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INTRODUCTION

The Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special Needs Education adopted at the World Conference on Special Needs Education in June 1994 reaffirmed commitment of the world community to “Education for All” and urged governments to “give the highest policy and budgetary priority to improve their education systems to enable them to include all children regardless of individual differences and difficulties”. The United Nations (1994) in its “Standard Rules on the Equalization of Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities” urges Member States in Rule Number 6 to ensure special needs education “is an integral part of the education system”. These statements in support of the “Education for All” campaign which was given the blessing of the international community at the 1990 Jomtien Conference provide broad guidelines for national and local action.

However, national governments have to unpack the guidelines to make "Education for All" a practical reality for people with special needs. This unpacking, which is in effect the translation of international into national and local policies, and the subsequent actions at the implementation level present special problems for countries in the South. Economic and socio-political factors have been highlighted to affect equity and quality in general education (Seidman and Anang, 1992; UNDP, 1992; Unesco, 1993). For a hitherto neglected area such as special needs education, the effects of these same factors are grave (Brouillette, 1993). The economic and socio-political factors are part of an intricate international scenario which this paper does not attempt to address. We are concerned here with the importance of applying the principles of indigenous, we prefer to call it customary, education in the development of policies for integrated and inclusive education at national and local level. The proposition to apply customary education principles does not advocate a wholesome return to that form of education. There are obvious limitations of that system as it existed, say in Africa, in the pre-colonial period (Faure et al., 1972), but its principles may be the key to the success of our present efforts towards “Education for All”.

The strategy adopted for this paper is to discuss the principles of customary education and then present an analysis of the current crisis in formal western education which developing countries are experiencing. The root cause of the disabled people’s inequality in educational opportunities is traced through the evolution of special needs education from customary education. Finally, an attempt is made to tease out lessons from past and present customary education that formal western education in the South could capitalise upon for promoting sustainable equity and quality in education for people with special needs. These lessons are equally relevant to systems in the technologically advanced North. Although the paper refers to developing countries of the South generally, it mainly focuses on Africa.

UNDERLYING PRINCIPLES IN CUSTOMARY EDUCATION

Communities in developing countries are stratified, but traditionally the gap between classes was not as pronounced as those in Europe and mainly involved the rulers and their advisors or elders (Ishumi, 1976). However, the gaps between groups are now widening due to differences in economic power. Erosion of the bonds holding extended families and clans together will take long to be completed in view of the fact that they involve die-hard religious beliefs within communities, families and clans as well as a sense of moral and economic responsibility in all its members 

The rather undeveloped social stratification in many developing countries, especially in Africa, could be capitalised upon in developing programmes for people with disabilities. The seeming negative attitudes reported in literature represent a western standpoint which is rather lacking in empathy and external to the community (Ozoji, 1988).

Traditional norms aim at providing for each individual member of the extended family according to needs and each is made to contribute according to ability (Ozoji, 1988). For this reason, grandparents, aunts, uncles, 4brothers, sisters, nieces and nephews are required to contribute towards the upbringing of all children in the extended family whether disabled or not. Thus there is a ready support system available when a child is born disabled or becomes disabled later in life.

In Africa, the political philosophy and religion are intricately interwoven and form the basis of living. They are also the force behind customary education in which each and every member is a teacher at some point or other. Education takes place everywhere and anytime (Salia-Bao, 1989).

The high rate of illiteracy in developing countries (Grant, 1992) suggests that many of them still follow an oral tradition, but this does not by any means connote that the people are without relevant knowledge and skills. It only means that things are learned by doing and that customs, beliefs and values of families, clans and tribes are passed on from one generation to another by “word of mouth” (Nyerere, 1967; Faure et al., 1972). Each community has a wealth of folktales, songs, riddles and proverbs which touch on every aspect of life in their society. They cover such teachings as duties and responsibilities of different age groups for both men and women, morality, etiquette, politics and religion. The maturity and intellectual ability of individuals could be determined by the frequency of use and or interpretation of the tales, riddles and proverbs. Some of these refer to or have meanings or notions related to disability. Much folklore indicate that community attitudes towards people with disabilities are generally positive (Kisanji, in press).       

