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Abstract 
Education has long since been recognized and accepted universally as a tool 
for individual and national development. It is this recognition that has 
propelled governments everywhere to act and make it available to each and 
every one of its citizens. Women with disabilities in developing countries like 
Nigeria have very limited access to formal education (Umeasiegbu and 
Harley, 2014). This limited access often presents problems to their emotional 
development, psychological well- being and involvement in their communities. 
This paper examines the educational policy and prevailing practices and 
situation in Nigeria. Effort is also made to proffer strategies that could 
improve the education of women with disabilities and consequently their 
contribution to national development. 

 
Disability, according to the Wikipedia is the consequence of an impairment that 

may be physical, cognitive, mental, sensory, emotional, developmental, or some 
combination of these. It also states that disability may be present from birth or occur 
during a person’s lifetime. Impairment could be seen as a problem in body function or 
structure that could make it difficult or sometimes impossible for the individual 
concerned to perform certain functions or actions or restrictions in involvement in life 
situations. According to the foregoing therefore, disability is a complex term that 
involves both the physical and social features of the society in which the disabled 
person lives. 
 

The most current definition of disability is that put forward by the International 
Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) (WHO, 2001, cited in 
Umeasiegbu & Harley, 2014). The ICF sees disability as an “umbrella term for 
impairments, activity limitations or participation restriction” (P. 17).This implies that 
the restrictions or participation restriction are as a result of interaction between people 
with health conditions and environmental factors. In the same vein, the UNCRPD (UN, 
2006b) sees disability as the “result from the interaction between persons with 
impairments, attitudinal and environmental barriers that hinder their full and effective 
participation in society in an equal basis with others”. (P. 3) an individual may also be 
viewed as disabled if he has had any kind of impairment in the past e.g. sensory, 
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cognitive or developmental disability. Mental disorders, also referred to as psychiatric 
or psychosocial disability may also qualify as disabilities. 
 
Models of Disability in Nigerian Societies 

Traditionally, disability was viewed in many Nigerian societies in mythological 
terms i.e. people with disability are believed to be possessed by spirits. This view is still 
held in some societies to this day. Some tribes in Nigeria still believe that some 
disabilities like mental illness are caused by evil spirits. Because of this belief, 
intervention is sought for them by family members in spiritual houses, churches, and 
houses of medicine men where prayers, rituals and sacrifices are offered as cure. 
 

At the onset of 19th and 20th century advances in medical sciences led to the 
understanding that disability has a medical basis. The medical viewpoint sees disability 
as an issue that requires a cure. Later this medical angle was challenged by the social 
model. The social viewpoint focuses on the social barriers, negative attitude and 
discrimination that people with disabilities are faced with. The social model stresses 
that disability is caused by the negative social practices rather than a problem within the 
individual himself and that social practices need to change. From this viewpoint, 
disability needs more than a medical cure. (WHO, 2010). In this model disability is not 
just an attribute of the individual, but rather a complex collection of conditions, many of 
which are created by the social environment. It follows therefore that the management 
of the problem is a collective responsibility of the society at large to make the 
environmental modifications necessary for participation of people with disabilities in all 
areas of life especially national development. From these perspectives equal access for 
people with disability to education becomes a human right issue. 
  

Some advocates prefer to describe certain conditions (e.g. deafness and autism) 
not as disabilities but as “developmental difficulties” that have been unfairly 
stigmatized by society. They further argue that some of these disabilities are as result of 
exclusion or discrimination by society and not as a result of any inherent impairment.  
 

It is important to note that women who are disabled face what is called “double 
disabilities” i.e. they must not only cope with the stereotypes and challenges posed by 
being female and feminine, but they must also deal with being disabled. This is because 
culture tends to view women as fragile and as weaker than men. This stereotype 
become more exacerbated or heightened when a woman has disability. Women without 
disabilities face societal hardships as compared to men; when combined with disability, 
the hardship increases.   
 

