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ABSTRACT

The readiness for acceptance of inclusion varies across countries and
continents of the world. While countries within the advanced economies
have gone beyond categorical provisions to full inclusion, Nigeria and most
countries of Africa, are still grappling with the problem of making provisions
for children with special needs especially those with handicaps, even on
mainstreaming basis.

This paper attempts to highlight and examine the concept of inclusion and
the prospects it holds, for special education practice in Nigeria in the 21st
century. In addition, the paper discusses the challenges of inclusion in
Nigeria, while reflecting upon the ground reality in the country.

INTRODUCTION

Today, if thereisany concept that has gained currency intheworld of special needseducation,
it isinclusion. A run down of major publications in the field, will revea the volume of
intellectua energy that has been (and is being) dissipated in the examination of thisemerging
concept. Inclusion is generating thoughts and attention world wide as anew approach in the
provision of servicesfor learnerswith special heeds. International organisations particularly
UNESCO, now see inclusive schooling as an effective approach in the education of this
class of learners.

The SalamancaDeclaration of 1994, provided the needed international and theoretical frames
for inclusive education. In the report, the point made was that "the task of the futureis to
identify waysinwhich the school, aspart of the social environment can create better learning
opportunitiesfor al children and by this means, addressthe challenge that the most pervasive
source of learning difficultiesisthe school systemitself (1).

The report further described inclusion "the most effective means of combating
discriminatory attitude, of creating welcoming communities, building an inclusive society
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and achieving education for all; moreover they provide an effective education for the
majority of children” (1).

CONCEPTUAL EXPLORATION

Inclusion refers to the "full-time placement of children with mild, moderate and severe
disabilitiesin regular classrooms’ (2). Theinclusion movement believes that children with
special needs should be placed in the regular school classroom which they would have
otherwise attended, if they had been normal children. In other words, each child belongsto
the regular classroom and therefore, there should be no condition imposed, to exclude him/
her from that environment.

Inclusionisastep further in mainstreaming, asit presentsameans by which aschool attempts
torespondtoall pupilsasindividuals, by reconsidering and structuringitscurricular organisation
and provision, and all ocating resourcesto enhance equdity of opportunity. Through thisprocess,
the school buildsits capacity to accept al pupilsfromthelocal community who wishto attend,
and in doing so, reducesthe need to exclude pupils' (3). Thus, the high point of inclusion liesin
itsemphasison restructuring of the entire school programmesand practices. Here, the content,
the process and the environment of the mainstream programme are restructured "in order to
accommodate amuch wider range of ability” (4).

For LonsFlorain, "inclusion of all pupilsin the mainstream schoolsis part of an international
agendawhich callsfor the full inclusion of all pupilswith disabilities, into all aspects of
life" (5).

Inclusion isbased on the assumption that:

® Theoriginal placeof the child with special needsisintheregular classroom. Therefore,
no condition should be allowed to remove him/her from that environment.

® All children have the right to learn and play together. Inclusion isthus a fundamental
human right. For instance, the Nigerian constitution makes a provision for suitable
educationfor al children (6).

® Denying opportunity to children to learn under the same roof with other children, is
devaluing and discriminatory.

®  Exclusionisinhuman andindefensible.

SPECIAL EDUCATION PROVISION IN NIGERIA

Two eras have been identified in the devel opment of provision for personswith special needs
inNigeria(7). Thefirstisthehumanitarian/missionary era(1945-1970) during which, provision
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of serviceswas dominated by private voluntary organisations (PV Os) and privateindividuals.
Duringthisera, religiousbodies (mostly Christian) werethedriving force behind establishing
and maintenance of servicesand programmesfor children and adultswith handicaps. During
this era, the attitude of the Government was somehow lackadaisical, in matters concerning
personswith disabilities.

