All equal in the classroom 

Disabled children still face prejudice in many schools. Angela Neustatter looks at an initiative aimed at helping teachers and children to be more understanding 
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Gbenga Bammodu, aged six, had just returned from his first sleepover with school friends and it was hard to know whether he or his mother Olufunke was more thrilled. "He had such a good time and the family he stayed with said he was a delight. It would have been unimaginable a year ago," says Bammodu. "I have a lot to thank his class teacher for, she has been brilliant at helping him be accepted as just another child in his class." 

Gbenga is autistic and when he joined the nursery at St Matthias primary school in Hackney his assessment talked of "chaotic behaviour", including banging his head and sudden screaming fits. He didn't communicate with other children and there was no eye contact. He would not take part in activities or talk. Two nursery teachers suggested to his mother that he should go to special school. 

That was not what she and her husband wanted. This was partly because they believe a mainstream school where their son mixes with children who do not have impairment is the best environment for him, but also because his twin brother, Niyi, who has no disability, attends St Matthias. 

"They were very kind to him but there was no emphasis on inclusion," says Bammodu. "The thinking was that he wanted to do things alone so he should be allowed to. The other children simply played around him so he really didn't make friends. And I didn't feel they were helped to understand his strange behaviour." 

But when Gbenga moved out of nursery and into class one/two, things began to improve. His teacher, Sue Charters, has prioritised inclusion of disability and an ethos that values disability, rather than ignores it or makes it problematic. "She tries to get the children in the class with disability and special needs doing the same as the others and her starting point is to treat all the children the same. But she also uses games and activities to help children understand why someone with disability may behave in a particular way," says Bammodu. 

"For instance, when Gbenga gets upset because things aren't just as he thinks they should be - something autistic children mind about - Charters takes him aside and explains that he cannot always have his own way. She is very careful that the other children don't see him getting special treatment because of his disability because that can set up bad feelings." 

Gbenga was a drummer-boy in the school play and was applauded by his classmates. He has also learnt to read and write. "His confidence has gone way up," says Bammodu. "I hate to think how he would be now if he'd gone to a school where he was regarded as strange and different and perhaps teased or isolated." 

Charters was an adviser to "All Equal All Different", the early years and key stage 1 pack launched by the Disability Equality in Education organisation yesterday with government backing, including funding from the Department for Work and Pensions and support from the education minister, Cathy Ashton. 

This guide for practitioners and teachers is designed, explains the organisation's director Richard Rieser, to challenge and counteract "disabilism" - prejudice and discrimination against children with impairment - which pervades too many schools. 

Everybody In, the pack's guide for teachers, looks at good practice in the identification and inclusion of disabled children. There are six illustrated story books built around disability, a board game with barriers and solutions for people with different kinds of disablement, 16 photo posters showing children with and without impairment together at school, and a video of 10 songs performed in sign language. Also included are a counting book with a British sign language and braille system, and an alphabet book with finger spelling and braille letters, for children in early years. 

Rieser believes that the importance of tackling both unconscious and conscious discrimination against children who are just learning to make sense of their disability cannot be underestimated. "A lot of negative attitudes come from staff and, of course, children pick these up and it influences how they see and treat children with impairment. Sometimes it goes further than that and schools put up all kinds of reasons why they can't take a child with a disability." 

This is in spite of the 2002 SEN Disability Act, which holds that local education authorities and schools have a duty not to discriminate against disabled people in the provision of educational services, including admissions. "Schools are required to make 'reasonable adjustments', doing all they can to take in disabled children," says Rieser. 

Rieser is carrying out a study for the Department for Education and Skills on how mainstream schools, from nursery to secondary, are dealing with the "reasonable adjustment" requirement. He has already recorded strikingly good examples of schools making every possible effort to be inclusive. 

Susie Burrows and Anna Sullivan, authors of the All Equal All Different guide, stress that in the classroom teachers need to be constantly vigilant because even small rejections, like a child moving away from someone with impairment in a group situation, or saying they won't sit next to someone with a skin complaint, can cause much distress. If it happens, they suggest open ing a class discussion about different forms of prejudice, explaining that people may feel nervous about how to act with a disabled person and this may make them not want to mix with them, or say unpleasant things. "Liken disablism to racism and sexism and talk about what it does to people when they are stereotyped," suggests Burrows. 

