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Introduction 

ver the past two decades, coronaviruses 

(CoVs) have been associated with significant 

disease outbreaks in East Asia and the 

Middle East. The severe acute respiratory syndrome 

(SARS) and the Middle East respiratory syndromes 

(MERS) began to emerge in 2002 and 2012, 

respectively.  At  present,  a  novel  coronavirus, the 

severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 

(SARS-CoV-2), causing the Coronavirus Disease 2019 

(COVID-19)has emerged in  late  2019  which has  

posed  a global health threat  with its  ongoing  

pandemic in many countries and territories. Health 

workers worldwide are currently making efforts to 

control further diseaseoutbreaks caused by the novel 

CoV (originally named 2019-nCoV) that was first  
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identified in Wuhan City, Hubei Province, China, on December 12th, 2019. On 

February 11th, 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) announced the 

official designation for this current CoVassociated disease to be “COVID-19”, 

caused by the SARS CoV-2. The primary cluster of patients was found to be 

connected with the Huanan South China Sea food Market in Wuhan. CoVs  

belong  to  the  family Coronaviridae (sub-family  Coronavirinae),  the  

members  of  which  infect  a  broad  range  of  hosts,  producing  symptoms  

and  diseases  ranging  from  a common cold to severe and ultimately fatal 

illnesses such as SARS, MERS and as of present COVID-19 (Sutton Trust, 

2020).   

The COVID-19 that emerged in China spread rapidly throughout the country 

and subsequently to other countries including Nigeria. Due to the severity 

of this outbreak and the potential of spreading on international scale, the  

activities of children living with special needs and their parents. The 

writers portray that during the pandemic period, home isolation, lack of 

socialization, changes in daily routines and lack of services negatively 

affected the emotional states of children living with special needs, 

contributing to parental overload and stress. Multiple factors influenced 

low  inclusion and  benefits  for  children  with  special needs in  

distance/online education  during  the pandemic. Thus, to improve 

education quality, inclusion and opportunities for children living with 

special needs, we recommend adapting curricula and teaching 

programmmes according to children’s individual needs, providing equal 

treatment to all children, encouraging teachers’ professional 

advancement, providing services within schools, involving and 

supporting parents in their children’s education. 

 

Keywords: COVID-19, Children with special needs, online learning and 

Inclusion. 
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WHO  declared  a  “global  health  emergency”  on  January  31st,  2020.  

Subsequently, on March 11th, 2020, a pandemic situation was declared in 

Nigeria. At present, we are not in a position to effectively treat COVID-19. 

Although most countries including Nigeria are currently making swift efforts 

to prevent further spreading of this potentially deadly virus by 

implementing preventive and control strategies (WHO, 2020). 

Although distance online learning has been implemented worldwide due to 

the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic (United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organisation, 2020).The demand to adapt this format 

to learners’ individual needs and foster an inclusive and supportive online 

educational system are among world organizations’ main requirements (e.g 

European Disability Forum, 2020; United Nations Children’s Education Fund 

(UNICEF, 2020).  Lockdowns, physical distancing and shifts in learning 

formats as well as other economic and contextual factors related to the 

pandemic can have disproportionate effects on vulnerable groups including 

children with special needs and their families (WHO and World Bank 2011, 

UNICEF 2020). In addition to the challenges caused by the COVID-19 period, 

children living with special needs and their families are experiencing 

particular obstacles in comparison with other families. Such challenges can 

negatively influence their well-being and opportunities for online learning. 

Although children are less likely than adults to exhibit COVID-19 symptoms, 

children living with special needs are considered to have more healthcare 

needs (UN, 2020).Since  COVID-19  infection  may aggravate existing  health 

conditions, especially those  related  to  respiratory function,  immune  

system  function,  heart  disease, or diabetes (Halfon,2012). Moreover, aside 

from the risk of infection, limited resources and support due to lockdown 

conditions may intensify parental concerns (European Disability Forum 

2020). Thus, in addition to the perpetual challenges pertaining to 

inclusiveness adequate access to distance (online) learning during the 
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COVID-19 period is considered another challenge for children living with 

special needs and their parents (UNICEF, 2020).Corona virus has brought 

great setback in the educational system of children living with special needs 

but it is hope that in the end, this paper will proffer better ways of educating 

children living with special needs even in the epoch of COVID-19 and after.   