In Nigeria, there is less focus on the social aspects of disability and the need to 
make society more inclusive of persons with disability so that they too can contribute to 
national development. 
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International Initiatives on Disability 
  The UN estimates that there are about 650 million disabled people throughout 
the world.  Many international declarations such as the UN Standard Rules on the 
Equalization of Opportunities for Persons with Disability (UN, 1993), The World 
Program of Action Concerning Disabled Persons (UN, 1982) have all stressed the need 
to eliminate all kinds of discrimination against persons generally and women with 
disability in particular. On 13th Dec 2006, the UN formally agreed on the Convention on 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) to protect and enhance the rights and 
opportunities of the disabled. The UNCRPD came into being after years of work by the 
UN to change negative attitudes towards persons with disability. It attempts to shift the 
perception from viewing people with disability as case of charity and social welfare 
towards seeing them as people with rights who are able to claim such rights as well as 
being active members of society. It is charged with tackling the discrimination that 
people with disability often face in different countries. The UNCRPD said clearly in 
Article 24 that: 
 

“Education of persons with disability must foster their participation in society, 
their sense of dignity, and self-worth and the development of their personality, 
abilities and creativity.” (United Nations, 2006a Para. 16) 

 
This clearly shows the level of discrimination and exclusion of disabled persons 

generally and particularly for women which this UN declaration seeks to redress. 
Countries that are signatories to the convention are required to adapt national laws and 
remove old ones so that persons with disability will have equal rights to education, 
employment and cultural life; the right to own and inherit property, not to be 
discriminated against, not to be unwilling subjects in medical experiments. 
Furthermore, in 1984, UNESCO accepted sign language for use in schools for youths 
and young children. Nigeria on its part supports the UN rules on the equalization of 
rules for people with disability and other human rights instruments. In line with this 
support, a decree was promulgated, The Nigerians with Disability Decree (1993) to 
protect the right and increase the social participation of people with disability. Despite 
these efforts, Nigerians with disability are still faced with many challenges (Amusat, 
2009;) mainly due to non implementation of national and international disability related 
policies. The common perception within contemporary Nigerian society is that people 
with disability especially women and disability issues are subjects of charity and 
welfare. This view seriously hinders the social inclusion of people with disability 
especially women. The 1993 Nigerians with Disability Decree which supports the 
UNCRPD is supposed to protect the rights of persons with disabilities if fully 
implemented. The UNCRPD has therefore given more impetus in Nigeria’s effort to 
remove the barriers faced by people with disability. The UNCRPD also underlines the 
right of inclusive education as a means of enabling people with disability to participate 
fully in society. It further states that governments have a responsibility to provide 
appropriate support to suit individual needs. 

Meeting The Educational … 
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Significance of Education for Disabled Women 
Nigeria’s population is estimated at about 150 million and out of this 

approximately 49.2% is female. Gender discrimination exists in many areas of life e.g. 
education for women, family decision making, political representation, job 
appointments and many others. In Nigeria women with disability are discriminated 
against in such areas and many more. 
 

Women education is important, and education for disabled women is even more 
important. Education is of great importance in empowering the disabled as a lack of it 
affects their personal and societal development efforts. Educated women are more 
likely to make informed decisions about employment, and politics, marriage and 
relationships. Education enables disabled women to be more involved in their health 
care needs, and makes them more able to participate in community development. 
 

Education for people with disability should be about empowerment, equal 
access to resources within the community, removal of institutional barriers. 
Unfortunately, human rights are sadly lacking generally for people with disability in 
Nigeria. The lack is even more glaring for disabled women. Disabled women are more 
vulnerable for all types of abuses because of their gender and the traditional beliefs of 
the role of women in society (Murthy, Upadhyay, and Nwadinobi, 2010, cited in 
Umeasiegbu & Harley, 2014). Disabled women are discriminated against in almost all 
aspects, which has resulted in their exclusion from community participation e.g. politics 
and education. It is therefore not surprising that there is high rate of illiteracy, poverty 
and abuse among the ranks of disabled women. 
 

