
ÉKWÉ INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF IGBO SCHOLARS 
FORUM FOR SOCIO-CULTURAL ADVANCEMENT (INC) Volume 

19, No 3, July, 2026. ISSN: 2476-8448 

26 

 

OMÈNAÀLÀ AND INSTITUTIONAL ETHICS: 
FOUNDATIONS FOR CULTURALLY 

RESPONSIVE GUIDANCE AND COUNSELLING 
IN SAFEGUARDING STUDENTS IN RURAL 

ANAMBRA STATE, NIGERIA 

 

Okechukwu, N. C; PhD                                                                 
Faculty of Education                                                          

Department of Educational Foundations (G & C), 
Chukwuemeka Odumegwu Ojukwu University                     

Igbariam Campus                                                                  
Anambra State, Nigeria                                                                  

Authors Email: nduchris001@gmail.com                              
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0009-0006-9083-8676 

Whatsapp: +2347033232121 

 

Abstract 

This study investigated the integration of Òmènààlà, the 
indigenous moral and ethical framework of the Igbo 
people, into institutional safeguarding practices within 
rural secondary schools in Anambra State, Nigeria. 
Despite the implementation of formal child protection 
policies, a significant gap remained between Western-
oriented institutional ethics and the deep-seated 
traditional values of the rural community. Adopting a 
qualitative phenomenological design, this research 
explored how guidance and counselling practitioners 
navigated the tension between standardised bureaucratic 
requirements and local moral expectations. Data were 
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collected through semi-structured interviews and focus 
group discussions with 20 experienced school 
counsellors. The findings revealed that Òmènààlà 
functioned as an essential indigenous early warning 
system, where communal responsibility and ancestral 
accountability provided a more resonant framework for 
safeguarding than individualistic disciplinary policies 
alone. The study identified Communal Guardians and 
Cultural Translation as primary strategies that enhanced 
the therapeutic alliance between schools and families, 
while Structural Dissonance, stemming from rigid 
institutional mandates, was identified as the primary 
barrier to effective implementation. The research 
concluded that for student safeguarding to be sustainable 
in rural Anambra, educational policy must evolve to 
embrace a third way: a synthesis of formal institutional 
rigor and indigenous cultural wisdom. Recommendations 
included the formal integration of indigenous knowledge 
into counsellor training, the establishment of 
community-school safeguarding partnerships, and a shift 
toward greater cultural flexibility in administrative 
reporting. This study provided a practical roadmap for 
practitioners to act as cultural brokers, ultimately 
positioning indigenous moral philosophy as a dynamic 
and necessary foundation for contemporary student 
welfare. 

Keywords: Òmènààlà, Institutional Ethics, Culturally 
         Responsive Counselling, Student    
         Safeguarding Rural Education, Indigenous 
          Knowledge Systems 
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Introduction 

The global discourse on student safeguarding has 
increasingly focused on the intersection of school-based 
protections and the socio-cultural environments in which 
students reside. In the context of rural Anambra State, 
Nigeria, the safeguarding of students remained a 
complex challenge, often caught between the adoption of 
formal, Western-oriented educational policies and the 
deeply rooted influence of Òmènààlà. Òmènààlà served 
as the moral and legal bedrock of the Igbo people, 
governing social conduct, interpersonal relations, and 
communal accountability (Onebunne, 2019). 

Historically, guidance and counselling services were 
introduced into Nigerian schools to assist students in 
navigating developmental and academic hurdles. 
However, as research demonstrated, the efficacy of these 
services was often contingent upon the practitioners’ 
ability to align institutional interventions with the 
cultural ethos of the local community (Okechukwu, 
2026). When institutional ethics were perceived as alien 
or contradictory to local customs, students and their 
families were often less likely to engage with school-
based support systems, thereby undermining efforts to 
provide a safe educational environment. 

Statement of the Problem 

Despite the formal implementation of child protection 
policies in Nigerian secondary schools, reports of student 
vulnerability and social misconduct in rural Anambra 
persisted. A significant gap existed between the 
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bureaucratic requirements of institutional safeguarding 
and the traditional mechanisms of moral regulation. 
Counsellors, often trained in standardised, Western-
centric paradigms, frequently struggled to gain the trust 
of rural stakeholders who prioritized communal, 
ancestral, and traditional moral frameworks over 
individualistic institutional policies. This dissonance 
created a cultural vacuum where students were left 
without adequate support, and where indigenous 
wisdom, which historically protected the youth, was left 
untapped. Without a deliberate synthesis of Òmènààlà 
and institutional ethics, professional guidance and 
counselling remained hindered by a lack of cultural 
resonance and community buy-in. 

