DISABILITY EQUALITY:  THE FINAL FRONTIER FOR SCHOOLS

a conversation with Richard Rieser

held at the Institute of Education 3rd October

Introduction

The following article is a report of the conversation which Richard Rieser facilitated at the Institute of Education and a comment on Part II of the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act 2001 and its implications for schools.  Some of Richard Rieser’s input during the conversation was contained in the article he wrote, entitled Together We Are Better, which was published in Leading Edge Volume 5 Number 2 (pages 183 to 190).

The Special Educational Needs and Disability Act 2001 Part II

As part of delivering the inclusion agenda set out in the Green Paper Meeting the Needs of All Children in March 2001 the Government passed the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act 2001.  Part II of the Act deals specifically with disability and requires schools and LEAs to:

· ensure that policy, procedures and actions do not discriminate against current pupils and prospective pupils.  This includes discrimination with regard to admissions,education and associated services and exclusion;

· not treat pupils with disabilities less favourably than pupils without these disabilities;

· ensure that they take reasonable steps to ensure that they don’t put pupils with disabilities at a substantial disadvantage;

· ensure that parents and others are aware of their rights with regard to recourse or appeal through the renamed SEN and Disability Tribunal, which have the powers to seek apologies and make orders on schools to train or change policies practices or procedures;

· develop plans for an increase environmental access, curriculum access and access to printed information.  This will be included in OfSTED reports on both LEAs and schools; and

· expect the implementation of such plans.

The implications for schools are far reaching, given that many of our buildings are built in an era when access for all was not an issue and you had to not have a ambulatory impairment to negotiate that same building.  There is also an issue with regard to hidden disabilities.  A hidden disability may manifest itself in many ways and teachers need to be equipped to deal with it.  Under the law it is unlawful to discriminate against someone with a hidden disability.  The implications for teachers could be serious if they remain unaware of the issues.

The Act does have serious implications for schools which extend well beyond wheelchair access.  For example, a teacher sidelines a pupil in P.E. from taking part.  This particular pupil is prone to asthma attacks if s/he over exerts herself physically.  The teacher is aware of this but is unsure of the child’s rights.  The child is sidelined to watch.   With such action the school is susceptible to criticism and possible court action under both the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act 2001 and the Human Rights Act 1998.  Refer to Leading Edge Volume 5 Number 2 for further information on the possible implications of the Human Rights 1998 Act.

The Conversation

Richard Rieser began by explaining that he intended to focus on three key questions.

· How do we combat a culture of oppression?

· Is inclusion a human right?

· How do schools restructure for inclusion?

He suggested these were the questions Disability Equality in Education, the organisation of which he is the full time Director, were constantly asking.  Disability Equality in Education is a registered charity which aims to a) provide training for schools, LEAs and other educational organisations on inclusion in mainstream schooling; and b) raise debate around the issues which continue to create a  blockages to inclusion.

Richard Rieser went on to suggest that his message was a message that education badly needs to hear, but as yet was unaware of this, in the vast majority of cases.   He felt that disability was the ‘Cinderella’ of the equality issues.

The key to the issue, he suggested, was an understanding of the difference between the defined medical and social models of disability
.

	Medical Model
	Social Model

	Child is faulty.
	Child is valued.

	Diagnosis.
	Strengths and needs defined by self and others.

	Labelling.
	Identify barriers and develop solutions.

	Impairment becomes focus of attention.
	Outcome based programme designed.

	Assessment, monitoring, programmes of therapy imposed.
	Resources are made available to ordinary services.

	Segregation and alternative services.
	Training for parents and professionals.

	Ordinary needs put on hold.
	Relationships nurtured.

	Re-entry if normal enough or permanent exclusion.
	Diversity welcomed.

Child is included.

	Society remains unchanged.
	Society evolves.


Table 1:  Medical and Social Model Thinking in Schools

Media portrayal

Richard Rieser demonstrated his key points with a number of examples of how the media exploited disability.  His key argument was that this continued to reinforce the medical model of disability within our society.  This discourse did not limit itself to non-disabled people but included the disabled as well.

Some examples included:

· The Disney production of The Hunchback of Notre Dame.  In this film the word hunchback is brought back into common use and attempts are made to portray Quasimodo as cuddly.  As a result this led to attacks and insult to those who suffer from sciolsis- more than 100 being reported in the 6 months after the films release.   Quasimodo comes down from his tower and joins in during the Festival of Fools is bullied and crowned by the crowd’ King of Fools’.  Only one character identifies with him – another outcast, Esmeralda.

