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Abstract
Education is known to be one of the basic requirements for the development of any nation. It is critical for sustaining growth as it brings about a total transformation in the lives of the citizens. For this to be achieved, it is important to initiate it early in life but a major concern in the recent decades is the preparation or training of teachers especially of the basic level of education. In Nigeria, the importance of teachers and teacher education is clearly stated in the national policy on education document which states that “No education can rise above the quality of its teachers”. In other words, the training of early childhood educators has significant role to play in the achievement of the stated policies. This paper therefore discussed how early childhood teachers are being trained in Nigeria colleges of education in particular. Also, the challenges faced in training these teachers and possible solutions were suggested.




Introduction
Educating young children is significant to progressive development of any society that is why the impact of early childhood education cannot be underestimated as it is a critical first step in building the foundation for children’s learning and development. Early Childhood Education according to Maduwesi (1999); Casper, & Theilheimer, (2009) is a branch of educational premise which relates to the teaching of young children from birth to the age of about eight, with a particular focus on education, notable in the period before the start of formal education. This level of education cannot be handled carelessly that is why there is need to prepare or train teachers for the task of providing quality care and education for young children. 
The issue of teacher training for effective basic education is significant in manpower development in Nigeria. In different cultural settings, Nigeria inclusive, teachers have various challenges in playing their role as good teachers. The fundamental purpose of early childhood teacher education is not only to give teachers skills which will improve their results.  It is also to inculcate the right kind of attitude relevant to the ever expanding horizon of knowledge and personal attitude such as self-discipline, understanding, sympathy and a pride in the profession. A carefully planned and executed preparation programme will result in a greater grasp of teaching techniques, more professional self-assurance and improved quality of work by the teachers. 
In Nigeria, the importance of teachers and teacher education has been clearly stated in the National Policy on Education (Federal Government of Nigeria, 2004) that “No education can rise above the quality of its teachers”. Provision of high quality teachers is therefore a matter of priority for Nigerian government. Until recent times, early childhood education and training of their teachers received little or no attention from the government like other levels of education (Maduwesi, 1999). Although, having a degree in early childhood education can be a factor in teacher effectiveness, but a degree alone does not guarantee teacher competence. The quality of the higher education programme, in the preparation of teachers by grounding them in knowledge of child development and academic subject areas, and providing opportunities to practice new teaching skills for example may be a more critical factor in a teacher’s ability to influence children’s development and learning in a positive way than having a degree (Hyson, Tomlinson and Morris, 2009). 
Teacher education programmes within Nigerian higher institution system is the focus of this paper, one must also keep in mind the broader context of early childhood professional development. No teacher training programme, however high its quality can be entirely responsible for ensuring teachers’ continuing knowledge and skills or children’s healthy development and productive learning. Sustainable, high-quality teaching requires continuous high-quality support through professional development opportunities, worthy compensation, and other factors. An overview of early childhood teacher preparation in Nigeria is the focus of this paper. In the light of this, the quality of teacher preparation programme, the standards of Early Child Care and Education (ECCE) teacher preparation, the challenges and possible solutions for effective teacher preparation in Nigeria are subsequently discussed.
Early Childhood Teacher Preparation Programme in Nigeria
 	Appropriate preparation of relevant educational personnel stands out as a key factor in promoting early childhood education. In most countries of the world, early childhood education has caught the attention of their government, Nigeria inclusive. This has made Nigerian government to commit themselves to promote the training of qualified pre-primary schools teachers in adequate number; contribute to the development of a suitable curriculum; supervise and control the quality of such institutions and establish pre-primary sections in existing public schools (The Nigeria Federal Ministry of Education, 2008).
The “vision” of teacher training institutions basically in Nigeria however is to be foremost in expanding the frontiers of knowledge and be most innovative in disseminating knowledge towards advancing the cause of humanity. The “Objectives” of the Early Childhood Teacher Preparation Programme as stated in Kwara State University, College of Education Handbook, (2011) is that at the end of training, graduates of the programme should be able to:
· Apply knowledge of child growth and development to curriculum design and implementation.
· Provide developmentally appropriate programs for all areas/domains of a child’s development through an integrated approach.
· Demonstrate an appreciation for diversity by providing multicultural, no stereotyping materials and instructional practices to enhance children’s self-concept and self-esteem, support the integrity of the child’s family, and enhance the child’s learning process.
