–
for boys and girls–not just toward girls’ education.54

GCPEA interviewed female students and teachers who described a wide range of abuses they 
experienced when their schools were attacked. Some described their growing fear and anxiety 
as their schools were increasingly the targets of Boko Haram violence. Many described the terror 
they experienced trying to flee the insurgents when the attack happened, and although not the 
focus of this report, many women and girls also described the execution of parents, siblings, 
friends and neighbors, which formed a significant part of their traumatic experiences. Some 
female students and teachers told GCPEA how they were abducted, forced to convert to Islam, 
and subjected to forced “marriage,” typically as a pretext for rape. Other victims reported being 
locked in large houses or in makeshift areas in the bush for long periods of time, where they 
were repeatedly raped and subjected to other violence and abuse. Some became pregnant as a 
result of rape. Some victims, especially those who refused to convert or resisted demands that 
they “marry,” reported being subjected to forced labor, as well as physical and psychological 
ill-treatment. Although not reported among those interviewed by GCPEA, other NGOs have also 
documented cases of girls and women being forced to participate in/or aid Boko Haram attacks, 
including by serving as a look-out, luring pro-government fighters into an ambush, and in some 
cases as suicide bombers.55

Boko Haram Warnings About Education 
In the first years of the insurgency, Boko Haram often gathered female students and lectured 
them that they should go home and get married but typically let them go with a stern warning 
not to continue with their schooling.56 For example, Hauwa M., who was 16 years old when Boko 
Haram attacked the Federal Government College in Buni Yadi in February 2014, described:

The fighters gathered all the girls outside in front of the [girls’] dormitory. They asked us, “Are 
you together in the same class with men?” We told them that we are in the same classes but sit in 
different sections. And that there are different hostels (dormitories). But they called us harlots and 
said that the Amir (the local ruler) was asking why we go to school with men.57 

Rafiya I., a 17-year-old student at the Government Girls’ Senior Secondary School-Konduga in 
2014, recounted:

They gathered us in a garbage disposal area and started preaching to us. One of them said, “Your 
parents sent you to this school. You see that what they ask you to do is wrong. You know that 
studying Biology, Physics, Geography is cursing God.” … Another insurgent said, “We will rape you 
and then shoot you in the legs.” But another fighter, who was older, said “This is the first time we 
are coming, so let’s warn them. If we see that they go to a secular school again, then we will rape 
and shoot them.” There was a bit of an argument among the fighters, but ultimately, they asked if 
we promised to go home and get married. We all promised.58
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All of the school girls from Dapchi who were abducted by Boko Haram in February 2018 and 
returned a month later (see details below) reported that Boko Haram warned them never to go 
back to school. Kaltume M., a 15-year-old student, described the threat from her captors:

They wrote down all our names and took our pictures with a strict warning that if we even think 
about secular schools, they would harm us…. Boko Haram told us that if they come and see us in 
school, they will kidnap us again and keep us permanently in their custody.59

Similarly, Fadimatu L., another 15-year-old student from Dapchi, reported that before she was 
released a Boko Haram fighter had warned her that:

“We will be returning you back to your homes, but if any of you decide to go back to school and get 
caught, you will be severely punished. We will make sure we monitor your movements since we 
have taken all of your names.”60

Threats or Warnings Regarding Clothing
Insurgents targeted both male and female students for wearing school uniforms, but female 
students were also targeted for wearing pants and/or for not wearing clothing that concealed 
their bodies in ways Boko Haram insurgents demand under their interpretation of Islam.

Labraba J., who was 22 years old at the time, described what happened when Boko Haram 
attacked the College of Business and Management Studies in Konduga on March 11, 2014: 

Boko Haram was shooting… then they started using petrol to set the student dormitories on 
fire. There was a lot of crying and screaming…. I was wearing trousers and another girl was also 
wearing pants. One of the [insurgents] said, “Are you a man? You have to go.” Two of the fighters 
started chasing me around with a gun like they were going to shoot. I ran into one of the buildings 
to hide. I went in before I realized that they had already set fire there, so I had to run back out. 
Suddenly, I felt terrible pain in my stomach and on my skin. I had serious burns all over my body 
from having run into the burning dormitory.61 

Labraba J. had to spend over two months in the hospital and continued to need treatment long 
after she ran out of money to pay for hospitalization. She has visible scars from the burns she 
sustained. Many of Labraba’s classmates were injured during the attack. According to those 
interviewed by GCPEA, three students died because of injuries sustained by fires set by Boko 
Haram during the attack.62 

Human Rights Watch also reported in mid-2016 that girls in northeastern Nigeria were “harassed 
to stop school and to wear long hijab veils.”63 



GCPEA

22

Abductions of Female Students and Teachers from Schools
Boko Haram’s abductions of civilians have been a prominent feature of the conflict. The 
insurgent group has abducted and forcibly recruited men and boys to join the group as fighters 
or to provide needed skills and expertise. As noted above, in the earliest years of the insurgency, 
Boko Haram did not broadly target women and girls based on their gender. However, beginning 
in mid-2013, Boko Haram’s targeting of women and girls escalated with a growing number of 
women and girls abducted.64

The exact number of women and girls abducted by the group is impossible to know; estimates 
range from 2,000 to well over 8,000. The government does not appear to be making con-
certed efforts to identify who has been abducted and is still missing. In April 2015, Amnesty 
International stated: “It is difficult to estimate how many people have been abducted by Boko 
Haram. The number of women and girls is likely to be higher than 2,000.”65 In 2016 the United 
Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) estimated that as many as 7,000 women and girls had been 
abducted.66 GCPEA estimates that approximately 600 of these girls and women were abducted 
during attacks on schools.67 The most infamous of these was Boko Haram’s attack on the 
Government Secondary School in the town of Chibok, during which 276 girls were abducted 
from their school dormitories. Although the abductions in Chibok have garnered most of the 
media attention, both international and national, Chibok was not the first or last abduction of 
female students. There are also numerous smaller-scale abductions, and many may have gone 
unreported. GCPEA interviewed students who were abducted and/or eyewitnesses from three 
of the largest abductions of schoolgirls – Chibok, Damasak,68 and Dapchi. The following section 
provides a brief account of those abductions from the perspective of the female students and/or 
eyewitnesses. 

Government Secondary School - Chibok  (April 14, 2014)
On the night of April 14, 2014, Boko Haram insurgents attacked the town of Chibok, Borno 
state around 11:30 p.m. Then, around midnight, insurgents stormed the Government Secondary 
School, which is approximately a 15-minute walk from the town. Boko Haram insurgents, dressed 
as police and soldiers, entered the school grounds. Amina F., one of the students at the school, 
described what happened that night:

Boko Haram fighters arrived on motorcycles around 11:30 or 12. They told us they were the police 
and had come to protect us from the fighting going on in town. At first, we believed them, but soon 
we realized they were not there to protect us. We started hearing them shouting “Allahu Akbar 
[God is Greatest]” and then we knew they were Boko Haram.

The insurgents rounded up all the girls in the school, looted the school’s food supplies, and 
burned classrooms and dormitories. Amina continued:

Then they told all of us to line up and start walking to the gate. They told us to pick a veil and cover 
our heads…. Some were forced to get in the truck, but the rest of us were told to start walking. We 
walked to a village called Ping. That is where there were bigger vehicles waiting for us. The fighters 
loaded all the food stuff on five vehicles and then the girls were loaded into the vehicles too….
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I think we drove for about one-and-a-half hours, but at some point, girls started jumping out of the 
vehicle. I told my friend [name withheld] that we should jump too, but she said she was too afraid. 
Finally, I pushed her out and then jumped myself.69 

Similarly, Patience K. told GCPEA:

Two fighters came in and said “Don’t panic. We are police. We are going to take care of you.” Then 
they told us to go outside. But when we heard “Allahu Akbar,” we knew they were Boko Haram and 
were very afraid. Girls were crying and screaming. One of the insurgents (who had an amputated 
leg) said, “If you don’t keep quiet, I am going to shoot you.”…

They told us that if we want to die, we should stay, but if we want to live, we should get into the 
big truck…. We had been driving for about an hour. One of the girls had already jumped out. We 
started talking among ourselves about the fact that no one would know what happened to us. Then 
we started to jump. Unfortunately, when I jumped, I was knocked unconscious. Another friend who 
had also jumped dragged me into the bush to hide me from other trucks that were coming behind 
the one we were in.70

The Government Senior Secondary School in Chibok had been closed since March 2014 due to 
insecurity in the region but had been reopened temporarily so that students could take their 
final examination - the West African Examination Council (WAEC) exam. As a result, students had 
returned to their dormitories to begin preparation for their exams shortly before the attack. It is 
not clear what factors the government considered in making the determination that it was appro-
priate to reopen the school at that time.71 

On the night of the attack, students reported that there were no adults at the school, except 
for one elderly guard who was stationed at the gate. He fled as soon as he saw the Boko Haram 
fighters. Human Rights Watch reported that: “According to the teenage students, the lack of 
security made it easy for the fighters to overrun the compound, seize the young women and girls 
from their dormitory, and organize their transport.”72

The insurgents abducted 276 girls ranging in age from 16-17 years old. The Chibok abductions 
drew international attention and outrage, resulting in the Bring Back Our Girls Campaign, and 
national and international condemnation of Boko Haram’s tactics. Fifty-seven girls escaped in 
the immediate aftermath of the attack, while others were rescued through military interven-
tion or released following negotiations. As of January 2018, 112 of the Chibok schoolgirls were 
still missing.
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Zanna Mobarti Primary School—Damasak  (November 24, 2014)
In the single largest school abduction (including boys and girls, as well as some male and 
female teachers) in Nigeria, Boko Haram fighters attacked the town of Damasak (Borno state) 
on November 24, 2014. Victims of the attack and eye witnesses described how Boko Haram 
fighters entered the town and quickly occupied the Zanna Mobarti Primary School. Insurgents 
locked the gates of the school, trapping over 300 students inside, as well as teachers. Gradually, 
Boko Haram captured children from other schools and women and children from the town and 
brought many of them to the Mobarti school where they were held captive for over three months. 

Sadiya S., a teacher who was held in the school for over three months and held in captivity for 
over three years, told GCPEA:

I was teaching in the school when Boko Haram came into town … and started targeting all the 
primary school students with uniforms, as well as the teachers. My brother was at home the day 
that the attack started, but he tried to come to the school to check on me. They caught him very 
close to the school, tied him up, and shot him… On a typical day, there were over 500 children in 
the school. In my own section, which was 7-10-year-old students, there were three classes each 
with approximately 50 children, so about 150 in total. I don’t know how many children were in the 
school the day of the attack. Some children fled, but many were captured…. 

They separated the teachers from the children and asked us what we had been teaching them. They 
said, “We told you not to teach in secular schools. They threatened to shoot us. It was terrible…. 
Those are days I will never forget. They were so terrible and traumatic.… At some point, they 
brought us food and told us to feed the children. When the food ran out, they brought beans. Many 
children died from eating those beans. I know of at least 10 who died from the beans.73 

The teachers and students were held in the school until mid-March 2015, when Boko Haram 
learned that a multinational force from Nigeria, Chad and Niger was advancing on Damasak. 
Boko Haram then fled the area, abducting as many as 500 women and children, who had been 
held in the school. Some men were also abducted. Most have never been heard from since.74 

Government Girls Science and Technical College – Dapchi  (February 19, 2018)
On February 19, 2018, Boko Haram abducted 111 school girls (and two children who were visiting 
the staff quarters) from the Government Girls Science and Technical College in the town of 
(Yobe state), in an attack and government response that was similar to that in Chibok four years 
earlier.75 An eyewitness interviewed by GCPEA reported hearing gun shots around 5 p.m. and 
then seeing 13 Boko Haram vehicles loaded with insurgents. Witnesses reported that the insur-
gents took a villager from the market square and told him to show them where the school was 
located.76 The man reportedly took them to the primary school, but fighters insisted that they 
were looking for the girls’ school. The villager told them he did not know where it was located. 
Finally, the insurgents found their way to the school around 7:15 p.m., where they loaded all the 
school’s food supplies into their trucks. 
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Residents of Dapchi reported that the military had withdrawn its forces from the area less than 
a month before the attack. The Nigerian Army released a statement that its troops stationed 
around Dapchi had been redeployed to the Niger-Nigeria border because Dapchi had been “rel-
atively calm and peaceful, and the security of Dapchi was formally handed over to the Nigeria 
Police Division located in the town.”77 However, Sumonu Abdulmaliki, the Commissioner of Police 
for Yobe state, reported that no such hand-over had taken place.78

In the hours immediately following the attack, local and regional government officials stated 
that no one had been abducted during the attack and that the military had chased the insur-
gents away around 8 p.m. Yobe Police Commissioner Abdulmaliki initially reported that no one 
had been abducted from the Government Girls Science and Technical College in Dapchi and that 
“no life was lost in the attack.”79 Two days later, on February 21, Yobe state government officials 
stated that “dozens of girls” had been rescued, but this also turned out to be false. Ultimately, 
Commissioner Abdulmaliki confirmed that Boko Haram had abducted 111 girls.80 

Several female students described hearing gun shots when Boko Haram insurgents stormed 
the school grounds and seeing men in military uniforms. The girls initially thought that they 
were being rescued after the attack on the town, but they discovered that the men were actually 
Boko Haram fighters when one spoke on the phone in Kanuri81 to request a vehicle to transport 
the girls. 

Students who were abducted in February 2018 from their school in Dapchi, Nigeria, and spent a month in captivity.
© Timothy Yohanna Ali, March 2018



GCPEA

26

Kaltume M., a 15-year-old student, described her horror when she realized the uniformed men 
were Boko Haram:

I got confused and terrified when I heard [the call for a vehicle]. I started crying [when I] realized 
that I had fallen into the hands of the captors…. They started putting us into the truck, one after 
the other. We started jumping out, but they kept throwing us back into the truck. At some point, 
one of them cocked his gun and threatened to shoot us, if we continued to misbehave.82

Similarly, Fadimatu L., also a 15-year-old student, recounted:

I saw my classmates running and saying Boko Haram had entered our school. Out of confusion, 
I started running toward the gate… when I saw some of the people dressed in military uniform. 
I hurriedly went to them. They told me not to panic because they were there to help us…. One of 
them called someone to come with a truck. Fear gripped me at that point, when I noticed that these 
were not real soldiers.83

The girls were loaded into the truck and then driven for many hours, until they finally arrived at a 
Boko Haram camp, which appeared to be on an island. Kaltume M. described the terrifying drive 
into the bush:

They lined us up and ordered us into a big truck one by one until they filled it up without even an 
inch for breathing…. They started speeding terribly for almost 9 hours driving through the bush 
with very bad roads. We kept on hitting ourselves and falling on each other. Some who were weak 
fell in the truck and others stepped on them. When the truck turned, they hit their body again and 
other people fell on them. It continued until [several of the girls died]. I was very close to one of 
the corpses.84

After several hours, the insurgents stopped for a break and to eat. At that time, they realized that 
five girls had been crushed to death and died during the journey. Amira M., a 17-year-old student, 
reported how the bodies of the five girls were buried:

We told them that some of us had died, and they brought out five corpses. Aisha Adamu Jumbam, 
Falmata Alhaji Inuwa, and Maiumuna A. Umar, and two others [who could not be identified because 
of their injuries]. You could see their bodies stained with blood from the injuries. [The insurgents] 
pushed them into the same hole and buried all of them together.85
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After 31 days in captivity, Boko Haram returned 106 girls and the one boy (for a total of 107 
children returned) to Dapchi on March 21, reportedly after government negotiations. The 
girls were taken to Abuja for medical tests and meetings with government officials, including 
President Buhari. Some of the girls, as well as parents of abducted girls, reported that govern-
ment officials and/or medical staff who treated the girls gave them gifts of money and textiles 
(wrapa). One girl – Leah Sharibu – was not returned, reportedly because she had refused to 
convert to Islam and Boko Haram was targeting non-Muslim girls. President Buhari stated that 
he would do everything within his power to bring Sharibu home. As of June 2018, Leah Sharibu 
remained in captivity.86

The Government’s Failure to Protect Schools 
When speaking about attacks on schools that occurred during the peak of the conflict (2013-
2015), most students described how worried they had been in the weeks and months prior to the 
attacks on their schools and described the growing anxiety they and their fellow classmates had 
felt as the number of attacks escalated and came ever closer. Yagana A., who was a student at 
the Government Secondary School in Chibok in 2014, expressed a view held by many students:

Before the attack, I had serious security concerns already. In the weeks before the attack, we kept 
hearing that fighters were going to come. During this time, some parents came and took their girls 
home. Others decided on their own to go home. But no one came for me.87 

Inadequate Security Measures 
Virtually all students interviewed by GCPEA reported that their schools had no or wholly 
inadequate security measures in place, except for an elderly guard or two, and that no additional 
measures were introduced, or protocols established, to respond to the deteriorating security 
situation. Most students noted that their school administration and teachers rarely mentioned 
security, much less gave any advice on what to do if an attack were to happen. Instead, some 
school officials reportedly downplayed the risk, even as Boko Haram attacked nearby schools. 
Amira A., a student from the Federal Government College in Buni Yadi, reported: 

There was no fence, no security. Long before the attack, students were already afraid and did not 
feel secure. There were no discussions about security. No one gave us any suggestions about pre-
cautions or how to respond if there was an attack. We were left to fend for ourselves.88 

Maimuna I., a student at the College of Agriculture in Gujba when it was attacked, described how 
students tried to take protective measures:

Even after the attack in Buni Yadi, they didn’t do anything to protect our school. No one ever said 
anything to us. Finally, the students (Students Union Government) took the initiative and requested 
a meeting to talk with the principal about security. Unfortunately, we were not able to arrange the 
meeting before the attack happened.89
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Similarly, Hamidah F., the principal of a girls’ secondary school, recounted:

Immediately after [the abductions from] Chibok, we were set to start the [final] exams…. All around 
us people were being attacked. Boko Haram was targeting schools and especially girls…. Even so, 
we had no additional security, no support. The only protection was from vigilante groups patrolling 
around the school. We didn’t even have a fence, so we were completely exposed.90

Warnings Were Disregarded
Many of the schools received warning letters–sometimes multiple warnings–that an attack was 
imminent. Yet, even as school after school was attacked and the death toll escalated, school 
administrators appear to have ignored or downplayed the threats and even suggested on several 
occasions that students had themselves written the warning letters. Alhaji U. was a 15-year-old 
student when a suicide bomb attack killed 26 male students at the Government Science and 
Technical College in Potiskum (Yobe state) in November 2014. His comments were typical of 
many students interviewed by GCPEA:

There were serious security problems at the school in the period before the attack, but the gov-
ernment had a deaf ear. Boko Haram sent a letter threatening to attack, but the principal said it 
was not from Boko Haram but just a student who wrote it. There were no meetings, no advice from 
teachers... we were not told anything about security. After the attack, a fence was put around the 
school, but why then?91

Similarly, Nafisa H., a student at the Federal Government College, Buni Yadi, stated:

Even before the attack on the school, I did not think it was safe. About a week before, there was a 
letter warning of an attack. [We] took it to the principal, but he said it was a student who sent the 
letter…. One day before the attack, [a man] came to the school and told everyone that they should 
leave the school. But everyone just ignored him.92

Absence of Education and Security Personnel When Some Schools Attacked
Many secondary schools in Nigeria are boarding schools. These schools are often located on 
the margins of towns or even in remote areas between towns so that several towns can share 
a single school. While some students live in the nearby towns, most students live in dormito-
ries on campus. Typically, there are also staff and teachers’ quarters on the school grounds. 
However, during the peak of the crisis, students reported that some of their teachers began to 
move themselves and their families off campus due to fear of an attack. As a result, in several of 
the boarding schools overrun by Boko Haram, virtually no adults were present at the time of the 
attack, and students were left to their own devices.
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Hauwa M., a 16-year-old student at the Federal Government College in Buni Yadi, observed:

Security was a big concern in the weeks and months before the attack. All the area and the 
surrounding villages were unsafe. And there had been rumors that Boko Haram would attack at 
any moment…. But when the attack actually happened, there were no adults around. No staff, no 
watchmen… The school had many guards, but I didn’t see any of them that day.93 

Deborah Y., also a student at the College of Agriculture in Gujba, recalled: 

The students saw that it wasn’t safe, but why did the school administration not see? When the 
attacks started to take place in our area, the lecturers stopped sleeping in the lecturers’ quarters. 
They all stayed in the town and would only go to the school for their classes. They knew that some-
thing would happen.94

Similarly, Amina F., who was a student when the girls were abducted from the Government 
Secondary School in Chibok, stated:

There were no adults around to help us when Boko Haram came. The guard ran away as soon as he 
heard the fighters coming. Our teachers usually stay in the staff quarters, but all had gone to town 
and started sleeping in town after the school started receiving threats.95 

Location of Schools Sometimes Increased Students’ Vulnerability
The location of some secondary schools on the margins of towns or even in remote areas 
between towns makes them particularly vulnerable to attack. Students, parents, and teachers 
expressed concern about how exposed many of the schools are. They stressed that schools 
should not be in the bush but located in towns where protection can be provided. Many shared 
the view that schools located in the bush are especially vulnerable to attack.96

A representative of a UN agency agreed, observing that:

Primary schools are based in the local community and are closer to the community. I think there is 
much more ownership. By contrast, secondary schools are located outside the community, often 
quite far from the local towns…. When these schools were constructed, no one was thinking about 
the possibility of something like Boko Haram, but was instead trying to place them between var-
ious communities. So, you see that many of the secondary schools are even in the bush or on the 
outskirts of the bush. Now, I think there is a sense that we need to rethink that approach.97 
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Security Forces Failed to Respond to Calls for Help
Students and teachers reported that security forces had not responded to calls for help, even 
when an attack was underway. In several of the attacks documented for this report, victims 
described calling security forces located in the vicinity or a relatively short distance from the 
school, only to be told that the units had not been ordered to respond or that units would be sent 
the next day. Fatsuma A. reported that when students called to alert security forces that Boko 
Haram was attacking the [College of Agriculture in Gujba], the soldier who answered “told me we 
would have to wait for an order from the commander. He said, “You will have to be patient until 
morning.’”98 Many students and teachers interviewed by GCPEA reported that security forces had 
repeatedly failed to show up at all or had arrived long after Boko Haram left the area, even when 
Boko Haram had slaughtered students and burned buildings for hours before leaving. 

With regard to the March 2018 abductions in Dapchi, Amnesty International reported that 
Nigerian forces failed to respond to multiple warnings that Boko Haram fighters were moving 
toward Dapchi. “Amnesty International gathered testimonies from multiple credible sources 
showing that the Nigerian army and police received multiple calls up to four hours before the 
raid on Dapchi but did not take effective measures to stop the abduction or rescue the girls after 
they were taken by Boko Haram fighters.”99 As noted above, the Nigerian security forces stated 
that they had withdrawn from Dapchi because the area was “relatively calm,” and that they had 
turned over responsibility for security to police in the region. However, the Yobe Commissioner of 
Police refuted this claim.100 Attacks on several other schools have shown a similar pattern. 

Lack of Urgency and Failure to Learn Lessons from Past Attacks
Even in 2017-2018, after so many schools had been attacked and many students killed or 
abducted, some students and teachers noted that government officials did not appear to have 
a sense of urgency about improving schools’ security. While there was relief that the Nigerian 
military had been able to reclaim territory from Boko Haram, many of those interviewed were 
skeptical of government claims that Boko Haram had been defeated and concerned about the 
government’s slow progress implementing much needed security systems. 

Japari C. was a 19-year-old student at Adamawa State Polytechnic in the town of Mubi when 
Boko Haram attacked the school on October 29, 2014. Insurgents captured her and held her in 
front of the school gates during the attack, but she was able to escape when the fighters were 
temporarily distracted by a military plane flying overhead. She described how she continues to 
have security concerns that affect her ability to study:

It is hard to be here at the school. It has been three years [since the attack], but there is no real 
security. We don’t feel safe. How can we feel safe now, when we don’t understand what happened 
when Boko Haram attacked the school? The security guards seemed to appear and disappear out 
of nowhere…. Where were the soldiers when the attack happened? They also ran away. Some of us 
even ran together. So, I don’t feel confident in the security at the school now. That makes it hard to 
study sometimes, and it is hard to concentrate. The environment is not conducive to learning.101
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Similarly, despite repeated attacks on the University of Maiduguri (UNIMAID), including at least 
eight suicide bombings or attempted bombings during a six-month period in 2017, there is still 
no fence surrounding the school.102 Mustapha T., a male student at UNIMAID, described his 
security concerns in the aftermath of a June 26, 2017 suicide bomb attack:

The school does not have enough security. They need to have an actual fence in the back! The 
school only has a fence around the front, not in the back where there is bush. The security guards 
believe the suicide bomber came from Mafa (through the back of campus) through the bush. The 
school also received two or three letters in 2017 from Boko Haram threatening to come and abduct 
girls. Yet, the back of the campus remains open and vulnerable.103 

The Borno state government paid to have a trench dug at the back of UNIMAID, which is intended 
to prevent insurgents from driving onto campus. The state government is also paying local militia 
members to work with police to guard the university’s perimeter. However, as of February 2018, 
the Federal government had not agreed to pay for a permanent boundary wall as requested by 
the university and the Borno state government. (See also section on Nigerian Government’s 
Response to Attacks on Education below)

GCPEA is unaware of any public investigation of the security forces’ failure to protect Nigerian 
civilians or that any military or civilian leaders have been held accountable for a failure to 
respond to attacks on civilians. President Jonathan established a factfinding committee to inves-
tigate the Chibok abductions, but that report was never made public. In 2016, in response to a 
call from the Bring Back Our Girls campaign, President Buhari ordered another investigation into 
the Chibok abductions. A representative from BBOG told GCPEA that “both the former and the 
present government refused to release the report of the fact-finding committee [on Chibok]. And 
all our pleas fell on deaf ears. The promise by the Buhari government to initiate a fresh investi-
gation also didn’t translate into any action.”104 Similarly, Osai Ojigho, Amnesty International’s 
Nigeria director, stated: “The authorities appear to have learned nothing from the abduction of 
276 schoolgirls in Chibok, Borno state, in 2014 and failed to ensure protection for civilians in 
northeast Nigeria, specifically girls’ schools.”105 

It is therefore not surprising that many people question whether the Nigerian security forces are 
able or willing to protect them. While some students and parents welcomed the Nigerian military 
and felt its presence was critical to their protection, many of the students and teachers inter-
viewed by GCPEA expressed skepticism that the military could be relied on to provide adequate 
protection. As one teacher observed: 

The students, the parents, and the teachers have lost confidence in the military and the 
government. There have been too many times during this conflict when the military failed to show 
up until after the insurgents had finished their looting and killing. Too many times when the sol-
diers were slow to respond, or did not respond at all, until after Boko Haram had fled…It is hard to 
get that trust back.106
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Abductions of Female Students When Not in School
Most Boko Haram abductions of female students occurred as part of attacks on schools. 
However, there are some cases in which female students have been abducted in other con-
texts.107 These abductions often occur because the girl’s school uniform identifies her as 
a student, or because the insurgents are from the village and know which girls are in a 
government school.

Sarah Y. was a 19-year-old student at the Government Senior Science Secondary School in 
Konduga, in 2014, when she was abducted by Boko Haram. She and her classmates had finished 
their final exams and were anxious to go home. But the security forces in the area had closed the 
roads, so after waiting several days, Sarah and six of her classmates decided to hire a local driver 
to take them home. She described what happened:

[W]e had been driving for about three hours when we were stopped by three men who came up to 
us with guns. Then they were joined by another fighter who … saw our school uniforms and said, 
“You are the students we have been looking for. We told you not to go to school, but you still go. 
We are fighting with the government, and by going to school you support the government.” Then 
they told us to get out of the vehicle…. The following morning, we were taken to the boss, who saw 
our school uniforms and said “You are the children of the government. Why do you go to school? 
We caught you on your way from school…. We have caught others from Bama going to school, so 
we will put you together with them. You will stay with us forever.108

Sarah described how she and her classmates were taken to an area where other girls were held: 

The next morning the boss took us to where there were other women and girls who had been 
captured – about 60 women and girls – and told us that this is where we would stay…. Most of 
the ladies there were young. They were all students from Bama. Some of them were still wearing 
uniforms. They were just sitting there and were guarded.109

While some suggested that they were targeted because they were wearing a school uniform, 
others reported that they were asked whether they were students. Some interviewees suspected 
that Boko Haram targeted those who appeared to be of school age. In other cases, the fighters 
knew their victims. Blessing E. recounted why she believes she was abducted from Lassa by 
Boko Haram fighters in December 2014:

We had just come home from school when they arrived. They burned down our house and abducted 
me and my 7-year-old brother. I was 17 at the time. They gathered about 30 women from all over. 
Those who were married (those who were carrying babies) were released. They picked out the 
young girls based on their physical appearance…. We were targeted because we were young and 
female, and because we were students. They knew we were all students, because some of the 
insurgents had gone to the same school and knew us. We recognized each other. They told us, 
“Western education is bad. You will not be going back to that school.”110
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Abuses Committed During Abductions and in Captivity
Women and girls who were abducted by Boko Haram reported suffering a wide range of abuses 
during their time in captivity. Of the 119 students and teachers interviewed by GCPEA, many 
reported that female students were forced to convert to Islam, often as a precursor to forced 
“marriage.” The interviewees frequently reported rape and sexual slavery sometimes carried out 
under the pretext of “marriage,” and sometimes without such a pretext. Some women and girls 
reported being given a choice of sorts to “marry” a fighter or serve as his slave. However, many 
reported that they were threatened with death if they refused conversion or “marriage.” Some 
NGOs have also reported that women and girls were forced to assist with military campaigns, 
although those interviewed by GCPEA did not report participating in Boko Haram operations. 

Forced Conversion
Many of the women and girls who were abducted, especially during the first years of the con-
flict, were Christian. Abductions often took place in areas such as southern Borno state that 
were known to be predominantly Christian areas.111 There have also been credible reports of 
Boko Haram separating Christian and Muslim women within a group of abductees and treating 
Christians more harshly.112 Many of the girls who were Christian were forced to convert to Islam, 
typically as a step before forced “marriage” to one of their captors. 

Sadiya S. reported: 

“If you were Christian, they would forcibly convert you, and then they would rape you.”113 

Grace P., who was abducted from her village – Askira-Uba – together with her 11-year-old sister in 
September 2014, recounted: 

[Boko Haram fighters] captured us…. They told us that what we are practicing is not a religion, and 
they asked us if we were ready to convert [Wanka]. If not, they said they would kill us. They forced 
us to pray the Muslim way.114 

Similarly, Hamsatu Y., a 55-year-old woman from Damasak, related what she saw while in 
captivity for over three years:

For the girls, they were forced to marry fighters.… Anyone who was a Christian was forced 
to convert or they would have been beheaded. But no one refused to convert, and no one 
refused to marry. They were not really given an option because they knew they would have 
been slaughtered.115
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Most recently, all of the Dapchi girls who survived the abduction from their school in February 
2018 were returned to their families, except for Leah Sharibu, who reportedly refused to convert 
to Islam. Fadimatu L. told GCPEA that when the girls were about to be released and taken back to 
Dapchi, a Boko Haram fighter said:

“[W]e are soon going to release you because we never knew that there were Muslims among you. 
We hate to see you in secular school, but our main target is the pagans.”116

Abuse in the Context of Forced “Marriage”
Many of the women and girls interviewed by GCPEA reported that they had been forced to 
“marry” a Boko Haram fighter. The circumstances surrounding these forced “marriages” varied 
significantly, presumably depending on which commander oversaw the fighters. As with cases of 
forced conversion, in most cases of forced “marriage,” the women and girls were threatened with 
rape or death if they refused. Sometimes insurgents threatened to kill a close relative. In some 
cases, Boko Haram fighters told the women that they would be forced to provide “slave labor” 
if they refused to get married. In some cases, the fighter already had other wives. One woman 
interviewed by GCPEA reported that she was forced to marry a fighter who already had four 
wives.117 Some women and girls reported a type of “marriage” ceremony – in some cases con-
ducted as a group and in other cases a mere pronouncement that the woman was now “married.” 
Several interviewees reported being paid a dowry. In one case, a young woman described a 
marriage ritual whereby the women and girls were able to “choose” the Boko Haram fighter they 
would marry. 

Falmata I., who was 14 years old at the time of her abduction, reported her experience and 
consequent pregnancy: 

I was captured and taken to the forest. Boko Haram fighters told us that if we did not follow their 
beliefs, they would execute us. But if we believed in their ways and married them, we could live…. 
Ultimately, all of us (all six who were abducted together) “married” them. But it was torture living 
in the forest. They kept us locked up in huts or tents and we had little food…. I was there for two 
years when the military rescued us. At that time, I was pregnant....118

Hussaina B., a 27-year-old woman, described what she saw in captivity: 

They didn’t care if you were already married. If you refused to “marry” them, they would slaughter 
you. There was nothing like good treatment…. Those who resisted marrying them would be 
beaten… others would be killed. They raped those who refused to marry. Sometimes they threat-
ened to kill the parents or other family members.119
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Maryam R., a 15-year-old student at the time of her abduction, described what happened to girls 
who refused to marry a Boko Haram fighter:

If you refused, they would threaten to kill you or to kill your mother or another older relative. Some 
did refuse, and they were punished severely and then forced to marry anyway. If you refused, they 
would tie your hands behind your back and flog you with a long cane until you gave in.120

Amina T. was a 21-year-old student when she was abducted from the Government Secondary 
School in Chibok and held in captivity for almost 4 years. According to Amina, women in her area 
began to agree to marry insurgents as food became increasingly scarce in the Sambisa camp. 
She recounted: 

We were chased out of Gwoza by the Nigerian military and had to go back to Sambisa [in 2016] and 
after that we had a terrible experience with hunger…. The ones among us who got married found 
it a little bit easier than some of us who refused. We were left on our own to search for food and 
take care of ourselves. Because of the suffering, many among us got married to gain access to the 
food supply.121

 Aisha Y., who was 13 years old at the time she was abducted, described her forced “marriage”:

When they took us to Sambisa, Boko Haram forced my elder sister to marry. My mother was very 
sad. Then they kept pressuring her to marry me too, and finally Boko Haram forced me to marry. 
I stayed for one week with my husband, and during that time he raped me. I cried and cried, and 
said I was too young to be able to handle this. Finally, a Boko Haram leader told the insurgents to 
send me back to my mother. But the husband continued to follow me around and rape me again 
and again. Boko Haram mistreated and raped many, many girls…122

Rape and Sexual Slavery Outside the Context of Forced “Marriage” 
While most women and girls were raped after being forced into “marriage” with an insurgent, 
some reported being raped without any pretense of marriage. Several women reported being 
held in locked rooms and being repeatedly raped by multiple perpetrators. 

Halima U., a young woman held in captivity for three years, reported that she had been given 
the option of forced “marriage” or forced labor. At first, she opted to work, but later she agreed 
to a “marriage,” even though she was already married because she believed it offered her some 
protection. She explained:

I was held for a long time [about two years] in Sambisa, and then forced to move closer to the Niger 
border. At that point, I got married…. I finally agreed to marry because I had lost all hope of ever 
escaping. While I was in Sambisa, two men had come repeatedly to rape me. But they never came 
to rape me until they were high on drugs. That is why I decided to get married to protect myself 
[from being raped by multiple insurgents]. I ended up staying [in captivity] for three years total.123 
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Sadiya S., a young teacher from the town of Damasak told about her horrific experiences while 
held in captivity for over three years: 

It was a horrible experience. They would just come and have sex with us. That is the most painful 
part for me. They did not care about anything else but the sex…. There was no actual moment 
when there was [even a pretend] marriage ceremony. There was just a person who claimed or 
marked a specific woman for himself. It is very painful to talk about. I had three different hus-
bands…. Even now, I cannot forget the smell, the odor, the horror of them coming to rape me. If you 
tried to resist – to say no – they would just put a gun to your head and threaten to shoot you. And 
then they would rape you anyway. It was sexual slavery. It had nothing to do with marriage.124 

Sadiya continued:

For some time, I was locked in a room and the men kept the key. One of them would come and rape 
me. Then another would rape me and then leave. I don’t even remember how many. I recall that 
there were three, at least. I gave birth to a son about a year ago. The worst part was that I did not 
even know I was pregnant, because I was so used to the pain…. I don’t know who the father is.125

Forced Labor
Although most girls and women reported being threatened with death or rape if they resisted 
“marriage” to a Boko Haram fighter, several of those who rejected the forced “marriage” even 
after such a threat reported that they were forced to perform domestic work, including cooking, 
washing clothes, and cleaning in the camp. Some were specifically assigned to be “slave labor” 
for insurgents’ wives and were often treated especially harshly. 