· The story of Rigoletto (Victor Hugo) works well because we laugh at the impairment.

· Treasure Island contains several stereotypical disabilities as represented by Blind Pew, Black Dog and Long John Silver himself.

· Captain Hook in Peter Pan.

· Rumplestiltskin.

· Snow White – living with dwarfs in the forest.  In reality, a symbol of banishment from their local community.

· Win an Oscar – an able bodied actor playing the part of a disabled person.

These examples, along with countless others, can be used in lessons to tackle stereotypes.  Material designed for consumption by children is riddled with such stereotypes of disabled people that it can easily be used to getting children to think about disability and its implications.  Even very young children can begin to understand the difference between the medical and social models of disability.

A useful reference is Lois Keith’s book Take up thy bed and walk.

A cultural perspective

Obvious disabled people have, throughout our history, been venerated, laughed at or pitied.  Egyptian culture seemed to accept disabled people and in many cases venerate it.  In Ancient Greece Aristotle was more circumspect and introduced the beginnings of Eugenics – but more about that later.  With Judaism, and its developments through Christianity and Islam have tended to view disability as a vehicle for charity and hence a route to heaven.

Other major world religions focus on disability being a fault within the person.

Throughout the history of art there has remained this antithesis between good and evil, with evil often expressed in the form of one disability or another.  The portrait of Richard III, hanging in the National Portrait Gallery, depicts him with a hump.  X-rays of the painting show that the hump was added 60 years after the portrait originally painted.  This was an attempt by the Tudors to discredit him and help ensure his supporters did not attempt any uprising.  But the same practice continues today with modern film-makers often depicting ‘the bad guy’ as having a disability.  The Bond series of films is perhaps the most obvious manifestation but there are more subtle attempts to play on our prejudices. 

The American President, Franklin D. Roosevelt had had polio in both legs .  Despite being elected president an unprecedented four times, he went to great lengths to disguise his disability, believing that ‘the American public would never vote for a president who was  ‘a cripple’.  He was probably right to feel this way.

The Greco-Roman perspective of the body beautiful, as depicted in sculptures such as the Discus Thrower has continued to influence our attitude down through the ages.  We all strive for perfection but often this is associated with visual appearance rather than the person her/himself.

Another example, still rife in our culture, is the notion of the witch.  Whether the story is Hansel and Gretel or Roald Dahl’s The Witches the images of physical and mental deformity are loud and clear.  Yet these are stories which excite and thrill young children during their formative years.  There are few examples in our culture where witches are depicted as normal human beings.

The scientific argument

The arrival of the Industrial Revolution changed the way families lived.  Before this time families had looked after their own and had often worked as family.  Generally, speaking, disability was ‘out of sight, out of mind’.  As people flooded to the urban areas which up (delete) to service the factories this all changed.  And the work was different too.  Families no longer operated as work units. People became adjuncts of machines  The labour market had changed.

The passing of the 1834 Poor Law Reform Act drew the distinction between the worthy poor and the unworthy poor.  It is not difficult to guess how the disabled were viewed.

As Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution began to be accepted by 19th Century scientists’, writers’ and politicians’ misinterpretation and misrepresentation was inevitable.  The concept of natural selection was easy to interpret in a simplistic manner.  As Britain, Germany, the United States and France vied for international empires built on their industrial strength, so did the notion of ‘the superior race’ take hold.  Those with disabilities, whether physical or mental, were placed at a real disadvantage.  Society saw the answer in institutions such as special schools, mental hospitals and other institutions for the disabled.  This was all supported by a standards framework measured through IQ tests and other measures which led to intensified segregation.

In 1890 there was a huge battle taking place on the London School Board.  Despite payment by results, a rigid curriculum and strict inspection many teachers supported the principle of inclusion.  The eugenicists, however, felt differently.  The proliferation of the special school movement and the large number of special schools, particularly in London, can be dated back partly to this period.

Throughout the latter half of the 19th Century and the whole of the 20th Century a number of Parliamentary Acts were passed, ostensibly intended to protect the disabled but in reality aimed at protecting society from perceived ‘misfits’. 

The Salamanca Statement

In 1994, at a UNESCO conference on Special Needs in Salamanca in Spain the following principles were agreed.

· Every child has a fundamental right to education and must be given the opportunity to achieve and maintain acceptable levels of learning.

· Every child has unique characteristics, interests, abilities and learning needs.

· Education systems should be designed and educational programmes implemented to take into account the wide diversity of these characteristics and needs.

· Those with special educational needs must have access to mainstream schools which should accommodate them within a child-centred pedagogy capable of meeting these needs.