Purpose of the Study 

The primary purpose of this study was to investigate the 
integration of Òmènààlà into institutional safeguarding 
protocols within rural secondary schools in Anambra 
State. Specifically, this research sought to: 

Identify how guidance and counselling practitioners 
reconciled formal school ethics with traditional 
communal expectations. 

Evaluate the effectiveness of culturally responsive 
safeguarding strategies that incorporated indigenous 
moral authority. 

Determine how the synthesis of Òmènààlà values could 
improve student safety, help-seeking behaviour, and 
community engagement in the educational process. 
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Research Questions 

This study was guided by the following questions: 

How did school counsellors perceive the role of 
Òmènààlà in the safeguarding of students? 

In what ways did the alignment of institutional ethics 
with indigenous cultural norms enhance the effectiveness 
of guidance and counselling programmes? 

What were the primary barriers to implementing 
culturally responsive safeguarding practices in rural 
Anambra State schools? 

Significance of the Study 

This research was significant for several reasons. 
Primarily, it provided a framework for school 
administrators and guidance counsellors to move beyond 
one-size-fits-all safeguarding models, encouraging a 
more nuanced, culturally humble approach. By 
validating Òmènààlà as a legitimate foundation for 
institutional morality, the study empowered educators to 
bridge the gap between the school and the community. 
Furthermore, it contributed to the growing body of 
literature on indigenous-based counselling practices in 
Africa, positioning Òmènààlà not merely as a relic of the 
past, but as a dynamic and necessary tool for 
contemporary student protection. 

Literature Review: The Nexus of Indigenous Ethics 
and Institutional Safeguarding 
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Indigenous Moral Frameworks and Socialisation in 
Igbo Society 

The ethical landscape of rural Anambra State has 
historically been anchored in Òmènààlà, the indigenous 
moral and legal order that governs the Igbo worldview 
(Anizoba, 2026). Unlike Western individualistic 
approaches to ethics, Òmènààlà is rooted in communal 
responsibility and ancestral accountability. As 
established by Onebunne (2019), Òmènààlà provides a 
philosophical equipoise that maintains societal balance 
through a system of rights, duties, and social taboos (nsọ 
ala). Traditionally, moral education was a collective 
enterprise, where age-grade cohorts, extended families, 
and community elders served as primary agents of 
socialisation (Indigenous Moral Education in Nigeria, 
2025). This holistic approach ensured that safeguarding 
was an inherent communal duty rather than an 
externalised bureaucratic task.  

The Dissonance in Modern Institutional 
Safeguarding 

Despite the global push for standardized child protection 
policies, the implementation of these frameworks in rural 
Nigeria has often been problematic. Recent literature 
indicates that formal educational systems frequently 
ignore the cultural context, leading to a misalignment 
that reduces the effectiveness of guidance and 
counselling services (Okechukwu, 2026). When 
safeguarding policies are introduced without regard for 
the indigenous moral authority of the community, they 
are often perceived as foreign impositions. This 
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perception creates barriers to help-seeking behaviour, as 
students and families may hesitate to engage with 
systems that feel culturally alien or potentially 
threatening to their traditional values (Adediran & Ige, 
2021). 

The Efficacy of Culturally Responsive Guidance and 
Counselling 

The movement toward culturally responsive practice has 
emerged as a potential solution to this disconnect. 
Research by Ladson-Billings (2017) and others suggests 
that when counselling practitioners incorporate 
indigenous knowledge, languages, and communal norms, 
they significantly enhance student outcomes, including 
emotional regulation and identity development. In the 
Nigerian context, studies have shown that counsellors 
who bridge the gap between indigenous systems and 
modern school ethics achieved higher levels of 
community trust and student participation (Efficacy of 
Culturally Responsive Guidance and Counselling in 
Diverse Early Childhood Settings, 2026).  

Furthermore, as noted in studies of culturally responsive 
pedagogy, the integration of indigenous knowledge 
systems, such as proverbs, narratives, and community-
based wisdom, is essential for decolonising educational 
spaces and fostering higher-order critical thinking 
(Exploring the Challenges and Benefits of Culturally 
Responsive Education in Nigeria, 2025).  

