Disability Equality Education –  A case study

Brighton and Hove Healthy Schools Team in partnership with St Luke’s Primary School
Background Information:
St Luke’s Primary:

St. Luke’s Primary School is situated to the east of Brighton and overlooks the city with views of the sea. The school building is listed and over one hundred years old (with many associated maintenance and budget issues- the building is in a constant state of disrepair.) The pupils come from a wide catchment area .The school is distinctive for its cultural, social and economic diversity. Slightly more pupils than the national average are eligible for free school meals. A wide range of ethnic groups is represented, although the vast majority are of White British heritage. The pupils represent the full range of ability with the majority being in the average band. The school was described as ‘a very happy school providing a good standard of education with many outstanding features’ by Ofsted in June 2007. The Infant and Junior schools merged into a primary in September 2009. 

What we were trying to achieve for our learners:

In 2006-7 I was working as a class teacher and PSHE co-ordinator at St Luke’s Junior School and also as a part-time Consultant for the Brighton and Hove Healthy Schools Team. I was working on a review of our curriculum provision for PSHE and SEAL and felt that a mini-module I had written on ‘Developing good relationships and respecting the differences between people’ (Strand D PSHE Curriculum) with a focus on disability, needed development. After discussions within the Healthy Schools Team I was asked to research and develop a Disability Equality Education resource for use in Primary Schools. This was undertaken within the context of the Disability Discrimination Act 2006 and the duty on schools to develop a proactive approach in promoting of positive attitudes towards disabled people.
The lessons in the Disability Equality Education Resource were written to support the local PSHE & Citizenship Curriculum Framework. The lessons cover learning intentions in  Strand B ‘Preparing to play an active role as citizens’ and Strand D ‘Developing good relationships and respecting differences between people’. The aims of the lessons include:  developing children’s knowledge and understanding of the history of disabled people and the key terms ‘impairment’ and ‘disability’; an understanding of human rights; stereotypes; prejudice and discrimination; reflection and exploration of similarity and difference; hearing the experiences of young disabled people; developing positive attitudes to difference; development of skills to welcome a disabled child reflecting the social model of disability.
I was motivated to work on this project because of my previous work experience (ten years in a Disability Arts Project) and a lifelong commitment to equalities and human rights. I was also very supported and encouraged by my line manager in the Healthy Schools Team and my Senior Leadership Team at St Luke’s.

Organisation of the project:

I researched and developed the resource during 2006-7. This included the pilot of the project in five local schools. The revised plans and complete package were launched at a Healthy Schools training event in January 2008 and are currently available online (http://education.brighton-hove.gov.uk) 

Feedback from the pilot schools (from teachers and children) shaped the final lesson plans and the guidance notes to teachers (see lesson plans for examples). 

The resource was also developed with guidance and support from Carousel, a Brighton community project which works with people with learning disabilities to achieve their artistic ambitions (See www.carousel.org.uk for more information) and Laura Guthrie – a disabled artist working in Nottingham.

At St Luke’s Junior school the resource was piloted in year 4. I have since evaluated with children; observed lessons and run training with the KS2 staff team. Evaluations from children have been very positive and show their developing understanding of difference, rights and needs. The children particularly enjoyed working with a local disabled storyteller. 

The main difficulties in developing the resource were in researching and finding a range of appropriate classroom resources and materials. I really wanted to include resources written by disabled authors and use DVD material that included the voices of young disabled people – these were not all that easy to find. 

Impact of the project:
In the local education authority 20 schools have participated in training linked to the Disability Equality Education resource. The Healthy Schools Team has also supported the development of the project by purchasing key classroom materials for each primary school. At a recent Healthy Schools Event (October 2009) one local primary made a table top presentation of its Disability Equality work linked to this resource.

At St Luke’s Primary school (merged into a primary 2009) the Disability Education resource is now well- embedded and taught annually in years 2 and 4. Pupil conferencing highlights children’s enjoyment of this module and a growing awareness that difference is not about lack or less but about rights, needs, attitude and access.
The values and attitudes of this resource are reflected throughout the whole  school. Attendance for example, is promoted as a whole school achievement. It was decided not to reward individual children or classes for their attendance as it was felt that this did not promote a positive attitude to disability as some children may have lower attendance linked to their impairment (eg children with diabetes; arthritis; asthma etc).

Since the embedding of this resource St Luke’s has developed a relationship with a local day centre for people with learning disabilities. Each week a group of people with learning disabilities from Buckingham Road Day Centre teach Makaton and drama activities at lunchtime clubs. We have also taken a group of children to the 4th International  Oska Brights film festival (see review on http://www.disabilityartsonline.org.uk facilitated by Carousel) and hope to make a collabrative film for this festival in 2011.
As part of our ‘Equalities into Action’ plans at St Luke’s Primary we have recently set up an ‘e-team’ of children. Their current focus is to audit and develop our visual environment and classroom resources to make sure that we are welcoming to all members of our community. At the initial meeting the children’s commitment to rights for all and wish to challenge negative language and attitude was inspiring.
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