· Mainstream schools with this inclusive orientation are the most effective means of combating discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities, building an inclusive society and achieving education for all.  Moreover, they provide an effective education for the majority of children (without special educational needs) and improve the efficiency and ultimately the cost-effectiveness of the entire education system.

The statement went on to urge Governments to:

1. give the highest policy and budgetary priority to improve the education system to enable them to include all children regardless of individual differences or difficulties;

2. adopt as a matter of law or policy the principle of inclusive education, enrolling all children in mainstream schools, unless there are compelling reasons for doing otherwise;

3. develop demonstration projects in conjunction with LEAs in every locality and introduce a teacher exchange programme with countries having more experience with inclusive schools;

4. establish decentralised and participatory mechanisms for planning, monitoring and evaluating for children and adults with special educational needs;

5. encourage and facilitate the participation of parents, communities and organisations of disabled people in the planning and decision making processes concerning the provision for special educational needs;

6. invest greater effort in early identification and intervention strategies, as well as in vocational aspects of inclusive education; and

7. ensure that, in the context of systematic change, teacher education programmes both pre-service and in-service, address the provision of special needs education in inclusive schools.  (Quoted from Course Book Training for Inclusion & Disability Equality, DEE, 2001.)

The 1997 Green Paper Excellence for All Children is a UK Government acknowledgement of its commitment to the Salamanca Statement and inclusive education.

The reality, even in 2001, is very different.  There remain over 100,000 pupils in separate school provision in England.  There remain 25 LEAs where commitment to inclusion is effectively non-existent.  The 1999 statistics for 1+ GCSEs at Grades A* to G reveal that 22% of Year 11 pupils in special schools achieved this target while 92% in mainstream schools achieved it.

The question we all need to be considering is how do we fundamentally change the model?  The discussion needs to change its focus – how do those committed to special schools continue to justify the model?  Why is segregation better?  The underpinning argument is that the exclusion of some pupils from access to mainstream education is based on a historical model which now needs challenging.  

Conversation

The conversation began with a debate about how important is our use of language.  The use of language had been important in moving forward the feminist cause in the 1960s and 1970s.  Even if there had been signs of a backlash in more recent years, real gains had been made.  

	Avoid/offensive
	Use/preferred

	Victim of
	Person who has

Person with

Person who experienced

	Crippled by
	Disabled person

Person who has

Person with

	Sufferer

Suffering from
	Person who has

Person with

	Afflicted

Afflicted by
	Person who has

Person with

	Wheelchair bound
	Wheelchair user

	Invalid
	Disabled person

	Handicap
	Disability / impairment

	Handicapped person
	Disabled person

	Disability
	Condition / impairment

	Spastic
	Someone with cerebral palsy

	The disabled
	Disabled person

	The blind
	Blind person

Partially sighted

	The deaf
	Deaf people

	Deaf and dumb

Deaf mute
	Deaf or deafened

Partial hearing

	Mongol
	Someone with Downs Syndrome or Learning Difficulty

	Mental handicap
	Learning Difficulty

	Retard / idiot / imbecile / feeble-minded
	Learning disabled

	Mute / dumb / dummy
	Speech difficulty

	Mad / crazy / insane
	Mentally distressed

Mental health survivor

	Mentally ill
	Mentally distressed

	Mental
	Disabled person

	Stupid
	Foolish / thoughtless

	Dwarf

Midget
	Short person

Short stature

	Deformed
	Disfigured

	Congenital
	Genetically impaired

	Disabled toilet 
	Accessible toilet


Table 2:  The Language We Use (© Disability in Education)

As can be seen from Table 2, the intention is to see the disadvantage in society rather than their impairment or disability.  

Another key area of concern was the stereotypes of images of people with disabilities as portrayed in the media.  Effectively there were ten main stereotypes easily identifiable.

· Pitiable and pathetic.

· An object of violence.

· Sinister or evil.

· Used to create atmosphere.

· ‘Super crip’ or ‘triumph over tragedy’.

· Laughable.

· Having a chip on their shoulder.

· A burden / outcast.

· Non-sexual or incapable of having a worthwhile relationship.

· Incapable of fully participating in everyday life.

(adapted by Mason and Rieser, 1992,  based on the work of Biklen and Bogdana, 1977.)

These stereotypes remain prevalent in our culture and inform our mental models.  They reduce people to biological parts rather than allowing us to see their potential as whole human beings.  As with many other issues, language had a crucial part to play in furthering the cause of inclusion.

