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Abstract 
Teaching and learning of music in most Nigerian public schools have been 

unsuccessful as a result of poor teaching methods employed. Good instruction 

from a good teacher with good methodology promotes successful learning. This 

implies that in order to achieve the specific objectives of any lesson, a good teacher 

must apply quality tools, techniques, styles, theories and so on in his teaching. 

Special education which is an education designed for children with special needs, 

requires good methods and strategies in teaching music that would meet the needs 

of individuals especially persons with learning disabilities who are the major focus 

of this paper. This study therefore x-rays different methods and strategies 

employed in teaching persons with learning disabilities both practical based music 

and rudiments in Port Harcourt special schools. Oral interview was conducted 

using the special education teachers and students. Participant observation was 

also used and review of related literatures for data collection. The information 

gathered from the interviews and observations proved that if certain methods like 

the play role method, peer tutoring method and total communication method as 

well as the application of Piaget’s theory are adopted, children with learning 

disabilities will read, understand and grasp better.  

 

Introduction  

Teaching method is an essential tool for educating children both the abled and disabled. 

Without good instructional method, acquisition of knowledge will be difficult. Methods 

are ways, patterns and styles of doing a particular thing. Therefore, teaching methods deals 

with the ways and styles of impacting knowledge and giving instruction to children. In 

every society, those persons who do not seem to be able to achieve a reasonable level of 

adequacy in their adaptive behaviour are given some special considerations and further 

labeled people with special needs. They are also called the disabled since special needs 

arise as a result of one’s disability. The motives predicating such a special treatment may 

be economic, political, spiritual, humanitarian or a combination of different motives. The 

disabled persons in Nye and Nye (1970) are “those who are blocked in any way from 
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fulfilling their human potentials” (p.558). Whatever is the case, these persons are not meant 

to be totally ignored from their societal rights. 

 

As a branch of education, special education is designed for children and adults who have 

learning difficulties because of their disabilities. Smith (2007) defined special education as 

an “individualized education and services for students with disabilities, sometimes 

including gifted and talented”. She defined special education from her own educational 

needs perspective and explained that the instruction of special education is not limited to 

the school setting. It can be taught in hospitals, homes and in other institutions but 

preferably in a general school setting where other children without disability receive their 

education. 

 

Port Harcourt which is the metropolis of Rivers State has four (4) Special Education Schools 

and one (1) Rehabilitation Home. The schools include: 

1. The Child Special School for the mentally retarded. It is located at D/Line, Port 

Harcourt. 

2. Special School for the Handicapped Children (Visual impairment) located at Creek 

Road, Port Harcourt. 

3. Special School for Handicapped Children (Hearing impairment) situated at Creek 

Road, Port Harcourt. 

4. Christie Toby Inclusive Education Centre situated at Iriebe, Rivers State. 

5. Chesire Home (Physically handicapped) at Creek Road, Port Harcourt. 

 

This paper focuses on children with Learning disabilities. These are people who have 

difficulties with different learning domains (cognitive, psychomotor and affective). Obani 

(2006) describe them as those “who exhibit a reading, writing, and spelling disability, plus 

memory disorders due to brain injury or brain dysfunction” (p.71). These people because 

of their peculiar disabilities require special attention in a special educational system. These 

children need to be managed from birth by giving special attention to their developmental 

stages. Ross (2009) stated that the reason for the study of child development is that “it 

provides practical guidance for parents, teachers, child-care providers, and others who 

care for children” (P.1). 

 

If the child is properly managed from birth, his developmental stages including his 

cognitive needs will be met and therefore he will be on the same pace with his peers. Piaget 

believes and theorizes that children proceed through four distinct stages of cognitive 

development: sensori-motor, pre-operational, concrete operational and the formal 

operational. The sensori motor is between (0-2), pre-operational   (2-6), concrete 
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operational (7-11) and finally, formal operational (12 and above). Each of these stages are 

characterized with peculiar behaviors and thinking by a child. 

 

What this theory is suggesting is that there is time for everything. For instance, if a child is 

supposed to start sitting at three (3) months that child should be made to start practicing 

that act from two (2) months so that by the time he gets to three months proper, he must 

have mastered the act of sitting. If a child, especially the one with learning disability is not 

introduced to a required knowledge as at when due, by the time he is finally introduced 

to that, it will become too abstract for him. 

 

Children with specific learning disabilities can be instructed from the simple to the 

complex by applying psychomotor learning domain which is demonstrated by movement 

of the body, clapping of hands, playing of instruments, and so on. These can arouse their 

interest and prepare them for more intellectual task.  Music has always had a prominent 

place in the education of children that are disabled. For instance, it inspires the special 

children greatly. For them, it is used as a tool to achieve non-musical goals as language 

development, gross motor skills in students who play instruments, social skills, body 

awareness of space and directionality, listening and following directions especially for the 

blind and deaf. 

