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Special Needs Learners in Nigeria 

Offia M. Okoro 
Lecturer in Industrial-Technical Education 

University of Nigeria 
Nsukka, Nigeria 

Education in Nigeria 

Nigeria is the largest country in West Africa, 
with a population currently estimated at over 70 
million.* It occupies an area of 365,669 square miles 
and is made up of nineteen states. The Nigerian army 
has continued to rule since it took over the govern­
ment of the country in January 1966, but a return to 
civilian government is expected to take place in 
1979. 

The responsibility for education is shared be­
tween the federal government and the state govern­
ments. Education in Nigeria was originally provided 
by Christian missions such as the Church Missionary 
Society, Church of Scotland Mission and the Methodist 
Church. After Nigeria attained independence in 1960 
education increasingly became the responsibility of 
the state governments. State governments established 
public schools and also gave grants in aid to church 
operated schools. Between 1970 and 1975 most states 
took over all church owned and private owned schools 
and made it illegal for any agencies other than the 
state and federal governments to establish and 
operate schools. 

States, however, soon discovered that the finan­
cial cost of operating schools for Nigeria's millions 
of school children was more than they could bear. 

*A 1973 population census placed the population at 79 
million but this figure was subsequently rejected by 
the government as being unreliable. 
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They called on the federal government for help and 
the federal government responded by taking over most 
of the cost of education. The federal government was 
in a good position to do so as it derived substantial 
revenue from mineral oil sales. 

The years between 1973 and 1976 saw an unprece ­
dented expansion in educational opportunities . Vast 
resources were channeled into education. The number 
of universities in the country was increased from six 
to thirteen, more secondary schools and colleges of 
technology were built, and the secondary school tui­
tion fee was reduced to twenty naira a quarter (about 
32 dollars). However, the most far reaching action 
taken by the government was the introduction of uni­
versal free primary education. 

Before the introduction of univers a l free primary 
education, elementary education was limited to a 
relatively small percentage of the population . Uni­
vers a l free primary education aimed a t making primary 
education available to all children without cost to 
the parents. This was a gigantic project in terms of 
cost, the number of teachers who had to be trained 
and the number of classrooms that had to be construct­
ed. Universal free primary education started in the 
fall of 1976 with about 7.4 million children in ele­
ment ary schools. This figure is expected to rise to 
11.5 million i n 1980. (Nigeria Year Book, 1975, 
p. 263) 

Government Policy on Special Education 

The introduction of the univers a l free primary 
education system cleared the way for government a l 
efforts in other areas of education . Speci al educa­
tion had a ll along received very littl e emphasis in 
educational planning in Nigeria. This i s perhaps to 
be expected since resources were ha rdly even s uffi­
cient for the education of students without any 
special needs. But al l this has changed. In a re­
cently published nation a l policy on education the 
federal government defined special education as th e 
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. education of children and adults 
who have le a rning difficulty becuuse of 
diffe r e nt sorts of h andi cap s : h] indness , 
p:1rtial sightedness, deafne ss , hc1rdne ss of 
hearing, ment a l retardation, s oci a l maL1d­
j us tme nt, physical h andica p , etc ., due to 
circumstances of birth, inheritance, s ocic1 l 
position , ment:11 and physi c;!] hea lth p;1t­
t e rn or .:iccident in later life. 
(Federal Republic of Niger i a Nati onal 
Policy on Educ:1tion, 1977, p. 23) 

These children and a dul ts ;ire w1 ab l e to cope with 
normc1l school org.:in i z.:ition s ;ind methods because of 
th e ir l e.:i rning difficulti es . But the policy s tatement 
also included within s pecial e ducc1tion the e duca tion 
of 

. s pecic1lly gifte I children who are in­
tellectually precoc ious ;md find themselves 
insufficiently chal 1enge d by th e programme 
of the normal school s and who m.:iy take to 
st ubbornn ess .:ind a pc1thy, in resistance to 
it. 
(Ibid.} 

The three m:1Jor s pec ial e du c 1tion go:lls :innounced 
by the government a re: 

( i} to give co ncrete me;ming to the ideo 
of equ: lli :: in g ed uc:1tio n ;1 J opportunities 
for ;Jll chddren, their physicll, me ntnl, 
e motion:1 l c..li s:1b i lit ies notwithst a nding; 

(ii} to provid e ;1dequate e c..lucation for oll 
h:rndi cappe d c hilc..lre n a nd adult s in order 
that they may fully pL1y th e ir roles in 
th e deve lopme nt of the n :1tion; 

(iii} to provic..le opportunities for exceptionally 
gifted children to de velop at their own pace 
in th e interest of the n ation ' s economic 
and technological development. 
(Ibid.} 

34 

r 



In order to implement its poljcy on special 
education the federal government plans to set up a 
committee to coordinate special education . This 
committee would be established by the Federa l Ministry 
of Education but would work in collaboration with the 
Ministries of Hea lth, Social Welfare and Labor . The 
government also intends to identify a ll handicapped 
children and classify them by age, sex , locality and 
type . Schools would also be required to identify 
highly gifted children and draw the government's 
attention to them . 