This raised an issue with regard to inclusion.  Were there not contradictions in Government policy between the standards agenda, and specifically the literacy and numeracy strategy, and the concept of inclusion?  There was also the issue, particularly in secondary schools, between mixed ability teaching and the concept of banding.  There was no doubt that there remained considerable room for debate on this issue.  Both sides had their supporters and detractors.  There was, however, evidence from case studies that both worked and much depended, unsurprisingly, on the climate existing in the school.  There was not a simple answer and nor was there a case for one model fits all.

Access

However, a key issue for many disabled pupils and adults remained access.  Some progress had been made in this direction.  By September 2002 LEAs and schools are required to have strategic plans in place and be making progress towards ensuring accessibility for disabled pupils to the school’s premises.  But this accessibility also extends to the curriculum, for example through implementing QCA guidance on Inclusion and including pupils with significant learning difficulties, and the provision of written information in alternative ways.

Provision for disabled pupils will be inspected by OFSTED in the future and the DfES is preparing separately guidance on planning duties.  The QCA has also prepared guidance on adapting curriculum materials.  There is no doubt that there exists goodwill in this particular area and a clear moral purpose, but two fundamental questions remain – the level of funding and the availability of training.  It remains one issue to suggest that ‘this will happen’ but an entirely different issue to ensure that progress is ‘facilitated’.

Richard Rieser next pointed to the barriers activity which is part of the training package provided to schools by Disability Equality in Education.  More detail can be found at http://www.diseed.org.uk  or through telephoning 020 7359 2855 or faxing 020 7354 3372.

The Barriers Activity is recreated here through the kind permission of Disability Equality in Education, who retain the copyright.

IDENTIFYING BARRIERS IN SCHOOLS


What barriers does your school pose for pupils who are:

· blind or visually impaired;

· deaf or hearing impaired;

· physically impaired b- wheelchair user;

· impaired through significant learning difficulties;

· emotionally and behaviourally disturbed; and/or

· impaired through hidden disabilities.

Physical barriers – lack of success

In the building environment …

In communication …

In equipment …

Barriers in people’s attitudes

Staff …

Pupils …

Parents …

Other professionals …

Governors …

Barriers in organisations

Curriculum 
a) Content



b) Diversity

Employment of staff

Whole-school policies, for example, behaviour, bullying, equal opportunities.

Testing.

Barriers created by disabled people’s resulting low self-esteem and poor self-image.

The vast majority of schools believe, in principle, in inclusion.  The staff they employ have similar values.  What may be lacking is the confidence to deal with many of the issues.  Yet once we get beyond these barriers things become very different.  

Let’s begin with wheelchair accessibility, since this is an obvious dilemma for many governors in schools.  The cost of building lift access is prohibitive and beyond the budget of most schools.  But even where lift access is available corridors and room access may be unrealistic. However, funding is available from the Schools Access Initiative. Lets not forget only 7% of disabled pupils are wheelchair users.

So let’s move to training and development.  This is an area we can deal with quickly and decisively.  

Sensory or physical impairment, through training and the use of specialists, and perhaps a specialist unit, is, at least on one level, easier for a mainstream school to deal with and provide open access.  But it does require a willingness both on the part of the employees of the school and the specialists it might employ to see the child as a person.  (See Maresa’s Story in Leading Edge Volume 5 Number 2, p 189).  In these cases, the building is not creating the barrier.

For many teachers, emotional and behavioural difficulties create a real challenge.  As a teacher you are faced with a class of thirty.  One child is creating a scenario which is disrupting the learning of twenty nine others.  As the teacher you are close to exploding.  Why is this child still in the school?  Why is the headteacher so weak that she/he won’t permanently exclude?  Don’t they see it?  This pupil is disrupting the learning opportunities of everyone with whom they come in contact.  

However, research clearly demonstrates that schools with very similar intakes deal with children with challenging behaviour in very different ways and this has a huge impact on the level of exclusion. Researchers at Birmingham University(Vissers et al 1998) looked a 30 Secondary schools and found that these schools had the following. A shared ethos. Strong leadership on that ethos. A behaviour policy that was implemented by all staff. Someone on the staff who knew the difference between naughty behaviour and children exhibiting emoptional and behavioural difficulties. That the curriculum had to be interesting and pacey.

Including children with challenging behaviour does not work well in schools with a rigid discipline code. Different children need different responses to their behaviour. If what is troubling them or their impairment –Autism or ADHD is explained to the class out of their sense of fairness they will accept differential tratment. Enlisting the help of peers to create circles of support or circles of friends has proved highly effective at reducing exclusions and creating friendships in Nottingham (Newton and Wilson 1990)

The involvement of pupils in a real way in constructing codes of behaviour and rules together with pupil involvement in circle time and pupil parliaments has also proved most effective at increasing inclusion and reducing disruptive behaviour.