Halima U., who was abducted from Gwoza LGA in 2014, stated:

I was taken to Sambisa…. The fighters wanted me to marry them, but I refused…. Those who 
refused to marry had to work. If you agreed to marry, you didn’t have to work…. When Boko Haram 
fighters returned from fighting, they gave us their clothes with blood to wash. It was terrible. I 
worked all the time. I also had to do a lot of cooking for them.126 

Others reported being forced to work constantly, even after forced “marriage.” Hussaina B., who 
was also abducted from Gwoza LGA in 2014, described her experience:

It was a terrifying time…. I was abducted and even though I was already married, I was forced 
to “marry” the Boko Haram leader. He had four wives already, and I was his fifth. They forced 
me to cook for them and take care of the children. I was like their slave. And he raped me again 
and again.127 
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Forced Recruitment for Military Operations
Forced Recruitment
Some girls and women reportedly participate in Boko Haram operations, and some women and 
girls who were previously abducted, including from schools, have assisted with Boko Haram 
attacks. However, it is not always clear the extent to which their participation is forced, the result 
of radicalization, and/or an expression of their pre-existing support for Boko Haram’s ideology 
and aims. To the extent that those being recruited are under the age of 18, they are considered 
for purposes of this report to be forcibly recruited and are being used in violation of international 
law.128 It is, however, more difficult to determine the nature of adult women’s participation.

Although some women and girls have reported being forced to carry supplies or to lure sol-
diers or pro-government vigilantes into an ambush, the women and girls interviewed by GCPEA 
reported that Boko Haram did not typically force females to participate in military operations, 
and none of them reported that they had been forced to participate in Boko Haram opera-
tions. CIVIC summarized findings from its 2015 research that were consistent with GCPEA’s 
own interviews: 

Based on our interviews—and despite contrary information from the media—women’s 
participation in Boko Haram attacks is minimal. One respondent presented a useful 
classification to better understand women’s roles in Boko Haram. Some women serve 
as logisticians who courier money and weapons to various terrorist cells. Some act as 
recruiters, who seek out new members and filter through grassroots volunteers, typi-
cally by exploiting family ties or other personal relationships. Some women, as has been 
highlighted in recent media reports, become suicide bombers, fighters, and operational 
leaders who carry weapons during combat. But more often than not, women are victims of 
Boko Haram, and are forced to serve the traditional role of companion.129

However, other research has suggested that, in some cases, Boko Haram does train women 
and girls, including some who have been abducted, as fighters. A young woman who had 
been abducted in September 2014 and held in a Boko Haram camp in Gullak told Amnesty 
International that: 

They used to train girls how to shoot guns. I was among the girls trained to shoot. I was 
also trained how to use bombs and how to attack a village…. This training went on for three 
weeks after we arrived. Then they started sending some of us to operations. I went on one 
operation to my own village…. Other abducted women and girls were forced to participate 
in military operations to support the group.130
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Female Suicide Bombers
Boko Haram’s use of suicide bombers has received a great deal of media coverage. Although the 
group has used suicide bombers since early in the insurgency – the first reported use was on 
April 8, 2011– the prevalence of suicide bombings and their character has shifted over time.131 In 
particular, the first female suicide bomber was documented in 2014, and the number of bombers 
who are female and/or children has escalated since that time. The UN reported that during 2017, 
“115 children – 38 boys and 77 girls – had been used as human bombs. That number was six 
times higher than in 2016.”132 The use of female suicide bombers appears to be growing.

Experts on Boko Haram and Nigeria’s counterterrorism efforts believe that a significant number 
of suicide bombers are abducted. According to the Combating Terrorism Center at West Point: 

Though full verification remains difficult, it appears to be the case that the majority of 
children that ultimately become child suicide bombers for Boko Haram are abducted; this 
is the case for both boys and girls.133 

The authors note that “suicide bombing has become a feature of Boko Haram’s tactical portfolio” 
especially since the Chibok abductions in April 2014,134 and that there has been a “distinct rise in 
the use of women-linked suicide bombers, which began in July 2014 – just two months after the 
Chibok kidnappings—and rose precipitously thereafter.”135 However, the authors do not attribute 
this escalation to increased availability due to abductions, but instead to a “strategic choice,” 
concluding that the timing of this increase is linked to the insurgents’ recognition that “women 
suicide bombers might offer distinct advantages over males” in terms of shock value.136

For girls and women abducted in the context of attacks on schools, Boko Haram’s use of female 
suicide bombers is one more in a long line of abuses that may lead to their injury or death. What 
is more, the fact that a majority of suicide bombers are female, has contributed to increased 
suspicion, hostility, and stigma facing women and girls who return from captivity, and has made 
it much harder for them to have any hope of re-integrating in their communities. (See discussion 
on Stigma)
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Military Use of Schools  
and Universities 
Boko Haram’s Use of Schools for Military Purposes
At the height of the conflict, when Boko Haram controlled large areas of territory in the 
northeast, it also used schools for military purposes, including to hold and execute captives, 
as barracks for insurgents, to manufacture and store weapons, and to stockpile other supplies. 

GCPEA interviewed several people who reported that Boko Haram had held them captive in a 
school. When Boko Haram attacked the town of Damasak on November 2014, it occupied the 
Zanna Mobarti Primary School, locking the gates and trapping students and teachers inside. 
(See discussion of Damasak abductions above) The insurgents then used the school as a military 

On April 8, 2015, a soldier walked through 
a destroyed classroom at the Universal 
Basic Education Junior Secondary 
School in Gwoza, Nigeria, the former 
base of Boko Haram, which had recently 
been retaken by the Nigerian military. 
According to the Washington Post, Boko 
Haram left schools in the city littered with 
abandoned explosives and weapons.
© 2015 The Washington Post / Jane Hahn
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base for more than three months. During that time, it also rounded up women and children from 
other parts of the town and held many of them at the school. Sadiya S., a teacher at the school, 
described her experience:

They used the school as a base. They brought students and teachers from around the town to 
be kept there with us…. They separated the teachers from the children and one of them said, 
“Teachers, you kept teaching when we told you not to. Now you will see what we will do to you.” 
They threatened to shoot us. We tried to obey whatever they told us to do, just to keep from being 
raped…. They treated us like prisoners. We were there for over three months. It was terrible. The 
place grew filthy. There were lice, and some came down with cholera. We were thinking about the 
best way to escape, but they threatened to kill us if we tried to flee….137

Similarly, Human Rights Watch interviewed women and girls who reported that Boko Haram had 
detained them in schools around the town of Gwoza. For example, “a 15-year-old girl who had 
been abducted in December 2014 with her younger siblings from Baza in Michika, Adamawa 
state, described her ordeal: We were locked with up to 60 other women and children in the 
classroom of a school in Ville, just outside Gwoza. They never let us out of that room… But three 
weeks later, they hurriedly chased us out with canes as military jets flew overhead.”138 

Human Rights Watch also interviewed a woman from Gwoza who reported that she stopped 
sending her children to the Sabongari Primary School after Boko Haram occupied it in May 2014:

About one month before we fled, Boko Haram came at night in their hundreds, maybe 
thousands, with military armored personnel carriers. They attacked the government 
military base in Gwoza and brought all the guns and everything into the school. Once we 
realized they were camped in the school, no one dared go near it again. About three weeks 
later they burned down the whole school…139

The UN reported in 2015 that Boko Haram had used five schools for military purposes in Bauchi 
state.140 According to the UN, Boko Haram attacked the Euga Primary School (Bauchi state) 
and then used the school for military purposes in February 2015, disrupting “the education of 
approximately 800 children.”141 

Military Use of Schools by Nigerian Government Forces
Nigerian government forces, the pro-government militia known as the Civilian Joint Task Force 
(CJTF), and other pro-government vigilante groups, have also used schools for military purposes 
during the conflict. The UN reported that between January 2013 and December 2016, it received 
reports of “12 cases of use of schools by the Nigerian security forces, comprising 10 schools in 
Borno State and two in Yobe State.”142 In one such case, for example, government forces used the 
Government Day Secondary School in Ngoshe (Borno state) as a barracks and detention center 
during the period April – June 2014.143 
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The CJTF, as well as other pro-government militia groups, have reportedly recruited students from 
schools. According to the UN, it had documented “the use of children as young as 9 years” during 
the period January 2013 to December 2016, although the CTJF code of conduct sets 15 years of 
age as the minimum age of recruitment.144 The CJTF used children “mainly for intelligence-related 
purposes, search operations, night patrols and crowd control and to man guard posts.”145 In a 
positive development, in September 2017, the CJTF signed an Action Plan negotiated by the UN in 
Nigeria agreeing “to put in place a number of measures to end and prevent child recruitment and 
use. Identifying and releasing all children within the group’s ranks and instructing its members 
not to recruit or use children in the future are examples of such measures.”146

As of 2017, Nigerian government and CJTF forces continued to be present in some schools in 
northeastern Nigeria. In May 2017, a UN agency reported that government forces were using 
17 schools at the time for military purposes – 10 in Borno state and seven in Yobe state.147 In 
November 2017, the Joint Education Needs Assessment reported that 20 schools out of the 332 
schools that were surveyed in northeastern Nigeria had “military at or in the school.”148 Similarly, 
a representative of an INGO working in the northeast told GCPEA in February 2018 that he had 
seen Nigerian security forces “occupying a school as a base in Gwoza about four months ago.”149

GCPEA previously reported in Education under Attack 2018 that the military use of schools by 
government security forces “occurred more frequently during the 2013-2017 reporting period 
than during the 2009-2013 period… possibly due to national armed forces’ increased efforts to 
drive out Boko Haram.”150 

Risks Associated with the Military Use  
of and Military Presence Near Schools and Universities
When schools and universities are used for military purposes, the civilian status of the school 
may be jeopardized, increasing the risk of retaliatory attacks on the school. Even when sol-
diers are present in or near a school to protect the students within them, the students become 
vulnerable to attacks by opposing forces. The UN reported, for example, that four schools in 
Gwoza that had been occupied by Nigerian Government forces were later burned and destroyed 
by Boko Haram. It stated, “The Government indicated that the military presence was to protect 
the schools; however, this action compromises their civilian status.151 Human Rights Watch also 
reported that “Locals who had welcomed, and in one case invited, soldiers to lodge in their 
schools as a preventive measure against impending Boko Haram attacks, found the contrary to 
be the case—the schools were attacked specifically because of the presence of soldiers.”152 

The presence of armed forces in or near schools and the risk of retaliatory attacks by Boko Haram 
increases the likelihood that children’s education will be disrupted. There is a heightened risk 
that school buildings and infrastructure will be damaged or destroyed, that teaching and other 
supplies will be looted, and that both students and teaching staff will be too afraid to return to 
the school. The presence of armed forces in or near schools also increases the risk that stu-
dents will be exposed to a range of abuse, and may disproportionately affect girls, who are at 
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heightened risk of sexual violence. As a result, parents may feel compelled to pull their children 
out of school and are particularly likely to pull their daughters out of school as a preventive 
measure when armed forces are in or near schools.

Because of Boko Haram’s attacks on schools, some schools have stationed guards at campus 
entrances to perform security inspections of those who are entering. As of November 2017, the 
Joint Education Needs Assessment reported that 44 schools out of those surveyed had armed 
guards at the gate of the school for protection purposes.153 In some cases, these guards are 
retired soldiers. In other cases, soldiers are responsible for providing security screenings. While 
the deployment of soldiers and CJTF members can provide much needed protection to schools at 
risk of a Boko Haram attack, the presence of such forces can also present a number of security 
concerns for students and education personnel, including a heightened risk of sexual violence 
against female students and teachers. While it was beyond the scope of this report to conduct a 
comprehensive review of the impact of security measures in place at schools, GCPEA did obtain 
some reports from female students of harassment by security personnel, especially during 
security screenings, for example at the University of Maiduguri (UNIMAID). 

Security protocols were enhanced and the presence of security guards at UNIMAID was 
increased, as a way of better protecting the university, which has been attacked repeatedly (See 
discussion above). However, female students interviewed by GCPEA reported that the presence 
of security personnel presented new opportunities for harassment. For example, 

Maryam B., a 26-year-old student at UNIMAID reported:

A security guard came up and asked for my ID. I told him [I had forgotten it] in my room, but that I 
could go and get it to show him… He asked me for a date, but I said no. Then he said, if you don’t 
agree, then you will have to sleep at our guard house. I told him that I would go and sleep in the 
mosque instead…. The female students here know that many women have been in a similar situ-
ation as me and have accepted their offer and were either raped or exploited. I am now especially 
careful about interacting with them, but sometimes you simply cannot avoid it.154

Many of the students interviewed by GCPEA described the pressure on women students because 
of the security environment at the university. Hamidah H., a 21-year-old student recounted: 

Some of the girls are also leaving school because they are too uncomfortable with the security 
screening. They have to lift or take off their hijab during the security check. There are female 
guards, but male guards are also standing there, and the men can see their bodies. So, some 
refuse to go to school anymore.155
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Halima I., 21-year-old UNIMAID student, described the pressure she feels:

Women students are affected more by the insecurity than boys ... because the suicide bombers are 
often female, guards always suspect that you are trying to smuggle a bomb under your clothing or 
in your bag. We are more vulnerable to abusive checks. And if you get caught by Boko Haram, there 
is the big danger of abduction and forced marriage. There is a lot of pressure on us coming from 
both sides. 

As a result of all these problems, a lot of my friends no longer want to study. Four of my friends 
have asked to leave school completely. Their parents asked them to go home, get married and 
abandon their education. Plenty of my friends got married instead. My parents want me to continue 
my education, but they have to force me to go to school. All I want to do is go home and stay.... 
I feel very sad and depressed.156 

Although GCPEA identified a number of women and girls who reported that they had been 
raped or sexually harassed by Nigerian government soldiers or members of the CJTF at or near 
their schools, these victims were ultimately too afraid to be interviewed. However, Anisah 
Ari-Amunega, Senior Programme Coordinator for WRAPA (the Women’s Rights Advancement & 
Protection Alternative) told GCPEA: 

“Our work has shown that a significant majority of sexual violence cases at this point are being 
perpetrated by military and pro-government vigilante forces, not by Boko Haram…. So of course, 
parents are worried about their daughters being near such forces. The presence of security forces 
near a school is likely to affect girls’ ability to continue with their education, and this in turn will 
increase the risk that they will be forced into early marriage.”157 Ms. Ari-Amunega noted, however, 
that “the girls are between the devil and the deep blue sea. If security forces are present, it makes 
them especially vulnerable to sexual violence. And the military are targets of Boko Haram as well, 
so it exposes the community to risk of attack. But at the same time, if the security forces are not 
present, the girls are at a great risk of Boko Haram violence, including rape and abduction. There are 
many layers of evil.”158
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The Safe Schools Declaration and the Guidelines for Protecting 
Schools and Universities from Military Use during Armed Conflict  
(see Annex for more detail)
The Nigerian government endorsed the Safe School Declaration in May 2015. The Declaration 
includes a commitment to use the Guidelines for Protecting Schools and Universities from Military 
Use during Armed Conflict.159 Guideline 1 states that: “Functioning schools and universities 
should not be used by the fighting forces of parties to armed conflict in any way in support of the 
military effort.” Guideline 5 states that: “The fighting forces of parties to armed conflict should 
not be employed to provide security for schools and universities, except when alternative means 
of providing essential security are not available. If possible, appropriately trained civilian per-
sonnel should be used to provide security for schools and universities. …(a) If fighting forces are 
engaged in security tasks related to schools and universities, their presence within the grounds 
or building should be avoided if at all possible in order to avoid compromising the establish-
ment’s civilian status and disrupting the learning environment.”

The Education in Emergencies Working Group in Nigeria (EiEWGN), with leadership by the 
Federal Ministry of Education, has embarked on a process of mainstreaming the Safe Schools 
Declaration across federal and state ministries, with a view to achieving progress on implemen-
tation of the commitments. In May 2018, the EiEWGN hosted a workshop in Abuja, which brought 
together representatives of the Federal Ministries of Defense and Education, members of the 
armed forces, police, and civil defense, legal experts and academics, education providers, and 
non-governmental, civil society, and international organizations. Education Commissioners 
from the three most affected states also participated. Participants discussed the existing legal, 
policy, and operational frameworks concerning the protection of students, teachers, and schools 
from attack. They also discussed the risks associated with the practice of military use and 
explored ideas for next steps on implementation of the Declaration and Guidelines. 
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Long-Term Consequences of  
Attacks on Education and Military 
Use of Schools on Female Students
Lost Education
As noted in the background section, the nine-year conflict in northeastern Nigeria has had a 
devastating impact on access to education for children living in the most affected states. As of 
writing, the Nigerian government estimated that 12.6 million children are out of school in the 
north and “the numbers of out-of-school children in the North East has significantly increased 
from 2010 to 2015,” presumably as a result of the conflict.160 Although recent data on the 
percentage of out-of-school children who are girls was not available, as of 2015, “37 percent 

A watchman opens the gate of the deserted 
student boarding facilities of Government 
Girls Technical College, where 110 girls were 
kidnapped by Boko Haram at Dapchi town in 
northern Nigerian on February 28, 2018. 
© AFP PHOTO / AMINU ABUBAKAR
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of girls and 30 percent of boys of primary school age” were out of school.161 Not surprisingly, 
Boko Haram’s targeted attacks on schools and the abduction of many school children, has had 
a significant negative impact on an already fragile education system. It has also been particu-
larly harmful for female students’ access to education and has undermined the slow progress 
in reducing the high rate of out-of-school children and, in particular, out of school girls. Boko 
Haram’s targeted attacks on education have interacted with pre-existing forms of gender 
discrimination in ways that further impede opportunities for girls. 

Many of the female students interviewed by GCPEA reported that they had been forced to 
suspend or leave their education because of the attacks they had survived. In some cases, the 
girls’ parents decided that they should not continue their education, in other cases the girls 
themselves were too afraid to continue. 

Hauwa M., a 16-year-old student in 2014 when Boko Haram attacked the Federal Government 
College in Buni Yadi, reported:

[After the attack], I went home. I was too afraid and decided not to go back. I told my parents I 
would never go back to school. They were also too afraid.… Before [the attack], I was so passionate 
to study and achieve my dream [of being a lawyer]. But now, this experience completely demoral-
ized me…. I told my father that I will never go back because of Boko Haram threats and what I saw 
that night. I cannot go back to face the same thing again.162 

Musa I., a male student formerly from the College of Education and Technology, Bama, and 
currently at the University of Maiduguri (UNIMAID), observed:

Many of my female colleagues did not return to school after the attack. Their parents were afraid 
for their security, especially because Boko Haram was abducting girls and forcing them to marry. 
They [the parents] encouraged their boys to continue with school, but many parents think “School 
is too dangerous for my daughter, and anyway she will just end up married. How long will she 
continue anyway, so she should just stop now and not risk it.163

Many of the girls from Dapchi told GCPEA that they were too afraid to return to school. Habiba M., 
a 15-year-old student abducted from Dapchi, stressed

I will never go back to school because Boko Haram warned us that if we return to school and they 
catch us, we will never come out. I prefer to continue with my Islamic school at home where it is 
safe and close to my family. I don’t think Dapchi School is safe to go to again.164
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Teachers confirmed that many of their students had never returned to school after an 
attack. Mustapha A., a male teacher at the Government Girls Senior Science Secondary 
School-Konduga reported: 

When the school [in Konduga] was closed, all the girls [over 2,000] went home. At that time, 
there were between 6—700 [who were] ready to write their final exam. Of that senior class, only 
about half of the girls took the exam. Many went home and got married, and to my knowledge the 
vast majority of those who married never returned to school…. The schools in Konduga have not 
reopened to this day…. But even if they would reopen the school, most parents would be reluctant 
to send their girls back to those schools.165

A single attack on education can have consequences that go far beyond those directly affected 
by the attack; many girls and young women reported that they, or their parents, were too 
afraid to continue their studies after learning about the experiences of others, particularly the 
Chibok abductions.