Practical skills were learned by imitation, demonstration and apprenticeship. For this reason, some kind of knowledge and skills have remained the monopoly of certain families, and for that matter only some particular members of the families. Salia Bao 1989:5-6.) describes the situation more vividly:

The most prominent professions are those of herbalist, priests, witchdoctors, civil and government leaders, village heads, councilors and shrine helpers. A profession’s body of knowledge is known only by the teachers and practitioners of the profession. Training is largely by apprenticeship: this is a time-honoured way of educating professionals... The skills of a “family” were highly treasured and some skills, such as medicine and blacksmithing, jealously guarded.

Learning by doing was the commonest method of acquiring the skills in the community.

Nyerere (1967) describes the content of indigenous African education and claims that it was job-oriented; an apprenticeship system operated; the learner was involved and integrated into it; teaching materials were easily available; children learned by doing; and it provided for intellectualism, constructive use of leisure time and physical development. In essence, the content is similar to the curriculum based on an ecological inventory consisting of activities which are ecological useful, essential and relevant as suggested by Baine (1988).

Four main principles can be teased out from customary education which are relevant to modern integrated or inclusive education.

1. Customary education is largely undifferentiated in place, time and person’s status. Learning was fostered at all times during the day, capitalizing on every available opportunity irrespective of place. It applied to children as well as adults whatever their physical, mental or social status. All members of the extended family, in fact the whole community, were teachers, with some being more prominent for particular ages.

2. There was a particular concern for relevance. The skills knowledge and attitudes had to relate to the vocational, personal, social and civic needs of both the learners and the society.

3. Education was functional. The curriculum was taught in a manner that it was “immediately and usefully applied”. This suggests that the curriculum was ecologically relevant.

4. Community oriented. Education was informal, formal and emphasised peaceful coexistence within the community. Despite the hierarchy within the community each person had to have an education adequate at least for survival.

Customary education was therefore, relevant and inclusive. Taken together, these principles point to the need to involve the community and to educate all children in their own community settings.

WESTERN EDUCATION

Centres for Education: The schools

The term “western education” is used in this paper to refer to the system of developing attitudes, knowledge and skills in people in specific centres as introduced to non-western cultures by European missionaries and colonial governments. The Centres have generally come to be called “schools”. However, education in specific centres or schools was not unique to western education. In many parts of Africa, centres existed for training specific groups of people. Examples of these include the lantana bead making guilds of western Nigeria and the centres for training priests and mediums in Benin (Bray et al., 1986).

Crisis in Western Education 

Western forms of education were embraced by post-colonial and other non-western governments due to a number of factors. These include, among others, the following (Seidman and Anang, 1992):

1. The political leaders were a product of western education which had been offered to a select few mainly from the ruling class.

2. There was a belief that schooling brought about economic growth.

3. It had to be offered to all citizens as the resources allowed. The more academically able were to be given places as a priority.

4. The curriculum was structured in such a way as to reflect the academic orientation preparing students for secondary and higher levels and for paid employment in government offices and farms.

Thus, formal western education was considered in post-independence Africa not only as the inalienable right of every citizen, but also the necessary condition for economic and social development, at both national and individual level. This belief led to the rapid expansion of the education sector during the early post-independence period (Fafunwa, 1982; Datta, 1984; Seisa and Young, 1993). 

However, it is now obvious that formal education has not resulted in economic development or improved living conditions for many an ordinary citizen, and, indeed, “a number of African countries [have] experienced a decline both in the quality of education and in the percentage of school-age children attending primary and secondary schools” (Seidman and Anang, 1992:11).