· Develop and implement integrated learning experiences in curriculum content areas including language and literacy, mathematics, science, health, safety, nutrition, social studies, art, music, drama, and movement through projects, learning centres, and playful activities that reflect children’s interest, abilities, and learning styles.
· Use arithmetic assessment as an interactive process to adapt curriculum to match the developmental and special needs of children, to communicate with the child’s family, and to evaluate program effectiveness. Design programmes for a wide range of developmental interests and abilities including children in the inclusive environment.
· Provide effective ways and strategies of communicating with students, parents or families, colleagues, other professionals and agencies, and the community.
· Apply knowledge of children, curriculum practice, assessment, and professional code of conduct over time with children of diverse ages, abilities, cultures and family structures.
The overall “goal” of the teacher training in Early Childhood Education programme is to prepare teachers who will provide quality, developmentally appropriate early childhood programmes for young children and will continue to progress along a path toward excellence in professional growth and development.  In light of this, it is believed that highly competent teachers make the teaching-learning connection through three elements of teacher competency: Understanding and valuing the learner; Knowing what and how to teach as well as creating effective learning environment. Narrowing it down Colleges of Education, there is a minimum standard guiding the Early Child Care and Education (ECCE) teacher training programme. Going by the philosophy, the period of training requires teachers and caregivers who are knowledgeable, skilled and equipped for the task be trained in ECCE principles and methods for handling of children. It is aimed that at the end of the programme, teachers and caregivers should be able to identify and discuss the nutritional, social, emotional, cognitive, physical, and health needs of the child. More importantly, they should be able to display and apply knowledge and competencies acquired in appropriate situations. The objectives of training ECCE teachers at this level are similar to those stated above.
In the Colleges of Education, the admission requirement for ECCE teacher training institutions is five credits in any subjects including English and mathematics, at not more than two sittings. ECCE is offered as double major programme and the period of training last for three years which includes the teaching practice where the students are expected to have a practical experience in the ECCE centres for twelve weeks. The first six weeks is at 200 Level and another six weeks at 300Level respectively.  In addition, 100 Level and 200 Level students compulsorily spend allotted time (usually 2 hours per week) interacting, observing and evaluating the children at Early Child Care centres under the supervision of their lecturers as practicum. The content of the programme reflects the following courses: Child Development, Health and Nutrition, Safety Measures, Basic Communication Skills, Early Childhood Science, Technology in Early Years, Production and Use of Instructional Materials, Pre-writing/Writing Skills, Entrepreneurial Studies, Curriculum of ECCE, Child Policy in Nigeria among others. However, emphasis is on effective use of play, practical demonstration, story-telling, use of songs and rhymes, discovery/inquiry method and experimentation.
Standards for Early childhood Teacher Training Programme
Standards provide one approach to defining and assessing quality in early childhood teacher preparation. The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) standards for early childhood professional preparation (Hyson, 2003; Hyson & Biggar cited in Martinez-Brck, 2005; NAEYC, 2001) are the only national standards for programmes that prepare early childhood educators in the United States. In effect, these standards define high-quality professional preparation in terms of sets of competencies that well-prepared graduates should possess.
In Nigeria, there are also standards for teacher training programme and institutions. For Colleges of Education, the National Commission for Colleges of Education (NCCE) is responsible for the regulation of their programme and the commission is mandated by Decree (now Act) No. 3 of January 1989 (amended decree No. 12 1993) to perform the following functions:
a. Make recommendations on the national policy necessary for the full development of teacher education and the training of teachers.
b. Lay down minimum standards for all programmes of teacher education and accredit their certificates and other academic awards after obtaining thereof prior approval of the Honourable Minister of Education.
c. Approve guidelines setting out criteria for accreditation of all Colleges of Education in Nigeria.
d. Determine the qualified teachers needs of Nigeria for the purpose of planning facilities and in particular prepare periodic master plans for the balanced and coordinated development of Colleges of Education.
e. Inquire into and advise the Federal Government on the financial needs of the Colleges to enable them meet the objectives of producing the trained qualified teachers for the country.
f. Receive block grants from the Federal Government and allocate them to the Colleges of Education.
g. Act as the agency for channelling all external aids to Colleges of Education in Nigeria.
h. Harmonise entry requirements and duration of courses in the Colleges of Education.
i. Collate, analyse and publish relevant information relating to teacher education in Nigeria.
j. Advise on and take measures to improve immediate and long term prospects of technical and business education teachers with respect to status and remuneration.
k. Provide encouragement for women to enter a wide range of pre-vocational courses in technical education.