 

COVID-19 and Family Well-Being  

The changes brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic have reportedly 

influenced adult citizen’s well-being and mood states, as well as their 

children’s behaviour. In children conducted by Wang (2020) and Zhang and 

Ma (2020) in various countries during the pandemic period, participants 

have expressed increase in moderate to severe levels of psychological 

stress as well as fear and apprehension due to the pandemic’s spread. The 

effects of COVID-19 have also been felt in Nigeria. According to studies 

conducted during earlier stages of the current pandemic, Nigerians have 

reported high increase in stress levels, changes in children’s moods and 

behaviours, and aggravated parenting practices (Hyseni & Duraku, 2020). 

Furthermore, parents of children with autism spectrum disorder have 

reported physical fatigue, anger and fear due to changes in their children’s 

behaviour and concern regarding their children’s health (Hyseni & Duraku, 

2020). 

Distance (online) learning during the pandemic in addition to those related 

to the  pandemic,  several  factors  correlating specifically with distance 

(online) learning have been reported for various groups involved in the 

educational system worldwide, especially in  countries where distance 

(online) learning had not been previously implemented. The main related 

concerns of parents include lack of experience in supporting their children 

living with special needs in distance (online) learning, lack of access to 

technology and economic constraints (UNESCO, 2020). In fact, UNESCO 
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(2020) further confirm that teachers’ concerns include lack of knowledge 

and skills to implement (online) learning and restricted access to technology 

to children living with special needs. Likewise, teachers and parents have 

reported numerous factors that impact the successful implementation of 

and support for distance (online) learning. As  factors  that influence  this  

process, teachers report the lack of previous experience with distance 

(online) learning and  insufficient  knowledge for utilizing technology during 

teaching, while parents report feeling overloaded by the need to support 

their children’s learning process (Hyseni and Duraku 2020).  

Influencing  factors  for well-being  and  education of children  living with 

special needs before the COVID-19 pandemic Global estimates for the total  

number  of  children 0–14 years old who live with a disability vary from 93 

million to 150 million (WHO and World Bank, 2011). According to 

Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (2020), almost 

one in five children may develop a special needs during their schooling 

(Global Education Monitoring Report Team 2015). Although the right to 

education and inclusive education are regulated and assured by legal 

provisions, in practice, various universal challenges are associated with the 

active involvement of children living with special needs in educational 

institutions.   

According to a report by WHO and World Bank (2011) list several factors that 

hinder successful educational involvement of children living with special 

needs at various stages. At the governmental and policy-making level, the 

report emphasizes poor coordination of services and the lack of policies 

plans and resources. At the school level, this report list inadequacies in 

curricula and pedagogy lack of teacher training and support physical 

barriers, negative attitudes, bullying and violence in schools as factors that 

negatively influence inclusiveness of children living with special needs. 
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Challenges of Staying at Home and Benefits for Children with Special 

Needs and their Parents 

Circumstances surrounding the  wild spread  of  COVID-19  associated  with  

home isolation  and  social  distancing,  have  affected  the  lives  of  children  

living with special needs and their parents. Wang (2020) opined that among 

the main difficulties are changes in daily routines, including prohibition of 

regular activities lack of socialization and changes in learning formats 

(online) which is not all that do participate, including lack of good services, 

which was also emphasized as having affected their emotional state of 

mind. Thus, the additional responsibilities they have in caring for their 

children during the pandemic have been reported to make parents feel 

overwhelmed. Furthermore, Zhang and Ma (2020) were quick to note that 

parents are often afraid their children will regress during this period, which 

has affected their emotional states. Lack of services and isolation at home 

have also affected parental stress and parental practices and led to the 

deterioration of marital relationships, which have also been observed to 

negatively impact children living with special needs (Borup, 2020).  

Nevertheless, nothing in life come all through with disadvantage alone. 

There are also several advantages to staying home with their parents. Smith 

(2020) confirmed that during this period, children living with special needs 

have had good opportunities to create new routines activities improve on 

their health status become more involved in joint activities with their 

families and receive more attention and commitment from their families. It 

also give insight to parents about the strength/weakness and the potential 

and the capability of their children living with special needs. Furthermore, 

Harper (2020) stated that staying at home increased parental commitment 

and support for their children living with special needs and this period was 

considered an appropriate time for parents to help their children living with 

special needs acquire new skills in other areas of life. 
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Influencing Factors for Inclusiveness in Online Learning 

The literature on technology integration in educational systems, as well as 

that on inclusiveness, reveals both challenges and opportunities related to 

inclusiveness in distance online learning. Significant factors for effective 

distance online learning include technological readiness and access to 

online learning consistency between online materials and curricula, the 

willingness of teachers and parents to support learning, monitoring and 

evaluation (UNESCO, 2020). Notably, while inclusive educational policies 

and practices emphasize that environments should be accessible for 

children living with special needs, there is evidence that teachers usually 

report having difficulties understanding what the least restrictive 

environment would be like in relation to online learning (Burdette, 2013). In 

fact, in many cases, online learning is not part of teachers’ formal training 

(COLSD 2016) and they lack the necessary resources to successfully 

implement online learning to children living with special needs (Pugach 2015 

and Young, 2018). 

