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Background
The concept of early childhood education continues to impact on development in South-West Nigeria, but without consideration for enrollment of blind and visually impaired children (henceforth referred to as children)who are below six or seven years of age, depending on the enrollment policy of each school.  Some attend school far away from home, thus denied of family life and parental affection during their growing years.  In some cases, parents would not have them sit in the same classroom as their sighted children because blind eyes look scary and so that their precious offspring would neither become blind nor begin to act like blind children.  Some are deprived of education because their families either see them as never-do-well, or are ashamed to let members of the public know that they have such children.  Many start school late and never access early childhood education. Poverty [1] and failure of Government to domesticate international agreements [2] are other factors which amplify the call for urgent intervention, through international collaboration to provide financial and technical support for resource mobilization and capacity-building to facilitate their inclusion.

1.0 THE PROTECTED RIGHT TO EDUCATION
Education is a fundamental human right [3], which enhances holistic development of an individual. The international standard for access to education by all children is guaranteed through international instruments to:

· Ensure that the child accesses and receives education [4]
· Ensure survival and development of the child [5]
· “…take all necessary measures to ensure the full enjoyment by children with disabilities of all human rights and fundamental freedoms on an equal basis with other children.” [6] 
Articles 9 and 24 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) which is the key international human rights treaty provide for the right to, and advocate inclusive life-long learning, in order to facilitate full development of every individual’s potential and enhance self-fulfillment.  To this end, the vision of Education for All Children with Visual Impairment (EFA-VI) is that by 2020, education would be accessible to all [7] but this can be realized only when State Parties put inclusive education systems in place at all levels. 
2.0 NIGERIA’S EDUCATION POLICY

In Nigeria, it “became an educational policy since 1977 that all the states should have inclusive schools for students with special educational needs” [8].
In March, 1990, Nigeria joined other countries, international agencies and organizations in adopting the World Declaration on Education for All [9]. In 2004, the curriculum for Universal Basic Education (UBE) was reviewed to include educational needs of children with disabilities. By 2010, the nation had signed and ratified the UNCRPD.  In South-West Nigeria, however, only Lagos State has passed and is implementing a Disability Rights Law and now has an inclusive education policy as a result of which an increasing number of children in the State are being enrolled for early childhood and basic/primary education in regular schools [10].
2.1 Exclusion of Children from Pre-School Institutions in South-West Nigeria.

Children mostly do not access early childhood education in spite of its positive influence on their educational development in later life and the proliferation of pre-school educational institutions [11]. 

Currently, while statistical data is basically lacking on the subject, personal experiences shared and responses to the questionnaire that was administered for the purpose of this Paper reveal that many children in this geo-political Zone are either locked up at home, inequitably and sub-standardly learn in isolation in regular schools, or get enrolled in special schools far from home and family.  

Their exclusion majorly results from failure of government and society to fulfill their obligations by addressing issues of inclusion, accessibility, acceptability and affordability.
2.2 Selected Case Studies

1.  Adewale is over thirty years of age.  He grew up in Lagos and presently lives with an old woman who runs a church in Ibadan, the Oyo State capital but has never been to school because the woman still believes that he will receive his sight by a miracle! During a television interview, he said: “I love education, I really want to go to school but there is no money”. This is interesting because his mother is a Deputy Director in a Government Ministry.  He is her first child and she pays a 600USD fee per term to a private school for one of his siblings but “cannot afford” the 10 to 15 USD that it would cost to send the blind man to a special school.  All the skills he should have acquired as a child are lacking.  He is  illiterate, totally dependent, and uninformed.

2.  Sola was 19 years old when he was discovered by a social worker and enrolled into the Special school at Iwo in Osun State of Nigeria.  Until then, he was isolated to the extent that he had lost his speech so that in addition to having to learn Braille and daily/independent living skills, he had to learn to talk! 
3.  Austin’s eyes were removed when he was two years old [photograph attached] because they were cancerous.  The owner of a nearby private early childhood institution volunteered to enroll him but the pupil population of the school began to reduce after his first day there.  Some parents withdrew their children because his face looked scary and others because their children had started acting blind!  The school continued to educate the child who is now a teenager in senior secondary school.  His self-confidence and sociable personality contrast with the withdrawn and uninformed dispositions of Sola and Adewale respectively.
4.  Special schools in Lagos and Ogun States would not enroll four-year old Pamilerin [see photograph] until she is at least six.  When advised to consider enrolling her in a regular school: “I want her to attend school like other children” said the mother [see photograph of mother and child], “but I am a widow and can no longer afford the five thousand Naira (15 USD) monthly fees for the nearby school that she attended for some time.  I have decided to let her remain at home with my brother until she is six when she can gain admission to a special school”.
As this decision not only exposes the child to sexual abuse and other dangers but is detrimental to her educational development, and since none of the 31 Inclusive Education Units in Lagos State is close to Pamilerin’s home, the possibility of taking her to some other special school in the geo-political Zone was explored but: “We enrol children from age four,” said the Head Teacher of Ondo State School for the Blind during a telephone conversation, “but they have to be of Ondo State origin, this school belongs to the State”.
The School for the blind in Ekiti State would enrol Pamilerin if it was not five hours’ travel by road from Lagos where her family lives and her mother rightly believes that she is too young for the experience.
Presently, parents who can afford it make their own arrangements to find regular schools that will enroll their blind children. One father buys the listed books and other learning materials in Lagos but travels four hours to and from Ibadan at the beginning of every new session to make them accessible to his blind daughter and many children go to and from school on hired motorbikes because most regular schools have no transportation facility.