According to Perry, Ferreira & Walton (2003) “education is the most 
productive asset most people will ever own” (P. 26). That being so, it therefore is an 
investment everybody should make. But despite its many benefits, disparity among the 
sexes still exists. Women in many countries lack access to education and are therefore 
denied the development of their potential needed for economic growth. The developed 
countries are more advanced in gender education than developing countries. Rural 
communities in developing countries have even less access to women education than 
communities in the urban areas. In such situations, girls and women with disabilities are 
even less likely to receive any education at all. However, UNESCO report (2003) 
shows that countries of Latin America have done a lot to increase access to education 
for women compared to other developing countries. Education is the key to 
empowering women especially those with disability. It enables them seek for and 
demand their rightful place in society. 
 
Women with Disability, the National Education System and National Development  

The National Policy on Education (NPE) is a document that spells out in detail 
the way the Nigerian government intends to provide education for its citizens. It came 
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into being in 1977 and has been reviewed periodically to keep up with the educational 
needs and trends. The National Policy on Education specifically addressed the issue of 
women education in section 6.1.3: 
 

“For Nigerian women to enjoy the full benefits of contemporary living, they 
require basic education to contribute meaningfully to the development of the 
country. Government shall in this regard increase girls’ and women’s 
participation in education irrespective of their location and circumstances” 
(P.17)  

 
This clearly shows that the Nigerian policy does not discriminate those with 

disability, but the gap clearly is not in policy but practice. Even with policy intervention 
by government e.g. the UBE in 2001, other international initiatives as the Beijing 
Conference of 1998, Education For All (EFA, 1999) education of females in Nigeria is 
still a mirage because parents still give preference to boys than girls (Umeseagbu & 
Harley, 2014) 

 
The Federal Government department in charge of disabilities is the Federal 

Ministry of Women’s Affairs and Social Development. However, as with many 
government departments in recent years the ministry is grossly underfunded especially 
the Rehabilitation Department which is in charge of disabilities (Lang & Upah, 2008). 
The direct consequence of this neglect is considerably less available services for women 
with disability. There is also the added problem of corruption in the government which 
trickles down to officials who are supposed to advocate and implement policies on 
disability (Amusat, 2009). 
 

The disparity between women with disability and women without disability and 
the general population is substantial. According to Akinpelu (2007), the likelihood of 
women with disability having any formal education is low, with 37% literacy as 
compared to 57% of males with disability. The global literacy levels for adults with 
disability are as low as 3% and that of women with disability is even lower (Umeseagbu 
& Harley, 2014). 
 

Disabled women must be considered in all policy decisions and programs. 
Presently disabled women are ignored even in special disability policies (Independent 
Living.Org). Until disabled women are seen as an integral part of their societies, with 
adequate provision for their needs, the vast majority of them will remain isolated and 
living under poor conditions. 
 

Education for people with disability especially women in Nigeria is an issue 
that deserves assessment and intervention. Such women experience discrimination that 
excludes them from getting education, are marginalized on the basis of their gender and 
disability (Honda & Lei, 2003). Very often, these barriers and discriminatory practices 
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condemn them to a life of psychological problems and low self- esteems (Umeseagbu & 
Harley, 2014). 

