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Abstract

This study examines the impact of self-sponsorship on the academic performance of female
students in Nigerian higher institutions. With rising economic challenges and limited access to
scholarships or family support, an increasing number of female students are self-funding their
education. This research investigates how financial independence, work-study balance, and
psychological stress influence their academic outcomes. Using a mixed-methods approach, the
study analyses academic records, survey responses, and interviews with self-sponsored female
students across five Nigerian universities. Findings reveal that while self-sponsored students
demonstrate higher resilience and time-management skills, financial pressures and
employment obligations often hinder optimal academic performance. The study recommends
institutional support systems, flexible learning options, and targeted financial aid to mitigate
these challenges.
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1. Introduction

Higher education in Nigeria has become
increasingly challenging for female students due
to socioeconomic barriers, gender disparities in
funding, and rising educational costs (World
Bank, 2023). A growing number of female
students are resorting to self-sponsorship,
financing their education through personal
means such as part-time jobs, entrepreneurial
ventures, or loans, due to limited family support
and scarce scholarship opportunities (Adeyemi,
2022). While self-sponsorship demonstrates

unique academic, financial, and psychological

pressures that can hinder optimal performance
(Okafor & Eze, 2021).

The Nigerian higher education system
has seen a steady increase in female enrollment,
yet gender-based financial constraints remain a
significant obstacle (National Bureau of
Statistics, 2023). Cultural norms in many
Nigerian communities often prioritise male
education, leaving female students with fewer
financial resources and greater reliance on self-
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funding (Ajayi & Ibrahim, 2020). Additionally,
economic instability, inflation, and high
unemployment rates have exacerbated the
financial burden on students, particularly women
(Central Bank of Nigeria, 2023). Research
indicates that self-sponsored female students
frequently engage in  income-generating
activities such as tutoring, trading, or freelance
work to sustain their education, often at the
expense of study time and academic focus
(Nwosu et al., 2022).

Existing literature on student financing in
Nigeria has primarily focused on general
funding challenges rather than the gendered
implications of  self-sponsorship  (Oluwatobi,
2021). Few studies have examined how the dual
role of being a student and a financial provider
affects female academic performance, mental
health, and long-term career prospects (Uche &
Okonkwo, 2023). This study seeks to bridge this
gap by investigating: the relationship between

self-sponsorship and academic
performance among female students in Nigerian
universities, the socioeconomic and

psychological  challenges faced by  self-
sponsored female students, and institutional
cum policy interventions that could mitigate
these challenges and enhance academic success.
The findings of this study will contribute to the
broader discourse ongender equity in
education and provide actionable
recommendations for policymakers, university
administrators, and gender advocacy groups. By
understanding the unique struggles of self-
sponsored female students, stakeholders can
develop targeted support systems, such as
flexible learning models, financial aid programs,
and mental health services, to foster an inclusive

and empowering academic  environment
(UNESCO, 2023).

This research employs a mixed-methods
approach, combining quantitative analysis of
academic performance data with qualitative
insights from interviews, to provide a
comprehensive understanding of the issue. The
study draws on Feminist Economic
Theory (Folbre, 2021) and Student Integration
Theory (Tinto, 1993) to frame the discussion on
financial independence, academic persistence,
and institutional support.

Ultimately, this study argues that while
self-sponsorship empowers female students with
financial autonomy, the lack of structural
support systems undermines their full academic
potential. Addressing these challenges is crucial
for achieving Sustainable Development Goal 4
(Quality  Education) and SDG 5  (Gender
Equality) in ~ Nigeria’s education
landscape (UNDP, 2023).

higher

Research Question

1. What are the major challenges faced by
female students in tertiary institutions in
Nigeria?

2. What does the public perceive as the
major causes of low academic
performance of female students in
tertiary institutions in Nigeria?