Identification of Special Needs Learners 

The identification of special needs learners is 
not likely to be an easy task . Th e government pl ans 
to conduct a census of handicapped children but such 
a system of identification will only r evea l children 
with a clearly visible physica l handicap . Most 
special needs learners a re not in school and therefore 
cannot be identified by teachers. There is at pre sent 
no clear system for identifying special needs learners . 
Teachers, who should play an important par t in the 
identification of special needs learners , may not be 
aware of the existence of many of thes e spec ial needs 
learners . 

The identification of specia l needs learners 
should involve collecting information wi th which to 
answer the following questions : 

(a) Which children have special learning 
difficulties? 

(b) In which part of the country do they 
live? 

(c) What is the nature of each child ' s 
handicap or learning difficulty? 

(d) What strong qualities does each child 
possess? 
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(e) What learning environment or situation 
will be ideal for assisting each child 
to learn? 

The problem of identifying and prescribing in­
structional strategy for special needs learners is 
complica ted in Nigeria by l ack of qualified personnel 
in the area of special education . The federal govern ­
ment, however, is taking steps to remedy the situa­
tion. The government pl ans to establish a National 
Teachers College for Special Education to train 
teachers and supporting staff required by schools, 
colleges and centers enrolling special needs learn~rs. 
In the meantime the government awards scholarships to 
Nigerian students in foreign institutions who major 
in special education. 

Instruction al Arrangements 

It is planned that most special needs learners 
will be educated in the ordinary primary and second­
ary schools . Separate schools for special needs 
students would be established only for the seriously 
handicapped, mentally retarded and the disabled whose 
handicap is so severe that they cannot reasonably be 
expected to derive much benefit from the ordinary 
school. 

Elementary education in Nigeria starts at the 
age of 6 and continues until age 12. The introduction 
of universal free primary education me ans that all 
children will now be ab le to have this basic educa­
tion. Education , however, is still no t compulsory 
and many special needs learners may fail to attend 
school and may not be identified . 

Elementary education is followed by a five year 
secondary education in either secondary grammar 
schools, secondary technical schools, commercial 
secondary schools, trade schools or trade cent ers . 
Places in secondary schools are severely limited and 
only s~lected students are given admi ssion. Special 
needs learners are affected adverse ly by the selec­
tion process and rarely gain entry into secondary 
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schools. 

If special needs learners are to be educated in 
the ordinary elementary and secondary schools more 
schools should be established and special facilities 
provided to assist the special needs learners. There 
is also an urgent need for the training of teachers 
who have the necessary skill and experience to plan 
and implement adequate instructional programs for 
children with learning difficulties. Without well 
trained personnel the education of special needs 
learners will not be effectively implemented . 

Instructional Implementation 

Instructional implementation will involve: 
(i) analyzing instructional materials to determine 
their appropriateness for special needs learners; 
(ii) providing appropriate feedback and reinforcement 
to ensure desired performance by special needs 
learners; (iii) modifying learning environment to 
minimize the learning difficulty of each special needs 
learner, and (iv) planning and coordinating work 
experience programs designed to serve special needs 
learners . (Phelps, 1976, p . 241) 

The implementation of instruction requires quali­
fied teachers and this the federa l government of 
Nigeria is aware of. As noted earlier, a college will 
be established for the training of special needs 
teachers . The government intends to require voca­
tional schools to reserve places for handicapped 
children and adults. Special programs would also be 
provided in the normal educational system for gifted 
children. The government also plans to provide suit­
able employment for handicapped adults who may be 
discriminated against in the job market . 

Conclusion 

The federal government of Nigeria is aware of 
the need for education of the special needs learner 
so that he can make his contribution to the 
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development of the country, but much remains to be 
done before an efficient system of specia l education 
can be implemented. Since many students without any 
learning difficulty are still not adequat ely educated , 
it is difficult to make far reaching plans for educa­
ting special needs learners. However, a plan has 
been drawn up and will be implemented as teachers and 
facilities become available . 
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