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SUMMARY
This article attempts to relate education to an improved life for visually impaired persons.  It gives justification as to why visually impaired persons need to be educated and provided the list of all institutions for visually impaired persons in Kwara State.  It outlines several factors restraining visually impaired persons from going to school.  It emphasizes the benefits of going to school by visually impaired persons as a way of improving their lives and social status in the society.  It illustrated this by giving examples of visually impaired persons who are educated and are prominent members of the society.  This article also outline the problems and challenges faced by visually impaired persons in going to school and provided solutions on how visually impaired persons can be educated so that they can also contribute to the socio-economic and political development of Kwara State and Nigeria.  The article concludes that the visually impaired persons can achieve an improved life by embracing education
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MESSAGE
Education of visually impaired persons (VIPS) will improve their social status in society

INTRODUCTION
Many educational, integrated and vocational training institutions have now been established by the Kwara state government in Nigeria to meet the educational needs of visually impaired persons (VIPS).  Unfortunately, many VIPS are not aware or are not ready to obtain their services to enhance their social status in society.  This article will therefore aim to draw the attention of VIPS to the educational services available and how they can benefit from it to substantially improve their lives.

BACKGROUND
Education is the main way forward for any fully integrated, successful and contributing members of society.  For the VIPS, education is therefore a vital gateway to job opportunities, socio-economic integration and normalization.  Much evidence shows that illiteracy and poverty are twin sisters and these combine to build a formidable barrier to the education of VIPS which greatly affect their social status in society.
In most African and Asian countries, only between 5 per cent and 7 per cent of blind children attend school.  In these regions, education for VIPS is neither compulsory nor free of charge while the problem is even worse in the rural areas.  VIPS deserve an education that is appropriate to his or her needs, age, strengths, abilities and interests.  This is so because some VIPS are unable to cope with formal education and as such, they are enrolled for vocation training.

This requires multiple educational approaches using many different curriculum materials and methodological techniques.  The result should be a truly individualized curriculum that is both realistic and challenging.  For clarity purpose, an ideal balanced educational programme for the VIPS covers five curriculum areas namely, academic, communication, daily living skills, orientation and mobility and career education.

a. Academic : this area covers all traditional subjects that are taught in special and conventional schools i.e. English, mathematics etc

b. Communication: this involves the teaching of Braille reading and writing as well as abacus and other computation devices including typing

c. Daily living skills: this is a special area of the curriculum that involves the teaching of home management, table manners, cooking and taking part in social occasions etc

d. Orientation and mobility: this is an area in which blind students are taught to move around safely and independently in familiar and non familiar areas

e. Career education: the goal of career education is to infuse career education services in early childhood.  Eventually through gradual processes (e.g. primary to university) and sequential processes (e.g. in accordance to their need and relevance) young people who have thorough understanding of work and of their strengths and skills will enhance their opportunities for employment.  In other words, career education can prepare blind people to acquire vocational skills in order to be gainfully employed.

Kwara State Government established two (2) formal educational institutions for the blind at ILORIN and ORO three (3) integrated secondary schools in Illorin and one (1) vocational rehabilitation centre in Amayo.   160 VIPs are in primary and secondary educational section of Kwara State schools for the Handicapped.  However, there is still more room for admission of more VIPs being a mainstream school established in 1974.  Also, the blind school at ORO has 32 VIPs but there is also room for more admissions of blind pupils.  However, the three integrated schools have only limited numbers of VIPs because they are pilot schemes or experimental schools having only 10 VIPs each.    There is therefore inadequate provision of educational and instructional materials in all the institutions for VIPs listed here.  On employment, every VIP trained in either the formal or informal school are employed immediately by local or state government as craft teachers in primary schools, while highly educated VIPs are employed as special education teachers in secondary schools for VIPs.
FACTORS AFFECTING VIPS FROM GOING TO SCHOOL
One of the factors restricting VIPS from going to school is traditional beliefs by the society, which regard blind people as people who cannot offer anything tangible.  This factor has for long affected their being sent to school like able bodied children.

Also, there is a widespread notion shared by the three principal religions in the society (i.e. Christianity, Islam and traditional (religion) that the blind are supposed to be beggars and objects of pity for almsgiving should be discarded by the three religious groups because it has always reduced the number of BVIPs going to school.  The blind are then seen as preferring to beg rather than go to school.

The level of illiteracy among the people of Kwara State which is about 70 percent of the total population (3 million) also acts to reduce the number of VIPS going to school because families who do not easily get information about education will rather spend their money for education on able bodied children than VIPS.