 

Objectives 

This study is aimed at the determination of the achievement of various teaching 

methods/techniques used in teaching music in the special education schools in Port 

Harcourt. The study will ascertain the type of learning theories and techniques used in 

teaching and learning music in Port Harcourt special education schools; to discover if 

children with learning disabilities are being given special attention based on the methods 

used. 

 

The problem 

Several researchers and studies in the past revealed that the teaching and learning of music 

in both primary and secondary schools have suffered from lack of professionally qualified 

music teachers, poor methods of teaching among others which most of the time results in 

students’ negative attitude towards music education. Not much work/study has been done 

in the area of music education and the people with special needs in our own system of 

education. More so, children with learning disabilities develop deviant attitude as a result 

of their intellectual disabilities. They are most times neglected by the society even among 

their peers. 
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Concept of Special Education/Specific Learning Disabilities  

The National Council for Exceptional Children (NCEC) Quo Vadis (2000) defined special 

education as, 

 

a college which pulls together allied fields such as learning disability, 

hearing impairment, visual impairment, audiology, giftedness, creativity, 

speech pathology, mental retardation and physical handicapped (p.1). 

 

In other words, special education is an educational program designed for children with 

different needs (special needs). These needs could be hereditary or caused by accident. 

Learning needs of infants are regarded as special and unique and therefore require a 

special educational program. Federal Government of Nigeria (2004) has described Special 

Education as “a formal special educational training given to people (children and adults) 

with special needs” (p.47). The history of Special Education for the physically handicapped 

in Nigeria according to Mba (1991) started “through the efforts of Christian missionaries.” 

Special Education according to Obani (2006) was “introduced to minimize (if not abolish) 

practices which are dehumanizing such as labelling, categorizing, and segregation 

(separating) learners with disabilities and other learning difficulties” (p.29). 

 

Every educational program has its own set objectives and special education is not an 

exception because it has a bigger responsibility than the education of the normal children. 

Special Education has a specific function needed in meeting the needs of children with 

special needs, in bringing an all-round development to their personality. Mangal (2007) 

states that, 

 

For this purpose, it is essential to have desired awareness about the 

program that can be made a vailable for the education and 

adjustment of the exceptionable children in a particular environmental 

setting (P.35). 

 

Specific learning disabilities 

Education for all children is an applauded program in the society today. In a normal 

classroom where many children are taught, some teachers have found that some children 

learn without difficulties, while others experience noticeable difficulties in the process of 

learning. For instance, some children experience difficulties in reading, spelling, listening 

and solving of simple arithmetic problems.  
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Uji (2005) states that, 

Learning disabilities program is yet to set itself on a firm footing like other 

areas like the deaf, the blind, and the mentally retarded. The reason for 

this is because learning disabilities is a hidden handicap and therefore 

governments and the people do not see the reason to organize effective 

remedial program for this category of children (p.62). 

 

Learning disability is not the same as blindness, hearing impairment, and mentally 

retardation. Uji (2005) therefore defines learning disabilities as “children that find it 

difficult to benefit from any abstract program, generalized issues and concepts, and draw 

reasonable conclusion” (p.62). 

 

More so, Callagher (1966) in Uji (2005) described  

children with learning disabilities as those that reveal developmental 

disparity of such degree (often four years or more) as to require the 

instructional program appropriate to the nature and level of the deviant 

developmental process (p.62).  

 

Children with learning disabilities are referred to as slow learners and writers by their 

peers. They are usually below average.  

 

Ugwu (2012) described learning disability as a  

neurological condition that interferes with individual’s ability to process, 

store, produce or reproduce information. Incoming information may 

become distorted or scrambled as they travel from the senses to the brain 

(p.196). 

 

Persons with learning disabilities therefore require good teaching method suitable to meet 

their learning needs. These categories of people are present in every educational 

environment, both special and normal educational system and therefore should be given 

a maximum attention rather than being mal-lined by teachers and peers.  

 

Objectives of music education for the disabled 

The Federal Government of Nigeria (2004) believes that all aspects of education include 

instrument for national development, and its integration with the interaction of persons 

and ideas. It goes further to say that “education fosters the worth and development of the 

individual, for each individual’s sake and for the general development of the society” (p.6). 

Special education in Nigeria aims at giving concrete meaning to the idea of equalizing 
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educational opportunities for all children, their disabilities notwithstanding. And also 

provide adequate education for all handicapped children and adults in order that they 

may fully play their roles in the development of their nation (FGN, 2004). 

