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Abstract

Education is a process of nurturing in all areas of knowledge that are relevant to the individual’s intellectual
maturity. This article reflects the growing need of the right of children with disabilities to inclusive education.
“Education for all” is a right which government and individuals have a commitment to promote at all levels.
Despite the advocacy for inclusive education, some portions of humanity still suffer marginalization and neglect
to some degree. This study investigates the issue of social justice and advocacy in inclusive education and
reveals that, advocating for social justice involves a deep sensitivity to the needs of all people but most
especially to the needs of the poor, oppressed and disenfranchised. The work also captures the legal framework
for inclusive education and the method adopted is the descriptive survey. The result of the study revealed that
many schools in Nigeria and the world over are yet to embrace the inclusive education programme as
recommended by UNESCO. The study recommended that teachers, the community at large be sensitized on the
importance of inclusive education, while the government should train and employ enough personnel on special

needs education and restructure the curriculum to suit every child.
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INTRODUCTION

For a long time those concerned with the field of
education have been grappling with the serious
question of what kind of education to provide for
children especially in the context of varying and
different abilities of the students. Traditionally
education had come to be separated into two types,
namely, general education and special education.
Experts and authorities have been increasingly
questioning for some time now if this was a correct
approach to provide education in a situation where
there were children with differing abilities. It had
been believed earlier that children with differing
needs and especially those with special needs must be
given education separately. Owing to lack of
knowledge, educational access and technology,
challenged and disabled children were therefore
initially segregated from other children. This had led
to the rise of general schools on one hand and on the
other, the establishment of ‘Special Schools’ for the
disabled. Since the last three decades this segregation
in the education field has come under severe criticism
and now a consensus has begun to emerge that
instead of continuing with such a division, inclusive
education must be provided. It is inclusive education
that is likely to ensure that human capacity is
developed fairly and equitably. It is therefore the
belief of this paper that this very important tool be
highlighted.

Meaning of Inclusive Education

Inclusive education has been internationally
recognized as a philosophy for attaining equity,
justice and quality education for all children,
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especially those who have been traditionally excluded
from mainstream education for reasons of disability,
ethnicity, gender or other characteristics. While
inclusive  education has been implemented
successfully in many countries, other countries are
still in the process of achieving this goal. According
to UNESCO the concept of Inclusive Education is
that, “... it involves the admission of children with
special educational needs in ‘ordinary’ or ‘regular’
schools and may be described as ‘pedagogic
integration’. This may be mandatory under
legislation, or it may take the form of statements of
policy which aim to encourage such integration”
(UNESCO 1996).

The idea of Inclusive Education was again reiterated
at the World Education Forum held at Dakar, Senegal
in 2000 and came to be supported by the UN
Standard Rules on the Equalization of Opportunities
for Persons with Disabilities which proclaims
participation and equality for all. The UN Standard
Rules for Persons with Disabilities states that ‘States
should recognize the principle of equal primary,
secondary and tertiary educational opportunities for
children, youth and adults with disabilities in
integrated settings. They should ensure that the
education of persons with disabilities is an integral
part of the educational system. General education
authorities are responsible for the education of
persons with disabilities in integrated settings.

Education for persons with disabilities should form
an integral part of national educational planning,
curriculum development and school organization.



Regular schools with this inclusive 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
ultimately the cost effectiveness of the entire
education system. Schools should accommodate all
children regardless of their physical, intellectual,
emotional, social, linguistic or other conditions.” The
issue of Inclusive Education featured prominently in
2004 at the UN Disability Convention. Over the years
the concept of Inclusive Education has been catching
on in most of the countries of the world. The
advanced and western countries have been far ahead
in implementation of Inclusive Education while the
developing countries have tried to implement it but
are struggling to overcome the many problems facing
them in implementing effective Inclusive Education.

Inclusive education is one dimension of a rights-
based quality education which emphasizes equity in
access and participation, and responds positively to
the individual learning needs and competencies of all
children. Inclusive education is child-centered and
places the responsibility of adaptation on the
education system rather than the individual child.
Together with other sectors and the wider
community, it actively works to ensure that every
child, irrespective of gender, language, ability,
religion, nationality or other characteristics, is
supported to meaningfully participate and learn
alongside his/her peers, and develop to his/her full
potential. (Save the Children, 2016).

Inclusive education embraces the principle of schools
adapting to and accommodating all children,
regardless of their physical, intellectual, social,
emotional, linguistic or other conditions. Children
who are educated alongside their peers have a much
better chance of becoming productive members of
society and being included in their communities.
Studies on human capital formation affirm that there
is a loss of GDP in low-income countries as a result
of lack of education of persons with disabilities and
their consequent non-participation in the economic
workforce. (UNICEF, Children and Young People
with Disabilities: Fact Sheet, May 2013).