Some girls were adamant that they would return to their studies regardless of the risks, and a 
few indicated that they were beginning to feel somewhat hopeful about the future due to the 
apparent successes of the Nigerian security forces in retaking territory from Boko Haram and, 
in a couple of cases, were reconsidering their initial decision never to return to school. Sarah Y., 
a student at the Government Girls Senior Secondary School– Konduga when it was attacked in 
2014, recounted:

I did not go back to school after that experience. Of the five girls I kept in touch with, none of us 
went back to school. It was not safe…. This year [2018], I have started thinking about going back 
to school, but I am not sure with all the attacks that have happened. I was dreaming of becoming a 
nurse, but after that horrible experience, I just couldn’t go back.166 

Hopes that insecurity is subsiding may, however, have been dampened by the subsequent 
abduction of 111 schoolgirls from Dapchi, which took place shortly after these interviews. 

Early Marriage and Early Pregnancy
Scholars and activists have written extensively about the link between insecurity and early 
marriage, including how parents sometimes resort to early marriage in times of insecurity out 
of desperation or as a perceived form of protection.167 Similarly, early marriage can also be a 
response to poverty.168 An upcoming report from the Development Partners Resource Center 
of the development Research and Projects Center (dRPC) based in Kano, Nigeria, describes 
this link:

The culture of sexual violence against women and girls that pervades certain soci-
eties prompts parents to minimize the risk of sexual assault and protect their children 
by marrying them as early as possible, regardless of them having reached legal age. 
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Marriage is resorted to as a safeguard against disrepute and a path to giving the girl child 
a future, while averting actions that would bring shame to the family, such as a daughter 
… becoming the target of sexual abuse…. An ancient custom adopted as an escape route 
from poverty and gender-based violence, child marriage is a harmful practice that perpetu-
ates both, further impoverishing and victimizing women.169

While there is little concrete data to confirm an increase in the prevalence of early marriage in 
Nigeria as a result of the conflict, INGO representatives and Nigerian women’s rights activists 
expressed the view that early and child marriage have increased in the northeast as a result 
of insecurity. 

Before the conflict began, Nigeria already had one of the highest rates of child marriage in the 
world with an estimated 43 percent of girls being married before their 18th birthday and 17 per-
cent before their 15th birthday.170 According to Girls Not Brides, an NGO working globally to end 
child marriage, Nigeria is ranked 11th in the world in terms of prevalence of child marriage.171 The 
prevalence of child marriage varies significantly by region: “In southern Nigeria only 10 percent 
of girls are married before 18, compared to 76 percent of girls in northern Nigeria.”172

Attacks on schools that, as discussed above, result in many girls leaving or being taken out of 
school further exacerbate the tendency to marry girls at an early age. Research consistently 
finds that being out of school, even for relatively short periods, greatly increases the risk of early 
marriage for girls.173

GCPEA interviewed 15 teachers and principals from schools that were closed due to insecurity 
in Borno state and ultimately relocated to . These teachers and principals reported that many 
female students did not return to school after attacks, and many parents refused to send their 
daughters back to school because of fear of the security situation. They said that many of their 
former students had subsequently faced early and forced marriage. Fadimatu U., a principal of a 
senior secondary school, noted:

Some girls were forced to get married. Their parents were worried what might happen if their girls 
were not in school. Marriage is considered a form of protection.174

Similarly, Hamidah M., principal of secondary school from Monguno, pointed out:

For girls who were left at home, many were forced by their parents to marry. If they were married, 
it was sometimes the only security they had.175

Several teachers also noted that although the closure of schools due to insecurity was a 
necessary step, the fact that there was no school in some areas for two or more years increased 
the risk of forced marriage of girls, even if the family had relocated to a more secure environ-
ment. For example, Halima M., a teacher from Mafa, stated:
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For 2015 and 2016, all of the schools [in Borno state] were closed. There were about 2,000 stu-
dents in our school before. Now we have about 300-400. Many did not come back. For those girls 
who were no longer in school, many got married…. There is a big risk that the girls will be forced 
to get married if they are not in school. I would say that if the girl is out of school for even a week, 
the parents will think, “If she is going to sit around and not do anything, then she should go on 
and get married!”176

Although parents may consider early marriage as a protection mechanism, especially during 
periods of insecurity, early marriage often exposes the girl to a number of increased risks. A 
girl who marries at an early age is often not mentally or emotionally prepared to negotiate for 
safer sex or withstand the pressures from her husband and other family members to become 
pregnant soon after the marriage. Early marriage frequently leads to early and unprotected 
sex, early pregnancy, and related reproductive health complications. UNFPA in Nigeria has 
stated that “the health consequences of early marriage among adolescents include, early child 
bearing; increased risk of STIs and HIV; high infant and maternal mortality and morbidity, pro-
longed and obstructed labor which may result in fistula and the corresponding consequences of 
social exclusion.”177 

Similarly, Dr. Judith Ann Walker, director of the development Research and Projects Centre (dRPC) 
in Kano, Nigeria and an expert on child marriage, has observed that:

As 90% of pregnancies in the developing world happen within marriages, child marriage 
contributes to high rates of pregnancy and pregnancy-related risks in young girls. In 
situations of child marriage, girls tend to become pregnant very soon after marriage, often 
before they are physically or mentally ready, leading to earlier ages at first birth and higher 
total fertility rates. In northeastern and northwestern Nigeria, 39% and 45% of 15-19 [year 
old] girls have children, respectively. Young girls are more likely to experience difficult 
pregnancies and complications of deliveries. The risk of maternal mortality is doubled in 
cases where the mother is below 20 and increases 5-7 times when the mother is below 
14. Studies have reported some of the highest rates of maternal mortality in the world in 
northern Nigeria. [Footnotes omitted]178

Suspicion, Stigma, and Social Exclusion
As the Nigerian security forces have recaptured areas previously under the control of Boko 
Haram, they have rescued many who had been abducted, as well as those who had been trapped 
in areas overrun by insurgents. Among these are many women and girls who were victims of 
sexual violence, sometimes following so-called “marriage” to Boko Haram fighters. Some of 
these women and girls are returning with babies whose fathers are Boko Haram insurgents.

These girls and women suffered highly traumatic experiences in captivity and have a desperate 
need for care and treatment. However, they all too frequently return to communities and even 
families who are hostile to them and suspicious of their allegiances. While all women and girls 
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who are survivors of sexual violence face the risk of stigma in northeastern Nigerian communi-
ties, the risk and severity of stigma and social rejection are often greater when the women have 
been held by Boko Haram, no matter how clear it was that they were taken involuntarily. 

A 2016 study by UNICEF and International Alert found that: “Women and girls who spent time in 
captivity are often referred to by communities as ‘Boko Haram wives,’ and there appears to be 
little distinction made between those who were forcibly ‘married,’ even under threat of execu-
tion, and others.”179 This research, examining the views of communities toward women and girls 
returning from captivity, noted that communities often fear that they “were radicalized while 
in captivity, and if allowed to reintegrate into their communities, they might recruit others.”180 
The report also found that “communities expressed the belief that over time relations could be 
rebuilt and that the women and girls could gradually be accepted and trusted by the displaced 
community.”181 Communities insisted, however, that these women and girls should go through a 
de-radicalization process as a precondition for being accepted back.

Even families who accept their daughters when they return from captivity often refuse to accept 
their daughters’ children fathered by Boko Haram fighters. The children are considered to have 
the “bad blood” of their fathers and are likely to be rejected by the community. According to 
International Alert, “some also believe that the children conceived as a result of sexual violence 
or sexual relations with JAS members will become the next generation of fighters, as they carry 
the violent characteristics of their biological fathers…. Mothers and newborns are being increas-
ingly ostracized and are at risk of further violence.”182

Boko Haram abducted and held Zainab K. for over two years, during which time she was forced 
to “marry” one of her abductors. She sobbed while describing the stigma she faces living in the 
Bekassi IDP camp in Maiduguri:

There is so much stigma. People laugh at me and make fun of us. Even people who are close to me 
say things like “I would never marry a Boko Haram man.” They insult me and make fun of me…. 
They don’t know how much it hurts me. And some have threatened to expose what happened to 
me, if I complain about them.183

The insurgents abducted Nafisa M. from Gwoza LGA and held her in captivity for almost 
one-and-a-half years. During her time in Sambisa forest, she was forced to “marry” a Boko Haram 
fighter and became pregnant. She spoke about the stigma she faces now that she has escaped: 

I feel a lot of stigma from what happened in Sambisa…. No one says anything in my presence, but I 
feel that they are saying mean things behind my back. I do not feel welcome among my own people 
now. I feel like I am all alone and sitting on the edge [margins] watching others live. Both of my 
parents are dead…. I am not sure I would feel safe to return to my village, given the hostility I feel 
from former neighbors. It is too painful.184
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Maryam R., who has an infant she conceived during her time in captivity, said:

My own parents have accepted me and accepted the child. But there is a lot of stigma from people 
in the community. We have heard every rumor possible. That we are cannibals and were forced to 
eat other people. They have told so many stories about us.185 

The escalation in suicide bombings that involve female bombers has further exacerbated the 
suspicion with which communities and even their own families sometimes view returning women 
and girls. Community members, themselves traumatized by the actions of Boko Haram, continue 
to live in an extremely insecure environment with the daily possibility of attack. They distrust 
returning girls and women and fear the possibility that they have been radicalized and are 
coming home to continue jihad on behalf of Boko Haram. 

Continued Suffering Due to Trauma
Many of the students, as well as some of the teachers, interviewed by GCPEA described a range 
of symptoms, such as recurring nightmares, anxiety, being easily frightened, an inability to 
focus and other signs commonly associated with trauma. They reported that trauma impedes 
their ability to move on with their lives and has ongoing impact on their education. A significant 
number of students mentioned that they continue to be nervous and fearful, especially when 
at school. Several stressed that insecurity on school campuses and attacks on schools and 
students make it difficult for them to recover since they are denied the normalcy provided by 
attending school in a safe environment. As a result, some have decided not to return to school. 
Even those who returned to school at some point after the attack reported that it was difficult for 
them to concentrate on their school work. Many have recurring flashbacks; some frighten easily. 
Several cried during the interview. 

Hamidah I. who is currently a student at UNIMAID stated:

The security situation has really had an effect on me. I cannot help but keep thinking about the 
people coming to kill me when I am writing my exams. It is really hard to concentrate.186

Habiba Y., who was a 14-year-old student at the Federal Government College in Buni Yadi when 
Boko Haram attacked it in 2014, told GCPEA what she saw when she left her dormitory after 
the attack:

I saw corpses littered all around. I went home, and I never went back to school…. The thoughts 
and images come back to me over and over again. Many times, I feel depressed and sad. As we are 
sitting here talking, I am ok, but those images can come up at any time and then I remember again 
all I saw that night.187
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Manuela A., who is now in her final year at Adamawa State University, spoke about her fears:

[Boko Haram] caught a number of girls and victimized them. I know of four girls who were abducted 
and never came back to school. I still feel afraid to be at school. We are all traumatized from that 
experience…. There haven’t been any security changes at the school. If there would be more secu-
rity, I think it would be easier to concentrate on my work. There are no psychological services…. 
For me, the biggest impact from the attacks has been that I find it really hard to concentrate on my 
studies now. It is very hard to be here.188

Some of the girls who were abducted from the Government School in Chibok but escaped 
capture by jumping from the moving vehicles, reported that their experiences were highly 
traumatic. For many of those who were fortunate enough to escape during those first hours and 
days after the abduction, thinking of their friends and classmates still in captivity has been 
especially painful.

Amina F. stated:

The experience [of being abducted] causes me to think repeatedly about those who have been in 
the bush for almost four years now. It makes it hard for me to study. I am lucky to be able to go on 
with my studies, but sometimes it seems like there is no point in going to school when so many 
others are still suffering.189

Similarly, Tabitha L. recounted: 

This experience has been very traumatic. It is traumatic even now because of the people who 
are still [in captivity]. I think of them often and it gets me down. It also affects my interest in 
studying. But when I see some of the parents of the other girls I feel hope that the girls will one day 
return home.190

Nigerian education officials appear to be aware that trauma counseling and psychosocial sup-
port is needed. Government officials interviewed by GCPEA discussed the trauma experienced 
by both children and teachers and the need for mental health responses. The Presidential 
Committee on the North-East Initiative (PCNI), for example, has been providing teachers with 
training to build their capacity to teach children in their classrooms who have been traumatized 
by the conflict.191 However, with the exception of the girls abducted from Chibok, none of the 
female students interviewed by GCPEA had received psychosocial support of any kind, and most 
had no idea where they might find such services. Some teachers had received trauma counseling 
to help them deal with their highly traumatized students and were most appreciative of the 
counseling they had received. In addition to government efforts, international and Nigerian NGOs 
have developed programs to respond to the enormous need for psychosocial services. (See 
discussion below) However, despite the best efforts of many organizations, there is an enormous 
gap between the available services and those needed.
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Health Consequences of Rape
Some women and girls reported ongoing gynecological problems as a result of being raped.  
Aisha Y., who was 13 at the time she was abducted, reported having been raped repeatedly after 
being forcibly married to a Boko Haram fighter:

It was very bad. I was so young and innocent. I had such pain. I cried and cried, but he continued 
to rape me … I continue to have pain to this day.192

Sadiya S., who was held in captivity for over three years, described:

This is all too painful to talk about. My mother is separated from me… My brother was killed. And 
then, as a virgin -- I had never had anything to do with a man before -- these people took me and 
just used me…. I was raped over and over during that time… I had so much pain, that I did not 
know when I was pregnant. By then, I had gotten used to the pain.193 

A few of the women interviewed by GCPEA reported seeking medical treatment after their release 
or rescue. Zainab I., who was raped while she was fleeing from Gwoza toward Mubi, recalled:

When I got to Uba, I was approached by four Boko Haram fighters. They took me into a house, 
where all four raped me. Three would stand there with guns while the other one raped me…. I had 
internal injuries from the attack. Finally, it got so bad I went to the hospital. While I was there I 
was also tested for HIV. I am ok now, but I keep losing weight.194

Girls from the Chibok and Dapchi abductions who have been rescued or escaped reported having 
been seen by doctors, who “carried out medical tests.” However, the girls did not know what 
tests were conducted. Most of the women and girls, however, had never been treated by a doctor 
and did not have any information about how to access post-rape care, treatment for HIV or other 
sexually transmitted diseases, or reproductive services. 

Halima U., a young woman who was raped repeatedly while in captivity for three years, reported 
having serious health problems as a result of the violence she had experienced:

I have been bleeding for so long. I have had gynecological problems since being raped and 
have been bleeding…. I have not seen any doctor. I wouldn’t even know where to go, and 
I have no money.195 

A number of government and humanitarian organizations are providing health services, including 
for victims of SGBV. (See discussion below) These programs are critically important, but they 
do not begin to fill the need. What is more, the government needs to conduct greater outreach 
efforts to ensure that those in need know how to access services.
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The Nigerian Government’s Response 
to Attacks on Education
Throughout the conflict, the Nigerian government and its relevant 
security agencies, as well as relevant state governments, have 
struggled to respond effectively to protect schools from attack and to 
prevent abductions, including of female students and teachers. 

Two students who were 
relocated with some of their 
classmates and teachers to 
Maiduguri due to insecurity.
© Holly Cartner, October 2017
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As noted above, most of those interviewed by GCPEA reported that their schools frequently had 
little or no security infrastructure or equipment, and that teachers and students were often left 
with no or wholly inadequate protection. Schools and education personnel frequently did not 
have accurate information on which to base security decisions. What is more, schools and edu-
cation personnel could not rely on security agencies to provide them with protection, even when 
they requested protection from an imminent attack.

As a result of the conflict, many schools in the northeast had to be closed, sometimes for 
extended periods of time, in an acknowledgment that they were not sufficiently safe for students. 
In Borno state, for example, “schools at all levels were closed in 22 out of 27 local government 
areas for at least two years, and public secondary schools in the state capital, Maiduguri, only 
reopened in February 2016 after internally displaced people, who occupied most of the schools, 
were relocated elsewhere…. Authorities reopened public schools in the state in September 
2016.”196 While the decision to close schools was an important interim measure to protect 
students and education personnel, it ultimately resulted in hundreds of thousands of children 
being out of school for extended periods of time. In July 2015, members of the Nigerian House 
of Representatives expressed deep concern that schools in the three states of Borno, Yobe and 
Adamawa, “especially the ones located in the hinterland, had been shut down for as long as 
three years, denying scores of young people access to education,” and issued a motion calling on 
the Federal Government to reopen schools. However, others opposed the motion, stating that the 
Federal Government should “only reopen schools when adequate arrangements are made for the 
security of the students.”197

After his election in May 2015, President Mohammadu Buhari set about to restructure the military 
response to Boko Haram in an effort to retake areas captured by the group. Buhari relocated the 
military command headquarters from Abuja to the Borno state capital of Maidugurui and placed 
greater emphasis on cooperation with the Multi-National Joint Task Force comprised of Nigeria 
and its northern neighbors. Over time, the reinvigorated military response was able to push Boko 
Haram out of much of the territory it had controlled, resulting in a gradual improvement in the 
security situation in the region. However, although Boko Haram no longer controls the territory it 
once did, it remains able to carry out attacks that result in significant loss of life, and it continues 
to be able to attack schools and abduct students. 