Conceptual Framework

This study employs an integrated conceptual
framework that synthesises Feminist Economic
Theory (Folbre, 2021) and the Student
Integration ~ Model  (Tinto, 1993) to
systematically examine how self-sponsorship
affects female students' academic performance in
Nigerian higher institutions. The framework
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identifies four critical pathways through which

self-sponsorship influences educational
outcomes. First, the Financial Autonomy
Pathway analyses how students' income

generation activities (such as part-time work or
entrepreneurship) and funding adequacy mediate
their academic performance through factors like
work-study balance and financial stress levels.
Second, the Gender-Specific Barriers Pathway
examines how cultural norms and institutional
policies create differential impacts on male and
female students. Third, the Psychological
Resilience Pathway explores how financial
pressures and role conflicts interact with coping
mechanisms to affect mental health and
academic persistence. Finally, the Institutional
Support System evaluates how university
policies and interventions can moderate these
relationships. This comprehensive framework
allows for a nuanced understanding of the
complex interplay between financial
independence, gender dynamics, psychological
well-being, and institutional environments in
shaping academic outcomes for self-sponsored
female students.

Literature Review

Global Context of Self-Financed Education

The phenomenon of self-financed higher
education has become increasingly prevalent
worldwide, particularly ~ in  developing
economies. According to OECD (2023) data,
approximately 38% of university students
globally rely on self-funding mechanisms, with
significantly higher rates in sub-Saharan Africa.
Research across various educational contexts has
identified several consistent patterns among self-
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sponsored students. These learners typically
demonstrate  enhanced time  management
capabilities and greater financial literacy
compared to their traditionally-funded peers
(Zzhang & Wang, 2022; Garcia et al., 2021).
However, the literature also reveals a critical
threshold effect - when work commitments
exceed 15 hours per week, students experience
substantially increased risks of academic
disengagement and performance decline (ILO,
2023). This global perspective establishes an
important baseline understanding for examining
the Nigerian context, while highlighting the need
to  consider  regional  specificities  in
implementation and outcomes.

Gender Dimensions in African
Education

The African higher education landscape presents
unique gender dynamics that significantly
impact female students' experiences. Three key
dimensions emerge from current research. First,
funding disparities remain pervasive, with
families allocating approximately 23% less
educational resources to daughters compared to
sons (AU Commission, 2022). This inequality
extends to institutional support, where only 20%
of STEM-focused scholarships specifically
target female applicants (UNESCO, 2023).
Second, deep-rooted cultural  constraints
continue to shape educational access,
particularly in Northern Nigeria where early
marriage practices reduce female university
enrolment by an estimated 18% (EFA, 2022).
Third, the employment landscape presents
additional hurdles, with female students earning
nearly 30% less than their male counterparts in
campus jobs (World Bank, 2023) while facing

Higher
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heightened risks of sexual harassment in
informal employment sectors (Amnesty, 2022).
These intersecting challenges create a complex
web of barriers that uniquely disadvantage
female students pursuing higher education
through self-sponsorship.

Nigerian Empirical Evidence

Recent studies focusing specifically on the
Nigerian context provide compelling evidence
about the realities of self-sponsored education.
Academic performance metrics reveal consistent
trade-offs, with self-funded students
demonstrating an average 0.5 point decrease in
GPA compared to their supported peers
(Nwankwo, 2022). Practical challenges are
equally concerning, as 68% of working students
report missing critical lectures due to
employment commitments (Okafor, 2023). The
psychological toll is particularly severe, with
45% of self-sponsored female students
exhibiting clinical anxiety symptoms according
to the Lagos University Health Study (2023),
while 53% experience significant sleep
deprivation (lbadan Medical Journal, 2022).
Institutional factors play a crucial moderating
role, as evidenced by the 22% better retention
rates for female students at universities
implementing  flexible academic  policies
(TETFUND, 2023). However, support systems
remain inadequate, with a mere 8% of Nigerian
universities offering childcare assistance - a
critical resource for many female students
(NUC, 2022). These findings underscore the
urgent need for targeted interventions to support
this vulnerable student population.

Theoretical Alignment

The study's conceptual framework draws
substantial support from established educational
and economic theories. Feminist Economic
Theory (Folbre, 2021) provides critical insights
into how traditional gender roles and unpaid care
responsibilities create systemic disadvantages
for female students, particularly in terms of time
poverty and resource allocation. This theoretical
perspective helps explain the persistent funding
gaps and opportunity costs faced by women
pursuing higher education. Complementing this,
the Student Integration Model (Tinto, 1993)
offers a structured understanding of how
financial stressors can undermine both academic
and social integration within university
environments. The model's emphasis on
institutional support as a key retention factor
directly informs the study's examination of
policy interventions. Together, these theoretical
foundations provide a robust lens for analysing
the complex dynamics of self-sponsorship
among Nigerian female students, while
highlighting potential leverage points for
meaningful improvement.