There is, therefore, a crisis in education. The crisis is even more serious when people with special needs are placed in focus. Reports show that only two percent or less are receiving recognised formal education (UNESCO, 1988; Mittler, 1993).  If the quality of education and its enrolment are declining, what will become of those with learning difficulties whose access to it is already limited?
This educational crisis in developing countries, Africa in particular, has been attributed by researchers, from within and outside the region, to the education systems’ intrinsic lack of quality, efficiency and relevance (Datta, 1984; Thairu, 1985; Seidman and Anang, 1992). For instance, Salia-Bao (1989:2) contends that:

Curriculum theory and development...has been adapted or taken wholesale from western models and practices introduced in colonial days are still used today. These models include mainly prescriptive principles as to how curricula should be designed, disseminated, timed and evaluated from a western perspective, not from [a developing country's] point of view.

This statement suggests that western education and values were merely transplanted to developing countries with minor post-independence modifications. Transplanting a system from one country to another, unless the two countries are similar, implies cultural destabilization and alienation. Indeed, Durojaiye (1976:165), in citing Verhagen’s experience in Africa, describes:

...the African child at the end of the primary school years as lacking integration and exhibiting intellectual fragmentation and instability. Such a child's basic introduction to Western values has been incomplete, and when he leaves school he belongs neither to the traditional African way of life nor to the Western world.

Thus cultural alienation and destabilization of traditional values, life and cultural identity result from western education. The products, which are cultural and social misfits, continue to live within the communities. In addition to the disappointment expressed earlier by politicians and educational planners due to declining standards and enrolment figures, parental and young people’s expectations that the latter will be economic assets after their education through employment have not always and generally been met. This situation equally affects disabled people in all educational settings. It is for these reasons that full-scale westernisation of education in developing countries has not received whole-hearted support by some local communities, at least covertly. In a study on the implementation of compulsory education, Sarajek (1992)    found that the semi-pastoral communities in the northern parts of Tanzania were either not sending their children to school or withdrawing them because the school curriculum did not take into account their lifestyle. Sometimes the teaching materials used in classroom activities were not age-appropriate. Mwangi (1989) observed practices in Kenyan classrooms for people with intellectual impairments in which 15 – 20 year-olds were still counting using bottle tops for number work.

Legacies from Western Education
Despite these limitations, western education has left developing countries with precious legacies. It has been the gateway to literacy and numeracy skills, the acquisition of international languages so important for commerce and international relations, and technological advances of other nations (Ozoji, 1988; Salia-​Bao, 1989). In the disability field, access to these skills and advances has meant liberation from oppression. Disabled people who have access to this education have the opportunity to gain increased ability to communicate, to move and to learn with greater ease and independence.

But the important questions are: 
1. How many disabled people in developing countries have access to this form of education?

2. What is the quality of the education on offer in these countries?

3. With reference to disabled people, how can “Education for All” become a reality in the South in the foreseeable future?

The answer to the first question has already been alluded to. UNESCO (1988), Helander (1993) and Mittler (1993) estimate that only about two percent of disabled persons in developing countries have recognised school places. Various theories have been advanced to explain this low level of provision at national level. These include, among others, the relative wealth of a country (Resources Hypothesis), -the country's struggle to expand education opportunities for its people in general (Education Efforts Hypothesis), the amount of advocacy and pressure put on the state to expand educational services for people with disabilities (Demand Hypothesis) and international communication, cooperation and collaboration (Keeping Up with the Joneses or Imitation Hypothesis) (Putnam, 1979; Brouillette, 1993). From this estimate, it may safely be argued that disabled people contribute to the high rates of illiteracy in these countries. Indeed a survey conducted in Botswana showed that disabled children formed a significant proportion of the 15 percent of school-age children who remained missing from the country’s school system (Kann et al., 1989).

The issues of quality of, and equity in, education are more difficult to discuss than the head-count of disabled people attending school at present. Indeed, they offer further interpretation and explanations for the current levels of provision. A quick overview of how special education has evolved from its very beginning will shed light on the background to the quality and quantity issues raised above.

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF SPECIAL EDUCATION

An overview on the evolution of special education will highlight the fundamental causes of inequality which, when overcome, are likely to increase disabled people's access to education in future. This' overview has not ignored the development stages described in literature (UNESCO, 1974; Gearhart and Weishahn, 1976; Jonsson, 1992). However, literature has so far ignored indigenous customary education as a precursor to present day developments and as a base from which inspiration may be drawn in our attempt to bring about relevant educational reform.