Protecting Schools and Improving School Security 
The Nigerian government with the support of international donors and humanitarian 
organizations, as well as national and international NGOs, has developed a number of initia-
tives and measures to rebuild schools and provide improved security for schools. Some of these 
initiatives are implemented by the Federal government, but there are also numerous efforts 
undertaken by state and local authorities. It is, however, a challenge to obtain concrete infor-
mation on the number of schools that have benefited from these measures to date. In its review 
of Nigeria in 2017, the CEDAW Committee acknowledged the Nigerian government efforts “to 
address the effect of the Boko Haram insurgency on access to education by women and girls.”198 
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However, the committee noted with concern, among other things, “the lack of information on 
the progress made in securing schools to ensure that girls and teachers are protected from 
Boko Haram insurgents.”199 

The Safe School Initiative and the Presidential Committee for the Northeast Initiative
The Nigerian government launched the Safe School Initiative (SSI) on May 7, 2014, with the 
support of the UN Special Envoy for Education Gordon Brown, the African Development Bank, a 
coalition of Nigerian business leaders, and foreign governments, as a response to the growing 
number of attacks on schools in Nigeria at the time and, in particular, to the abduction of school 
girls in Chibok earlier that spring. The government established the SSI “to complement its mil-
itary efforts to improve security in North-East Nigeria, with targeted packages of development 
interventions.”200 The government envisioned that the initiative would establish a $100 million 
fund201 ; as of 2018, it had reportedly raised approximately $30 million (including funds from the 
Nigerian government, as well as national and international donors).202 

In 2015, the Safe School Initiative was brought under the authority of the Presidential Committee 
for the Northeast Initiative (PCNI). The PCNI was set up by President Buhari “to serve as the 
primary national strategy, coordination and advisory body for all humanitarian interventions, 
transformational and developmental efforts in the North-East region of Nigeria.”203 According to 
the PCNI, the SSI has been subsumed under the PCNI, which ensures continuity of the existing 
SSI interventions. The PCNI oversees and coordinates a broader and more comprehensive 
program of rehabilitation and social stabilization.”204 Similarly, a representative of a UN agency 
pointed out that the SSI has been largely wound down and is now “only a collection of remaining 
activities. Most interventions in the northeast are now outside the SSI.”205

Although the SSI no longer exists as it was initially envisioned, a representative of the PCNI 
stressed that the SSI’s three focus areas continue to be implemented as part of PCNI’s broader 
programs. These areas include:

1� The provision of innovative education strategies for IDP children: “This entails the provision 
of innovative teaching and learning materials in IDP camps and host communities” and “also 
involves the promotion of double shift schooling, mobilization of volunteer teachers, provi-
sion of temporary classrooms, school in a box, school on wheels, and other measures.”206 

2� The transfer of children living in areas at high risk of insurgent activity to Federal Unity 
Colleges in safer regions of the country� This component of the SSI is implemented by the 
SSI Secretariat working with State governments and the Federal Ministry of Education, which 
identified 2,400 students (800 per state) and funded full scholarships for the remainder of 
their secondary education. As of May 2018, there were still 1,446 students enrolled in the 
Student Transfer Program.207

3� The development of a Safe School Model, which will be piloted in select schools in the 
northeast and subsequently rolled out across the country. “The Safe School Model will be 
the Government Girls Secondary School, Chibok, which is currently under construction. The 
school is being constructed in partnership with the Engineering Corps of the Nigerian Army. 
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This intervention includes the implementation of a school rehabilitation program that will 
contain the following: 

• Upgrading schools’ infrastructure (introduction of modern and environmentally 
sustainable systems like solar power to ensure that schools are well lit, provision of 
water and sanitation facilities)

• Physical protection (e.g. proper fencing, installation of alarm systems, school guards, 
community-based policing); and

• Developing school security plans and rapid response systems, and training staff as 
school safety officers. amongst other measures.”208

The PCNI expects the construction and renovation of the Government Girls Secondary School, 
Chibok, school to be completed in 2018. No timeline has yet been established for rolling out the 
Safe School Model for other schools.

Victims’ Support Fund
The Victims’ Support Fund (VSF) was established to provide assistance to communities that had 
suffered from Boko Haram violence. The chairman of the Victims Support Fund is Theophilous 
Danjuma, a retired army general, who also heads the PCNI. Among other things, the VSF 
focuses on:

• “Economic empowerment for [women] victims of terrorism,”

• “Educational support for terror-affected and displaced children,” and

• “Psychosocial support for people affected by terrorism.”209

Although it is not clear how much money the Victims’ Support Fund has raised to date for its 
priority areas, in its 2015 report to CEDAW, the government stated that it had been “able to raise 
N100 Billion ($625m USD) in support of the care and rehabilitation for the victims of Boko Haram, 
who have been predominantly women and children.”210 The VSF programs have included recon-
struction of school buildings,211 and training of teachers – so-called training the trainer programs 
– “to enable them to train other teachers to provide adequate support and impact to children in 
post-conflict situation. This will also equip them with relevant knowledge and skills to improve 
the outcomes of their teaching and daily interactions with pupils.”212

Following the Dapchi abductions in February 2018, some Nigerian activists and political leaders 
have expressed concern that the SSI does not appear to have improved security for schools 
in the northeast. State education officials have also raised questions about the government’s 
failure to provide enhanced security measures for schools in the region. “It is unfortunate [that], 
up until now, they have not done anything for us in terms of providing some security measures to 
be taken in our schools,” said Mohammed Lamin, commissioner for Yobe’s Ministry of Education. 
“Maybe they may come in the near future to start fencing some of the schools or providing some 
security equipment to us, but up until this moment, nothing has been done. It is only the state 
government that has been providing all these things to our schools.”213 



GCPEA

58

Some have also raised questions about the management of funds raised for SSI projects. On 
May 9, 2018, the Nigerian House of Representatives voted unanimously to investigate the 
management of the SSI funds. Representative Shuaibu Abdulrahman stated that “an undis-
closed amount of money was collected to enhance physical security around vulnerable schools 
to check abduction of students in schools in the North-east” and claimed that “there was no 
evidence that schools in the area had now been secured or fortified with CCTV Cameras, high 
perimeter fence and generators as provided in the original concept of the initiative.”214 According 
to Representative Abdulrahman, the absence of improved security measures contributed to the 
February Dapchi abductions. PCNI representatives, however, suggested that most of the SSI 
funds had been used to pay for education of the 2,400 who were transferred to safer areas. In 
addition, a representative of the PCNI stressed that the costs of repairing schools are higher than 
normal because contractors are reluctant to work in areas that are still insecure.215

While not able to comment on questions of the government’s financial management of SSI funds, 
many of the education personnel interviewed by GCPEA are concerned that the government has 
not developed a comprehensive and coordinated security plan for schools. Education in emer-
gencies specialists based in the northeast stressed that the government has failed to develop 
a set of guidelines on how best to protect schools from attack and pointed to the Dapchi abduc-
tions as evidence that the government’s efforts to prevent attacks on schools are inadequate. A 
representative of an international organization working in Maiduguri stated:

Although there is heightened awareness about protection concerns related to education, 
there is no deliberate and widescale agreement by the government on specific security 
measures that should be provided for schools in insecure areas in the northeast. I was 
shocked to find out in the media reports that there were no school guards or [militia] 
nearby protecting the school in Dapchi, especially given that it is a girls’ school in a 
remote area!”216

Instead, the representative noted that “many of the government’s security responses after 
incidents such as the abduction of children from schools are reactionary but are not sustained 
over time.”217

With regard to specific government measures to protect female students, the 
representative observed:

I am not aware of any pro-active government initiatives for the safety and security of chil-
dren, and the [Borno] State Ministry of Education and SUBEB have not yet rolled out any 
specific set of actions to prevent especially girls from being abducted.218

The current lack of a central and easily accessible data bank on school reconstruction and 
security initiatives and needs impedes government efforts to prioritize the provision of enhanced 
security measures for those schools most vulnerable to attack. Furthermore, without compre-
hensive data on school security, there is no reliable basis by which to assess the effectiveness 
of initiatives to improve school security and to inform future policies and practice. Parents, 
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students, and education personnel currently lack the information they need to feel confident in 
the measures being taken to make schools secure.

The structures that govern the provision of education in Nigeria, including the reconstruction 
and securing of schools, is particularly complex and appears to be an obstacle to transparency. 
Education is the joint responsibility of a multitude of actors within the three tiers of government 
– federal, state, and local area authorities. In 2013, the UN Special Envoy for Global Education 
stressed that “the extensive set of institutional and intergovernmental relations for the provision 
of basic education makes the provision of education in Nigeria particularly complex. Roles and 
responsibilities between the three tiers of government, and between government and para-
statals, are largely undefined, leaving no government or agency clearly accountable for results. 
Moreover, these relations have become even more complicated in recent years …”219

This complex structure also makes it exceedingly difficult to find comprehensive data, as each 
ministry or agency has, at best, only a piece of the overall picture. A representative of the 
Ministry of Reconstruction, Rehabilitation and Resettlement (MRRR), which was created in 2015 
to oversee the rebuilding and resettling of Boko Haram victims in Borno state, observed that 
“the data [to assess the impact of security improvements in schools] are not easily accessible. 
They are scant and scattered among the various ministries and agencies.” The representative 
also pointed out that it is difficult to get a concrete overview of the expenditures made for school 

Members of the #BringBackOurGirls campaign during a sit-out in Abuja, Nigeria, May 18, 2016, after receiving news 
that a teenager kidnapped by Boko Haram from her school in Chibok more than two years earlier had been rescued. 
© REUTERS/Afolabi Sotunde
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reconstruction and security because “donors often do not give money directly to the ministries 
but provide building materials or other in-kind donations to support the reconstruction and 
rehabilitation efforts.”220 It is critical that the government take steps to address this information/
data gap.

Government Prosecutions of Crimes Against Civilians 
The government has conducted investigations into Boko Haram’s attacks on civilians, but until 
recently most suspects being held in military custody had never been charged with a crime, 
much less been tried.221 In September 2017, the Federal Ministry of Justice announced the start 
of trials of over 1,600 Boko Haram suspects being held in a military base in Kainji (Niger state).222 
Human rights groups expressed concern that many of the suspects have been held for long 
periods of time without charge, without the opportunity to appear before a judge, and without 
access to legal counsel. Groups also questioned the government’s decision to conduct closed 
trials in Kainji, without the presence of media or civil society monitors. With regard to the trials 
in Kainji, Human Rights Watch stated that “concerns about due process and fair hearing height-
ened when, within four days of trial, 45 of the first batch of 565 defendants were convicted and 
sentenced to between three to 31 jail terms for undisclosed charges. The court threw out charges 
against 34, discharged 468, and referred 25 defendants for trial in other courts.”223 

In February 2018, in the second phase of the Kainji trials, 205 people were convicted for their 
involvement with Boko Haram. Among these, Haruna Yahaya, a 35-year-old former trader, 
reportedly confessed to playing a role in the Chibok abductions, and was sentenced to 15 years 
imprisonment.224 Similarly, on July 13, 2018, the Kainji courts sentenced a second man, Banzana 
Yusuf, to 20 years imprisonment for his role in “planning and kidnapping” the Chibok school-
girls.225 On July 19, 2018, Borno State Police Commissioner Damian Chukwu stated that security 
forces had captured 22 Boko Haram suspects, eight of which had confessed to participating in 
the abduction of Chibok schoolgirls in 2014, among other crimes.226 No other details were pro-
vided about the role these suspects may have played in the Chibok abductions. 

The trial of another 651 suspects being held at Giwa barracks in Maiduguri (Borno state) is 
scheduled to start immediately after the completion of the trials in Kainji.227 

Human rights groups have also called on the Nigerian government to investigate abuses 
allegedly committed by Nigerian security forces during the conflict in the northeast and to hold 
perpetrators accountable. In March 2017, the Nigerian Army convened a Special Board of Inquiry 
to investigate allegations that its forces had committed human rights violations in the north-
east, including in its detention centers. The Special Board’s report was not made public, but it 
presented some of its findings in a press briefing. Among other things, the Special Board docu-
mented poor detention conditions at military detention facilities and found that “these detention 
conditions, and delays in trials of alleged Boko Haram members, sometimes resulted in deaths 
in custody.”228 It also expressed concern about suspects’ lack of access to legal counsel. 
According to the United States Department of State, the Special Board “reportedly did not find 
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any individual member of the [Nigerian Army] at fault for any human rights violation in military 
detention facilities, nor did it recommend prosecutions or other accountability measures for any 
member of the Armed Forces of Nigeria or other government entity.”229 

On August 4, 2017, acting President Yemi Osinbajo announced that he was setting up a 
civilian-led commission of inquiry “to review compliance of the Nigerian Armed Forces with 
human rights obligations and rules of engagement, especially in insurgency situations.”230 The 
Presidential Investigation Panel to Review Compliance of the Armed Forces with Human Rights 
Obligations and Rules of Engagement (PIP) is authorized to investigate violations of international 
humanitarian and human rights law. The PIP held a number of hearings, the last of which report-
edly took place on November 8, 2017.231 Although the commission was expected to submit its 
report within 90 days, as of this writing, no report had been made public. 

Other Important Government Initiatives
As noted above, Nigeria was among the first group of 37 states to endorse the Safe Schools 
Declaration on May 29, 2015, and further expressed its commitment to the goals of the 
Declaration by signing a Letter of Endorsement on March 8, 2018. The government, through the 
Federal Ministry of Education and the Presidential Committee on the North-East Initiative, has 
also supported the review of Nigeria’s legal framework for the protection of education institu-
tions from attack in Nigeria, conducted by the EiEWGN. 

In another important initiative, the Nigerian government launched The National Strategic Plan 
to End Child Marriage in Nigeria, 2016-2021, in November 2016, which seeks to end child mar-
riage in Nigeria by 2030. The plan is based on a coordination platform that is led by the Federal 
Ministry of Women Affairs and Social Development and co-chaired by Save the Children.232
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Programmatic Responses from 
International Agencies and 
International and National NGOs
The gradual improvement in the security environment in northeast 
Nigeria over the last two years has allowed an expansion of the human-
itarian response and an increase in critical INGO programs to address 
the needs of the conflict-affected population.

Adolescent girl with her baby in an Accelerated 
Learning Program for basic literacy and life 
skills run by Plan International. The young 
mother dropped out of school due to the 
insurgency but the program has enabled her 
to continue her education. 
© Plan International 2018



 “I Will Never Go Back to School”

63

In September 2017, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) reported 
that the humanitarian response had been significantly scaled up in the northeast, with over 90 
humanitarian organizations working in the region, and that “as of mid-2017, more than 500 inter-
national and 2,000 national staff are dedicated to the humanitarian response, mainly in Borno 
State.”233 A significant number of humanitarian actors, often working in close collaboration with 
various government ministries, are carrying out programs of specific relevance to the concerns 
addressed in this report, and especially to the mitigation of some of the harms caused to girls 
and women in the context of attacks on schools. Although it is beyond the scope of this report to 
conduct a comprehensive review of these initiatives, GCPEA would like to highlight a few of the 
important efforts–both large and small in scale–that are underway in the region to respond to 
the education and protection needs of survivors of attacks on education.234 It should be noted, 
however, that ongoing insecurity and a lack of sufficient funding for the 2018 Humanitarian 
Response Plan (HRP) continue to hamper efforts to reach and respond to those in need. 

Programs to Improve Access to Education 
Many organizations are working to address the enormous challenges in access to education that 
have occurred as a result of and/or been exacerbated by the conflict. For example, international 
agencies, NGOs and national partners, working in collaboration with government agencies, have 
provided non-formal education opportunities for IDP children who are out of school, constructed 
temporary learning centers, and where possible helped mainstream children into the formal edu-
cation system. A number of organizations have programs specifically designed to address the 
educational needs of female students. 

UNICEF, which co-leads the education sector235 response together with the Nigerian govern-
ment, is the largest international organization active in this field. UNICEF, together with its 
implementing partners carries out a range of important education programs that reach large 
numbers of children in the northeast. Between the start of the new school year in September 
2017 and January 2018, UNICEF and its partners enrolled a total of 481,850 children in Adamawa, 
Borno and Yobe states. The organization reported that 225,467 of those enrolled were girls and 
256,383 were boys.236 UNICEF has a number of important programs to provide material support 
necessary to facilitate the enrollment of children. For example, UNICEF reported that 9,504 sets 
of uniforms with sandals and stockings were distributed to girls to encourage girl-child enroll-
ment.”237 It also supplied teaching and learning materials to 468,803 school-aged children during 
2017.238 The organization is also conducting a media campaign to highlight the importance of 
education and encourage parents to enroll their children. UNICEF supports the establishment 
of temporary learning spaces and the rehabilitation of pre-existing classrooms/schools. The 
organization reported that UNICEF and implementing partners reached 904,578 “school-aged 
children including adolescents through schools and temporary facilities in safe learning environ-
ments” during 2017.239
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BOX A: 

Non-formal Education Programs/Outreach to Parents 
of Female Students
As noted earlier, the conflict has had a 
devastating impact on education  
in the northeast, causing a significant 
increase in the already high number  
of out-of-school children. Many of the 
international NGOs working in the region, 
as well as many of their Nigerian partners, 
have attempted to respond to the crisis 
by developing non-formal and acceler-
ated education programs. The Education 
Crisis Response, which was one of the 
largest such programs, is highlighted here 
because of its efforts to engage parents 
and communities to support girls’ educa-
tion. Its experiences highlight the positive 
potential of such programs and also 
underscore some of the challenges that 
impede programmatic impact.