Over the years, the commission could boast of continuously achieving all these objectives. In addition, it had gone extra mile to bring in new innovations towards the development of teacher education in Nigeria (NCCE, 2012).
In addition, the National Teachers Institute (NTI) was established to upgrade teachers and to improve the quality of Nigeria education in preparation for the Universal Primary Education scheme which was being conceived then. Although based at Kaduna, the NTI operates a nationwide programme with study centres in all states, to work for improvement in teacher’s education. Through this, non-graduate teachers are eventually upgraded to graduate status and provided with facilities to acquire post-graduate qualifications. 
Quality Issues in Early Childhood Teacher Preparation Programmes    		According to Maxwell, Lim, & Early, (2006), more than 1,200 institutions of higher education in United States offer some kind of degree programme in early childhood education. Of these, roughly 40% offer a bachelor’s degree and 60% an associate’s degree, with some institutions offering both. Based on national average graduation rates, these programmes are producing great numbers of early childhood educators, at least 36,000 per year. In turn, these teachers have the potential to influence the future development and learning of children in all the Head Start, child care, pre-kindergarten, and other programmes in which they work. In Nigeria, going by the statistics from the results of the 2006 Personnel Audit conducted by Universal Basic Education Commission (UBEC), in terms of qualified teaching staff in primary and junior secondary schools nationwide, there were about 246,985 NCE, 30,763 B.A/B.Sc.Ed, 500 PGDE, 621 M.Ed and 36 Ph.D teachers in primary schools in Nigeria as at 2006 giving a total of 278,905 qualified teachers in primary schools (Muhammed, 2008). This statistical report reflects that UBEC is more interested in qualified primary school teachers than in pre-primary school teachers because this body is silent about the statistics of trained teachers for this level of education.
It is however important to note that Nigerian government is making effort in preparing ECCE teachers that is why in the National Policy on Education (2004), there is a section for pre-primary education, and it is expected that by year 2012 all public primary schools should have ECCE centres in operation, and all colleges of education are expected to run early childhood education as a programme because their mandate is to train teachers for primary schools which by extension are to run ECCE centres.  
The quality of training these teachers receive will determine their output when they get to the field. Guthrie, in Oduolowu (2009) notes that the effects of teacher training and qualifications of teachers and students performance in developing countries have been matters of considerable interest in recent times. This fact was stressed by participants of 1983 Bagada seminar on “Quantity and Quality of Nigeria Education”. The communiqué at the end of the seminar stressed that the quality of any educational system depends very much on the competence, commitment and motivation of the teachers as: Teachers are the main determinant of quality in education. If they are apathetic, uncommitted, uninspiring, lazy, unmotivated, immoral, and anti-social, the whole nation is doomed. If they are ignorant in their disciplines and impart wrong information, they are not only useless but dangerous. The kind of teacher trained and posted to the schools may well determine what the next generation will be (Oduolowu, 2009).
It is therefore important that early childhood teacher professional development (both pre-service and in-service) should be of high quality, the nature of that quality has not been consistently defined. Researchers such as Tout, Zaslow, & Berry, (2005); Winton, McCollum, & Catlett, (2007); Zaslow & Martinez-Beck, (2005) have recently made efforts to articulate quality criteria for professional development that occurs in settings beyond the higher education system. Frequently, high quality is described in terms of:                                               teacher behaviours that are correlated with a positive impact on children’s development and learning (e.g., when teachers provide specific and engaging feedback to children, children show improved social competence) (Wilson, Pianta, & Stuhlman, 2007) or when such information is available, in terms of direct benefits to young children and their families.  
Within the higher education system of teacher preparation or training, there has been a move away from so-called “input-based” criteria for quality (such as hours of “seat time” or course credits in specific content), toward output- or results-based criteria, such as knowledge or skills demonstrated by graduating students. The accreditation system led by the National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) has been influential in shaping this trend in United States (NAEYC, 2001).  Despite the standards and emphasis on the quality of teachers in early childhood education, there are some challenges facing the training of high-quality teachers for young children. This now leads us to examining the problems facing early childhood teacher training in Nigeria. 