The dilemma for the headteacher is balancing the needs and entitlement of one child with the needs and entitlement of the community.  While this may not be rocket science it is a highly complex which all headteachers have to deal with on a human level, when deciding whether to exclude permanently or not.

Charities

A question was raised about the role of charities.  Richard Rieser admitted to an ambivalent attitude towards them, despite being a Director of a charity himself.  There was no doubt there were gaps in Government provision and it fell to charities to plug these gaps.  Most were well-meaning, many were trying to open out and some were involving directly the people affected by their work.  For example, Disability Equality in Education’s trainers, of which there now 140, are themselves disabled.

What was important to understand was that people with disabilities drew a distinction between impairment and disablement.  Impairment is the loss or limitation of physical, mental or sensory function on a long-term and permanent basis.  Disablement, on the other hand, is the loss or limitation of opportunities to take part in the life of the community on an equal level with others due to physical and social barriers.

While many charities focussed on the impairment (medical model) the aim of charities such as Disability in Education was to break down the physical and social barriers through training and education (social model).

In schools, where inclusion was working, these barriers were coming down.  But it wasn’t going to happen overnight.  The residual medical model existed deep in our psyche, although this was not the case internationally.  In many schools, in some of the poorest countries pupils and teachers with disabilities worked side by side with the able-bodied and this was thought of as the norm.

A Way Forward

Richard Rieser was asked to clarify his solution within the context of an inclusion policy and a Government agenda on the one hand and his historical analysis and the reality in schools on the other.

While he accepted that there was a challenge he suggested that there was existing evidence to visualise ways forward.  On EBD issues, he pointed out that many primary schools were already fully inclusive.  The issue arose at secondary school level.  He was firmly of the belief that the local comprehensive provided a way forward.  He cited the Chitty and Benn research (30 years On, Fulton 1998) which had concluded that comprehensive education and mixed ability teaching provided the real answer, despite the criticism that system constantly faced.  He also believed that this was, in most cases, the key answer for the majority of children with disabilities.

He felt the onus was on Professors of Education to speak out but he felt too many of them were dependent on funding for research that militated  against a too strong a challenge to the Government’s position or populist mythologies.  

But mindsets could be changed in schools and DEE was involved in this process.  Neither should we underestimate the importance of child power.  This was a powerful lever for change.  Maresa’s story (recounted in Leading Edge, Volume 5, Number 2) was a powerful testament to what could achieved.  Maresa, with a group of young people under the collective name of Young and Powerful, both disabled and non-disabled, had managed to change a Director of Education’s mind and have him intervene on Maresa’s behalf.  Another member of Young and Powerful, Katie Caryer, had an equally compelling story to tell which involved rejection by a successful North London comprehensive despite having attended a local primary school.

The key to change was not contained within the classroom, although that was important, it wrested within the ethos and values of the school.  If that could be changed so could individual classrooms.  Moral purpose, values and beliefs were the key, and at the end of the day these depended on the mindsets of the headteacher, her/his leadership group and the governing body.  Change at that level and you change a school.  This is why organisations such as the London Leadership Centre and the National College for School Leadership could play such a crucial part in facilitating the necessary change.

Another source of valuable help was school self-evaluation.  The Index for Inclusion (2000) contained a self-evaluation questionnaire which enabled schools to assess where they were at and what needed to be done.  Richard Rieser pointed out that following the MacPherson Report and the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act 2001 there was again real concern being expressed about equal opportunities or the lack of it for many groups of people.

National organisations such as the General Teaching Council (GTC) and the TTA were developing new circulars.  0n the training of teachers where the intention was to ensure that gender, race, class and disability issues were featured, in a systemic way within the context of teacher training.

If we examined the agenda of organisations such as the Eenable Network we would find countries such as India, Botswana and up to 40 others well ahead of our thinking on inclusion.  While it might be easy to argue that the issues were very different it was also easy to argue that that the UK mindset remained in a different age.

Richard Rieser rounded off the conversation by suggesting that there needed to be serious thought given an action taken to reconnect ‘us’ to the moral purpose of education.

Pat Collarbone thanked Richard Rieser for his contribution and reminisced on the fact that she had known and worked with him for twenty years.  In that time she had learned that Richard Rieser was a man with a passion and a belief that schools could be real learning communities with an agenda that embraced an inclusive agenda,  An agenda that radiated possibilities but radiated those possibilities for all children.
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