The Education Crisis Response Program 
was set up in 2014 to support non-
formal and alternative education for 
IDP children in the northeast who had 
no other access to schools. The initia-
tive established 1,456 (935 distinct) 
learning centers across the northeast 

that provided classes for 68,407 (29,829 
male: 38,578 female) students during the 
three years of the project. Approximately, 
45,000 of these students were based in 
Borno state. Educational facilitators who 
were trained by the program provided 
class instruction at least three days 
a week for at least three hours a day, 
following a government-approved curric-
ulum. Children were provided with school 
materials, but also in-class meals, and 
psychosocial support.240 

Ayo Oladini, the former director of 
Education Crisis Response, noted that 
efforts to engage parents in their daugh-
ters’ education was important to the 
success of the program. He stressed:

Most parents in the north [of Nigeria] will 
not send their daughters to school if they 
are not sure about safety. The experi-
ences of this conflict have underscored 
the risks for their daughters, but there 
are other risks as well. Many parents 

The Education Crisis Response was a three-year program funded by the US Agency for 
International Development (USAID) and implemented by Creative Associates International and 
local partners. Although designed to provide non-formal education to out-of-school boys and 
girls, it was sensitive to the special needs of out-of-school girls and developed interventions 
– including community outreach efforts – to support girls to stay in school and complete their 
education. (See Box A) In other initiatives, such as the Technology Enhanced Learning for All 
(TELA) program of the American University Nigeria, alternative delivery of education was espe-
cially effective in improving educational outcomes for girl students. (See Box B)



 “I Will Never Go Back to School”

65

are also worried about the potential 
for sexual abuse from teachers in the 
schools…. So, we worked to involve the 
parents in the academic program and in 
helping select who the teachers of their 
wards would be in the school. Parents of 
girls need to be more engaged in deci-
sions about their daughters’ education 
and they need to know who is teaching 
their daughters, if they are to feel com-
fortable sending their girls to school.241 

Hallmark Leadership Initiative (HALI) is an 
Education Crisis Response partner based 
in Maiduguri, that provides non-formal 
education programs for IDP children, 
many of whom currently have no access 
to formal education. As a participant in 
the Education Crisis Response project, 
HALI distributed learning materials and 
had learning facilitators (education 
mentors) who provided accelerated 
learning support for 1,400 IDP children 
in 28 learning centers in Borno state.242 
The participants were taught numeracy, 
literacy, and social and emotional learning 
skills. Participants in youth and adoles-
cent learning centers were also given skill 
acquisition training to help them support 
themselves after the project. Abubakar 
Askira, the Program Director of HALI, 
noted that non-formal programs are par-
ticularly useful for helping girls continue 
with their education because they often 
have flexible schedules. He noted: 

Given the dire economic situation for 
many of these girls’ families, they are 
forced to help the household by hawking 

or doing other small business during the 
day. So, it is particularly important that 
a program such as HALI’s has a flexible 
schedule for the students, preferably 
allowing them to attend school in 
the afternoon….243 

At the time of GCPEA’s visit to one of 
Hallmark’s learning centers based in 
Maiduguri, all participants in the program 
had been evaluated to determine their 
academic level and to prepare them to 
be mainstreamed into the formal school 
system. The children were visibly excited 
about their studies and the possibility 
of enrolling in formal schools. One of 
Hallmark’s education mentors stated, 
“The children have developed a passion 
for education that they did not have 
before. You can see their excitement. 
For many, this is the first time that they 
have been in a school environment. For 
others, they have been out for a long time 
because of the conflict. It would be a real 
disappointment to learn that, after all this, 
they cannot go to school.”244

Unfortunately, in late 2017, the Borno 
State Ministry of Education informed 
Education Crisis Response that it only had 
the capacity to mainstream 18,000 of the 
45,000 students for the 2017-2018 school 
year, and reportedly even fewer were 
ultimately enrolled.245 while the remaining 
participants in the program were not 
enrolled by the state government. 
Askira observed:

The state government did not enroll 
them, so they had no option but to 
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go back to their normal hawking and 
roaming about…. Despite the agree-
ment between the project and the state 
partners, some schools did not allow the 
students to enroll saying their schools 
are over stretched and filled to capacity. 
Other head masters insisted that the 
learners had to pay some registration 
fees before they would be admitted into 
the schools. HALI tried its best to make 
sure that the learners were enrolled.246

BOX B: 

Alternative Delivery of Educational Instruction
The American University of Nigeria 
(AUN) in Yola designed a Transactional 
Radio Instruction (TRI) program – the 
Technology Enhanced Learning for All 
(TELA) program – to enhance the educa-
tional outcomes for 22,000 vulnerable247 
children in Adamawa State. A core compo-
nent of the program was using radio and 
mobile technologies to provide literacy 
and numeracy lessons to those who had 
no access to education due to the con-
flict.248 Audu Liman, who oversees grants 
for AUN told GCPEA that 

We had initially projected reaching 
18,000 children under TELA, but at 
its peak, the program was the most 
popular show on radio Gotel and had a 
listenership of over 100,000. Phone in 
calls from as far away as Gombe and 
Taraba state indicated interest in the 

program with many parents with children 
in public schools tuning in with their 
children and learning basic literacy and 
numeracy concepts.249

The radio broadcasts were a combination 
of educational lessons (30 minutes) 
and fun learning activities (15 minutes) 
“designed as a radio-drama series, 
accompanied by easy-to-memorize songs 
in the local Hausa language….”250 These 
lessons were supplemented by “synchro-
nized workbook activities to get children 
engaged in learning while the radio sto-
ries and songs excite their imagination.” 
Educational facilitators were retained 
to provide support to participants at 
designated community learning centers 
during the time when the lessons were 
being broadcast.251 

Young girl participating in Hallmark Leadership 
Initiative’s non-formal education program in Maiduguri. 
© Timothy Yohanna Ali, October 2017

BOX A continued
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Although the radio broadcasts only ran 
twice a week for 30 weeks, program imple-
mentors reported significant improvement 
in literacy and numeracy scores over 
baseline measurements, with an average 
improvement of 99.1% in literacy and a 
97.2% increase in numeracy scores. What 
is more, “[i]n both literacy and numeracy 
tests, girls improved significantly more 
than boys – the difference being 20% 
and 25% respectively.” 252 The Evaluation 
Report concludes that “[i]n addition to 
creating a shared space for learning within 
a fun atmosphere, TRI is particularly bene-
ficial for girls. This will be especially useful 
in societies where there are cultural walls 
that stop girls from going to school.”253 

Dr. Jacob U. Jacob, the Interim Dean of the 
School of Arts & Science and Chair of the 
Communications & Multimedia Design 
Program at AUN and the lead facilitator of 
the TELA program, noted that:

The program was driven by the commu-
nity and was very popular. So much so 
that songs from the program were being 
sung on the streets of Yola…. We need 
to do more research on the reasons girls 
responded so positively to the program, 
but I believe that one reason is that many 
of the girls felt safer and more comfort-
able in the smaller group sessions that 
were held at the learning centers…. I 
also think that the program tapped into 
young girls’ strong sense of imagination 
and creativity. The program was fun 
and did not have the sense of restric-
tions and rules that can exist in formal 
school settings.254

The program ended in December 2017, but 
AUN is in the process of seeking additional 
funding to adapt the program for Borno state.

Young women and girls participating in the Technology Enhanced Learning for All (TELA) program, run by the American 
University of Nigeria. 
© Gideon Musa, 2016
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Psychosocial Support Programs
As discussed earlier, many in the northeast, including survivors of attacks on education, have 
experienced extreme levels of violence and suffer from symptoms consistent with severe 
traumatic stress. Many of these survivors are in need of mental health care and psychosocial 
support. According to OCHA, for example, as of November 2017 “at least 1.75 million conflict-af-
fected children and 490,000 caregivers are estimated to be in need of psycho-social care due 
to the protracted conflict, displacement, hardship and accumulated distress.”255  Yet, there is a 
severe shortage of trained mental health professionals in the region. According to one report, 
there are only eight psychiatrists in all of Borno state, half of them working for the state and half 
working for The Neem Foundation, a non-profit organization based in Maiduguri that seeks to 
provide mental health care for individuals suffering from post-traumatic stress.256 

In an effort to bridge the gap between the need for psychosocial support and the availability of 
trained personnel, several organizations are providing psychosocial training for teachers and 
others who may come into contact with affected persons. For example, the Neem Foundation has 
a program to train non-professional counsellors on how to treat trauma, as well as a “Counselling 
on Wheels” program, whereby lay counsellors and trained psychologists conduct house calls 
to assess mental health needs. The Neem Foundation has also “opened a dedicated child 
trauma center in Maiduguri [in 2017], the first of its kind in Nigeria.”257 Similarly, the UN reported 
that “UNICEF and its partners provided 402,375 children with psychosocial support between 
December 2014 and December 2016 through a network of trained community volunteers.”258

Some organizations have integrated psychosocial support as an integral component of their 
education programs. Several education professionals interviewed by GCPEA underscored the 
value that they place on psychosocial support for teachers and children, as well as specialized 
psychosocial training for teachers. A representative of the Nigerian Union of Teachers noted:

The training our teachers have received from the Education Crisis Response is very good 
and most appreciated. They have provided teachers with necessary skills to work in the 
classroom with traumatized children. But the teachers are also very traumatized, and this 
training is also valuable to them as a support intervention. So far over 3,000 teachers have 
received psychosocial training. The most important training has been in-school training 
and follow-up mentoring. That is what we need on an ongoing basis.259

UNICEF is working to increase the number of children whose teacher has been trained in 
psychosocial support. The organization’s 2018 target is to reach over 1 million children.
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Support for Survivors of Sexual and Gender-Based Violence
OCHA has reported that “the conflict has also increased the risk of sexual violence for girls and 
labour exploitation for boys. Data shows that, among the GBV survivors seeking assistance, 
44 per cent are children, of whom 98 per cent are girls, and 46 per cent reported having suffered 
from sexual violence.”260 Survivors are in need of a range of services, but often do not report the 
violence or seek assistance. Some are still in areas that are hard to reach and may not have any 
health care services, not to mention available psychosocial care. Plan International has devel-
oped mobile units that travel to areas still too insecure to allow staff to be based there on a more 
long-term basis. These units provide, among other things, health care and psychosocial support 
to victims of SGBV who would otherwise have no access to these critical services. (See Box C )

BOX C: 

Mobile Teams Providing Health Care and  
Psychosocial Support to Victims of SGBV
A number of international nongovern-
mental organizations (INGOs) working 
in northeastern Nigeria have developed 
mobile outreach teams to get services to 
communities that would otherwise have 
no access to desperately needed services, 
such as healthcare, trauma counseling, 
and education support. One of the 
largest initiatives is being led by Plan 
International, which has been working in 
the region since 2016 and currently has 
a range of programs to respond to the 
impact of the conflict in the region, with 
a particular emphasis on girls and women. 

In an effort to reach those living in 
remote and often insecure areas where 
the health and education infrastructure 
has been devastated by the conflict, 
Plan International has developed mobile 
teams to deliver critical assistance in 
areas that are too insecure for team 
members to be based. Instead, the teams 
travel to remote areas in the morning to 

provide services but leave before dusk. 
According to Rashid Bangurah, a Child 
Protection in Emergencies officer with 
Plan International, the organization 
has integrated Child Protection mobile 
teams, which provide “holistic mobile 
programming aimed at reaching survivors 
and other child protection beneficiaries 
and communities with multiple ser-
vices.”261 The teams, which include a case 
worker, psychosocial worker/counsellor, 
a nurse, and nutritionist, as well as a 
gender-based violence specialist and a 
community engagement officer, provide 
health and nutrition screenings, psy-
chosocial support, and other services 
to families and communities that are in 
areas where these services are no longer 
available due to the conflict. Plan cur-
rently has three mobile teams operating 
in seven communities in Adamawa and 
Borno states.
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Plan staff take great care to engage in 
community dialogue and sensitization 
as part of their efforts to ensure that the 
community understands and accepts 
them. This outreach is important for the 
team’s security, and also for the effective-
ness of their programs. Elizabeth Maiyaki, 
a Gender Based Violence specialist for 
one of the mobile teams, described the 
community outreach efforts:

We have a participatory method, which 
makes sure that every group within the 
community can participate in the dia-
logue. We conduct dialogues separately 
with groups of women, adolescent girls, 
men, and children, so that everybody’s 
voice can be heard… There are some 
issues that women would not be willing 
to discuss openly if men were present. 
We talk about GBV issues and key pro-
tection issues, and how to prevent and 
respond to them.262

Some of the most challenging work is 
identifying and providing services to 
traumatized young women, who have 
been abducted and spent time in Boko 
Haram captivity. Many are survivors of 
rape and other violence, and in desperate 
need of support. However, because of 
the shame and stigma associated with 
SGBV, it is often quite difficult to reach 
these girls and women and provide them 
with support. 

The gender-based violence specialists 
work closely with families, local leaders, 
schools, health services, child protection 

agencies, and others, to discreetly iden-
tify survivors of SGBV. These specialists 
take care to ensure that survivors of SGBV 
are not publicly identified or singled 
out for services. Instead, psychosocial 
support is a component of the general 
women’s health services, which are 
offered to all women. In that way, girls and 
women who have suffered sexual violence 
can obtain services without fear of being 
identified. 

According to Elizabeth Maiyaki, sur-
vivors of abduction and SGBV have a 
range of needs:

For those who have been abducted, 
psychosocial support is the first thing 
they need. Some of them were forced to 
drop out of school as a result of what they 
have experienced, and they may not have 
the means to provide for themselves, so 
we also help them get access to school, 
if they want to go back to school, and we 
provide them with income-generating 
activities so that they have a means 
of livelihood.263

When she encounters a more complex 
case, Maiyaki makes a referral to repre-
sentatives of other international NGOs, 
who may be able to provide professional 
trauma counseling. For cases involving 
health concerns, Plan may also make 
referrals to the government hospital. The 
team then follows up to make sure that 
the woman or girl has received the ser-
vices she needs.

BOX C continued
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The work of the mobile teams is not 
only potentially dangerous, but it is 
time-intensive work. Maiyaki described:

We do not go only once and expect that 
the community will be open to dialogue 
on sensitive issues. We go over and over 
again to make sure that they understand 
what we are doing and saying. Our teams 
go three times a week to do sensitiza-
tion, screenings, and case identification. 
Each team has two days a week for 
follow-up on referrals and other cases. 
Sensitization is something that has to 
be done regularly to gain trust and for 
effective results. We usually have to meet 
with the community several times before 
they begin to open up.

But Maiyaki believes that the program has 
made an impact:

I can say that the program has made 
a great impact. Among other things, 
malnourished children are now well 

nourished, women and girls now know 
how to access services they need, the 
children, women and girls’ resilience 
has been built back…. We no longer find 
some of the issues we found at the begin-
ning of our intervention … For example, in 
the beginning of our visits, women were 
not allowed to sit with the men to dis-
cuss very sensitive issues affecting the 
community, but now we see that women 
are participating in discussions about 
issues that affect them and their well-
being…. Even on very difficult issues, we 
have seen some progress. Girls who had 
returned from captivity were stigmatized 
and not free to go out in the community. 
But after some time of sensitization work, 
we see that now the community under-
stands that what happened to these girls 
was not their fault, and that they have a 
right to have their voices heard and the 
right to services. 

UNICEF and its implementing partners are supporting children and women who have been 
associated with armed groups and/or have been victims of SGBV, including victims of forced 
marriage, sexual violence, and children born out of sexual violence. UNICEF reported that it and 
its implementing partners had reached 6,082 such victims during 2017.264UNICEF and its partners 
work with “communities and families to fight stigma against survivors of sexual violence and 
to build a protective environment for former abductees,” including by “working with religious 
leaders and community elders to help survivors to return to a normal life, feel accepted by their 
communities and become confident in their own futures.”265 UNICEF’s implementing partner 
International Alert has conducted “community-level sensitization workshops and family support 
sessions aimed at reducing stigma and discrimination against girls and women who survived 
conflict-related sexual violence. Of the total beneficiaries reached, 282 (girls 131, women 151) 
were survivors of conflict related sexual violence.”266 
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Programs to Enhance School Security
UNICEF has developed an important program to train teachers to assess risks at their school 
and to manage a crisis. Dr. Yusuf Ismail, UNICEF Education Specialist in the Maiduguri office, 
described the Education in Emergencies program:

We also train the teachers in these schools in psychosocial support and risk reduction. 
That’s really important because in a conflict setting like northeast Nigeria, teachers learn 
how to conduct different exercises in the classroom – such as how to do a risk analysis of 
their school… Our teachers learn how to manage an emergency responsibly and how to 
evacuate calmly and efficiently to protect children.267

Dr. Ismail noted that they had already seen the benefit of such a training program for teachers:

During the training there was an attack on one of the towns where our teachers were 
based. It was upsetting to see how many people panicked and, in some cases, even aban-
doned their children, but our educators were able to assist and managed to use some of 
their training to coordinate people and keep the children calm. It’s clear how this training is 
so useful.268

UNICEF has also introduced programs to strengthen School-based Management Committees and 
to encourage teachers and other education personnel to work in collaboration with the SBMCs to 
assess and develop responses to risks at their school.

The Education in Emergencies Working Group Nigeria (EiEWGN) has played an active and 
important role in coordinating education programs in the northeast and carrying out advocacy 
to improve education responses. The EiEWGN carried out an important Joint Educational Needs 
Assessment in fall 2017, which provided much needed information on the educational needs and 
challenges in the region, and which will help inform more effective education responses.269 As 
noted above, the EiEWGN has also been proactive in raising awareness about the Safe Schools 
Declaration. In 2018 it commissioned a review to identify legal gaps in the protection of schools 
and universities in Nigeria270 and developed an advocacy plan to push forward full implementa-
tion of the SSD. The EiEWGN stated:

The Safe Schools Declaration (SSD) Advocacy Plan contemplates an improvement in 
national efforts to prevent schools, universities, students, teachers, academics and other 
education staff from being attacked; it encourages the investigation, prosecution and pun-
ishment of the perpetrators of attacks; sharing knowledge about effective responses; and 
helping those who have been attacked to recover and rebuild their lives.271

GCPEA welcomes the recent efforts of the EiEWGN with the support and engagement of the 
Federal Ministry of Education and the Presidential Committee on the North-East Initiative to 
implement the Safe Schools Declaration and protect education from attack. 
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Expanded Recommendations
Nigerian girls and women have the right to education without fear of 
threats, harassment, abduction, or SGBV. Although the security situa-
tion in Nigeria has improved significantly since the Chibok abductions in 
2014, Boko Haram’s abduction of 111 girls from Dapchi in February 2018 
is a grave reminder that girls and women remain vulnerable to attack in 
Nigerian schools. What is more, many of those who have been abducted 
remain in captivity, while those who are out of captivity continue to 
suffer a range of harm. 

Children in Michika I in Adamawa state learn in 
a shed after the school in their community was 
destroyed by Boko Haram. Plan International 
is supporting the government by constructing 
Temporary Learning Spaces, providing teaching 
and learning materials, and recruiting volunteers 
to teach due to a shortage of teachers.
@ Plan International 2018
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Even in the context of an active conflict, there are effective strategies that can reduce harm to 
students, including girls and women. In the wake of abuses, measures to assist survivors are of 
key importance. 