Challenges of Early Childhood Teacher Preparation in Nigeria
Institutions that train teachers for pre-primary and primary schools inclusive are often faced with different challenges among which in turn contributes to the poor quality of teachers produced. Akinbote (2000) attributed the poor quality of products of colleges of education among other things to the quality of students admitted into the colleges. According to him, the lowering of the admission requirements for whatever reasons, has not only affected the quality of the products of the colleges but also the image and prestige of the teaching profession.
Also, the status of teachers in Nigeria compare with other profession like medicine, law, engineering cannot be compared. In the same society where these professions thrive and are celebrated, teachers are seen as second class citizens and are discriminated because they strive to survive, their remunerations or salaries are not attractive. This makes the teaching profession to be unattractive; those who even enrol most time are candidates who could not secure admission in other department or faculties. Hence, from the outset, admitting frustrated students will invariably produce frustrated teachers.                                               
In addition, the curriculum of the trainees is not challenging the trainees to reflect on their own practice. In some institutions, the teaching subjects which the pre-service teachers are exposed to does not meet the needs of the school and the learners even though Government stipulates in the Education Policy that “ Educational activities shall be centred on the learner for maximum self development and self-fulfilment”. In the view of Oduolowu (2009), pre-service teachers offer too many irrelevant courses which make Teacher Education Programme too voluminous. Pre-service teachers acquire huge body of knowledge in subject areas relevant to their own educational advancement, but not to the immediate needs of the early childhood and primary school learners. 
The exposure of pre-service teachers to teaching practice is generally unsatisfactory and insufficient. Only two courses are designed at the College of Education level for teaching practice. For both second and third years, the students are expected to go to field (classroom) for practical teaching for a period of twelve weeks (six weeks in the second year and another six weeks in the third year respectively). Again, there is no collaboration with model teachers in the practice schools. It is only in few cases that cooperating teachers are appointed and these cooperating teachers are usually unaware of the required standards in terms of skills to be acquired by the student teachers. It is also noted that the supervision of the pre-service teachers during teaching practice are superficial. They are supervised maximum of three times in six weeks. This does not give room for enough guidance for the exercise thereby providing inadequate experience for them before the actual practice.
Conclusion
Teachers as discussed above occupy a significant and very sensitive position in the development of the nation. The expected quality, success and objectives outlined in the national policy for different educational programmes may be difficult to achieve if the aforementioned challenges are not properly tackled. The early childhood teacher preparation is important to other levels of education because the teachers produced to teach at this foundational level will lay the foundation upon which other levels of education will build on. If half-baked teachers are produced to teach children, it therefore means that the whole educational programmes will be affected negatively. Hence the following possible solutions are recommended to improve early childhood teacher preparation in Nigeria. 
Possible Solutions and Recommendations
Examining the context of teacher preparation programme of the Colleges of Education in Nigeria, it seems the curriculum is overloaded and voluminous for the ECCE pre-service teachers. It is however, important that the content of the courses offered should be more relevant to the child’s needs for maximum development. The inadequacy of time allotted to child observation and supervision during teaching practice coupled with the lack of proper collaboration with the practicing schools and model teachers should properly be looked into. Child observation should not be limited to teaching practice alone. Rather, as lessons progress, pre-service teachers should be engaged with assignments that will compulsorily make them go to model schools to observe children as well as application of the knowledge contents taught in the classrooms.
The approach of training early childhood teachers to specialise in specific teaching subjects should be discouraged. This is because the teaching subjects are not responsive to the needs of schools and the learners even though the government stipulates in the Education Policy that “Educational activities shall be centred on the learner for maximum self-development and self-fulfilment”. Teaching subjects mostly prepare pre-school teachers for their own self-development and the tendency of loosing focus is high. Many teachers trained in early childhood education with teaching subjects often opt to teach in secondary schools when the opportunity arises. This is because they have alternative. Therefore, teaching of school subjects with emphasis on pre-primary and primary school subjects should be encouraged.
More importantly, trainers of early childhood educators should adopt appropriate pedagogy for training their students by being practical enough and teaching them the way they are expected to teach the children when they begin to practice the profession. Likewise, with proper supervision by the college authorities, the period of teaching practice can be a worthwhile experience for the pre-service teachers. These early experiences determine to a large extent what will become of the trainees in the teaching profession. Finally, teachers of young children need the mentoring of experienced colleagues on the job especially after the first year of graduation. This is necessary in order to be effective on the job and to avoid frustrations that may come with the practice on the field.
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