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E ducation in colonial Nigeria was largely controlled by Christian
missionaries who used it as a tool for religious conversion and

cultural transformation. In Abiriba, a prominent Igbo town in today’s
Abia State, mission schools became central to this process. The image
of pole vaulting at an Abiriba school (ca. 1930–1940) offers a glimpse
into the changing educational landscape under colonial rule, where
European sports and ideals were introduced as part of a broader
strategy of Christianization and Westernization.
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Missionary Schools and Colonial
Influence
By the early 20th century, nearly all formal education in Nigeria was
in the hands of missionaries. According to James Smoot Coleman
(1958), “As late as 1942, [missionaries] controlled 99 percent of the
schools.” These schools served multiple purposes beyond basic
literacy:

1. Religious Conversion – Schools were primarily established to spread
Christianity, with curriculum heavily emphasizing biblical teachings
and moral discipline based on Western ideals.
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2. Cultural Europeanization – Missionaries sought to reshape African
identity by promoting European customs, behaviors, and languages.
Students were taught to aspire to European virtues, often at the
expense of indigenous traditions.

3. Discrediting Indigenous Knowledge – Traditional Igbo education,
which was based on oral traditions, apprenticeship, and communal
participation, was dismissed as either nonexistent or inferior.
Missionary schools reinforced the idea that progress and civilization
were only attainable through Western education.
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The Role of Sports in Missionary
Education
The introduction of Western sports, such as pole vaulting, was part of
the broader cultural transformation taking place in colonial schools.
Physical education, particularly sports associated with British
traditions, was promoted as a way to instill discipline, teamwork, and
European values.

• Sports as a Tool for Discipline – The British colonial administration
viewed sports as a means to foster orderliness and obedience among
students.

• Western Competitions over Indigenous Games – Traditional Igbo
athletic activities, such as wrestling and acrobatics, were largely
sidelined in favour of imported British sports like football, track and
field, and cricket.

• Integration into Colonial Society – Participation in Western sports
provided African students with limited avenues for social mobility
within the colonial system, reinforcing the belief that success lay in
adopting European ways.
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Impact on Igbo Society
The dominance of missionary-controlled education had far-reaching
consequences:

• Erosion of Indigenous Igbo Identity – Many young Nigerians began
to associate success and modernity with Westernization, leading to a
decline in indigenous practices and belief systems.

• Creation of an Educated Elite – The mission schools produced a class
of educated Africans who later played key roles in Nigeria’s
independence movements. However, they were often caught between
two worlds, their traditional roots and the Western ideals instilled by
their schooling.

• Persistence of Colonial Legacies – The structure of Nigeria’s modern
education system remains influenced by colonial-era missionary
schools, with English as the primary language of instruction and
Western curricula continuing to dominate.

The missionary education system in Nigeria, exemplified by schools in
Abiriba, was a double-edged sword. While it provided access to
literacy and new opportunities, it also systematically undermined
indigenous knowledge and traditions. The image of pole vaulting in an
Abiriba school captures more than just a sporting moment, it
symbolizes the deep and lasting impact of missionary education on
Nigerian society.
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