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OVERCOMING THE SCEPTICAL ATTITUDES OF REGULAR TEACHERS TOWARDS INCLUSIVE EDUCATION APPROACHES IN SOKOTO STATE, NIGERIA
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SUMMARY
This article highlights the benefits and strategies of inclusive education, geared towards persuading teachers to accept and support an inclusive education approach in their schools in Sokoto State, Nigeria.

Benefits of inclusive education (IE) are discussed and a case study is used to illustrate these.  This reveals the need for regular teachers to embrace the IE Programme which is increasingly the current trend, internationally.

However, it is noted there are inherent problems with operationalising IE in Sokoto State which must be addressed.  These include lack of an operational policy framework, qualified personnel, instructional materials and equipment and environmental barriers among others.  Solutions are suggested to the identified problems to achieve a successful IE programme in Sokoto State.
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MESSAGE:

Proper understanding of inclusive education strategies will enable teachers to accept and support an Inclusive Education approach.

INTRODUCTION

The teachers in Sokoto State Schools (primary and secondary) are enthusiastic and dynamic in using appropriate methods, techniques and instructional materials to enhance learning.  They are, still, however, sceptical of the workability of inclusive education arrangements in our schools.

This article highlights the strategies and benefits of inclusive education with a view to persuading teachers to accept and support an inclusive education approach in schools.

(Definition) Inclusive Education is that educational arrangement in which the school environment (physical, social etc) is made to accommodate children with special needs.  For this to happen, teachers, schools and the educational system may need to change so that they can better accommodate the diversity of needs that pupils may have and so that they are included in all aspects of school life.

BACKGROUND
The Salamanca Framework for Action, Article 3 (1994) to which Nigeria is a signatory indicated that, “…schools should accommodate all children regardless of their physical, intellectual, emotional, social, linguistic or other conditions.” (UNESCO, 2007)
Similarly, the National Policy On Education (2004) (Section 10, Subsection 96, c) states that “All necessary facilities that would ensure easy access to education shall be provided e.g. inclusive education with integration of special classes and units into ordinary/public schools under its Universal Basic Education (UBE) Scheme.

Sightsavers International in conjunction with Ministries of Education, Social Welfare, HeaLth in Sokoto, Kwara and Kaduna States Nigeria, developed an inclusive education project document in 2006.  This project is to be implemented on a pilot basis in these three states of Nigeria for a period of three years.
The Special Education Unit of the Ministry of Education had earlier, in 1990, attempted integrating special needs students into regular schools, but this attempt met with scepticism on the part of the teachers.  They saw it as a difficult task that would hinder the progress of other students in the class and that special needs students would not cope in normal classes.
At this juncture, the special Education Unit had to intervene promptly by enlightening the regular teachers in the participating schools, first about the rights of the special needs students to pursue education at all levels; secondly, on the potential and capabilities of these students.  The teachers were urged to wait and see what the students could do.  The teachers were also give some hints on teaching special needs students.

The Special Education Unit and the Special Schools made arrangements for remedial classes at the special schools where the integrated students returned for Boarding after school hours.  The programme succeeded for a period of eight years and then folded as a result of a dearth of personnel to support the programme following the creation of two states out of the then Sokoto State.
All of these factors gave an impetus to the need for the Special Education Unit of the Ministry of Education to clearly highlight the benefits and strategies of inclusive education to allay the fears of teachers about normalising this approach.

BENEFITS

Sokoto State with a population of about four (4) million people, and only four hundred and fifty-three(453) children are enrolled in the only special school in the state.  Many more will undoubtedly benefit from an inclusive education (IE) approach.  Most children with special needs will be enrolled into the regular schools with an IE arrangement.

This is in line with Jomtien World Declaration on Education for All (EFA) (1990) and was reaffirmed in the Dakar framework for action (2000):  “In order to attract and retain children from marginalised and excluded groups, education systems should respond flexibly …education system must be inclusive, actively seeking out children who are not enrolled, and responding flexibly to the circumstances and needs of all learners…” (UNESCO 2007b).

Inclusive education is therefore a significant approach towards achieving the goals of education for all by 2015.  Another benefit of IE is the social integration of special needs children.  These children are eventually expected to live and walk within the mainstream society, if they are the restricted (through segregated schools) from their other peers, their social skills of interacting and communicating with one another may be lacking and thereby growing up with different perception of one another.