The Concept “Inclusion” in Education

The concept of inclusion is about school system
changes to improve the educational system for all
students. It means changes in the curriculum, changes
in how teachers teach and how students learn, as well
as changes in how students with and without special
needs interact with and relate to one another(Clough,
and Corbett, 2000). Inclusive education therefore
involves changing culture of contemporary schools
with emphasis on active learning, applied curriculum,
appropriate  assessment  methods,  multi-level
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instructional approaches, and increased attention to
diverse student needs and individualization. Inclusive
Education is meant to make schools as centers of
learning and educational systems as caring, nurturing,
and supportive educational communities where the
needs of all students are met in a true sense. Inclusive
schools no longer provide "regular education” and
"special education". Instead, inclusive schools
provide an inclusive education and as a result all
students are able to learn together.

In other words, it is open to all students, and ensures
that all students can learn and participate in a
common situation and a common milieu. In short,
Inclusive Education is a process of enabling all
students, including previously excluded groups, to
learn and participate effectively within mainstream
school systems. Within the schools Inclusive
Education is an approach which aims to develop a
child-focus by acknowledging that all children are
individuals with different learning needs and speeds
and yet can be educated and trained without
alienating them from their normal peers. Armstrong
(2003) holds that “Inclusion refers to a set of
principles, values and practices which involve the
social transformation of education systems and
communities. It does not refer to a fixed state or set
of criteria to be used as a blue-print, but seeks to
challenge deficit thinking and practice which are “still
ingrained’ and too often lead many to believe that
some pupils have to be dealt with in a separate way.
Armstrong contends therefore that inclusion entails
the educational system making itself open and
welcoming to all. As far as the inclusion of disabled
children is concerned, there is a shift in outlook and
the services from “care of the disabled child' to
“education and personal development' of the child.

However there is much difference of opinion as
regards what is meant by Inclusion. For instance,
Clough and Corbett (2000) have stated that
“Inclusive Education is a contestable term that has
come to mean different things to politicians,
bureaucrats and academics. Inclusion is not a single
movement; it is made up of many strong currents of
belief, many different local struggles and myriad
forms of practice.” According to Segal (2005)
“Inclusive Education has become an international
buzz word” and has been adopted in the rhetoric of
many countries across the world. Booth (1996)
contends that inclusive education is a “process of
addressing and responding to the diversity of needs of
all learners through increasing participation in
learning, cultures and communities, and reducing
exclusion within and from education”. UNESCO
(2003) has defined inclusion as a developmental
approach that “seeks to address the learning needs of
all children, youth and adults with a specific focus on
those who are vulnerable to marginalization and
exclusion.”



Inclusion assumes that students with disabilities can
and should attend ordinary schools. Miles (2000)
maintains that the fundamental principle of inclusion
is that all children are to be together as much as
possible”. In the domain of education, Inclusion
means students with disabilities who have special
educational needs must spend most or all of their
time with non-disabled students in the same
classroom. An inclusive education system improves
the efficiency and cost-benefit relationship of
education systems and achieving quality. Inclusive
education is perceived as an optimization of the use
of resources. Schools are likely to be less expensive
when all students are educated together, thus giving
governments an economic justification to move
towards an inclusive education system. (Reference
Document, 48th session of the ICE).

Advocacy

Advocacy entails a collaborative effort on the part of
individuals and groups to identify and eliminate
oppressive structures in the education system. It is the
act of influencing and/or changing public policy
within a large public arena to promote fairness and
consistency (Toporek et al., 2009). The public arena
level of advocacy emphasizes both awakening the
general public to macro-systemic issues regarding
human dignity and acting as change agents to remove
systemic barriers that impede clients/students in their
development (Lewis, Arnold, House, & Toporek,
2002).When we talk about advocacy we are referring
not just to support teachers but to a support system,
not so much to a special programme for schools but
to a flexible curriculum that is suited to diversity. In
order to bring about educational and social inclusion,
we must work from inside government to promote an
inclusive culture and to ensure the elimination of
physical, architectural, urban and mental barriers; for
according to (Corral, 2008),“disability is not in the
body but in the mind”.