Dela and Varre (2014) also reported different perspectives regarding 

children engagement levels and the benefits of online learning and 

traditional learning. The scholars showed that online learning compared to 

traditional learning environments, children living with special needs often 

demonstrated less willingness to complete homework in online 

environments, mainly due to low motivation for learning, technological 

problems, distance in time and space from teachers, and lack of parental 

support.  Other scholars like Deshler (2014), Rice and Carter (2016) reported 

that children identified that disability is a predictive factor for low grades in 

online learning. 

 

Parental Challenges in Supporting Children with Special Needs in Online 

School Activities  

Increased parental involvement is required in online earning, especially for 

children living with special needs (Smith, 2020). This is mostly due to the 

shift in roles which appoints the parents as the primary persons supporting 
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their children’s education activities. However, while parental involvement 

has been shown to have many benefits for children’s education, several 

potential challenges can hinder effective parental engagement in distance 

online learning.  First, some parents seem to lack understanding of their 

added role as a teacher, their responsibilities and the level of engagement 

required from them (Borup, 2020 and Smith 2020). In the words of Cluver, 

2020 and Harper 2020) opined that level of engagement of parents may be 

more challenging in large families and those with low incomes. They further 

disclosed that in practice, this role entails a greater time commitment and a 

considerable level of expertise to support children especially children living 

with special needs. Adding the role of “teacher” to parenting may also 

influence family dynamics, leading to frustration for parents, children and 

eventual conflict as the case may be. 

Borup (2020) Studies have reported different findings regarding parental 

motivation for involvement in their children’s education. One study 

reported that when parents have difficulties handling their children, they 

may be less motivated to help them. Grolnick (2015) buttress that when 

children struggle to complete their  homework due to  learning difficulties, 

parents are more committed to support them while Hoover (2015) has 

suggested that income level and the value parents place on education are 

factors that  could  influence parental support for their  children’s  learning. 

Along with parental motivation, parental involvement is also influenced to 

a degree by school-related factors. Teachers’ attitudes, skills, knowledge 

and willingness to cooperate along with their encouragement of parents to 

be involved, especially regarding individualized educational plans, are 

among school-related factors believed to influence parental involvement in 

their children’s education. In fact, parental perception regarding school 

support also has a role in their involvement (Hoover, 2015). 
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Opportunities for the Advancement of Online Learning and academic 

Achievement of children with Special Needs 

In the context of distance online learning, educational systems increasingly 

supporting “individualized” or “child-centered” learning methods to 

address children’s diversity aiming to stimulate learning. Personalized 

online learning is consistent with the principles of inclusive educational 

system as it takes into account individual children needs supports the 

implementation of individualized education plans and measures progress. It 

also stimulates children independent learning, motivation to learn and the 

use of self-regulation skills (Boekaerts and Corno 2015). Parental 

involvement in distance online learning is considered important for the 

academic achievement of children living with special needs. Rice and Carter 

(2016) and Smith (2020) identified four factors of parental involvement in 

child learning that foster online learning management. These factors 

include parental encouragement, parental modelling, parental 

reinforcement and parental instructions. Mwapishak, Golar and Sunday 

(2014) also concur that several parental engagement activities that can 

support their children living with special needs in the online learning process 

such as identifying children’s needs, finding appropriate strategies and 

materials for learning, planning and structuring lessons, providing 

instructions, adjusting activities to fit children’s needs, teaching and 

supporting problem-solving, monitoring and reporting progress and 

offering technological support. Smith (2020) Furthermore added that 

through technology, parent-teacher communication is more efficient and 

frequent, compared with a traditional school environment. 

In addition to the aforementioned, another significant factor that 

contributes to  inclusiveness  by  enhancing  children living with special 

needs  benefits  from  online learning is emotional support from the school, 

for parents, children and teachers especially under circumstances in which  
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each  of  these parties face many  other  concerns related to the COVID-19 

pandemic (Hyseni and Duraku 2020). 