A particular burden for families is the cost of educating VIPS, which is about five times the cost of educating able bodied child, so this make parents more likely to abandon VIPS at home rather than taking them to school.

Lastly, lack of recognition of special education teachers by the government of Kwara state means they are not staying in the workforce.  The state does not provide them with incentives such as early promotion or regular payment of salaries.  Because some of them have left teaching for greener pastures, this has reduced the number of special education teachers to 50% of the necessary levels,.

BENEFITS OF ACQUIRING EDUCATION BY VIPS
However, there are many advantages of educating VIPS.  Therefore, all blind persons should be strongly supported to embrace education as a means of improving their lives.

Education will greatly reduce the likelihood of begging by VIPS but actually eliminate begging so that equal recognition and respect can be accorded to the blind persons as they are given to able bodied persons.

Also, education of VIPS is a means of empowering and making VIPS become independent and self reliant.  This will increase their social status in the community and the society at large.
Another advantage of education to VIPS in Kwara State is that it will give them awareness and also enable them to demand for their rights to equality with able bodied persons in all spheres of life in the society.

Lastly, education of VIPS will enable them to contribute their own quota to national development when VIPS also engaged in productive activities.

PROBLEMS AND CHALLENGES FACED BY VIPS IN GOING TO SCHOOL
VIPS are not willing to go to school where they can benefit from the educational programme of the state government.  Rather, they prefer begging to going to school thereby losing the opportunity to be empowered.

Also, families and relations keep their VIPS away from going to school so as to prevent the name of their families from ridicule.  In addition, the funding of education of VIPS are more costly when compared with that of able bodied children particularly in the provision of educational and instructional materials such as Perkins Braillers and typewriter which poor parents of VIPS cannot afford.

Aside from above, not many people are interested in becoming special education teachers because they are not motivated enough by the state government.  Also, VIPS also needed mobility/walking aids such as guide cane, Braille wrist watch etc to make it convenient for them to go to school.  However, their poor parents can not afford to provide them.

Lastly, the state government has not put legislation in place for a free and compulsory education for VIPS.  This has limited the number of VIPS that go to school 

Through education, a lot of blind people have secured high profile employment such as lawyers, judges, engineers, industrialists, teachers and so on.  We have a few blind people in Nigeria who have excelled in their various chosen professions.  Among them are Professor Bitrus Gani, a blind lecturer in physiotherapy at Ahmodu Bello University, Zaria, Nigeria, barrister Bashari Danlami, a Lagos-based lawyer and legal practitioner, Chief Samuel Okubanjo, a school proprietor and philanthropist and Mr Sinday Adesina who became blind in secondary school but who rose to become the Vice-Principal of the School for the Handicapped in Ilorin, Kwara State, Nigeria.

We also have Mrs Victoria Ojo who became blind in primary school but now holds a Masters degree in Special Education and is a senior teacher at Kwara State School for the Handicapped, Ilorin.  She is happily married with three boys.

SOLUTIONS TO THE EDUCATION OF VIP
The state government should create more public awareness programmes on the education of VIPS so that they themselves will be better prepared to go to school.  Also, the state government should mobilize the families, relations and communities through sensitization programmes on the need to send their VIPS to school.

Beside the local governments in Kwara State should take more interest in the education of VIPS by providing scholarships, educational and instructional materials for VIPS free as a way of encouraging them to go to school and to reduce disincentives to families.  The State government should legislate against begging alongside providing employment to all educated VIPS to serve as encouragement to other VIPS to go to school.

Special education teachers should be adequately motivated by the state government in the form of regular promotions, training and retraining and prompt payment of salaries and other entitlements.  This would go a long way to retain them on the job.
Lastly the private sector should be encouraged to partner with the state government by donating free mobility aids to VIPS so that it will be easier for them to go to school.  They should also take an active interest in the local production of educational, instructional materials and mobility aids so that their costs can be lower than expensive imported equivalents.
CONCLUSION
In this article it is argued that improving life for visually impaired persons rests in education in Kwara State, Nigeria because visually impaired persons prefer begging to going to school where they can be empowered educationally
The Kwara State Government therefore needs to undertake more advocacy and sensitization programme for the families, relations of VIPS and the society on the need to send VIPS to school.

Also the state government should legislate against begging by VIPS while also enabling a positive employment rights programme to ensure that education of VIPs can lead to more financial security.

The State Government should take a more engaged role in developing special education and provide better incentives to special education teachers so as to retain them and entice more people to take special education as a profession.

Finally, the private sector should also partner with the State Government by providing free mobility aids to VIPS so that they can go to school.   They should also take an active interest in the local production of educational, instructional materials and mobility aids.
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