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Abstract

This study explores the introduction of inclusive education practices in Nigerian educational
institutions, with an emphasis on how these policies benefit special needs students in social
studies classrooms. The study looks into important issues such as poor teacher training, a lack
of resources, and societal attitudes toward disabilities that impede the effective implementation
of inclusive education. It also looks at best practices such as tailored instruction, the use of
assistive technologies, and the establishment of positive learning environments. The findings
reveal that, while inclusive education is being implemented in Nigeria, considerable
impediments still exist. The study indicates that overcoming these challenges necessitates
focused policy measures, greater teacher preparation, and community involvement. This study
adds to the larger discourse on inclusive education by providing useful tips for enhancing
Social Studies instruction for all students, especially those with special needs.

Keywords: Early Childhood Education; Social Studies; Inclusive Practices; Special Needs
Students.
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Introduction

Inclusive education is a paradigm that promotes the belief that all students, regardless
of physical, cognitive, or emotional barriers, should have equal access to high-quality
education. This approach is gaining popularity in Nigeria because of its importance in early
childhood education, particularly for children with special needs. The inclusion of special
needs students in mainstream classes is a moral and educational imperative aimed at
eliminating inequality and creating social cohesion (Galley, 2022). Social Studies, as an
integral subject in early childhood education, is critical for the development of social skills,
civic responsibility, and an awareness of society systems. Social Studies introduces young
learners to the notions of citizenship, cultural diversity, and social responsibility, all of which
play an important role in molding their interactions with the world. The ability of special needs
students to connect with these ideas in inclusive classrooms ensures that they are not excluded
and instead actively participate in the larger societal conversation.

Early childhood education provides the foundation for a child's cognitive, emotional,
and social growth. Early intervention through inclusive education is critical for special needs
children's overall development and academic achievement. Green (2022) believes that giving
children access to regular classes alongside their peers guarantees that they benefit from both
the academic curriculum and the social learning that occurs in group settings. Using inclusive
teaching methods in Social Studies Early childhood education necessitates careful
consideration of curriculum design, teacher preparation, and resource allocation. According to
Ugochukwu (2023), in order to ensure that both children with special needs and their
classmates who are usually developing may fully engage with the subject matter, teachers must
be educated to adapt lesson plans to accommodate varied learning needs. Furthermore, tools
like visual aids, tailored instruction, and assistive technology are essential for establishing a
learning environment in the classroom where all students including those with disabilities can
succeed.

In Nigeria, the importance of inclusive practices in education has been highlighted
through numerous policies, while obstacles exist in their implementation. These include limited
resources, lack of skilled teachers, and societal attitudes toward children with disabilities.
Nonetheless, there is rising support for stronger systems that assist special needs kids in
mainstream education settings as the advantages of inclusive education are becoming more
widely acknowledged (Universal Basic Education Commission, 2021). Nigeria could create an
atmosphere that supports the holistic development of special needs students by implementing
inclusive practices in Social Studies for early childhood education. This would allow the
students to acquire the social skills, civic knowledge, and self-confidence they need to succeed
in and out of the classroom.

The Importance of Inclusive Education in Early Childhood

Early childhood inclusive education is crucial in influencing children's cognitive,
social, and emotional development, particularly for those with disabilities (Ivan, 2017). Since
early childhood is a delicate time for brain development, inclusive learning spaces could help
kids engage with classmates of various skill levels, which fosters social cohesiveness, empathy,
and collaboration. Being included in a typical classroom setting guarantees that students with
disabilities receive both academic teaching and important socialization chances. These
experiences may help youngsters build self-esteem and prepare them for future societal
participation.
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In Nigeria, the value of inclusive early education has expanded due to its capacity to
minimize educational disparities. Social Studies early childhood education can help teach
children about diversity, inclusion, and citizenship, making it an important area for
implementing inclusive policies. According to the Federal Ministry of Education (2017),
ensuring that special needs students participate in these sessions benefits their overall
development and allows them to become active members of their communities.