Theoretical Synthesis: The Ecological Perspective 
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To understand the interaction between the child, the 
school, and the community, scholars increasingly rely on 
Bronfenbrenners Ecological Systems Theory. This 
framework underscores that a Child’s safety is a function 
of the interconnectedness of their various environments. 
Within rural Anambra, the microsystem (the home) and 
the exosystem (the community/traditional authorities) 
possess a profound influence on the mesosystem (the 
school). When guidance and counselling programmes 
neglect these environmental links, the safeguarding 
process becomes fragmented. Integrating Òmènààlà 
allows practitioners to align these systems, ensuring that 
institutional ethics resonate with the values that children 
absorb from their families and communities daily. 

Methodology 

Research Design 

The study adopted a qualitative phenomenological 
research design. This approach was selected to provide 
an in-depth understanding of the lived experiences and 
perceptions of guidance counsellors regarding the 
integration of Òmènààlà in school-based safeguarding. 
By prioritising the subjective accounts of practitioners, 
this design allowed for the exploration of complex 
cultural intersections that quantitative metrics often 
failed to capture. 

Population and Sampling 

The target population comprised professional guidance 
counsellors operating within public secondary schools in 
rural areas of Anambra State, Nigeria. A purposive 
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sampling technique was utilised to select 20 participants 
who possessed at least five years of experience in the 
school system and demonstrated active engagement with 
community-based stakeholders. This deliberate selection 
ensured that the participants possessed the necessary 
depth of knowledge regarding both the formal mandates 
of the Ministry of Education and the nuances of local 
indigenous customs. 

Data Collection Instruments 

Data were gathered primarily through semi-structured, 
face-to-face interviews and supplemented by focus group 
discussions. The interview guide was developed based 
on the study’s research objectives and validated by 
experts in both guidance and counselling and Igbo 
studies in Chukwuemeka Odumegwu Ojukwu 
University, Igbariam. The instrument comprised open-
ended questions designed to elicit detailed narratives 
about: The practitioners’ current methods of navigating 
traditional authority when addressing student safety; the 
perceived alignment between school disciplinary codes 
and Òmènààlà values; the strategies employed to foster 
cooperation between school counsellors and traditional 
community leaders. 

Procedure 

Ethical approval was secured from the relevant state 
educational board, and informed consent was obtained 
from all participants prior to data collection. Interviews 
were conducted in settings chosen by the participants to 
ensure comfort and confidentiality, typically within their 
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office spaces or quiet community centres. Each session 
lasted approximately 45 to 60 minutes and was audio-
recorded with the participants’ permission, supplemented 
by field notes to capture non-verbal cues and contextual 
nuances. 

Data Analysis 

The collected data were analysed using thematic 
analysis, a method chosen for its ability to systematically 
identify, analyse, and report patterns within the 
qualitative data. The analysis followed the standard six-
phase process: 

Familiarisation: The researcher transcribed all audio 
recordings verbatim and repeatedly read the transcripts 
to immerse themselves in the data. 

Coding: Initial codes were generated to identify 
significant statements regarding the use of Òmènààlà in 
safeguarding. 

Thematic Development: These codes were collated into 
potential themes. 

Reviewing Themes:  

The themes were reviewed and refined to ensure they 
accurately reflected the participants shared experiences. 

Defining and Naming: The core themes were finalised, 
highlighting the synthesis of indigenous moral authority 
and institutional ethics. 
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Writing Up: 

The findings were synthesised into a coherent narrative, 
supported by direct verbatim quotations from the 
participants to ensure the human element of their 
experiences was preserved. 

Trustworthiness: 

To ensure the rigour and trustworthiness of the study, the 
following strategies were implemented: 

Member Checking: Transcripts and preliminary findings 
were returned to a subset of participants to confirm the 
accuracy and resonance of the interpretations. 

Triangulation: Data from individual interviews were 
cross-referenced with information gathered during focus 
group discussions to enhance the depth of the findings. 

Reflexivity: The researcher maintained a reflective 
journal throughout the study to acknowledge and 
mitigate potential biases, ensuring that the influence of 
the researchers owns professional background did not 
overshadow the participants’ voices. 

Results 

The study revealed that the participants overwhelmingly 
viewed the integration of Òmènààlà as a vital, yet under-
utilised, component of modern institutional 
safeguarding. Three core themes emerged: Communal 
Guardianism, Cultural Translation of Ethics, and 
Structural Dissonance. 
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Research Question 1: How did school counsellors 
perceive the role of Òmènààlà in the safeguarding of 
students? 