All societies evolved at some point in their history a primitive form of education to transmit the values, knowledge and skills from one generation to another. As all societies and cultures are constantly changing, so their education changes in purpose, content and process (Carrithers, 1992; Ishumi, 1976). This type of education is still being practised in many developing countries in various forms, but at a much higher level than its primitive prototype. What is common in all cultures is the preponderance of informal and oral rather than formal (involving literacy) settings. We will call this "customary education" which is Stage I in the evolution of special education (Figure 1). This stage has always been completely ignored when describing the development of western education, and special education in particular (See for example UNESCO, 1974; Gearhart and Weishahn, 1976; Jonsson, 1992).
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The second stage represents the emergence of the ordinary school, appearing as private tuition of individual children from the nobility at first and later developing into small group teaching. It is to be noted that education of children with disability followed a similar pattern but much later in the 16th century (Pritchard, 1963; Bender, 1970; Gearhart and Weishahn, 1976). During this stage the general pattern of education was customary. Gradually public schools developed (stage III), based on and supporting the feudal system, and gradually weakening the role and function of the community in education.

The expansion of public education brought into focus the needs of disabled children, but with a clear message that they were still very low in social status, by placing them in asylums (Stage IV). The objectives of these institutions across Europe and USA were (1) to provide custodial care to disabled people and (2) to protect the society from those with disabilities. These objectives which reflect the class and status of disabled people are clearly embedded in the following words (Gerhart and Weishahn, 1976, p.6):

...institutions kept these undesirable and physically unattractive persons out the public eye and thus off public conscience.

However, despite the definite trend towards institutional programmes, some leaders in education advocated for integration of disabled people in the public schools. For example, in 1810, Johann Wilhelm Klein began to promote the principle of education of blind children in local ordinary schools and later, in 1819, he prepared a guide to assist regular class teachers who had blind children in their classes. Gearhart and Weishahn (1976, pp.6-8) provide the following important developments in integrated education.
1. In 1842, the Government of Lower Austria issued a policy statement on integration.

2. In 1898, Alexander Graham Bell (USA) suggested to the National Education Association (NEA) “that an 'annex' to the public schools should be formed to provide special classes for the deaf, the blind and the mentally retarded”.

3. In 1902, NEA officially formed a Department of Special Education, “thus originating a name that remains to this day”.

Thus this century has seen the consolidation of the special school in developed countries, a vehement exportation of that model of provision to the South, but gradually considering the merger of the special and the ordinary school. There are countries which are still at Stage V (with a parallel system of special and general education) and those with a mixture of integrated and special programmes (Stage VI).

However, the focus of the international community after Jomtien is the inclusive school (Stage VII) so that all children irrespective of their level of learning difficulty will be able to attend the school in the local community. Is this objective attainable in the foreseeable future? How realistic is it when it has taken developed countries with all their resources a century to travel from institutional care (Stage IV) to the “mixed grill” of special and integrated school provision? How can countries suppress or eliminate oppressive forces inherent in societies which are heavily stratified or are moving towards that end?

THE NEED FOR COMMUNITY BASED PROGRAMMES

To attempt to answer these questions at least in part, it is proposed that integrated education today should take into account some or all of the four principles of customary education as practised in various communities in developing countries after centuries of experimentation and development. There is no to re-invent the wheel. The World Health Organisation (WHO) has already set us on this path by formalising practices at the community level and giving them a professional face-lift under the term "Community Based Rehabilitation (CBR)".

However, community orientated programmes need to also adopt the principles of non-differentiation, usefulness and functionality. The regular school in the community needs to be the centre of attention if education is to be truly inclusive. There should be a strong partnership between the school and the community. The school curriculum should take into account community needs to ensure usefulness and functionality of the skills and knowledge to be gained by all learners. Partnership also means taking part in school activities and learners and their teachers in the school being available for home teaching for those who are unable, too young or too old to attend classes in school. Education will thus be available in all settings and irrespective of status.
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