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Abstract

The paper attempts to examine the possibility of achieving inclusive
education for special needs children at the primary scheol level in Nigeria.
Itcasts a search light on the concept, rationale and philosophy of inclusive
education as well as identifies the beneficiaries of this kind of
arrangement in the Nigerian context. The paper further examines the areas
that adequate attention must be paid for the achievcment of successful
inclusion in educational arrangements for special needs children at the
primary school level. Finally, it mentions some of the benefits of
achieving inclusive education for special needs children and concludes
that achieving inclusive education for special needs children at the
primary school level in Nigeria is attainable and must be vigorously
pursued for the growth and development of the country

Introduction

According to the Blue-print on the education of the handicapped in Nigeria
(undated), all children have a right to education, the physical make-up, economic status of
the parents, sex, religion and place of origin notwithstanding. This implies that equalization
of opportunities must be encouraged in the Nigerian educational set up. Ozoji (2003) stated
*hat equalization of opportunity is a philosophical phrase which refers to attempts made by
government to ensure that available opportunities are made accessible to every citizen of the
country irrespective of tribe, colour, creed or physique. According to him, this attempt
becomes necessary because there are citizens who, on account of their present
circumstances, cannot easily gain access to the available opportunities as bona fide citizens

of the country.

In admission in tertiary institutions across the country, consideration is given tc
zducationally disadvantaged states in order to equalize their educational opportunities. The
provision of special ediucation is, no douot, aimed at equalizing educational opportunities for
all handicapped chiidren just as nomadic education makes the same provisicn for nomadic
fulanis or their riverine counterparts {Oz9ji, 2003 p. 17).

It must be noted that education in all its forms, is essential to sustainable
development. In many respects, primary education makes a positive centribution to
combating the problems of poverty, the degradation of the environment and the
improvement of nutrition. Indeed, it is generally accepted that educaticn is the most effective
means that society possess for confronting the challenges of the future. In this respect, one
may tend to agree with the Blue-print on the education of the handicapped in Nigeria that
cducation aims at preventing a disabiiity from constituting a handicap. In other words, if a
v:sually impaired person is taught to read in Braille or low vision materials successfully, the
disability of blindness will no longer constitute a handicap as he/she is now able to read about
the world around him/her.

In discussing the very important and indeed relevant issue of equalization of
opportunity, Ozoji (2003) is emphatic that this is another way of saying what belongs to us all
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must be shared by all on equal footing. Thus, no one should be left behind because he/she
cannot cope.

In the light of the above, one can deduce that it is imperative that achieving
inclusive education for children with special needs in Nigeria especially at the primary
school level is made a reality. This is especially so in view of the importance attached to the
priniary level of education not only in Nigeria but throughout the world. This, among others,
forms the fundamental basis for this paper.

Inclusive Education: Conceptual Framework, Rationai and Philosophy

The education of children with special needs in Nigeria and indeed the world over
seem to have come a long way in recent times. This is because of the latest developmer:t in
special education which centres around what has come to be known as inclusive education.
The Salamanca stateient and framework for action adopted in 1994 and which Nigeria is a
signatory to, lays emphasis on integrated education bascd on the principles of inclusion,
integration and participation to promote equality of access for those with special educational
needs (Wwazuoke, 2003; Ozoji, 2003; UNESCO, 1999).

The National Policy on Education (1981; 1998) made somie statements about
education and service delivery for children with special needs presuinably in a bid to ensure
equal educational opportunities for them. In the same vein, for the Salamanca statement and
framework for action (1994), equality of opportunity for children, youth and adults with
disabilities in primary, secondary and tertiary education should be carried out as much as
possible in an integrated setting.

The basic reason why we need inclusion according to Darlington's Charter for
Inclusion (2003), is because whatever their disability or learning difficulty, children have a
part to play in society during and after school. Therefore, according to the Charter, an early
stari in mainstream playgroups or nursery schools, followed by education in ordinary
sciinols and colleges form the best preparation for life.

The Salamanca statement and framework for action (1994) argues that regular
schoois with aninclusive orientation are:

the most effective means of combating discriminatory attitudes,
creating welcoming communities, building an inclusive society and
achieving education for all; moreover they provide an effective education
to the majority of children and improve the efficiency and n!timately the
cost-effectiveness of the entire education system... (UNESCO, 1994:ix).