Social Justice Advocacy and Inclusive Education

Advocating for social justice involves a deep
sensitivity to the needs of all people but most
especially to the needs of the poor, oppressed and
disenfranchised. It embraces a global perspective,
believing that an injustice to one is an injustice to all.
With variation in human context, many experts have
expressed their views on social justice. For instance,
Murrell (2006) argues that social justice involves “a
disposition toward recognizing and eradicating all
forms of oppression and differential treatment extant
in the practices and policies of institutions, as well as
a fealty to participatory democracy as the means of
this action.” There are multiple discourses that
educators draw upon when claiming a social justice
orientation. These include anti-oppressive education,
democratic education, critical pedagogy,
multiculturalism, post-structuralism, feminism, queer
theory, cultural studies, post-colonialism,
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globalization, and critical race theory. Social justice
is fundamentally value of fairness and equity in
resources, rights and treatment for individuals and
groups that do not share equal power in society
(Nilsson, 2011).Lynch and Baker (2005)call for
equality of condition as a central criterion of justice
in education. They argue that we must look for
equality in five dimensions: “resources; respect and
recognition; love, care and solidarity; power; and
working and learning”. Within each of these
dimensions, they describe how we may change
educational practices to support a more holistic vision
of equality in education.

Beane and Apple (2007) argue that social justice is
inherently a part of a democratic way of life. They
maintain that democratic citizens value an open flow
of ideas, regardless of their popularity; have faith in
their capacity to work collectively to create a better
world; use critical reflection to analyze social
problems and policies; are always concerned with the
welfare of others and work to promote the common
good; fight for the rights and dignity of minorities;
and create institutions and value systems that support
a democratic way of life. Similarly, Freire (2000)
recognized the destructive impact of oppression and
its ramifications on limiting potential. According to
his liberation theory, a corrupt social order denies the
oppressed the opportunity to realize humankind’s
“ontological and historical vocation to become more
fully human”. As a solution, Freire supported the idea
of the oppressed and their allies engaging in a
collective struggle to change the oppressive social
order through both consciousness-raising and social
action. Through what Freire termed the process of
praxis, individuals undergo a consciousness-raising in
which they perceive with greater clarity the reality of
social oppression and its negative impact on them and
their surroundings. One of the benefits of this
awareness is the potential discarding of internalized
oppression in the form of destructive self-concepts.
Thus, consciousness-raising can bring about personal
healing through newly discovered or restored feelings
of individual worth and group identity (Breton,
1995).

However, Freire did not believe that a heightened
awareness of the corrupt social order was enough to
empower the oppressed. Because a “concrete
situation” marginalizes, exploits, and commits
violence against the oppressed, the praxis leading to
empowerment is only completed through social
action to alter the environment. “To surmount the
situation of oppression, people must first critically
recognize its causes, so that through transforming
action they can create a new situation, one which
makes possible the pursuit of a fuller humanity”
(Freire, 1970).



Many people have become excluded from the
benefits of development. As such, it is necessary to
significantly increase the educational level of the new
generations, as well as the level of effective and
updated learning of every individual to break the
reproduction of the inter-generational cycle of
inequality (Moule, 2005). Social inclusion is
necessary, although not exclusively, linked to more
inclusive practices in education, that is, to the
development of schools or learning environments that
cater for the needs of all the individuals of a
community and respond to the diversity of learning
needs, regardless of their social origin, culture or
individual characteristics. An inclusive school has no
selection mechanisms or discrimination of any kind.
Instead, it transforms its pedagogical proposal into
ways of integrating the diversity of students-
fostering social cohesion, which is one of the main
goals of education.

Why the Advocacy for “Inclusion” in Education?
Educational and social exclusion are growing
phenomena both in developed and developing
countries. One of the strongest tendencies of the new
economy is the increasing inequality, spatial
segmentation and cultural fragmentation of the
population (Tedesco, 2004). Social exclusion goes
beyond poverty as it is linked to the increasing
number of people, who do not participate in society
nor have access to basic goods and social welfare
networks. This situation leads these people being
“excluded from society” and living below the levels
of dignity and equality which we all have the right to
enjoy.

Today, there are certain phenomena that denote a
serious crisis in the social relationships; the
inequality among and within the countries, the
rootlessness resulting from migration, the rural
exodus, dispersed families, disorganized urbanization
as well as the rupture of traditional solidarity. These
phenomena have led many individuals and groups to
become isolated (UNESCO, 1996). This explains the
special importance currently given to cohesion and
social justice, as well as to the re-conceptualization of
institutions—Ilike schools—which are intended to
address social issues.