The second was the social service erawhich saw the development of service. The country
witnessed asignificant contribution from the government, in terms of commitment aswell as
inputs and there was a relegation of the PVOs and private individuals to the background.
This era which commenced immediately after the civil war that ravaged the country for
three years, also saw the commencement of the system of Universal Primary Education
(UPE) and the eventual take over of al schools (including special schools) established by
PV Os and individuals (8). There was a so the commencement of training programmes for
special teachers. The following institutions were either established or commenced
programmesin special education:

1. University of |badan started the Diplomain specia education in 1974 and aBachelor's
programmein 1976 (9).

2. University of Jos started the Bachelor's programme in special education in 1977 and
Master'sin 1978.

3. TheFederal Advanced Teachers College, Special (FATC), wasestablished by thefederal
governmentin 1977. Thecollege, now known as Federal College of Education, Special
remainsthe only college of special education in the whole of black Africa.

It wasalso during the social serviceerathat in 1977, the National Policy on Education (NPE)
was released. The release of this policy was a significant turning point in Nigeria's special
education programme.

The aims of special education as stated in the policy are as follows:

(a) to give a concrete meaning to the idea of equalising educational opportunities for all
children; their physical, mental and emotional disabilities notwithstanding;

(b) toprovide adequate education for all handicapped children and adults, in order that they
may play their rolesfully in contributing to the development of the nation;

(c) toprovide opportunitiesfor exceptionally gifted children to develop their skills at their
own pace, in theinterest of the nation's economic and technological development (10).

In addition, the policy also contains the following provisions that are beneficial to persons
with special needs.
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® integration of children with handicap into the mainstream of regular schools,
® provisionof special education for children;

® setting up of a committee to coordinate special education activities, conducted by the
Federal Ministry of Education (FME) in collaboration with the Ministries of Health,
Social Welfare and Labour;

® provision of special education servicesfor the gifted and talented children;
® conduct of census of persons with handicap (7).

The socia service era also marked the emergence of legislation that are meant to address
the problems of children and adults with handicap. It was the Plateau state government that
first enacted a law called 'Plateau state handicapped law' which was introduced in 1981.
Among other provisions, the law stipulates that the education of children with handicap is
compulsory and providesfor the rehabilitation needs of adultswith handicaps. The law was
however, restricted to Plateau State which was just one among the then nineteen states in
the country (Nigeria has thirty six states). It was in 1993, that the Federal Government
enacted the first and only legislation on the handicapped. The 'Nigerians with Disability
Decree’ was enacted to " provide a clear and comprehensive legal protection and security
for Nigerians with disability, as well as establish a standard for enhancement of the rights
and privileges, guaranteed under this decree and other laws applicable to the disabled in the
Federal Republic of Nigeria' (11).

IMPLEMENTATION OF SPECIAL EDUCATION PROVISIONS

At the level of policy provisions, it can be said that special education has fared better. It is
however adifferent ball game when it comesto theimplementation of the policy declarations.
Very little success has been seen in the actualisation of the programmes that are part of the
nation's education policy. Thisiseven acknowledged in the National Blueprint on education
of the Handicapped published by the FME. According to the blueprint " success made so far
inthedelivery of specia educationin Nigeria, athough minimal intermsof anticipated impact,
largely due to inadequate funds' (12).

As stated in the NPE and the blueprint, a census of the handicapped was taken in 1991.
However, though the census was not really targeted at the persons with handicap, since it
was only during the general census that two columns were focused on this category of
people, it was still amovement in the right direction. The other strategy mapped out in the
implementation blueprint, stating that the Federal and State ministries of education should
conduct a census of the handicapped, is yet to be done.
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In additionto the significant progress madein theimplementation of policy provisions, especidly
those dealing with training of personnel in special education, thefederal government established
an academy for the gifted and talented children. Although it ispointed out, that in practice,
some of the children who are admitted in the academy are not necessarily there because
they meet the screening criteria, but through the influence of higher upsin society (7); the
fact still remains that the establishment of the academy isin keeping with the provision of
the education policy and an attempt at touching the lives of children with special needs.