Reasons for inclusive education in Nigeria Schools

Inclusive education is critical in Nigeria's educational landscape because it promotes
equitable learning settings and assures equal access to excellent education for all students,
regardless of ability, background, or learning requirements. According to Zickafoose et al.
(2024), this strategy is consistent with global commitments such as the United Nations'
Sustainable Development Goals, notably Goal 4, which calls for inclusive and high-quality
education for all. Scholars emphasize both the theoretical and practical benefits of this model,
particularly in varied environments such as Nigeria, where inequities in educational access are
severe.

1. Fostering Equity and Accessibility: Inclusive education addresses the
disparities marginalized groups face, providing them the opportunity to learn
alongside their peers in the same classroom. According to Ekwueme and Ajie
(2024), inclusion helps students with disabilities integrate, reducing societal
stigma and fostering acceptance from an early age.

2. Enhancing Social Skills and Empathy: Exposure to diversity within
classrooms encourages empathy, respect, and better social skills among
students. As noted by Onwuzurike (2019), inclusive settings benefit all students,
helping them appreciate differences and collaborate effectively.

3. Building Confidence and Independence in Special Needs Students:
Literature on inclusive education indicates that students with learning
difficulties develop greater confidence and independence within inclusive
classrooms, leading to higher self-esteem and academic resilience. When given
equal opportunities, these students show improved outcomes both academically
and socially (Universal Basic Education Commission, 2018).

4. Encouraging Better Teacher Training and Resources: The need for inclusive
education has spurred policies that encourage specialized teacher training,
ensuring that educators are equipped with the skills to support diverse learners.
Research highlights that the availability of resources, combined with teacher
training, strengthens the overall educational system (Singh, 2023).

Current Policies on Inclusive Education in Nigeria

The Nigerian government has created many frameworks to promote inclusive
education. The Universal Basic Education (UBE) Act, the National Policy on Education, and
the National Policy on Special Needs Education all underline that every child, including those
with disabilities, has the right to an inclusive education. Despite these policy frameworks,
implementation is patchy, with insufficient monitoring and assessment of inclusive practices.
The insufficient execution of these policies impedes the successful integration of special needs
pupils into mainstream schools (Umeh, 2024).
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As noted by Umeh and Anyaele (2024), advocacy groups and foreign organizations
collaborating with the Nigerian government to raise awareness and advocate for improved
resource allocation should assist efforts to promote inclusion. However, inadequate funding
frequently undermines policy objectives, resulting in a lack of resources and infrastructure
needed to enable inclusive education.

Historical Evolution of Inclusive Education: From Exclusion to Policies of Inclusion

Historically, education for children with special needs in Nigeria was predominantly
exclusionary, with children facing various barriers to mainstream education. Prior to the mid-
20th century, the norm was to place children with disabilities in specialized schools, where
their educational needs were catered for in isolation from their peers. This exclusionary
approach was rooted in societal beliefs that viewed disability as a limitation incompatible with
general education, and thus, segregation became the default option (Paulley & Augustus,
2023).

The first formal recognition of special education in Nigeria emerged in the 1940s, when
missionaries and charitable organizations established schools exclusively for children with
disabilities. These institutions were primarily designed for the visually and hearing impaired,
often located in urban areas, leaving rural populations underserved (Cherotich et.al, 2024).
However, the quality and reach of these specialized schools remained limited, as they only
served a fraction of the disabled population.

As international movements supporting human rights and the inclusion of
underrepresented groups started to have an impact on educational systems, a paradigm shift
developed over time. Begum (2023) asserts that the UNESCO Salamanca Statement of 1994,
which urged countries all over the world to adopt policies that assist the inclusion of children
with disabilities into mainstream education, had a significant role in elevating inclusive
education to the fore. Nigeria's educational system saw a sea change as a result, and inclusive
education ideas were gradually adopted. In Nigeria, the National Policy on Education (2004)
highlighted the importance of providing equal educational opportunities to all children,
irrespective of their physical, sensory, or intellectual capabilities. This policy shift emphasized
integrating students with disabilities into regular schools to the greatest extent possible.
Additionally, the Nigerian government developed the National Policy on Special Needs
Education in 2015, outlining clear guidelines and measures for achieving inclusive education
across all levels of schooling (Federal Ministry of Education, 2017).