The Government of Nigeria has a responsibility to protect schools and ensure that they are safe 
for students and teachers. Others, including local leaders, communities, parents, school admin-
istrators, and teachers, can also play an important role in making schools safe. The following 
draws on GCPEA’s previous recommendations regarding the protection of education, while 
adding recommendations specific to the current context in Nigeria. GCPEA also makes recom-
mendations to Boko Haram leaders regarding the gross and serious violations perpetrated by 
its combatants.272 

To the Nigerian Authorities
1� The federal government, and relevant federal and state ministries, and military leaders, 

should urgently address issues of protection for female and male students and staff of 
educational institutions� They should:

• Implement the Safe Schools Declaration. The Government of Nigeria has endorsed the 
Safe Schools Declaration (SSD). It should continue to build on its efforts to implement 
the Declaration, including by considering enacting a national legislative bill on the Safe 
Schools Declaration, and reviewing and updating the military code of conduct to ensure 
it complies with the Guidelines for Protecting Schools and Universities from Military 
Use during Armed Conflict, as recommended by the Education in Emergencies Working 
Group Nigeria; 

• Raise awareness of the risks associated with the military use of educational 
infrastructure� The Government of Nigeria should take steps to raise awareness among 
security and military actors of the risks associated with the military use of educational 
infrastructure, including the particular risks for women and girls. The government should 
also raise awareness among state authorities, and community leaders and members, of 
the risks associated with the military use of educational infrastructure, including linked 
violations such as child recruitment and sexual exploitation and abuse, with the aim of 
reducing the practice of offering the use of such buildings to the military;

• Protect female students and teachers� The government should take all appropriate 
measures consistent with Nigeria’s responsibility under international humanitarian and 
human rights law to protect female students and teachers from abduction and violence 
and to obtain the immediate release of all who are still held captive by Boko Haram;  

• Adopt gender-sensitive and conflict-sensitive education policies� The Federal 
government, as well as state governments and relevant federal and state ministries, 
should develop gender-sensitive and conflict-sensitive educational policies and prac-
tices, in accordance with the INEE Minimum Standards for Education, IASC’s Guidelines 
for Integrating Gender-Based Violence Interventions in Humanitarian Action, and 
UNFPA’s Minimum Standards for Prevention and Response to Gender-Based Violence 
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in Emergencies, among other international standards on gender-based violence in 
emergencies, and take all necessary steps to ensure that all students and educators, 
including specifically female students and teachers, can learn and teach in a safe and 
secure environment; 

• Provide financial support for enhanced protection measures� The Federal government, 
with the support of international donors, should increase funding to enhance security 
measures for at-risk schools, including physical barriers, emergency communications 
systems, systematic early warning systems, the development of comprehensive school-
based safety and security plans, and programs to provide security training for educators, 
among other measures recommended in this report; and

• Strengthen data collection on measures taken to enhance school security� The Nigerian 
government should strengthen and systematize data collection related to its efforts to 
enhance school security, including data on specific steps it has taken to improve the 
safety of female students and teachers.  This data should include, among others, the 
measures taken to date to improve security, how many schools have benefitted from 
such measures, and the types of improvements that have been undertaken.  A data bank 
should be established that provides a comprehensive overview of these government 
school security efforts, and this data should be made easily accessible not only to those 
working in the education sector, but to the public and media.

2� The federal government, as well as state governments and relevant federal and state 
ministries, and military leaders should urgently implement risk analyses and responses� 
They should: 

• Conduct a thorough risk analysis for each school that is currently open to students� 
Include all types of education at all affected locations, prioritizing schools located in 
remote areas with female students. The risk analysis should identify possible threats to 
the school, students, teachers, and community members, and assess the probability of 
attack. Risk analyses should also assess vulnerabilities in school infrastructure, assess 
and map evacuation routes, and identify the adequacy of means to mitigate risks and 
vulnerabilities. (See recommendation below regarding relevant criteria to be considered);

• Close schools and universities for safety reasons� If the government determines that a 
school is vulnerable to attack and that adequate mitigation is not possible, the school 
should be closed. Where possible and drawing on the lessons learned from its previous 
relocation efforts, the government should provide relocation programs for students to go 
elsewhere in order to continue their education in a safe location with as little disruption 
as possible (see recommendation below on minimizing disruption of education). However, 
regardless of whether relocation is immediately possible, the school should only be 
reopened after a new risk analysis determines that the school is safe and secure;

• Install physical protection and barriers around schools, particularly in remote areas� As 
a matter of urgency, the government should ensure that all schools, particularly those 
operating in remote areas, have physical protection, including but not limited to boundary 
walls and/or fences, razor wire on top of school walls, and reinforced gates and doors; 
and



GCPEA

76

• Ensure that all schools have emergency communications. This should include direct lines 
to the nearest security forces and police, with a specific, pre-designated contact point 
within these units.

3� The federal government, as well as state governments and relevant federal and state 
ministries, and military leaders should improve early warning systems and protective 
response� They should:

• Prioritize the protection of civilians in conflict, including in military and policy 
documents� Take steps to prevent abductions and sexual violence against female stu-
dents and ensure that this priority is translated into effective policies, including by giving 
a standing order to security forces to respond immediately to calls for help and protection 
when an attack is imminent or underway at a school. Police and military units should 
identify and assign an emergency response contact person within each unit (possibly 
within a Rapid Reaction Unit, see below) and ensure that schools and local education 
officials know how to contact this person in an emergency;

• Create a Rapid Reaction Unit within police and military units� The Rapid Reaction Units 
should be specifically assigned responsibility for being first responders to attacks on 
schools and the prevention of abductions of students and educators. These units should 
have specific training in protection of female students and teachers from abduction and 
sexual violence, among other things; 

• Create systematic early warning systems. In particular, the government should provide 
school administrators, students, and teachers, Ministry of Education personnel, and 
local communities with accurate, up-to-date security information. The Ministry of Defense 
should provide Ministry of Education personnel, school administrators, and local police 
forces with sufficient notice before security forces withdraw from an area or make other 
significant changes that could affect school safety;

• Ensure stakeholder and community role in decision-making� The government should use 
dialogue and participatory consensus processes to consult students, teachers, school 
administrators, and local communities in determining protection measures, particularly to 
prevent attacks on schools and abduction of students, especially female students. These 
processes should be conducted in collaboration with the School-based Management 
Committee, which can oversee implementation of identified measures. The Federal and 
relevant state Ministries of Education should ensure that there is sufficient adult oversight 
and support at schools at all times, and especially at night for boarding schools;

• Avoid military use of education premises. The Ministry of Defense should issue orders to 
all Nigerian security forces, including pro-government militias such as the Civilian Joint 
Task Force, to avoid using schools or universities for military purposes. Under extenu-
ating circumstances, when no viable alternative is available, the military use should be 
ended as soon as possible, and any traces or indication of militarization or fortification 
should be completely removed from the schools that were used. Security reviews should 
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be conducted on a regular basis to assess whether continued military use is necessary so 
that it can be brought to an end as quickly as possible. The Ministry should also estab-
lish protocols for external, civilian avenues through which to hold accountable units that 
violate orders to avoid using schools or universities for military purposes; and

• Update and strictly enforce codes of conduct for military and pro-government armed 
groups� Such codes should set out security forces’ responsibility to protect students 
and teachers and avoid taking actions that might endanger them in accordance with 
international standards. To this end, the military should collaborate with child protection 
and gender protection actors to hold regular trainings on child protection and gender, 
as well as on best practices for protecting girls and women from attacks, particularly in 
school settings.

4� The government, including relevant federal and state education ministries, and schools 
should develop and implement comprehensive school-based safety and security measures� 
They should: 

• Ensure that each school has a comprehensive school-based safety and security plan� 
Such a plan should include the measures recommended here, including the establishment 
of school safety committees, locally developed coordination mechanisms (e.g. Parent 
Teacher Associations), comprehensive planning processes, risk assessments, response 
plans, training for education personnel, community members, parents, and students in 
the implementation of the safety plan, and early warning systems;273 

• Establish school security committees. The government should expedite the 
establishment of a body within each school with the explicit responsibility for developing 
and implementing comprehensive school-based safety and security plans. This respon-
sibility may be assigned, for example, to the School-based Management Committee or to 
a School-based Safety Committee designated to oversee security matters for the school. 
The committee should include not only the school administration, the State Universal 
Basic Education Boards (SUBEB), and local and state Ministry of Education representa-
tives, but also teacher, parent and student representatives, as well as designated security 
experts. The committee should pay special attention to the specific concerns and protec-
tion needs of girls and women, while ensuring that the committee has gender parity and 
meaningfully includes women in decision-making;

• Create information sharing protocol� The authorities should create a protocol for handling 
all threats of attack, information about possible attack, or other security concerns. 
This should include information about the abductions of female students and teachers, 
and ensure that local school personnel are obligated to inform not only the designated 
School-based Security Committee, but also locally and regionally based security and 
police forces, as well as their superiors within the Ministry of Education (both Federal- 
and state-level) of all such threats, in order to facilitate early warning and effective 
early response; 
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• Provide emergency preparedness training� The authorities should provide teachers 
and other educational personnel with appropriate emergency preparedness training, 
including by conducting regular school drills and review of security protocols, to ensure 
that students and staff know what steps to take if their school is attacked and enhance 
their ability to implement relevant security protocols. This training should be updated on 
a regular basis, taking into account recent developments in the conflict and the context of 
attacks on education; 

• Strengthen bottom up capacity and engagement in security� The government should 
recognize and leverage pre-existing local structures to protect children and teachers, 
including by consulting parents, learners, teachers, and other education personnel on 
where and how to reduce risk to children in and around learning environments. Parents 
and community leaders should work to ensure that the learning environment is safe and 
secure, including by becoming and remaining involved in risk assessments, developing 
security protocols and response mechanisms, and selecting teachers who are trained or 
willing to be trained on protection measures; 

• Establish teacher code of conduct� The Ministry of Education should require all teachers 
and other educational personnel to sign a code of conduct that sets out, among other 
things, a commitment to respect and protect, within their ability, the rights of all stu-
dents, including the rights of female students to be free from SGBV. Where codes 
of conduct already exist, they should be prominently displayed in the schools and 
rigorously enforced274; 

• Increase presence of female teachers/assistants� While recognizing that the security 
situation and prior attacks on teachers have reduced the number of available female 
teachers in the northeast, GCPEA calls on the Ministries of Education to continue to 
develop measures to encourage more women to become teachers and more female 
teachers to return to teaching, especially in areas of the northeast. Where female teachers 
are not available, schools should recruit women from the community as teaching assis-
tants to promote a more protective environment for children; and 

• Increase and improve the provision of psychosocial support services� The government 
should expand efforts to provide students and teachers in conflict-affected areas of the 
northeast with mental health and trauma counseling services. The government should 
expand current efforts to train teachers, so they can provide psychosocial care to affected 
students where no mental health professional available.

5� The government and relevant ministries, as well as police and military forces, where 
appropriate, should strengthen school infrastructure and physical protection capacity� 
The government should:

• Ensure the presence of trained and vetted school security guards appropriate to the 
level of risk� Whenever feasible, GCPEA recommends prioritizing unarmed protection for 
schools over armed school guards because armed guards can endanger students and 
teachers, increasing the risk that they will be targeted by insurgents, and exposing girls 
and women to higher risks of SGBV and other violations.275 As a result, parents may be 
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less willing to send their children, especially their daughters, to school. However, in the 
current situation in Nigeria, armed guards may be the only viable means of protecting 
schools from attack by Boko Haram. Under such circumstances, measures should be put 
in place to ensure that these guards protect, instead of endanger, the students and school 
staff. If they are to be assigned to guard remotely located schools, the armed guards 
should be sufficient in number and capacity and assigned only as a temporary measure 
until adequate security infrastructure and physical protections can be installed;

• Provide adequate numbers of female guards� The authorities should provide sufficient 
numbers of female guards to ensure, where possible, that female guards are responsible 
for direct interactions with female students. Where possible, efforts should be made to 
ensure that male guards do not conduct body or bag searches of female students; 

• Properly train guards� The authorities should ensure that guards are properly trained 
before their deployment to protect students and teachers and not take actions that might 
endanger them, including in best practices for protecting children as well as for protecting 
girls and women from attack;

• Establish and strictly enforce codes of conduct for guards� Such codes should set out, for 
example, the guards’ responsibility to protect students and their duties when a school is 
under attack, including the duty to remain present in the school until all students have 
been safely evacuated or the attack has ended, and the insurgents are no longer present;

• Facilitate the safe and confidential reporting of abuse. Federal and state Ministries of 
Education should establish safe and confidential systems and protocols in schools to 
report abuse, including gender-based violence by security personnel, and should ensure 
students’ access to referral mechanisms; and

• End impunity for abuse� The government and relevant ministries should inform students, 
parents, teachers, and security guards that impunity will not be tolerated for abuse. 
To ensure this, security forces will cooperate with external, civilian investigations and 
accountability processes, including criminal prosecution.

6� The government, as well as its relevant ministries, should take steps to ensure access to 
uninterrupted education� It should: 

• Develop criteria for closure and re-opening of schools� The government should establish 
clear and transparent criteria for determining when to close and reopen schools due to 
insecurity. The criteria should prioritize the protection and safety of students and staff 
while also striving to continue education in a secure environment.276 The determining 
criteria should include whether or not:

 » The school has reinforced perimeter walls and other physical protective measures 
that are adequate to prevent insurgents from gaining access to the campus;

 » Guards or other security personnel are adequate in number, training, and capacity 
(see more below) to ward off an attack;
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 » The school has adequate security and emergency preparedness plans and the level 
of training of teachers and other education personnel in their use;

 » The distance and response time of locally-based police and security forces; and 

 » The school has means of emergency communication with locally-based forces.

• Minimize interruption of learning� When a school must be closed due to insecurity, the 
authorities should consider whether students can be safely relocated to a more secure 
area, in order to avoid disruption of their education. School administrators and relevant 
government agencies should take all appropriate measures to engage parents in this 
process so that they feel confident allowing their daughters to relocate with their class-
mates, and should encourage female students to continue to pursue their education 
even when relocation is required. School administrators and teachers should proactively 
develop programs and policies to respond effectively to the specific protection concerns 
of relocated children, such as bullying or social ostracism of children relocated from Boko 
Haram areas;

• Support temporary substitute educational arrangements� The government should 
support and expand, with international donor support, non-formal and certified acceler-
ated education opportunities to allow those who have missed out on education to catch 
up in the absence of formal ones. There should be safe spaces for girls that provide non-
formal and accelerated education. The government should expedite efforts to ensure that 
students in these non-formal programs are mainstreamed into formal schools as soon as 
possible, sit for final examinations as in the formal system, or have access to relevant, 
good quality vocational training opportunities. For those female students who want to 
go to school but cannot be mainstreamed yet (due to lack of available school slots, for 
example), consider programs to engage parents and raise awareness about the benefits 
of the non-formal education program and to assure them that there is a clear pathway 
for their daughters to reintegrate into the formal school system. Recognizing that some 
individual girls may not choose to be mainstreamed, ensure that they have access to suffi-
cient and good quality vocational and life skills training options;

• Explore and expand possibilities for alternative delivery of education� The federal 
and state Ministries of Education should form a planning committee to explore and 
expand provision of alternative delivery of education. Such programs may include dis-
tance-learning, online learning, and radio and television learning. These can be temporary 
methods of learning support until formal schooling resumes, but longer-term possibilities 
for distance-learning may be explored especially for girls; and

• Inform public about steps taken, and progress made to secure schools� The Ministry of 
Education should provide detailed information about the steps it has taken to secure 
schools. It should also conduct targeted outreach with parents of school-age children to 
reassure them and their children and encourage the families to keep their children in, or 
return them, to school.
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7� The government, and relevant federal and state ministries, should take steps to mitigate 
harm after attacks on schools� They should: 

• Provide medical and psychosocial support for victims� The government should take 
necessary steps to expand availability of free and confidential medical and psychosocial 
services for victims of abduction and other conflict-related violence, including sexual and 
reproductive healthcare, and ensure that victims are aware of such services and how to 
access them. It should also ensure that staff at medical facilities are trained to deliver 
confidential and comprehensive medical treatment and psychosocial support, including 
post-rape care in accordance with World Health Organization (WHO) standards;

• Ensure equal access of victims to health care, psychosocial support services, and 
education programs� Such programs should not discriminate against girls and women on 
the basis of their gender or experience of violations, such as abduction, forced marriage, 
SGBV, and other violations documented in this report;

• Provide rehabilitation for abducted women and girls� The authorities should expand 
and enhance measures for the rehabilitation and reintegration of all abducted women 
and girls, including providing financial assistance for those who may not be financially 
supported by their families;

• Conduct community outreach to raise awareness about violence suffered by abducted 
girls and women� The government, in collaboration with international and non-govern-
mental organizations, should develop programs to sensitize communities and local 
government officials to the vulnerabilities and risks faced by these girls and women and 
their children, especially as they begin to return to their pre-conflict homes. They should 
work with communities, local government officials, and other actors to develop effective 
protection and support mechanisms for these women and their children;277

• Support children born as a result of rape during captivity� The authorities, in 
collaboration with Nigerian NGOs, should provide specialized psychosocial support and 
other services for the children born as a result of rape by Boko Haram, including long-term 
child protection monitoring and support; 

• Educate and empower girls after early marriage� The authorities, in collaboration and 
consultation with Nigerian civil society, should expand measures to mitigate the harms 
caused by early marriage, including special programs to encourage continuation of educa-
tion after marriage or, where that is not possible, economic empowerment programs and 
skills acquisition initiatives; 

• Respect legal age of marriage. Federal and state authorities should ensure the adoption 
and enforcement of the Child Rights Act of 2003, a Federal law that sets 18 years as the 
legal age of marriage for both men and women, in all states in Nigeria, particularly in the 
northeast;

• Develop maternal health and family planning programs that are designed to address the 
particular needs of adolescent girls� Outreach efforts should be undertaken to ensure 
that adolescent girls are made aware of the availability of such services and provided 
with information on how to access them; and
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• Develop a clear policy to support and protect the education rights of pregnant girls. 
Protect the rights of girls to continue with their education while pregnant and to re-enter 
school after giving birth. 

8� The government, with the support of international donors, should review the security gaps 
that led to past attacks on schools� It should: 

• Strengthen monitoring and reporting of attacks on education� Ensure that monitoring 
systems collect and report sex-disaggregated data and indicate when abductions are 
accompanied by rape and other forms of sexual violence; 

• Investigate past incidents� The government should identify patterns of abuse and any 
protection gaps from past attacks, including by conducting transparent and independent 
investigations into large-scale abductions such as in Damasak and Dapchi. It should pub-
licize the findings of these investigations, as well as those of the investigative committee 
on the 2014 Chibok abductions, and incorporate lessons learned into future protection 
measures and strategies to prevent such abductions; and

• Ensure strong female role in policy development and implementation� The authorities 
should take measures to ensure the involvement of female students and teachers, as well 
as gender specialists, in the development of security protocols and strategies to prevent 
abductions of female students and SGBV and to mitigate harm caused by such abuses. 

9� The government, through the PCNI and/or relevant state ministries, such as the Borno State 
Ministry of Reconstruction, Rehabilitation, and Resettlement, should prioritize protection of 
students in all future construction/renovation of schools� It should: 

• Ensure the safest, most secure and accessible siting of schools� It should work with 
local communities to ensure that the safest, most secure, and most accessible location 
is selected for all newly constructed schools and that, where possible, the new school is 
near a town;

• Ensure community engagement in siting decisions� It should engage the meaningful 
participation of local communities and parents’ groups in determining the location of new 
schools; and

• Ensure safe and gender-sensitive design of schools�278 The government should expedite 
efforts, with international donor support, to ensure that newly constructed schools have 
adequate boundary walls or fences, emergency means of communication, and separate 
toilets that lock from the inside for female and male students and work promptly to install 
these in existing schools where they do not already exist.