In the light of the above, the rationale and philosophy of inclusive education as
propounded by Ozoji (2003) include considerations as follows:-

» Every child has a basic right to education

. Every child has unique characteristics, interests, abilities and learning needs.

. Education services should take into account thesce diverse characteristics and needs

. Those with special educational needs must have access to regular schools.

o Regular schools with an inclusive ethos are the most effective way to combat
discriminatory attitudes, create welcoming and inclusive communities and achieve
education forall.
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o Such schools provide effective education to the majority of children, improve
efticiency and cost-effectiveness.

The Salamanca Statement, asks governments to:

. Give the highest priority to making education systems inclusive to adopt the
principle of inclusive education as a matter of law or policy to develop
demonstration projects.

Encourage exchanges with countries which have experience of inclusion.
Set up ways to plan, monitor and evaluate educational provision for children and

adults.

° Encourage and make easy the participation of parents and organizations of disabled
people.

o Investin early identification and intervention strategies.

Invest in the vocational aspects of inclusive education.
Make sure there are adequate teacher education programs.

It is note worthy that the statement and framework for action also outlined new
thinking on the education of children with special needs and provided guidelines for action at
the national, regional and international levels. The guidelines for action at the national level,
which is what we should be paying more attention to in Nigeria, are in the areas of
4 Policy and organization.

School factors.

Recruitmentand training of educational personnel.
External support services.

Priority areas.

Community perspectives and

Resource requirements.

3 3 W ™ I

According to article one of the World Declaration on Education for All which
emerged as a result of the World Conference on Education for All held in Jomtien, Thailand
(1990), every person child, youth, adult shall be able to benefit from educational
opportunities designed to meet their basic learning needs. Such needs are required by
everyone to be able to, among others, survive, develop their full capacities, live and work in
dignity, improve the quality of their lives, make informed decisions and continue to learn.
Because inclusive =ducation emphasizes that ordinary educational arrangements
accommodate all children regardless of their physical, intellectual, emotional, social,
linguistic or other conditions (UNESCO, 1999), it is obvious that such arrangements must be
backed by some kind of philosophy.

Darlington's Charter for Inclusion categorically stated that inclusive education
should:-

Combat discriminatory attitudes, create welcoming communities and build an
inclusive society;

Be the norm for all children regardless of their physical, intellectual, social,
emotional, linguistic or other conditions;

Place the individual needs of all children at the centre of the process and fit the
learning to the needs of the child rather than the child to the system;

Celebrate ditference and individual abilities and welcome the unique contributions

and participation of all and
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Provide equal opportunities for access to quality educationatalllevels.

Inview of the above, onie canrightly deduce that the philosophy of inclusion hinges
on helping pupils and teachers to become better members of a society by creating new and.
challenging visicus for them. Inaddition, it involves all kinds of practices that are knewn and
accepted as practices ol good teaching. This mvariably means that as we share knowledge to
ensure that we successfiiily meet the challenges being faced by children with special needs.
we are indecd improving the quasity of services provided inan inctusive eduzational seting
atthe prumary school level. ‘

Achieving Inclusive Education at the Primary Level

Based on the explanation offered by Orzoji {2002:2) and Andzayi (2002) we can
identify special needs children thatare expected to benefit from inclusive education as:-
o The gifted and talented,;

2 The physically handicapped including the cerebral palsied, the epileptic and so un;

) The visually mmpaired including the blind. the low. visioned and the partially
sighted,

) The hearing impaired including the deafand hard of hearing;

. Hospital-bound children including those with chronic medical problems;

. Children with severe speech defects;

) The mentally retarded;

J The emotionally disturbed,

. The multiple handicapped;

. The learning disabled and so on.

All these categories of special needs children need some kind of assistance to
remediate their conditions, needs and aspirations and this can best be done in an inclusive
educational setting.

Other beneficiarics ot inclusive education identiiied by Yakwal, ala and Milakam
(2003) include the famities of children with disabilities, the communities in which they exist,
the local, state and federal governments, and service providers for this category of children.
According to them, non-governmental organizations who serve as advocates, medical and
allied professionals as weil as the private sector ate also beneticiaries for vanous reascas.
The reasons range from self-actualization for the children with special needs with its
advantage of creating an independent and self-sustaiming individual, conservation of the
much nceded resources for other developmental projects to satisfaction that a usetul purpose
have been served by children with special needs being made competent enough to become
assets rather than Liabilities to the communities in which they exist (Ajobiewe, 1992).