 
 Political rights and citizenship have come to the forefront in developed and 

developing countries. The debate has now progressed beyond the cost of maintaining 
dependents with disability to making effort to finding ways to ensure that such disabled 
people can participate and contribute to society in all aspects of life. There is however 
the concern that the greatest need is in developing countries where majority of the 
estimated 650 million people with disabilities live. A lot of work needs to be done to 
address important concerns such as education and self empowerment. Education for 
women generally and those with disability specifically in Nigeria is an issue of national 
urgency because it is  inextricably linked to national development according to 
Anugwom (2009) who summarized the importance of education for women for 
development in Nigeria as follows: 

 
“The more educated a nation’s citizenry, the more likely developed the nation 
in question. In the same vein, any economic system that fails to consummate its 
human resources because of gender differences cannot realize real or genuine 
development. It is in this sense that the education of women in Nigeria, their 
involvement in work and the effects of this on development becomes 
important.” (P. 132) 

 
It is clear from the above that for a comprehensive national development, 

everyone’s contribution is essential whether male or female able or disable. Over the 
years there has been more attention on education and literacy not only as drivers of the 
economy, but also as factors that enhance the social cohesion of societies. When 
individuals are empowered to take charge and improve their lives, they become 
contributors rather than a drain on resources and the whole community or society will 
benefit. This is true for all human beings. Education therefore makes disabled women 
understand their rights as citizens for equal participation in societal life. Women with 
disability in Nigeria are victims of social, cultural, economic and environmental 
disadvantages that limit their chances of realizing their full potential and of 
participating fully in society. In Nigeria there is little attention given to the social 
aspects of disability and the need to be more inclusive of persons with disability. 
(Umeseagbu & Harley, 2014). Inclusive policies like in education could be of great help 
towards integrating disabled women in society. Inclusive education according to Booth 
(2000) is the process of increasing participation and considerably reducing exclusion 
from the community of regular school systems. Others like Ainscow (cited in 
Umeasiegbu & Harley, 2014) maintain that schools should pay more attention to 
increasing the integration of groups that have traditionally been marginalized. Groups 
that could benefit from inclusion policies include women, black and minority ethnic 
groups, asylum seekers, refugees and of course those that have special education needs.  
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Conclusion 

Nigeria remains a tough place for people with disability especially women. The 
government still needs to do more to address the needs of this group of citizens, as the 
challenges being faced by them are many and varied with education as one of the 
prominent ones. The ratification of UNCRPD is a giant step in the right direction. The 
real challenge is in implementing and monitoring these policies and also creating 
awareness in the community about the importance of education for women with 
disability, as investing in disabled women’s education benefits the society as a whole. 
 
Strategies for Action 
1. Press for rights for disabled women at national and international levels 
2. Raise international, regional, national and local awareness of issues concerning 

disabled women. Encourage better understanding, knowledge and awareness 
about people with disabilities by developing social media campaigns so as to 
promote positive attitude and perception of people with disability generally. This 
will help towards reducing and ultimately eliminating barriers and allowing 
disabled women to participate fully in society. 

3. Increase participation of disabled women in their communities and in disability 
organizations. Special attention should be given to ensuring equality of access 
and opportunity for women with disability. 

4. Include disabled women development programs in mainstream women’s 
movement to ensure full participation in community development efforts 

5. Increase the opportunity for education and training for disabled women. Many 
partners must join forces with education authorities, teachers and other education 
personnel in developing basic education. This requires the involvement of 
teachers, community members, family members, government and NGOs. 
International agencies can also come in to assist especially for countries that are 
unable to meet basic education needs of their citizens. 

6. Increase access to services, facilities and transportation. People with disability 
especially in Nigeria lack assistive devices e.g. wheelchair to move from home to 
school or work.   

7. Families with disabled members should be enlightened about the needs and rights 
of disabled women and resources should be available for supporting and making 
life easier for them. 

8. Disabled women should be encouraged to form support groups which will help 
them increase self esteem. 

9. There is need to have accurate facts and figures to support demands for equal 
opportunities. Improve data collection for the purposes of planning, monitoring 
and evaluation of disability policies. 

10. Income generation is the single most important solution to poverty for disabled 
women. Projects that generate a means of livelihood will allow such women to 
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contribute to the economy of the country. Earning a living improves the lives of 
disabled women by teaching them skills, encouraging social interaction and self 
reliance that can create for them a new role and status in the family and society as 
a whole  
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