Apart from these provisions, other aspects of the policy particularly those dealing with
adminigtration, integration, provision and management of facilitiesand identification of children
with special needs, for the purpose of enrolment for services, exists mostly on paper.

This situation has led to low enrolment of children with special needs in schools and other
service outlets. For instance, enrolment of school age children with handicaps, stands at
0.42% (13), whilethat of their normal school going counterpartsisaround 67.05% (14).

INCLUSIVE EDUCATION IN NIGERIA

It isamatter of fact, that no concrete step has been taken with regard to inclusive education
inNigeria. Even at policy level, integration remainsthe focus of planning special education
programmes. However, professional associations concerned with the education of people
with special needs, have been addressing the issue of inclusive education in the country. For
instance, inclusive education was one of the major issues examined at the 12th Annual
National Conference of the National Council for Exceptional Children held at Minna, Niger
State, in August, 2002. In the keynote address presented at the conference, Tim Obani (one
of the pioneersin special education inthe country), argued, "The old special education system
with its restrictive practices cannot successfully address these problems [of special needs
children]. Theanswer liesininclusion or inclusive schooling, in changing and recognising the
entire school system to accept all children and cater to their varied 'specia’ or ‘ordinary’
learning needs and difficulties" (15).

Asaluded to earlier, the education of people with special needs has received wide attention
at policy level, even though it is otherwise, at the level of implementation. The following
problems have been identified with specia educationin Nigeria.

® Inadequate plansfor theidentification of handicapped children,

® Lack of adequate guidance servicesfor the parents and the nature and extent of special
education facilitiesavailablefor their children,

® Most special schools are located in urban centres,
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® Begging, which isfast assuming the status of an occupation among adult persons with
disabilities, aswell asother adultswho have children with disabilities (7).

Thereis aso the usual problem of attitude towards persons with handicap, which in most
casesisfar from being favourable. For instance, the writer was awitnessto an ugly incident
where parents threatened to (and some actually did) withdraw their children from school,
because of the presence of a child with epilepsy. The local culture is a great influence on
perception of disability and theresulting attitudetowardsit. Parentsand other family members
may be ashamed of exposing their children with disabilities, asthese children might ‘tarnish
their image, especialy in African societieswhere the common way of explaining phenomena
are unscientific. In addition, thereisapoor awareness about special education and about the
fact that some children with disability can also have an education.

Beyond this, the all-pervading problem of illiteracy and its management is more important
and therefore, which is more often than not, it takes priority over specia needs education.
For instance, most intervention programmes carried out by International Agencies and
International non Governmental Organisations are in the area of literacy and non Formal
Education. Eventherecently launched Universal Basic Education (UBE) programme of the
Federal Government, laid more emphasis on basic education, especialy regular primary
education and literacy education. Where attention isfocused on specia needs education, it
ismostly intheareaof basic education for the nomadic groupsand the girl-child. Little or no
specia consideration isgiven to the education of children with disabilities.

The question now, is that how redlistic is the adoption of inclusion as a strategy, in an
environment where special education has to contend with the earlier highlighted problems
and several others, that have not been highlighted here.

Given the nature of the environment of special education in the country, one will have to
exercise caution in the attempt to implement inclusion, especially full inclusion. Eveninthe
United States, from where the concept originates, many special educatorslike Kaufman and
Hallan (16) and Zigmond (17), are still sceptical about its practicability.

One hasreservations on whether the general educational system designed and implemented
initspresent form, hasthe adequate ability to cater for the special learning needs of exceptional
childrenin Nigeriatoday.

PROMOTING INCLUSION IN NIGERIA
Inclusion as astrategy meant to include the excluded or marginalised groups in educational
programmes including schooling, holdsalot of prospectsfor Nigeria.