Furthermore, IE promotes healthy academic competition among special needs children and their other peers without needs.  In a class with a diverse group, the special needs children may like to show that they are capable of excelling while their other peers may feel challenged and strive to do better.  For instance, in 1986, when the Director in charge of Special Education, Ministry of Education Bendel (now Edo) State, Nigeria was pursuing admission of two visually impaired students at the University of Benin, Nigeria, the Vice-Chancellor (VC) was sceptical about the students’ capabilities to cope with studies in the University, especially the course they applied to read which was low.  

During one of the Director’s visit to the VC, which turned out to be the last on the admission issue, the VC was still reluctant when he got a phone call and after his conversation with the caller, he told the Director that the students were admitted.  Surprised, the Director asked how it happened.  Then, the VC told him that it was the Minister of Education who called to inform him of an incentive for Universities which admit students with disability.  The blind students were admitted into the Faculty of Law when about 70% of the students in their year having two or more re-takes of exam by the end of every semester and 10% were withdrawn at the end of the year, these two (blind) students never re-sat for any paper throughout their study period.  The outstanding performance of the blind students arose the interest of the Faculty to ask for more blind students to be admitted into its programme.  
STRATEGIES
Through the experiences of special needs teachers, helpful direction can now be shared with regular teachers beginning to work with special needs teachers.  Regular teachers should bear in mind some of the following strategies:  
· Be aware of the presence of (a) special needs student(s) in the class

· Have the special needs students sit in the most convenient position in the class

· Use concrete examples and instructional materials

· Address special needs students’ concern appropriately during lessons.

· Seek specialist advice when planning lessons

· Seek specialist or resource teachers’ support in difficult situations

· Offer appropriate equipment to the student

· Carry the special needs student along during lessons thorough asking them questions or seeking their comments and contributions
· Vary methods of teaching to meet the needs of the diverse groups in the class
PROBLEMS

The benefits of IE notwithstanding, there are some problems surrounding the implementation of the programme.  These include:
· Lack of operational policy framework

· Lack of qualified personnel

· Lack of conducive school environment

· Lack of basic special education skills on the part of the regular teachers

· Lack of special equipment

· Attitudinal problems of teachers, students and other groups in the regular schools

SOLUTIONS

In Nigeria, the national policy on education (2004) is clear on the IE approach as the current trend in the country’s educational system.  However, there is no operational policy framework for the implementation of this approach to the education of special needs children.  So the operational policy framework should be provided to clearly indicate the source of funding, who provides resources, personnel training, stakeholders involved, and modalities of monitoring and evaluation.

Another problem is the issue of qualified personnel.  About 90% of the regular teachers in the state lack the basic skills in special education (ORASS 2007).  For instance, a teacher with no basic skills in special education may not see the need to specify directions or positions when describing certain things or ideas in a class with visually impaired students.  He may just say “here” or “there”, “this way” or “that way” instead of “left or right”, “top or bottom”, “front or back”.

In order to address the manpower needs, knowledge and skills should be imparted to regular teachers through seminars and workshops.  As reported by Ojwan and Hartley (2002), the Ministry of Education in Uganda trained a group of teachers called special needs education coordinators.  These coordinators go from school to school advising fellow teachers on effective inclusion of children with special needs in regular classes.

Also environmental modification is needed to meet the diverse needs of students.  Inclusive school settings need to focus on identifying and reducing the barriers to participation of special needs children.  For instance, there should be wider doors, windows should be sliding or louver types, walls should be painted with bright illumination.

Special instructional materials and equipment should be provided in adequate amounts.  Given the necessary equivalent, the special needs student can effectively learn in a regular class situation.

It is pertinent to address the sceptical attitudes of teachers towards inclusion of special needs children in regular classes.  They need to understand that:

· Every child has inherent rights to education on the basis of equality of opportunity

· Special needs students have the same need as other students

· The school environment (physical and social) is modified to meet the need of the special needs student

· Special needs students have the same intellectual capabilities as other students

CONCLUSION
An effective Inclusive Education Programme (IEP) in Sokoto State, Nigeria can be seen to require the understanding and commitment of the regular teachers.  They therefore need to be informed about the rights of special needs students to education an the basic skills required to carry them along in mainstream schools.  Some problems for implementing the IEP were highlighted in Sokoto State must be addressed.  These include lack of an operational policy framework, qualified personnel, instructional materials and equipment and environmental barriers among others.  Solutions are suggested to these problems to achieve a successful IE programme in Sokoto State.  These solutions include providing an operational policy framework, training qualified personnel and providing specialist equipment for addressing individual special needs.   These can draw on the experience of special needs teachers working within the state’s education system.
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