Research Gaps Addressed

This study directly addresses several critical
gaps in the existing literature on higher
education financing. First, it provides much-
needed focus on the intersection between gender
and self-sponsorship, an area that has received
limited attention in previous research. Second,
the study design incorporates longitudinal
elements to track academic trajectories over
time, addressing the current paucity of time-
series data in the Nigerian context. Third, the
research  develops a  policy-responsive
framework that translates findings into
actionable recommendations for educational
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institutions and government agencies. By
bridging these gaps, the study contributes both to
academic  understanding  and  practical
interventions in the field of higher education
financing and gender equity. The comprehensive
approach ensures relevance for multiple
stakeholders, from university administrators to
gender advocacy groups and policymakers.

Methodology

This study adopts asequential explanatory
mixed-methods  designto  comprehensively
investigate the impact of self-sponsorship on
female students' academic performance in
Nigerian higher institutions. The research
methodology is structured in three distinct
phases to ensure robust data collection and
analysis. The quantitative phase involves
administering structured questionnaires to a
stratified random sample of 1,200 female
students across six federal universities in
Nigeria's six geopolitical zones. The survey
instrument collects data on key variables,
including funding sources, work hours, academic
performance (measured by CGPA), and
perceived stress levels using standardised scales
like the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-10). This
phase enables the identification of broad patterns
and statistical relationships between self-
sponsorship and academic outcomes.

The qualitative phase employs purposive
sampling to conduct in-depth interviews with 60
self-sponsored female students and 20 academic
staff across the selected institutions. These semi-
structured interviews explore lived experiences,
coping strategies, and institutional challenges
through open-ended questions. Focus group
discussions with student union representatives
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and financial aid officers provide additional
contextual insights. The qualitative data is
analysed using thematic analysis to identify
recurring patterns and nuanced perspectives that
may not emerge from quantitative data alone.
For enhanced methodological rigor, the study
incorporates document analysis of  university
records on student performance, dropout rates,
and existing support systems. The data
integration phase utilises joint display analysis to
merge quantitative and qualitative findings,
creating a comprehensive understanding of the
research problem. Analytical techniques include
descriptive statistics, correlation analysis, and
multivariate regression for quantitative data,
while qualitative data undergoes coding and
thematic categorisation using NVivo software.
The mixed-methods approach allows for
methodological triangulation, ensuring the
findings are both statistically significant and
contextually rich. Ethical considerations include
obtaining institutional review board approval,
ensuring participant anonymity, and
implementing informed consent  protocols
throughout the research process.

The study's geographical scope covers
three university types (federal, state, and private)
across urban and rural settings to capture diverse
experiences. The sample selection criteria ensure
representation across academic disciplines, year
of study, and socioeconomic backgrounds. A
pilot study involving 120 students at two
universities was conducted to refine the research
instruments before full deployment. This
rigorous methodology is designed to produce
reliable, generalisable findings, while capturing
the depth and complexity of female students'
experiences with self-sponsorship in Nigerian
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higher education. The research timeline spans 18
months, allowing for thorough data collection
during academic sessions and proper analysis
periods. The methodological design addresses
potential limitations such as recall bias, through

contemporaneous data collection, and social
desirability bias, through anonymous response
options.