However, the objectives of music education are being considered here to aid in the 

teaching/learning of music of disabled children in schools. The broad objectives of music 

education outlined according to the Federal Ministry of Information (1967) are: 

 

- to inculcate a genuine love for and a conscious pride in one’s cultural heritage 

- to develop (i) musical literacy (ii) standards of musical criticism based on the 

content and form to be found in Nigeria music (iii) the capacity for intelligent 

critical appreciation of music in general (iv) a consciousness of the similarities and 

differences between traditional and western musical and poetic structure (i.e. 

scales, rhythm, poetic form) (v) a genuine love for good art regardless of its origin 

- to explore music as an art with the specific aim of satisfying the spiritual, 

emotional and academic needs of the individual (able and disabled) primarily as 

a Nigerian  

- to encourage human relationships through corporate activities such as drumming, 

dancing or singing groups or through friendly competitive events (p.262). 

 

The Federal Ministry of Information also emphasized the need for special music 

instruction which will take care of extra-curricular activities focusing on Nigeria folksongs 

and rhythmic games in the traditional pattern. 

 

Educating children with learning disabilities in Port Harcourt Special Schools 

The learning disabled are usually an invisible majority because of the hidden nature of 

their handicaps and special needs. They have the same appearance with the normal (abled) 

children. The fact remains that in every educational system, there exist the collection of 

learners with different learning abilities. Obani (2006) opines that “the school population 

will consist of a varied collection of learner with different learning capacities, needs, 

problems, styles and difficulties” (p.67).  

 

Children with learning disabilities are not limited to special education schools but form 

part of children in regular schools including higher institutions. In fact, this set of people 

form the majority in various schools and classrooms. This increase according to Obani 

(2006) “will no doubt have some negative effects on the learning efficiency of children who 

are now entering school at a much younger age (p.75). In educating these set of people 

therefore, a proper arrangement and attention should be put in place in order to avoid 

barriers to their learning. Greenhaum, Graham and Scales (1995) in Obani (2006) found out 
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that “learning disabled subjects reported encountering barriers to their learning because 

of the response of instructors or the school to their disability” (p.75). It therefore means 

that the teachers and schools contribute to child’s learning disabilities either by the nature 

of the program, their method of teaching or the attitudinal response of the school and 

teachers to children with learning difficulties. 

 

Furthermore, it was observed during the cause of this study that the learning disabled are 

not given special attention in the course of their studies. They are taught alongside with 

the gifted and talented children which makes it difficult for them to comprehend. Obani 

(2006) stated that, 

 

the learning disabled child is not understood by most regular classroom 

teachers. Therefore, there are hardly any appropriate and structured plans 

or learning activities introduced to meet the special learning needs of these 

children (p.81). 

 

In Port Harcourt special education schools the learning disabled are of majority even 

among the visually impaired and mentally retarded. The mentally retarded have slight 

characteristics with the learning disabled and are given a special attention, but the learning 

disabled have no such preference because of the nature of their disability. They appear 

normal and bright therefore the same teaching methods and styles are employed in 

educating them. Johnson and Myklebust (1971) and the Warnock report (1978) have rightly 

pointed out that “the overall educational objectives for children with learning disabilities 

differ but slightly from that of all children” (p.85). What the school should do therefore is 

to fill in the gap by providing the necessary assistance that will make up for the slight 

difference in the educational objectives for children with learning disabilities. 

 

Challenges 

There are so many challenges encountered in educating children with disabilities 

especially with a subject like “music.” First of all there is a challenge in “time management.’ 

Because these children have difficulties in the learning capabilities, most times they are 

slow learners who can neither read fluently nor write. They are never in the same pace 

with the average and gifted children. More so, because they are integrated in the same 

class with normal children and even children with other disabilities who are average and 

above average, the teacher will certainly spend more than required time to achieve his set 

objectives for that lesson. Secondly, a good teacher because of the learning disabled’s level 

of understanding may decide to go an extra mile by means of holding extra classes with 

such individuals and by repetition of the same topic until they are at least close to the same 
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pace with other children. Thirdly, it could also be frustrated based on observation to the 

gifted and talented who exhibit above intellectual ability. 

 

Hong in Kolo (2003) stated that, 

gifted and talented are a function of a qualitative knowledge base and 

representations of efficient cognitive capabilities, effective cognitive 

strategies and the capacity for the vast use of meta cognition and self-

regulated learning (p.8). 