Despite these policy advances, challenges remain in fully implementing inclusive
education in Nigeria. Issues such as inadequate teacher training, lack of infrastructure, and
societal stigmatization continue to hinder the successful integration of children with disabilities
into mainstream schools (Angwaomaodoko, 2023). Nonetheless, the transition from an
exclusionary model to one of inclusion reflects significant progress in the broader movement
toward equitable education for all Nigerian children.

Challenges in Implementing Inclusive Practices in Nigeria

The implementation of inclusive education in Nigeria faces several key challenges,
rooted in systemic, infrastructural, and cultural factors. These obstacles hinder the full
realization of inclusive education, where children with disabilities or special needs can access
the same learning environments as their peers. Below are the major challenges:
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One of the most critical issues is the lack of adequately trained teachers who can
effectively manage inclusive classrooms. According to Ugochukwu (2023) teachers often lack
the specialized knowledge and skills necessary to cater to the diverse needs of students with
disabilities, such as how to differentiate instruction or utilize assistive technologies. In many
cases, general education teachers in Nigeria receive little or no training in special needs
education, which affects their ability to integrate students with disabilities into regular
classrooms. Without the proper pedagogical skills, teachers may find it difficult to adapt their
teaching methods to suit the varying cognitive, sensory, and physical abilities of students with
disabilities. This gap in teacher preparedness remains a significant barrier to the successful
implementation of inclusive education in Nigeria.

Schools across Nigeria are frequently under-resourced, and the additional demands of
inclusive education exacerbate these existing limitations. Many schools lack the necessary
infrastructure to accommodate children with disabilities, including physical accessibility
features like ramps and wide doorways for wheelchair access (Ayantoye, 2023). Students with
disabilities are further marginalized by the frequent unavailability of specific equipment like
adapted learning gadgets, hearing aids, or Braille materials. Usually, children with impairments
do not have access to assistive technology that may greatly improve their learning. When they
do, however, they may be excessively costly or challenging to maintain because of a lack of
technical support.

In some parts of Nigeria, cultural and societal attitudes towards disabilities remain a
significant obstacle to inclusive education. These attitudes often stem from traditional beliefs
that view disability through the lens of stigma and inferiority. As a result, children with
disabilities are sometimes seen as incapable of learning or as a burden to the educational
system. Singh (2023) Claims that stereotypes can discourage families from enrolling children
with special needs in schools, leading to a high rate of exclusion from mainstream education.
The societal barriers created by these negative perceptions not only limit the educational
opportunities available to children with disabilities but also perpetuate discrimination, further
undermining efforts to promote inclusive education.

While Nigeria has ratified several international agreements, including the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), which emphasizes
inclusive education, the implementation of policies on inclusive education has been
inconsistent (Oluwatosin, 2024). Many policies remain on paper without sufficient budget
allocation or monitoring mechanisms to ensure their effective execution. This seeming lack of
clear guidelines and accountability measures result in a disconnect between policy formulation
and actual practice in schools. This gap between policy and practice appears to be further
compounded by inadequate funding for inclusive education initiatives, limiting the ability of
schools to provide necessary resources and training for inclusive practices.

Poverty plays a significant role in preventing the effective implementation of inclusive
education. Many families, particularly those in rural or low-income areas, struggle to afford
the costs associated with sending children with disabilities to school, even when education is
theoretically free (Halpern-Meekin, 2019). The costs of specialized services, transportation,
and adaptive materials are often prohibitive for low-income families. In some cases, the
absence of inclusive practices in local schools means families must send their children to far-
off specialized institutions, further increasing the financial burden.