 

School Closure and Education Disruption 

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused the largest disruption of educational 

activities in history, having already had a near universal impact on learners 

especially the once living with special needs and teachers around the world 

from pre-primary to secondary schools, colleges of education institutions, 

universities, adult learning and skills development establishments. By mid-

April 2020, 94 per cent of learners worldwide were affected by the 

pandemic, representing 1.58 billion children and youth, from pre-primary to 

higher education in 200 countries. The ability to respond to school closures 

changes dramatically with level of development: for instance, during the 

second quarter 2020, 86 per cent of children in primary education have been 

effectively out of school in countries with low human development 

compared with just 20 per cent in countries with very high human 

development (Center on Online Learning and children with Disabilities, 

2016). 

The lockdowns in response to COVID-19 have interrupted conventional 

schooling with nationwide school closures in most and partner countries, 

the majority lasting at least 10 weeks. While the educational community 

have made concerted efforts to maintain learning continuity during this 

period, children and students have had to rely more on their own resources 

to continue learning remotely through the Internet, television or radio. 

Teachers also had to adapt to new pedagogical concepts and modes of 

delivery of teaching, for which they may not have been trained. In particular, 

learners in the most marginalised groups, who don’t have access to digital 

learning resources or lack the resilience and engagement to learn on their 

own, are at risk of falling behind. Hanushek and Woessman (2020) have 
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used historical growth regressions to estimate the long-run economic 

impact of this loss of the equivalent to one-third of a year of schooling for 

the current student cohort.  

Looking at this scenario in Nigeria, the COVID-19 pandemic has also had a 

severe impact on pre-primary, secondary schools education as well as 

universities closed their premises and shut all borders in response to 

lockdown measures. Although some educational institutions were quick to 

replace face-to-face teaching with online learning, these closures affected 

learning and examinations as well as the safety and legal status of the 

children in the country. Thus, only little or no effort was made on online 

learning for children living with special needs. Perhaps most importantly, 

the pandemic raises questions about the value offered by schools in 

education which includes networking and social opportunities as well as 

educational content. To remain relevant, schools will need to reinvent their 

learning environments so that digitalisation expands and complements 

student-teacher and other relationships. In fact, reopening schools will 

bring unquestionable benefits to children/students and the wider economy. 

In addition, reopening schools will bring economic benefits to families by 

enabling some parents to return to work and also earn income which was 

not forth coming. Those benefits, however, must be carefully weighed 

against the health risks and the requirement to mitigate the toll of the 

pandemic. The need for such trade-offs calls for sustained and effective 

coordination between education and public health authorities at different 

levels of government, enhanced by local, state and national participation. 

 

Conclusion 

The shock of the COVID-19 pandemic on education has been 

unprecedented. It has set the clock back on the attainment of local, state, 

national and international education goals and disproportionately affected 
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the poorer and most vulnerable. The education community has proved 

resilient, laying a groundwork for the rebound. There remains a risk of a 

downward spiral in a negative feedback loop of learning loss and exclusion. 

Yet every negative spiral of aggravating socio-economic circumstances 

suggests its reverse image of a positive spiral one which would lead to the 

future of education we want. One of inclusive change in education delivery 

of unleashing the potential of individuals living with special needs and of 

collective fulfilment in all areas of life is through education investment.  

There is unlimited drive and untapped resources we can count on for the 

restoration, not only of education’s essential services but of its fundamental 

aspirations. It is the responsibility of governments and the international 

community to stay true to principles and conduct reforms so that not only 

will the children with or without disabilities and youth regain their promised 

future but all education stakeholders find their role in making it happen. 

 

Recommendation  

Based on the above discussed, the following recommendations were made: 

➢ Adequate funding should be provided for proper and effective 

implementation of online education programmes in all Nigerian 

schools. The federal, state and local governments should put their 

hands together in providing enough funds for combating COVID-19 

pandemic. 

➢ Adequate planning must be proactive and realistic to the Nigerian 

educational system and adaptation of curriculum and teaching 

programmes to meet the yarning needs of children living with special 

needs. This could be done through the provision of enough online 

teaching and learning materials. 

➢ In the epoch of the pandemic, there is need for equal treatment of all 

children with or without special needs in our society. That could be 
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done through online teaching and learning as it is only done in some 

few schools. 

➢ Parents of children living with special needs should be encouraged to 

contribute towards the education of children living with special 

needs. This could be done through intensive campaign to such 

parents having the belief that it is not possible to educate children 

living with special needs. 

➢ Teachers at all levels of education should be exposed to the nature, 

demands and guidelines of COVID-19 in the process of providing good 

services to persons with special needs in all schools. This could be 

done through organising seminars, workshops and conferences for 

all teachers in each state and also advertisement through media on 

radio, television, flyers and posters. 
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