The attached video clip is a discussion with a teacher of blind students in a special school in Oyo State, emphasizing their forfeiture of, and/or difficulties in accessing early childhood education because of their disability.

3.0 RECOMMENDED ACTION STEPS
The standard of the United Nations as supported in the 1994 Salamanca Treaty is that national educational policies should provide for all children to attend neighborhood schools, with special attention paid to needs of those with disabilities. [12].
All levels of Governments in Nigeria have, however, failed to clearly define the educational needs of blind and visually impaired children and how they may be addressed; hence the need for an all-encompassing educational system to be designed for the South-West geo-political Zone which could serve as a blueprint for implementation nationwide.
As inculcating values of inclusion and mutual respect in children form solid foundation for communal affection and care, [13], collaborative involvement [14] will generate a supportive environment where all children can learn on an equal standing [15],demonstrating 5 bio-ecological systems [16].  The Education Committee of NAB should work with Ministries of Women Affairs and Social Welfare [the supervising authority for disability issues] and Education in each State to:
1. Create a database that contains information on age, gender, degree of blindness/visual impairment, rural or urban location, and number of children of pre-school age in the Zone.

2. Identify children who are yet to enrol for early childhood education.

3. Identify schools in the immediate communities of such children.

4. Work with the schools’ Management and local communities to make the physical environment accessible to the children.

5. Educate the school communities on the need for, and positive effects and practicability of enrolling all children without discrimination.

6. Embark on Zone-wide campaign on the negative effects of exclusion of children from early childhood educational institutions and inevitability of an inclusive Zonal educational system, armed with the alarming statistics of childhood blindness.

7. Work with local craftsmen (including blind trainees at vocational training Centres), producers, and manufacturers to source and use locally available materials for production of educational materials.

8. Facilitate community-based children’s groups, to create recognition, boost self-esteem, enlighten and provide a support network for children with the goal of giving them a voice and strong presence in society.

9. Advocate for policies that will enhance enjoyment of the right to education, especially those that will provide free education for children whose parents  have no regular or tangible source of income and compel those parents who do, to live up to their responsibilities. 
10. Prepare and facilitate the use of evidence-based guidelines for assessment and enrollment of children in early childhood educational institutions.
11. Initiate new legislation to ensure that children are protected from activities of individuals, religious bodies, traditional healers, and other institutions, that may have a negative impact on their education and personal development.
12. Develop, through political dialogue, strategic plans with specific goals, measureable, time-bound outcomes, and evaluation methods to promote and improve access to early childhood care and education.

13. Utilise all available resources–including international assistance, to respect, protect, promote and facilitate enjoyment of children’s right to early childhood education.
14. Establish a comprehensive data collection system to monitor and report on the performance and outcomes of all implemented methods and approaches adopted to remove all barriers to education access among the target group. This will provide reliable data and facilitate improvement.  Bearing in mind the provisions of Goal 3 [A] of the proposed Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) to “Increase … the proportion of children able to access and complete pre-primary education”, [17], there is need for the International Council for the education of people with Visual Impairment [ICEVI] to make Nigeria one of its focus areas, so that the 2020 vision and service delivery in accordance with the operational goals of the EFA-VI Global Campaign [18] would be realized in the South-West Zone and obviate the void created by inequalities in early childhood care and education.

The partnership will contain annual reporting requirements from NAB and bi-annual consolidated reports from State Ministries of Education and participating schools as part of administrative and monitoring mechanisms.  Representatives from each partner will be responsible for onsite and desktop monitoring, training and technical assistance.  A functional data collection system will also be put in place, with consolidated data at the NAB office.  Major stakeholders will be NAB, ICEVI, children and their parents, care-givers, and representatives of relevant Ministries.  The partnership will operate through a signed Agreement that will contain guiding principles that are culturally and economically appropriate to meet the education goals of the Zone within available resources. The African Union of the Blind (AFUB) will play an active role in monitoring and shadow reporting.

To incentivize implementation, all community schools that take decisive steps to remove barriers to early education of children in the Zone may receive recognition and attract international assistance if/when available. This will increase societal awareness on blindness, foster social inclusion, and generate employment for specialists.

Since the primary responsibility of enhancing the enjoyment of the right to education by all children in each State rests with State Universal Basic Education Board (SUBEB), its Early Childhood Education Unit will develop and implement universal curricula to facilitate evaluation and re-evaluation of goals and objectives, with input from stakeholders.  

4.0  CONCLUSION

Blindness or visual impairment is not a barrier to early childhood education. State Governments have a duty to guarantee universal access because blind and visually impaired children can effectively learn in regular classrooms.  They should ensure that all early childhood care and educational institutions operating under their jurisdiction develop and implement policies for enrollment of such children, regardless of their gender, nature/degree of disability [whether multiple or otherwise], social or religious background.
The responsibility to ensure that no child is excluded from such institutions through schools’ Management action or inaction also lies with the various State and Local communities but NAB, parents, and relevant stakeholders must work with ICEVI to respond to the urgent call for intervention.
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