The findings indicated that participants perceived 
Òmènààlà not merely as a set of historical customs, but 
as an active, living framework for student conduct. 
Counsellors frequently described the community as a 
primary protector. One participant noted: 

“When we speak to students in the language of nsọ Ala 
(abominations), they listen because they understand the 
weight of these consequences within their families. It is 
not just a school rule; it is a moral imperative that they 
have lived with since birth. 

Participants consistently argued that Òmènààlà acted as 
an early warning system. Because the community was 
interconnected, counsellors reported that they often 
received information regarding student risk factors 
through traditional channels long before incidents 
escalated within the school walls. 

Research Question 2: In what ways did the alignment of 
institutional ethics with indigenous cultural norms 
enhance the effectiveness of guidance and counselling 
programmes? 

The data suggested that the alignment of institutional 
ethics with indigenous norms significantly improved the 
therapeutic alliance between the school and the home. 
The results identified two primary benefits: 
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Reduction in Resistance: When counsellors framed 
safeguarding interventions through the lens of communal 
well-being rather than rigid, individualistic disciplinary 
codes, there was a measurable decrease in defensive 
behaviour among both students and parents. 

Increased Community Buy-in: By engaging local elders 
and traditional title holders, counsellors were able to 
legitimise school safeguarding policies. One participant 
remarked, when the community sees that our counselling 
goals align with the moral upbringing they provide at 
home, they trust us as partners in their children’s 
protection. 

This thematic alignment demonstrated that Òmènààlà 
served as a cultural bridge, enabling counsellors to 
communicate professional ethics in a manner that 
resonated with the daily lives of the students. 

Research Question 3: What were the primary barriers to 
implementing culturally responsive safeguarding 
practices in rural Anambra State schools? 

Despite the perceived benefits, the participants identified 
significant obstacles to implementing these practices: 

Bureaucratic Rigidity: Many participants felt that strict 
adherence to standardised, centralised reporting formats 
often left little room for the flexibility required to 
incorporate indigenous mediation processes. 

Generational Perceptions: A recurring challenge was the 
perception held by some younger educators that 
Òmènààlà was outdated or incompatible with modern 
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human rights frameworks. This created internal conflict 
within schools, where staffs were divided on the 
approach to student discipline. 

Resource Constraints: Participants highlighted that 
professional development programmes rarely provided 
training on culturally responsive counselling. 
Consequently, many counsellors were left to navigate the 
tension between Western institutional demands and 
Òmènààlà values without a formal framework or 
institutional support. 

Table 1: Summary of Thematic Findings and Research 
Questions 

Research Question 

Emerging Theme 

Key Finding 

RQ 1: Role of Òmènààlà 

Communal Guardianism 

Òmènààlà functions as a living moral framework and an 
early warning system for student well-being. 

RQ 2: Effectiveness of Alignment 

Cultural Translation of Ethics 

Integrating indigenous values significantly reduces 
defensive behaviour and fosters trust between school and 
home. 
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RQ 3: Primary Barriers 

Structural Dissonance 

Bureaucratic rigidity and a lack of formal training hinder 
the implementation of culturally responsive strategies. 

Discussion of Findings 

The findings of this study provided significant insight 
into the potential for Òmènààlà to serve as a cornerstone 
for institutional safeguarding in rural Anambra State. 
The results suggested that when guidance and 
counselling programmes were rooted in the indigenous 
moral order, they transcended their role as mere 
bureaucratic requirements and became instruments of 
genuine student protection. 

The Power of Communal Guardianism 

The identification of Communal Guardianism as a 
primary theme echoed the assertion that in Igbo society, 
the individual was inseparable from the collective 
(Onebunne, 2019). The findings demonstrated that 
counsellors who leveraged nsọ Ala (taboos) as a moral 
touchstone were more successful in regulating student 
behaviour than those who relied solely on modern school 
rules. This suggested that Òmènààlà acted as an 
indigenous early warning system. By aligning with the 
existing social vigilance of the village, counsellors were 
able to intervene in student issues before they reached 
crisis levels. This aligned with the view that indigenous 
systems provided a more immediate and emotionally 
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resonant form of accountability than abstract, Western-
style institutional ethics (Okechukwu, 2026). 