Achieving inclusive education for children with special needs in Nigeria will no
doubt demand that certain conditions are adequately met. One of such conditions relates to
the modification of existing facilitics 1o cnable special needs individuals to move about
safely, successtully and independently. Due to the nature and magnitude of their disabilities,
some special needs persons find it extremely difficult to circumnavigate the environment
safely and successfully.
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White (1980) posits that mobility is a vital key to personal independence and
vocational succes:. While White ingists that the ability to trave! safely, comifortably and
independently is a factor of primary importaicz to zay individuai, Hallahzn and Kauffman
(1978) are of the view that how well any particular individual copes with his or her disability
depends on how wel sucl: a pesson is able to circumnavigate his ¢r her surroundings. In view
of the fact that the situation especially in Nigeria leaves a lot to be desired, how can we
achieve inclusive education for special school level? This is more so when we consider the
bitter fact that apart from the physically tangible barriers that militate against the successful
inclusion of special needs persons, there is yet a more devastating barrier that stands in their
way known as attitude barriers which Onota (2003) said is unfavourable.

In spite of these secming impediments, Moven, Yakwal and Milaham (2004} are
optimistic that there is change in the offing in respect of positive attitudes towards
environmental modification to enhance successful mobility at least for the visually impaired.
According to them, this is evident by the fact that many public institutions and organisations
are beginning to make environmental alterations to favour the disabled. These are perhaps
the only ways that we can enhance inclusive education for special needs children especially
at the primary schoni level. This means that from our homes, to the environment and
structural considerations, we must take into account the existence of special needs pereons
while we plan our educational facilities.

As much as one may agree that inclusive education for children with special needs
can be achieved at the prima.y school level in Nigeria, it remains a fact that there are many
constraints that may militate against this desirable goal.

Cosnsiraints ta Achieving Inciusive Education

Inadequacy of funding is perhaps the most urgent constramt to the provisicn oi
inclusive education for speci=! necds cluldren just as has been observed in respect of similar
innovations in the Nigerian educational setting. Okuoyibo (2003) is =cuvinced that lots of
evidence abound to prove that existing rehabilitation programmes in Nigeria are rot
properly funded. Mba (1995) states:

... There is no doubt that the present system of funding special needs
provision in Nigeria leaves much to be desired. Inadequate funding
arrangements have led to haphazard and somewhat half-hearted
implementation of programmes on special needs provision...(pp 73-74).

I.ack of funds no doubt lead to poor provision of needed infrastructure and
equipment as well as the procurement of adequately trained personnci.

Another constraint to achieving inclusive education in Nigeria is poor staffing or
where such is available, the quality is nothing to write home about. According to Okeke
{1998) who investigated two centers in Enugu, personnel at the centers are mostly not
qualified for the job. In the same vein, Okuoyibo (1996) reported that the best-qualified staff
at four centers visited across the whole country hold the NCE certificate while some un-
certificated craftsmenare in charge of crafts and other skill areas.
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Negative attitudes often shown towards special needs persons is another area of
constraint to the achievement of inclusive cducation for children with special needs in
Nigeria. As Okueyibo (2003) and Ozoj: (2003) noted, social workers, special education
graduates and other related personnel de not show adequate interest in working with disabled
individuals more so that special needs children and adults require the use of modern
equipment which are often not available. Where equipment and machinery are available, it is
either they have broken down or they are obsolete. Shown (1991) reports that lack of
facilities poses a major hindrance to effective special needs provision.

For inclusive education to be successfully realized at the primary school level,
legislation should be seen as a key to strategy that can be used. Eleweke (1999) argues inat
legislation is required to give full backing to all activities and policies made towards
improving the lot of children with special needs in Nigeria. Legislation that would make
mandatory provision for easy accessibility to public buildings and institutions where ramps
and other mobility assistance in the environment need to be formulated without further delay
(Moven, Yakwal & Milaham, 2004).

Conclusion

This paper discussed a number of issues refating to the achievement of inclusive
education for children with special needs in Nigeria. In line with what has been discussed,
suggestions and recommendations were offered as a way of achieving inclusive education
for children with special needs at the primary school level in Nigeria. The pape: concludes
*hat with adequate planuing, provision of relevant matesials, availability of adeguately
trained personnel, funding, legislation in favour of provision of special education,
eradication of negative attitudes and so on, the achievement of inclusive education for
children with special needs at the primary school level in Nigeria can be a reality.
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