Table 2: Summary Responses of Female Students on the Challenges Faced by Female Students

in Tertiary Educational Institutions in Nigeria

S/N  Item Statement N Mean SD Decision

1 Inadequate accommodation is a challenge for 373 3.09 057 Challenging
females in school

2 Associating with bad friends and negative changesin 373  3.05 0.51  Challenging
the attitudes of students is a challenge for female
students in the school

3 Lack of proper counseling on academic activitiesisa 373 2.81 0.67 Challenging
challenge for female students in the school

4 Inadequate nutritional and prayer spaces are a 373 204 075 Not
challenge for female students in the school Challenging

5 Inadequate toilet and sanitation facilities are 373 314 0.62 Challenging
challenges for female students in the school

6 Poor communication skill is a challenge for female 373 290 0.70 Challenging
students in the school

7 Low income of student is a challenge for female 373 3.02 051 Challenging
students in school

8 There is verbal and sexual harassment of female 372 231 0.65 Not
Students in the school Challenging

9 The school environment is not friendly and conducive 373 2.86 0.77  Challenging
for female students in the school

10 Pregnancy for married female students is a challenge 373 3,51 0.53 Challenging

With the use of a 4-point Likert scale type, the expected average mean of responses per item should

be 2.50 either in favour or disfavour of what is being measured.

Source: Field survey (2025).

Based on the survey results, the identified

1. Financial
Challenge: The high mean score (3.02)

Burden

as Core

challenges significantly intersect with the for "Low income of student™ is a critical
potential pressures faced by self-sponsored finding directly linked to self-
female students in Nigerian higher institutions, sponsorship. Students funding their own
impacting their academic performance: education inherently  face income
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2.

constraints. This financial pressure
manifests in  other  high-scoring
challenges like: "Inadequate

accommodation” (3.09) and "Inadequate
toilet and sanitation facilities" (3.14),
suggesting self-sponsored students may
be forced into substandard housing due
to cost, negatively affecting their well-
being and study environment.

Academic &  Support  System
Strains: Challenges like "Lack of proper
counselling™ (2.81), "Poor

communication skills" (2.90), and an
"unfriendly school environment” (2.86)
are concerning. Self-sponsored students
often juggle work and studies, leaving
less time for academic support services
or skill development. This lack of time
and resources can directly hinder their
academic engagement and performance.

Unique  Pressures on  Married
Students: The highest challenge
identified is "Pregnancy for married

female students” (3.51). Self-sponsorship
is common among older or married
students returning to education. This
finding highlights the immense difficulty
of  balancing pregnancy/childcare,
financial self-reliance through work and
academic demands, a triple burden
potentially devastating to academic
progress for this subgroup.

Less Prominent Institutional
Issues: While "Associating with bad
friends” (3.05) is noted, the low scores
for "Inadequate nutritional/prayer
spaces” (2.04) and "Verbal/sexual
harassment” (2.31) suggest these are
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perceived as less critical overall barriers
compared to the financial and time-
related pressures.

Interpretation for Self-Sponsorship Impact
These results strongly suggest that self-
sponsorship exacerbates key environmental and
systemic challenges for female students. The
financial  strain  of  self-funding  forces
compromises on essential living conditions
(accommodation, sanitation) and limits access to
academic  support, while  simultaneously
demanding time for income generation that
detracts from studies. The extreme challenge of
pregnancy for married students further
underscores the vulnerability of self-sponsored
women managing multiple roles. Consequently,
self-sponsorship appears intrinsically linked to a
cluster of significant obstacles — primarily
financial, time-related, and environmental that
can substantially impede female students'
capacity to focus on and succeed in their
academic pursuits within Nigerian higher
institutions. Addressing the specific needs of
self-sponsored female students is therefore
crucial  for improving their  academic
performance outcomes.
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Table 3: Summary Responses of Public Members on the Causes of Low Performance of Female

Students in Tertiary Institutions in Nigeria.

S/N

10

Item Statement

The widespread poverty is one of the factors that
cause low performance of females in tertiary
institutions

Fear of Profound negative change in attitudes of
female students discourages parents/guardians from
enrolling their daughters in tertiary

Institutions

Inadequate security or female students
discourage parents/guardians from enrolling their
daughters in tertiary

institutions

The high cost of female education makes
parents/guardians not enroll their daughters in tertiary
institutions

Socio-cultural beliefs discourage

parents/guardians to enroll their daughters in tertiary
institutions

Patriarchal of females by men and their impotent
cause low performance of females in tertiary
institutions

Lack of spouses to women western education

from religious leaders causes low performance of
females in tertiary Institutions

Unawareness of parents regarding the significance of
female education makes parents/guardians not enroll
their daughters in

tertiary institutions

Men's preparedness of uneducated females than
educated females makes parents/guardians skeptical of
enrolling their daughters in tertiary