10� The government should investigate and prosecute perpetrators of attacks on education 
under national and international law� They should:

• Ensure accountability for violations of international humanitarian and human rights law� 
The government should impartially investigate and prosecute Boko Haram leaders and 
others responsible for abducting girls and women and for other abuses documented in 
this report;
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• Support international accountability measures. The government, with the support of 
international agencies, should promote accountability measures through international 
channels, such as the International Criminal Court, the Human Rights Council, UN Security 
Council Working Group on Children and Armed Conflict, UN human rights treaty moni-
toring bodies, among others; and

• Conduct gender-specific outreach. The government, together with international actors 
and Nigerian civil society, should conduct gender-specific outreach to ensure that access 
to justice is available to affected and at-risk populations, particularly women and girl 
survivors of abduction and sexual violence. 

To Boko Haram
Boko Haram’s leadership should take all necessary measures to ensure that combatants comply 
with international humanitarian law and international human rights law, including by taking the 
following steps to:

• Immediately cease all attacks on education, including attacks on schools and attacks on 
students and teachers, including the abduction of female students and teachers;

• Cease all threats to students regarding school attendance; 

• Cease all forced marriages and forced conversions of women and girls;

• Take steps to prevent SGBV by Boko Haram combatants, and hold combatants account-
able, in accordance with international standards;

• Allow humanitarian access, including sexual and reproductive healthcare, for women and 
girls;

• Take all measures necessary to ensure that its combatants strictly comply with interna-
tional humanitarian law and the principles of international human rights law;

• Integrate the Guidelines for Protecting Schools and Universities from Military Use during 
Armed Conflict into its operational framework and take immediate steps to account for the 
specific needs and experiences of women and girls in the process of implementation; and

• Sign and implement Geneva Call’s Deed of Commitment for the Protection of Children 
from the Effects of Armed Conflict, including in relation to educational spaces, and the 
Deed of Commitment prohibiting sexual violence and gender discrimination, including in 
relation to attacks on education.
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To the International Community 
The United Nations, the World Bank, and numerous governments, as well as international 
humanitarian actors, are already actively engaged in providing support and programming to 
respond to many of the issues raised in this report. However, the needs of victims of the conflict 
in northeastern Nigeria, and especially the multiple needs of women and girl survivors of attacks 
on education far exceed current resources. GCPEA therefore calls on the international community 
to privately and publicly urge the Nigerian government and its relevant ministries to adopt the 
recommendations included in this report and to take the following steps:

• Advocate for comprehensive and sustained measures to protect education from attack� 
International actors should intensify advocacy with the Nigerian government to prioritize 
security of schools, including the urgent assessment of security risks for each school that 
is currently open to students, prioritizing schools located in remote areas with female 
students, and other measures recommended in this report;

• Encourage and fund protection measures. International donors should fund protection 
measures, including physical barriers, emergency communications systems, systematic 
early warning systems, the development of comprehensive school-based safety and secu-
rity plans, and programs to provide security training for educators, among other measures 
recommended above;

• Advocate for independent investigation of past attacks. The international community 
should strongly advocate with the government to conduct transparent and independent 
investigations into large-scale abductions such as in Damasak and Dapchi. International 
actors should urge the government to publicize the findings of these investigations, as 
well as those of the investigative committee on the 2014 Chibok abductions, and incor-
porate lessons learned into future protection measures and strategies to prevent such 
abductions; 

• Support efforts to minimize disruption of learning� International donors should support 
efforts to minimize conflict-related disruptions to education, including by supporting the 
relocation of students as quickly as possible to safe areas following the closure of their 
school due to insecurity, and should continue to encourage development and provision of 
alternative means of accessing education, including by supporting non-formal and accel-
erated learning opportunities and alternative delivery of education, in the absence of 
formal ones, as well as the establishment of more safe spaces for girls that provide such 
non-formal and accelerated learning. International actors should continue to encourage 
and support efforts to mainstream students in these non-formal programs into formal 
schools as soon as possible;

• Support specialized outreach to female victims of attacks on education. International 
donors should support the expansion of specialized outreach to female victims of attacks 
on education, including those who have suffered from abduction, sexual violence, and 
other abuses documented in this report, in order to address their specific needs, and 
should continue to support and where possible expand the provision of medical and psy-
chosocial assistance to victims of attacks on education, taking into account the specific 
needs and experiences of women and girls; 
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• Support efforts to strengthen monitoring and reporting. International organizations and 
influential governments should conduct advocacy with the Nigerian government and 
support its efforts to expand and strengthen monitoring and reporting on attacks on edu-
cation and military use of schools and universities, including by collecting and reporting 
data that is disaggregated by sex;

• Support the establishment of a data collection system and central data bank on school 
security initiatives�  Donors should support the establishment of a central data collection 
system that provides a comprehensive overview of the government’s measures to improve 
school security and of a data bank that is easily accessible to those interested in learning 
what measures have been taken to enhance school security;

• Provide targeted funding for maternal health and family planning programs� Donors 
should specifically aim to reach and address the needs of pregnant girls and young 
mothers of school-going age;

• Support accountability measures� International actors in Nigeria should promote and 
support international accountability measures with the government, including through 
international channels, such as the International Criminal Court, the Human Rights 
Council, UN Security Council Working Group on Children and Armed Conflict, UN human 
rights treaty monitoring bodies, among others; and

• Support implementation of the Safe Schools Declaration� The international community 
should encourage and support the Nigerian government to implement fully the commit-
ments contained in the Safe School Declaration at all levels of education, and should take 
immediate steps to account for the specific needs and experiences of women and girls in 
the process of implementation, including by supporting steps to raise awareness among 
security and military actors of the risks associated with the military use of educational 
infrastructure, including the particular risks for women and girls, and raising awareness 
among state authorities, and community leaders and members, of the risks associated 
with the military use of educational infrastructure, including linked violations such as 
child recruitment and sexual exploitation and abuse, with the aim of reducing the practice 
of offering the use of such buildings to the military.
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ANNEX

Nigeria’s Obligations Under 
International Law
Nigeria has ratified the core international human rights treaties that set out relevant standards 
for the protection of persons in its territory, including specific provisions related to the rights of 
women and girls. These include the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), 
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), the Convention 
against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman and Degrading Treatment or Punishment (CAT), the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), and the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC).279 Nigeria has also ratified relevant regional instru-
ments, including the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights, the African Charter on the 
Rights and Welfare of the Child, and the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ 
Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa (the Maputo Protocol).280 Pursuant to these treaties, the 
Nigerian government has an obligation to adopt effective measures to prevent, investigate, pros-
ecute, and punish serious human rights abuses. This obligation extends to protecting women 
and girls from abduction, sexual and gender-based violence, torture and other ill-treatment 
documented in this report. 

Prohibitions Against Sexual and Gender-Based Violence
International human rights law guarantees the right to life, security of person and bodily 
integrity, and specifically prohibits torture and other cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment. 
Violence, including sexual violence, against women is recognized as a violation of these fun-
damental rights. Sexual violence may include rape, sexual slavery, and forced marriage and 
pregnancy.281 The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, the moni-
toring body of CEDAW, has stated that violence against women is a violation of the right not to 
be subject to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment.282 In January 2016, the Special 
Rapporteur on Torture stated that “rape and other forms of sexual violence constitute violations 
of international humanitarian law and unequivocally amount to torture under international crim-
inal law jurisprudence [footnotes omitted].”283 

States also have an obligation to protect children (persons under 18 years old) against sexual 
violence. Article 19 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) affirms that:

States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, administrative, social, and educational 
measures to protect children from all forms of physical and mental violence, injury or 
abuse…including sexual abuse.284
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Furthermore, article 37 of the CRC specifies that children must be protected from torture, cruel, 
inhumane, and degrading treatment.285

International humanitarian law prohibits intentionally attacking or harming civilians or others 
who are not taking part in hostilities. It applies to non-state armed groups such as Boko Haram, 
as well as to Nigerian security forces, and is applicable during internal armed conflicts, such as 
the conflict in northeast Nigeria.286 International humanitarian law requires that all civilians and 
persons hors de combat be protected from torture and cruel, inhuman, humiliating or degrading 
treatment.287 It also specifically requires that all civilians and persons hors de combat be pro-
tected from rape or other forms of sexual violence.288

Pursuant to international humanitarian law, rape and other forms of sexual violence may be 
considered a war crime and, if carried out as part of a widespread or systematic attack against 
a civilian population, a crime against humanity. The Rome Statute of the International Criminal 
Court (the Rome Statute), includes rape, sexual slavery, forced pregnancy and other forms of 
sexual violence within its mandate.289

Prohibitions Against Abduction
Abductions of female students from their schools is a violation of the fundamental right to 
security of person and bodily integrity. States have a duty to prosecute violations of this right, 
whether committed by an agent of the state or a non-state armed group, such as Boko Haram.290 

Article 35 of the CRC prohibits “abduction of…children for any purpose or in any form.”291 
Abduction for use in armed groups would also violate the prohibition against recruitment or use 
of children by any armed force or armed group.292 The African Charter on the Rights and Welfare 
of the Child specifically prohibits the “recruitment and direct participation in hostilities of any 
person under the age of 18 years.”293 

Abduction for use as a suicide bomber violates not only the prohibitions against recruitment and 
use, but also the rights to life, security of person, freedom from torture or other ill-treatment, 
and the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health.

Prohibition Against Forced and Child Marriage 
Forced Marriage
International human rights law protects girls and women from forced marriage. The 
UN Secretary-General, in the In-depth Study on Violence Against Women states: 

A forced marriage is one that lacks the free and valid consent of at least one of the parties. 
In its most extreme form, forced marriage can involve threatening behaviour, abduction, 
imprisonment, physical violence, rape, and, in some cases, murder.294
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Article 16 (2) of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW) states: 

States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against 
women in all matters relating to marriage and family relations and in particular shall 
ensure… b) The same right freely to choose a spouse and to enter into marriage only with 
their free and full consent.295

Similarly, the ICCPR states that “No marriage shall be entered into without the free and full con-
sent of the intending spouses.”296

Child Marriage
Child marriage, a marriage in which at least one party is under the age of 18, violates a number 
of human rights principles. CEDAW states explicitly that the “betrothal and the marriage of a 
child shall have no legal effect.”297 The CRC has called for the minimum age of marriage to be 18, 
without regard to the parents’ consent.298 Similarly, the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare 
of the Child prohibits “child marriage and the betrothal of girls and boys” and requires that 
States Parties take effective action to “specify the minimum age of marriage to be 18.”299 

International human rights bodies have made clear that child marriage is “a form of gen-
der-based violence which disproportionately affects women and girls.”300 As such, it violates a 
number of human rights instruments that guarantee non-discrimination.301 “The Committees 
on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women and on the Rights of the Child have both 
described forced and child marriage as a manifestation of discrimination against women and 
girls, a violation of their rights and an obstacle to the girl child’s full enjoyment of her rights.”302 

Both forced and early marriage may be considered slave-like practices. The Office of the UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) has stated:

Women and girls in situations of child and forced marriage may experience conditions 
inside a marriage which meet “international legal definitions of slavery and slavery-like 
practices” including servile marriage, sexual slavery, child servitude, child trafficking and 
forced labour, and “a potentially high proportion of child marriage cases appear to consti-
tute the worst forms of child labour under the 1999 ILO Convention No. 182.”303

Early and forced marriage may also violate women and girls’ right to the highest attainable stan-
dard of health (see discussion below).

Right to Health
The CEDAW Committee has explicitly stated that “violence against women puts their health 
and lives at risk.” As such, violence against women and girls violates their right to the highest 
attainable standard of health, as guaranteed in international human rights instruments.304 
Several human rights bodies have also noted that sexual violence violates women and girls right 
to health. The Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (CESCR), which oversees 
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implementation of the ICESCR, has recognized that “women and girls living in conflict situations 
are disproportionately exposed to a high risk of violation of their rights, including through 
systematic rape, sexual slavery, forced pregnancy and forced sterilization.”305

Similarly, the CEDAW Committee has stressed that the lack of access to health care, including 
sexual and reproductive health services, that often occurs during conflict can exacerbate the 
impact of sexual violence for women and girls. The committee stated:

Women and girls are at a greater risk of unplanned pregnancy, severe sexual and reproduc-
tive injuries and contracting sexually transmitted infections, including HIV and AIDS, as a 
result of conflict-related sexual violence. The breakdown or destruction of health services, 
combined with restrictions on women’s mobility and freedom of movement, further under-
mines women’s equal access to health care. 306

As noted above, early marriage can have serious health consequences for girls. These include 
early and frequent pregnancies, high maternal and infant morbidity and mortality rates, a 
heightened risk of sexually transmitted infections, and a higher rate of pregnancy-related com-
plications, including obstetric fistula. The Committee on the Rights of the Child has expressed 
concern “that early marriage and pregnancy are significant factors in health problems related to 
sexual and reproductive health, including HIV/AIDS,” and has recommended that “adolescent 
girls should have access to information on the harm that early marriage and early pregnancy can 
cause.”307 In its 2008 review of Nigeria, the CEDAW Committee expressed concern about “the 
very high maternal mortality rate, the second highest in the world,” and specifically identified 
early and child marriage as one of the contributing factors.308

Both the CRC and the CEDAW Committees have stressed the importance of delaying marriage to 
protect young girls from the negative health implications of early marriage such as early preg-
nancy and childbirth and to ensure that girls complete their education.309 The CEDAW Committee 
has stated that it:

Considers that the minimum age for marriage should be 18 years for both man and 
woman… According to the World Health Organization, when minors, particularly girls, 
marry and have children, their health can be adversely affected, and their education is 
impeded. As a result, their economic autonomy is restricted.310

Right to Education 
Education is a basic right enshrined in various international treaties ratified by Nigeria, including 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), the International Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), and the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR). 
This right is guaranteed without discrimination, including on the basis of sex. The African Charter 
on the Rights and Welfare of the Child calls on States Parties to the Charter to take the measure 
necessary to ensure the achievement of the right to education, including by providing special 
measures to ensure equal access to education for girls.311
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Guidelines for Protecting Schools and 
Universities from Military Use During 
Armed Conflict 
The Safe Schools Declaration
Nigeria was among the first group of 37 states to endorse the Safe Schools Declaration 
on May 29, 2015.312 The government further expressed its commitment to the goals of the 
Declaration by signing a Letter of Endorsement on March 8, 2018. 

The Safe Schools Declaration is an inter-governmental political commitment that provides 
countries the opportunity to express support for protecting education from attack during 
times of armed conflict; the importance of the continuation of education during war; and the 
implementation of concrete measures to deter the military use of schools. When they endorse 
the Declaration, states endorse and commit to use the Guidelines on Protecting Schools and 
Universities from Military Use During Armed Conflict.313 

Although the Guidelines are not legally binding, they complement and draw on existing 
obligations in existing international humanitarian and human rights law. A core aim of 
the Guidelines is to protect against the risk of armed forces and groups converting schools and 
universities into military objectives by way of military use and exposing them to the potentially 
devastating consequences of attack. While it is acknowledged that certain uses would not be 
contrary to the law of armed conflict, all parties should endeavor to avoid impinging on students’ 
safety and education, using the Guidelines as a guide to responsible practice.314

Legal Framework Relating to Military Use of Schools  
During Armed Conflict315

The legal framework applicable to the targeting of schools and universities, and the use of 
schools and universities in support of the military effort, during armed conflicts is found pri-
marily in international humanitarian law, which is the body of law that regulates conduct in 
international and non-international armed conflicts. 

The law of armed conflict restricts the targeting of schools and universities, and the use of 
schools and universities in support of the military effort, but it does not prohibit such use in 
all circumstances and allows for the targeting of schools and universities when they become 
military objectives. 

Schools and universities are normally civilian objects and, as such, shall not be the object of 
attack unless they become military objectives.316 Indeed, to intentionally direct attacks against 
them when they are not military objectives would constitute a war crime. Military objectives, in 
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so far as objects are concerned, are defined as objects which by their nature, location, purpose, 
or use make an effective contribution to military action and whose total or partial destruction, 
capture, or neutralization, in the circumstances at the time, offers a definite military objective.317 
In case of doubt whether a school or university is being used to make an effective contribution to 
military action, it shall be presumed not to be so used and thus to be a civilian object.318 

The law of armed conflict requires the parties to a conflict to take precautions against the effects 
of attack. To the extent that schools and universities are civilian objects, parties to an armed 
conflict shall, to the maximum extent feasible, a) avoid locating military objectives within or near 
densely populated areas where schools and universities are likely to be located; b) endeavor to 
remove the civilian population, individual civilians and civilian objects under their control from 
the vicinity of military objectives; and c) take the other necessary precautions to protect those 
schools and universities under their control against the dangers resulting from military opera-
tions.319 These rules have important implications for schools and universities. 

Turning a school or university into a military objective (for example, by using it as a military bar-
racks) subjects it to possible attacks from the enemy that might be lawful under the law of armed 
conflict. Locating military objectives (a weapons store, for example) near a school or university 
also increases the risk that it will suffer incidental damage from an attack against those nearby 
military objectives that might be lawful under the law of armed conflict. 

The above-mentioned rules must not be read in a void. Account must be taken of other relevant 
rules and principles of the law of armed conflict.320 Among these rules are those affording a 
special protection to children in armed conflict situations.321 If education institutions are fully or 
partially used for military purposes, the life and physical integrity of children might be at risk322 
and access to education is restricted or even impeded either because children may not go to 
school for fear of being killed or injured in an attack by the opposing forces, or because they 
have been deprived of their usual educational building.

Under Additional Protocol II, applicable during non-international armed conflicts, it is a 
“fundamental guarantee” that children shall receive an education, in keeping with the wishes of 
their parents.323 

As a consequence, before using a school or university in support of the military effort, 
consideration should be given to all relevant rules and principles of the law of armed conflict, 
in particular the obligation to take precautions against the effects of attack, the special protec-
tion afforded to educational institutions that also constitute cultural property, the importance 
of ensuring access to education in armed conflicts, the prohibition of human shields, and the 
special protection afforded to children in armed conflicts.

International humanitarian law imposes a legal obligation on all parties to an armed conflict, 
both government armed forces and non-state armed groups, to minimize the harm to civilians. A 
fundamental principle of international humanitarian law is the obligation to distinguish between 
civilians and combatants, and between civilian objects and military objectives.324 Nigeria is a 
State Party to the four Geneva Conventions of 1949 and the two Additional Protocols of 1977, 
which contain these obligations.
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