Bridging the Cultural Divide 

The study revealed that the Cultural Translation of 
Ethics was not merely an optional strategy but a 
necessity for building trust. Participants noted that when 
they reframed modern safeguarding protocols within the 
language of communal respect, they effectively lowered 
the barriers to help-seeking behaviour. The observed 
reduction in defensiveness among families confirmed 
that trust was the primary currency of effective 
counselling in rural settings. As previously highlighted 
by Okechukwu (2026), the effectiveness of guidance 
services in Anambra State was inherently tied to the 
counsellors ability to demonstrate cultural humility. By 
acting as a bridge between the school and the Ụmụnna 
(extended family), the school counsellor transformed the 
safeguarding process from a top-down mandate into a 
collaborative, community-owned initiative. 

The Conflict of Structural Dissonance 

Despite the clear benefits of a culturally responsive 
approach, the emergence of Structural Dissonance 
highlighted a critical tension. The participants’ 
experiences underscored a painful reality: while the heart 
of the community favoured an indigenous approach, the 
head of the system, formal educational bureaucracy, 
remained wedded to rigid, standardised models. This 
disconnect suggested that current policies were often 
blind to the socio-cultural realities of rural practitioners. 
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The frustration expressed by counsellors regarding the 
lack of formal training in culturally responsive strategies 
indicated a systemic failure to support those at the 
frontline of student safety. If schools continued to ignore 
the pedagogical value of Òmènààlà, they risked 
alienating the very communities they aimed to serve, 
ultimately rendering their institutional ethics hollow and 
ineffective. 

Implications for Practice and Policy 

The discussion indicated that for safeguarding to be truly 
effective in rural Anambra, educational policy must 
evolve to reflect the third way, a synthesis of formal 
institutional rigor and indigenous moral wisdom. This 
did not imply the abandonment of modern standards, but 
rather their translation into a medium that local 
stakeholders understood and respected. Professional 
development for counsellors must, therefore, evolve to 
include training in indigenous conflict resolution and 
community engagement, ensuring that practitioners were 
equipped to navigate the complex dualism of their 
professional environment. 

Conclusion 

This study provided a critical examination of the 
interplay between Òmènààlà and institutional 
safeguarding protocols in rural secondary schools in 
Anambra State. The evidence demonstrated that the 
successful protection of students in these environments 
was not achievable through the mechanical application 
of Western-oriented policies alone. Instead, the study 



ÉKWÉ INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF IGBO SCHOLARS 
FORUM FOR SOCIO-CULTURAL ADVANCEMENT (INC) Volume 

19, No 3, July, 2026. ISSN: 2476-8448 

43 

 

concluded that Òmènààlà offered a sophisticated, 
resilient, and deeply resonant framework that, when 
integrated with modern counselling ethics, bridged the 
gap between the school and the community. The findings 
highlighted that when guidance and counselling were 
contextualised within indigenous moral authority, the 
result was an environment of communal vigilance that 
significantly improved student well-being and 
institutional trust. 

Recommendations 

Based on the findings, the following recommendations 
were proposed to enhance the effectiveness of student 
safeguarding in rural Nigerian schools: 

Integration of Indigenous Knowledge in Curriculum: 
The Ministry of Education and school administrators 
should formally integrate indigenous moral education 
into the training modules for school counsellors, 
ensuring practitioners were equipped to utilise Òmènààlà 
as a professional tool. 

Community-School Partnerships: Schools should 
establish formal Community Safeguarding Committees 
that include traditional leaders, parents, and school 
counsellors to create a unified front for student 
protection. 

Policy Flexibility: Educational policymakers should 
revise standardised reporting and safeguarding 
frameworks to allow for greater cultural flexibility, 
acknowledging that local mediation processes were often 
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more effective than strictly punitive disciplinary 
measures. 

Professional Development: Continuous professional 
development programmes must focus on cultural 
translation, enabling counsellors to navigate the duality 
between institutional demands and the traditional 
expectations of the rural community. 

Application (Practical Implications) 

The practical application of this research served as a 
blueprint for counsellors and educators working in 
diverse cultural settings: 

For the Counsellor: Practitioners should adopt a 
cultural broker identity. When addressing student 
behavioural issues, they should interpret formal 
institutional rules through the prism of local proverbs, 
ancestral values, and communal responsibilities, thereby 
making the safeguarding process more relatable and less 
intimidating. 

For the Administrator: Principals should move away 
from the outsider model of school management. By 
creating school environments that honour the cultural 
heritage of the students, they would likely observe a 
reduction in absenteeism, a decrease in disciplinary 
infractions, and an increase in parent-teacher 
collaboration. 

For Future Research: This study served as a foundation 
for further inquiry into the specific long-term outcomes 
of culturally responsive guidance on student academic 
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achievement and mental health, as discussed by 
Okechukwu (2026). 
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