Children with disability may feel the odd one out and very alone, so it's valuable for them and the class to know that there are 1.1 million people under 24 years old with a disability. Burrows and Sullivan also suggest discussing disabled people who have done impressive things, such as Louis Braille who invented sightless reading for the blind and Dorothea Lange who had polio as a child and became an internationally acclaimed photographer. 

Sue Charters believes the guiding principle must be that every child in a class is different and that this means they all have something special. "If a child needs a wheelchair or a book with big writing, or screams sometimes, then that's who they are," she says. "It's also for the class to see a teacher appreciating it when a child has made a real effort to do something, however small the result may be." 

In a class where everyone feels valued, says Charters, it is much easier to get children to empathise with somebody who is disabled. "Teachers can be uneasy about mentioning disability but it's important to bring children into understanding that it's something that happens to some bodies and minds and doesn't get better again. 

"Small children particularly have a great sense of fairness and will see how unfair it is to persecute somebody in those circumstances. Often they become very protective of the child with impairment," Charters says. 

"If it's possible to make having a disabled child in the class an advantage for the others, do so. I had a spina bifida boy who had to go to a room full of soft toys and balls to do special exercises. Usually nobody else was allowed to use the room, but I managed to get permission for my class to go with the boy and, of course, they saw him as giving them their treat." But sometimes it is necessary to get a bit tough on a child if they use disability as an excuse to punch beneath their weight, argues Charters. 

"There was a Down's syndrome boy in my class who had made a fine art of being a poor victim through two classes, acting the dimwit, sitting dribbling, saying he couldn't do any work. It was clear he was quite bright and I was determined to give him goals and have expectations of him. I told him there was work to be done and that putting his finger in his mouth and dribbling, which he didn't do in the playground, wouldn't do. I insisted he make an effort but his mother complained I was being hard on him. I explained that she was limiting him by believing he was unable to do anything. She began to see what he was doing in school and her whole attitude changed so that she too set goals for him." 

Charters uses "circle time" to bring children together to air problems in a way that involves them all in helping. 

"I have dolls and I might say this one is having difficulty doing something, or is behaving in a strange way. It will be a situation that has occurred with a child but we don't identify them even though the others may know who it is. We talk about how we can help the doll solve the problem. And often it leads to the child's real-life problem being worked out." 

Teachers need to show a child with disability that they are valued as much as other children and encourage the class to do the same. Discuss how everyone is different but special in their own way. 

Channel young children's innate sense of fairness by discussing how it feels to be discriminated against for something which is not your fault and makes life more difficult. Talk about disability as a difference, not an affliction. 

Invite a disabled adult or a young person to talk to the class about their own experience. 

Ensure that there is time each day when children feel free to talk about things that trouble them. Allow bigoted views to be expressed and use these as the basis of discussion . 

Creating "circles of friends" and choosing one or two children to befriend a new child with disability can help them feel included. Teachers need to be aware of how friendship patterns are developing and take action if an impaired child is being left out. 

Get the class to list all words heard to describe disabled people and ask them to identify which are negative and discuss how it would feel to have these words used about you. 

Get a large scale map of the school and divide it into areas looking at where it would be possible to take a wheelchair. Take a class to a local shopping centre and get them to note barriers to deaf or blind people or those with wheelchairs and discuss in class. 

Include images of disabled people in lessons and look at ways to bring the subject into the curriculum. For instance, in maths use the task of measuring the ratio needed for ramping the building. 

Explore how disability features in myths and fairytales. Read books with positive disabled characters. Discuss stereotypes of disabled people in films, on TV, in advertisements. 

· All examples are taken from All Equal All Different. Disability Equality in Education is offering free packs to the first 300 schools and early years settings to apply. Cost to buy £75. DEE Unit GL, Leroy House, 436 Essex Rd, London, N1 3QP. Tel, 020 7359 2855, Fax, 020 7354 3372. www.diseed.org.uk