Legal Framework for Social Justice Advocacy and
Inclusive Education

The right to an inclusive education for persons with
disabilities is a fundamental human right. It emerged
first in general guarantees set forth in the Universal
Declaration on Human Rights and then in more
detailed expression in the International Covenant on
Economic and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). Other
international instruments express the link between the
right to education and the needs of persons with
disabilities. Thus, in 1994 UNESCO’s Salamanca
Statement on Principles, Policies and Practice in
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Special Needs Education was adopted and asserts that
education for all must encompass the inclusion of all
types of learners in a single learning environment. It
further provides that “regular schools with this
inclusive orientation are the most effective means of
combating  discriminatory  attitudes,  creating
welcoming environments, building an inclusive
society and achieving education for all.”( Lewis,
Arnold, House, & Toporek, 2002). The Convention
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities is the first
human rights treaty to explicitly call for inclusive
quality education. At regional level the right to
education is recognized in Article 11 of the African
Charter on Human and Persons’ Rights, which
provides that every child has the right to education
and requires States to take all appropriate measures to
achieve the full realization of that right. Free and
compulsory basic education is required. The African
Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child
(ACRWC) protects children from discrimination and
addresses the right of the child to education (art. 11),
as well as the rights of children with disabilities (Art.
13).

The right to inclusive education is also reflected in
some instances in national law and policy. South
Africa’s Ministry of Education, for example, in 2001
published the Education

White Paper, entitled “Special Needs Education:
Building an Inclusive Education and Training
System.” The White Paper commits South Africa to
the achievement of equality, non-discrimination and
the maximum participation of all learners in the
education system as a whole, and requires education
and training systems to accommodate the full range
of learning needs, with particular attention to
strategies  for  instructional and  curriculum
transformation. (Stainback, & Stainback, 1990). In
2016 Ghana’s Ministry of Education launched an
Inclusive Education Policy, which “aims to create
learning environments that are responsive to all
learners” needs and conducive to all to ensure
successful educational outcomes, and ultimately to
achieve a more equitable society.”(Moule, 2005).

Overcoming Some Hindrances to “Inclusion” in
Education

Many factors constitute challenges to the advocacy
for inclusion in education today. It should however
be noted that the advocacy for inclusion is to
dismantle barriers that students with disabilities face
in their pursuit of education. The strategy to
overcome the hindrances to inclusion in education
may include actions in relation to the following:

The Role of Teachers and Educators:

Teachers are critical actors in inclusive education and
have a tremendous influence on the quality of
education that a child receives. In many cases some



schools are under-staff, thereby over working the
limited personnel in crowded classrooms. This lack
cripples’ the school’s capacity to adequately address
the needs of all students. Inclusion requires sufficient
numbers of teachers who are adequately trained for
the task. Teachers should receive support to make
possible inclusive approaches, with specialist
teaching support where necessary (UNESCO, 2003).
Teachers should also receive training, including on
policies and strategies to promote the right of persons
with disabilities to participate in the educational
process at all levels, to enable them to adapt the
educational environment to meet a range of learning
needs. Such training may include, as relevant, a focus
on utilization of accessible technology, where
available, to enhance the educational experience of
students with disabilities. Ensuring that persons with
disabilities can become teachers can both bring in
specialist skills and understanding, and can make a
strong contribution to reducing discrimination, giving
all children role models of inclusion.

In this regard, we recognize the impact of disable
teachers in the special education departments of the
University of Calabar-Calabar and the Federal
College of Education Obudu both in cross river state,
Nigeria. These departments hold lecturers who suffer
one form of disability or the other and are very
effective in service delivery.

Curriculum:

The curriculum at all levels must be made disability-
inclusive, ensuring that the wvoice and image of
persons with disabilities as participants in curricula is
reflected init. Educational materials should be made
available in accessible formats, such as Braille and in
easy to read and understand forms. Differences in
communication and information needs must also be
taken into account in order to accommodate the
diversity of learners with disabilities (Booth, 1996).
The development of standards and guidelines for
inclusive education can support a coherent country-
wide approach to inclusive education.

Education and ICT:

Modern  information  technology is rapidly
transforming the way teaching and learning takes
place. A wide range of new tools and technologies is
changing education and helping to make it more
accessible for everyone, including persons with

disabilities. These include real-time student
information systems which facilitate checking
attendance,  monitoring  progress,  examining

disciplinary records and the educational timetable;
cloud-based learning platforms for teachers and
students to store class notes, research resources and
assignments; video-sharing websites in the classroom
such as YouTube or Video; remote learning through a
second wave of massive open online courses;
digitized libraries and archives from Google books
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and e-books to journal articles and newspaper digital
archives; new assessment and formative assessment
tools for students; a new range of plagiarism-
detection services; and finally voice-recognition and
speech-recognition technology.

CONCLUSION

While educationists and some free thinkers content
that Education cannot be fully inclusive until society
is fully inclusive, we see Inclusive education as the
beginning of the change needed to end exclusion, as
it supports children, families and communities to
recognize that people with disabilities have equal
rights. By advocating that disabled girls and boys go
to school, we reinforce the model of inclusion for
society. When the children in inclusive schools grow
up, whether they are disabled or nondisabled, they
will have lived with the diversity that characterizes
human life and a future inclusive society then rests
with them.
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