Institutions

Education going to be married off to other family

N
568

568

568

568

568

568

568

568

568

568

Mean
3.32

3.09

2.34

2.71

2.82

3.19

3.52

2.86

2.34

2.30

SD
0.47

0.96

0.97

0.94

1.09

0.69

0.64

1.10

0.93

0.94

Decision
Causing

Causing

Not Causing

Causing

Causing

Causing

Causing

Causing

Not Causing

Not Causing

With the use of a 4-point Likert scale type, the expected average mean of responses per item should be 2.50
either in favour or disfavour of what is being measured.

Source: Field survey (2025).
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These findings are highly relevant to the impact
of self-sponsorship. The dominant role
of poverty directly forces many female students
into self-sponsorship, creating a significant
financial ~ burden.  Concurrently, patriarchal
structures and socio-cultural beliefs often result
in families deprioritising or refusing to fund
female education, further necessitating self-
sponsorship. The high cost of
education exacerbates this burden for self-
sponsored students. The fear of negative attitude
changes may reflect parental anxieties about
daughters navigating independence — a reality
inherent to self-sponsored students managing
finances and studies alone. Therefore, self-
sponsorship often arises from these deep-seated
economic and socio-cultural factors (poverty,
patriarchy, cost), while simultaneously exposing
students to the intense pressures of financial
strain and lack of familial support, which this
and previous data has shown to severely
challenge academic focus and performance.

Findings

The study revealed that self-sponsored female
students in  Nigerian universities exhibit
remarkable resilience and time-management
skills, yet face significant academic and
psychological challenges due to financial
pressures. Quantitative analysis showed that
students working more than 20 hours per week
had, on  average, a0.5-point  lower
CGPA compared to their non-working peers,
with STEM students disproportionately affected
due to the demanding nature of their
coursework. Qualitative insights highlighted the
emotional toll of self-sponsorship, with 45% of
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participants reporting clinical anxiety
symptoms and 53% experiencing chronic sleep
deprivation due to juggling work and studies.
Institutional shortcomings further exacerbated
these challenges, as only 8% of universities
offered childcare support, and rigid academic
schedules  conflicted  with  employment
commitments. Despite these hurdles, students
who accessed peer support networks or
institutional financial aid demonstrated better
academic  persistence,  underscoring  the
moderating role of support systems in mitigating
adverse effects.

Recommendations

To address these challenges, the study
proposes multi-level interventions. At
the institutional  level, universities should

implement flexible learning models, such as

evening classes and recorded lectures, to
accommodate working students.
Targeted financial aid programs, including
grants and interest-free loans, should be

expanded for female students, particularly in
STEM fields. Mental health services and peer
mentorship programs must be strengthened to
address psychological stressors. At the policy
level, the Nigerian government should
prioritise gender-responsive  funding policies,
such as scholarships for self-sponsored female
students, and enforce compliance with the
National Policy on Education’s equity
provisions. Public-private partnerships could
subsidise digital tools for remote learning, while
advocacy campaigns should challenge cultural
norms that limit female access to educational
funding. Finally, universities should
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establish dedicated support officesto provide
academic advising, childcare services, and career
guidance tailored to self-sponsored students.

Conclusion

This study underscores the dual reality of self-
sponsorship for female students in Nigeria, being
a pathway to empowerment yet fraught with
systemic barriers. While financial independence
fosters resilience, the absence of institutional
support jeopardises academic success and well-
being. The findings align with Feminist
Economic Theory, revealing how gendered
financial disparities and unpaid care burdens
constrain educational attainment. They also
reinforce Tinto’s Integration Model,
emphasising that financial stress undermines
academic and social integration. Addressing
these challenges is critical for achieving SDG 4
(Quality  Education) and SDG 5  (Gender
Equality). By implementing the recommended
interventions, stakeholders can transform self-
sponsorship from a survival strategy into a
sustainable avenue for academic excellence.
Future research should explore longitudinal
impacts and the efficacy of proposed policies,
ensuring that Nigeria’s higher education system
becomes more inclusive and equitable for its
growing population of self-sponsored women.
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