 

These set of children because of their high level of knowledge always feel frustrated 

learning in the same class with the learning disabled. As a result of this, it gets to a point 

in the lesson that the gifted will begin to form nuisance and thereby destabilize the lesson. 

They feel they already know it or have understood the teacher and therefore have no time 

to waste.  

 

Other major factor which is a challenge in educating people with learning disability in Port 

Harcourt is method. Method is an essential factor in the world of education. Method is the 

patterns and styles a teacher uses to teach the learner in order to achieve the objectives of 

that topic. Longman (2005) defined method of teaching as “a strategy used to teach the 

learner in order to achieve a particular goal of the topic” (p.2). For a strong foundation to 

be built in music education as well as other subjects, appropriate methodology needs to be 

applied. It should not be forgotten that the more a teacher learns about the individual 

differences among the disabled, the more he appreciates the need to explore the various 

methods and determine the ones considered best suitable for each situation. Teaching 

methods in music according to Adeleke and Adeyera (2011) includes: 

 

- use of techniques 

- drawing technique 

- choreography 

- one on one technique 

- physical gesture 

- segment technique (allows participation of everyone) 

- reinforcement technique 

- class participation 

- learning by teaching (students take the teachers role; teach their peers) 

role playing (introduces problems situation dramatically and provides 

opportunity for people to assume role of others and thus appreciate another) 

- play and leisure time for the mentally handicapped. 
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These and many others like the Kodally, Carl Orff, Suzuki and Neli Moore are all teaching 

methods in music which should be utilized. Because of the inclusion of the learning 

disabled in the class of other disabilities for example the visually impaired, hearing 

impaired and mentally retarded in Port Harcourt Special Schools, the right method for the 

learning disabled is not explored thereby depriving the individuals from benefiting from 

the lesson. There should be therefore no uniform method for teaching music in Special 

Schools of Port Harcourt rather each disability should be treated with reference to the 

specific learning deficiency after proper assessment and evaluation have been made. 

Finally, Carl Orff’s method should be encouraged for children with learning disabilities. 

The method according to Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia “begins with a student’s innate 

abilities to engage in rudimentary forms of music using basic rhythms and melodies.”  

 

He considered the whole body a percussive instrument and students are led to develop 

their music abilities in a way that parallels the development of western music. This method 

encourages self-discovery, improvisation and discourages adult pressures and mechanical 

drill. The learning disabilities may not be fast in reading, writing, spelling and 

understanding a lesson but may do better in practical classes. They should therefore be 

given the opportunity to exhibit their God-given musical talents. The method of teaching 

them should not be abstract or mechanical. 

 

 

Applying Piaget theory in teaching music among disabilities 

Okeke (2014) stated that “contemporary views on the nature of cognitive development 

have been vastly influenced by the work of Jean Piaget.” Piaget is a Swiss psychologist 

who developed the theory of mental growth with the observation of the behaviour of 

children. He became interested in how children think and construct their own language. 

Based on Piaget’s observation, he theorized that children proceed through four stages of 

cognitive development, sensori motor stage, the pre-operational stage, the concrete 

operational stage and the formal operational stage. 

 

The sensori-motor stage is between birth and two (2) years. During this stage, 

understanding is based on immediate sensory experience and actions. Children are very 

practical in this stage but lack mental concepts or ideas. In the pre-operational stage which 

lasts from 2- 6 years, children’s understanding becomes more conceptual. Thinking 

involves mental concepts that are independent of immediate experience. The young child’s 

reasoning is intuitive and subjective. During the concrete operational stage, from about 7-

11 years of age, children engage in objective, logical mental processes that make them more 

careful, systematic thinkers. Around age 12, children attain the formal operational stage, 
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when they can think about abstract ideas. They can also reason about operational 

possibilities and deduce new concepts. 

 

What this theory implies is that there are different stages of children’s development and 

each of the stages has its characteristics. Therefore, both teachers and parents should be 

sensitive to these stages and handle the children appropriately. Piaget’s theory has lots of 

applications to music teaching amongst the learning disabilities. These applications 

include: 

 their level of understanding should be given appropriate attention or 

consideration in order to know the best method to be used for them, both in 

practical and theoretical courses 

 they should begin with the simple and then proceed to the complex because 

learning should be done in a gradual process.   

 they should be introduced to each musical experience as required in each level or 

stage of their life. For instance the period of singing of rhymes and poems should 

not be denied of them   

 introduction of rudimentary topics like scales, staff notation, interval and so on, 

should be after their preliminary experiences which will automatically arouse 

their interest 

 the curriculum should be planned in such a way that it will accommodate each of 

the stages of this theory thereby giving the children with learning disabilities 

preference. 