The challenges in implementing inclusive education in Nigeria are deeply
interconnected, ranging from inadequate teacher preparation and lack of resources to societal
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stigma and policy shortfalls. Umeh (2022) stressed that addressing these issues requires a
comprehensive approach involving teacher training, improved infrastructure, public awareness
campaigns to combat negative attitudes, and robust policy implementation. Only through
concerted efforts can Nigeria move toward a truly inclusive education system that benefits all
students, regardless of their abilities.

Best Practices for Inclusive Social Studies Education

To enhance the inclusion of special needs students in Social Studies Education, a
variety of best practices can be employed. These practices aim to accommodate the diverse
learning needs of students, ensuring equal access to quality education.

Differentiated Instruction

Differentiated instruction is one of the most effective strategies for inclusive education.
Langelaan et.al (2024) argued that it involves tailoring lesson plans and teaching methods to
accommodate the varied needs of students, enabling each learner to engage with the material
at their own level of understanding and capability. In Social Studies Education, teachers may
employ strategies like flexible grouping, project-based learning, and scaffolding to ensure
students with different abilities can participate actively. This approach enhances both
individual and group learning experiences, could helping students with special needs thrive
alongside their peers.

Use of Assistive Technologies

Assistive technologies play a significant role in facilitating the inclusion of students
with disabilities. In the views of Juma and Ntulo (2024), tools such as screen readers for
visually impaired students, hearing aids for those with hearing difficulties, and adaptive
software to support cognitive and learning disabilities are essential in creating equitable
learning environments. These technologies could enable special needs students to access
content and engage in classroom discussions and activities, thus promoting participation and
reducing barriers to learning.

Supportive Learning Environments

Fostering a supportive learning environment is critical for the success of inclusive
education. This can be achieved through the development of classroom cultures that promote
collaboration, peer support, and empathy. Teachers can encourage peer-assisted learning,
where students support one another, fostering a sense of community and mutual respect
(Molina, Marauri & Flecha, 2021). Therefore, there is need for professional development
programmes for teachers so as to equip them with the skills to manage inclusive classrooms
effectively.

By adopting these best practices, Nigeria can significantly improve the implementation
of inclusive education, ensuring that special needs students are not only included in Social
Studies classes but also given the tools and support necessary to succeed both academically
and socially.

Conclusion

Inclusive education plays a pivotal role in shaping the academic and social development
of young learners, especially those with special needs. In Nigeria, although various policies
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have been implemented to promote the inclusion of special needs students in mainstream
classrooms, the reality often falls short of these ideals due to inadequate resources, insufficient
teacher training, societal attitudes, and policy implementation gaps. The integration of
inclusive practices into Social Studies, particularly in early childhood education, is essential
for fostering holistic development, promoting empathy, and reducing educational inequality.
Social studies serve as an avenue for students to learn critical life skills, including civic
responsibility, cultural diversity, and social interaction, all of which are vital for the success of
special needs learners. To truly achieve inclusive education, concerted efforts must be made at
multiple levels-policy, infrastructure, teacher preparation, and societal awareness.

Recommendations

It is essential for teachers to receive comprehensive training on inclusive education
methods, focusing on adapting curriculum and instruction to meet the diverse needs of all
students. Special attention should be given to developing skills in using assistive technologies
and differentiated instruction. The Nigerian government must prioritize funding for inclusive
education to ensure that schools have the necessary resources, such as assistive technologies,
physical infrastructure, and learning aids to accommodate students with disabilities. Public
awareness campaigns should aim to shift societal perceptions about disability by breaking
down stigmas and promoting the acceptance of inclusive education. While Nigeria has enacted
progressive policies, more rigorous enforcement and monitoring are necessary to ensure their
effective implementation, with clear accountability measures and regular evaluations.
Strengthening partnerships between the Nigerian government, international organizations, and
advocacy groups can create strong support systems for inclusive education, sharing best
practices, funding initiatives, and expanding access. Finally, involving parents and
communities in the planning and execution of inclusive education will foster a supportive
environment, both in schools and at home, ensuring that children with special needs can thrive.
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