1. Inclusion enhancesthe attainment of the objectives of EFA. Education cannot befor all
until itisreceived by al (7). A system that excludes some people, cannot be for al and
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should therefore give way to one that is accommodating of al. It has been argued, "A
system that serves only aminority of children while denying attention to a majority of
othersthat equally need special assistance ... need not prosper in the 21st century (15).

Inclusion promotes asense of cooperation and thefeeling of togethernessin thelearner.

It promotes favourable competition among school children of different abilities,
endowments and backgrounds.

4. Inaddition to its direct benefit on learners with special needs, inclusion alows for the
resources of special education teachers to be tapped to the fullest, since they could be
used asregular school teachers. 1t should be noted here, that special education teachers
have the unique ability to teach in both the special and regular schools. Inclusion thus
presentsan avenuefor full utilisation of the resources of al the membersof thecommunity.

5. Inclusive education providesameans of building acooperative school community, where
all are accommodated and able to participate.

6. Inclusive schooling is cost effective, asall the learners are accommodated in the same
environment using virtually the same facilities. Unnecessary duplications of cost that
are associated with segregated arrangements, are avoided in inclusion.

Thefollowing pointscan facilitate inclusion in the Nigerian setting.

1. Adeguate planning which must be proactive (4) and realistic and take into consideration
the peculiar and undevel oped nature of special educationin Nigeria.

2. Campaigns to enlighten all the stakeholders in the education of children with special
needs. This should be done in addition to aggressive awareness campaigns to reach out
to parents of normal children who need to be receptive of special needs children.

3. Moreexposureof regular teachersto the nature and demands of special needs. Although
the education policy provides for a compulsory component of Elements of Special
Education for all teacher education students, there are still some teacher education
institutions (especially in the universities) which are yet to implement this important
policy provision. In addition to getting theseinstitutionsto implement the projects, more
course units on special education should be made compulsory for al teachers-to-be,
especially those going to teach at primary and secondary school levels.

Adultswith disabilitiesliving on the streets, need to berehabilitated and gainfully engaged.

The Government needs to mobilise people to form more NGOs, to pursue the cause of
people with special needs.

197 Vol.14 m No. 2 m 2003



Asia Pacific Disability Rehabilitation Journal

6. Professionasand other stakeholders should work towards getting the National Assembly
to legidate the creation of a specia fund for the education of children with special
needs.

7. Though the education policy makesprovision for aspecial education commission, thisis
till to beimplemented. The Government should step up action towards this end.

8. Lastly, there isthe need to get the machinery going towards the process of monitoring,
inorder to ensure effectiveimplementation of inclusive schooling for children with special
needs.

CONCLUSION

Presently in Nigeria, inclusion still remains in the realm of theory and far from practice.
Specia needseducationin Nigeriaisstill grappling with problems of policy implementation,
an environment that is not conducive for practice and alackadaisical attitude of the people
and government. Implementing inclusion in such an environment may be unrealistic and
counterproductive.

In addition, the complexity and diversity of the country requiresmoreintensive mobilisation
of resources and information dissemination beforeinclusion can beinstitutionalised. With a
nation gtill givento unscientific modes of explaining natural phenomenaand human conditions,
whereilliteracy still existsin significant proportion, adoption of theinclusive school system,
may end up not in the best interests of the concerned individuals.

Inclusion should not and must not be considered in the absolute. The Salamancareport said
asmuch in the following statement, “we call upon governments and urge them to adopt asa
matter of law or policy, the principle of inclusive education, enrolling all childrenin regular
schools, unless there are compelling reasons for doing otherwise” (1). Asfar as Nigeriais
concerned, presently there are enough compelling reasonsto treat implementation of inclusive
education with caution. There have to be restraints, lest one ends up assisting the special

needs children and they finally learn nothing. Instead, it is suggested that there be a phased
implementation of inclusion. Thiswill mean gradual implementation, commencing with the
first phase which is to identify and remove al the potential and actual obstacles to the
implementation of inclusive schooling. The next phase would be to establish the required
infrastructure and then get on to the final phase which isthe actual implementation.
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