 

This theory is on cognitive learning which encourages different stages of testing the child’s 

intelligence. Children with learning disabilities should be tested in different stages of the 

lesson, beginning from introduction through evaluation. They should be carried along and 

not ignored. At every point and level of the lesson, diagnostic evaluation should be given 

especially to the learning disabilities in order to keep them on check. If among the hundred 

students in your class, just twenty five (25) were able to credit your course or subject, it 

means that you have not done justice to that subject with regards to your teaching method 

and therefore should be queried. 

 

Data analysis 

Procedure 

The researcher explored the following procedures in the cause of her data collection; these 

include participant observation and oral interview amongst the students and teachers of 

Special Education schools in Port Harcourt  
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Participant observation 

The researcher visited the school that houses the visually impaired and the mentally 

retarded since they could hear and speak. The researcher sang a simple chorus in Igbo 

dialect and asked them to repeat after her. Few of the students responded perfectly, while 

others were chewing. The researcher repeated it again and about 45% of the students 

responded correctly. The researcher called the remaining 55% and asked them to come 

outside and they did. She repeated the song and after the 6th time, they all came to the same 

pace and sang the song correctly. Secondly, the researcher introduced a topic on rudiment, 

“scale” to be precise. She gave the definition and mentioned two types (major and minor). 

She went back trying to evaluate the students to find out if they could give the definition 

and mention the two types taught. About 20% gave a correct definition and types while 

the rest kept moping. The researcher repeated the definition and asked the question again. 

Only 30% gave an accurate answer and she finally asked the remaining 70% to stand up. 

She kept repeating the process until after the 12th time when they were able to give a correct 

answer. 

 

The researcher went further to find out from the 70% what actually their problems were 

and they said they always find it difficult to understand a lesson easily. They also went 

further to say that because the teachers do not give them special attention like the 

researcher had just done, that they keep failing almost all the subjects except for practical 

music where they can sing and dance. The researcher also interviewed the teachers to find 

out why these people are not given special attention. The response was that because they 

exhibit the same physical appearance with the visually impaired and mentally retarded, 

they cannot be given special attention because they are accommodated in the same 

classroom with the gifted and talented irrespective of their disabilities. The music teacher 

confirmed that majority of them is good in practical lessons but exhibits their deficiencies 

mostly on theoretical lessons which require cognitive and intellectual abilities. 

 

Findings 

It is evidenced based on the investigations carried out in this research, that children with 

learning disabilities are not given separate classrooms even in the special education 

schools of Port Harcourt yet, they exist among the ones with special classrooms like the 

“hearing impaired” and the “mentally retarded.”  This is as a result of their physical 

appearance; their trait is hidden and not pronounced. The researcher also discovered that 

even among the hearing impaired and visually impaired, there exist the gifted and talented 

who are intellectually above average but are found in the special educations schools 

because of their disabilities. Furthermore, because of the fact that the learning disabled 

have no special classroom and therefore receive their instructions alongside the gifted and 
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talented who also form part of the visually and hearing impaired, are therefore not given 

a special attention in course of the lesson. The same method that is used for other 

disabilities are used for them. 

 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the learning disabilities being those with learning dis-advantages should be 

able to benefit from the objectives of education as well as music education. They should 

not be given uniform intervention rather they should be treated with reference to their 

specific learning disabilities after proper assessment and evaluation have been made. The 

teacher should be able to evaluate the child at the end of or at any stage of the lesson to 

determine the success rate of the child until maximum success is achieved. The method of 

teaching should be improved on by the music teachers. Be more practical, conscious and 

avoid using ambiguous words on the students so that you do not scare them from your 

class. 

 

Finally, let Piaget’s theory be experimented at every point in time. Let the child at the 

various stages be introduced to the required musical idea. For instance, between birth and 

age two (0-2) children should be able to hear their parents sing and hum some musical 

rhymes and they will follow suite. At that stage, they should be able to start singing some 

nursery rhymes, play some local instruments and dance to simple rhythms. Do not wait 

until they get to twelve (12) years and then you introduce them to Halleluiah chorus. I 

mean it will be too abstract to them especially the “learning disabilities.”  

 

Suggestions 

Having drawn conclusion from the observations made, the researcher therefore suggests 

that the “learning disabilities” should be given a special attention in the area of separate 

learning environment or classrooms in order to meet with their educational needs. 

Secondly, the teachers should improve on their teaching methods irrespective of where 

they are housed at the time. They should try and experiment Piaget’s theory by beginning 

from the simple to the complex in order to ensure that they are given the right dose. Finally, 

other researchers should endeavor to delve into this area to give the children a sense of 

belonging. 
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