Clapton Girls Technology College, Hackney, Geography Year 9

A girl’s comprehensive secondary school, yrs 7 to 13. Over half the students are eligible for free school meals. Over 50 languages are represented in the school. The school is half way through major building works under the BSF programme.

What were you trying to achieve for your learners through the curriculum?

The aims of the unit were to address issues of responsibility for the local area and sustainability. A significant part of this unit was to consider the identity of the young people as young people of Hackney, to consider the places that the young people to go, to critique these places, to suggest improvements, and to consider the role of the students themselves in making these improvements. Raising their self esteem is seen as a central plank of the unit in order to raise confidence about participation. 

This is a new unit, first taught in the summer term 2009 and still under development. It is in response top the changes in the Geography Curriculum at KS3 and the Education for Sustainable Development programme.

Central to the unit is the idea of ‘young people of Hackney’ as a distinct group within a wider group, ‘People of Hackney’. Diversity is a central part of the unit. Previously this had focused on race, religion, heritage, nationality and other groupings determined by the students. As the student body is very diverse, the ideas of equality etc come out. However disabled people are an underrepresented group within the school. The ‘discrimination through ignorance’ question was tackled. Hopefully the students would address the geographic concepts of Cultural understanding and Diversity, Interdependence as well as Place, Space and Scale. Additionally the question of Human Processes would also be addressed. 

I was asked to address disability issues in the curriculum by Richard Reiser. Without this prompt I think it highly unlikely I would have taken up the issues. As the work developed the centrality of the medical vs social model of disability came to the fore, as did the general issues of preconceptions and exclusion.

How did you organise the learning to achieve your aims for learners?

·What approaches did your school develop to embed disability issues within the curriculum? E.g. did you focus on particular subjects/ themes/ dimensions?

I attempted to embed disability issues into an existing unit. We had already been addressing the issue of ‘ownership’ of places, ie what is your local area, what does this mean for people who are not from your local area, who decides whether someone ‘belongs’ in a particular place or not, who should be excluded and on what grounds. In this context I was able to introduce the question of whether local disabled people should be / are included or excluded. We then went on to look at how disabled people are included /excluded, and why, and what could / should be done about it. I determined the Lesson Objectives. In that the lessons did not have a ‘correct’ outcome, other than encouraging the students to engage with the issues and explore their own attitudes and responses.

Outcomes 

Over a short period of time the centrality of our attitudes became clear.

Due to lack of time ; lack of opportunity to discuss with others ; lack of resources that I wanted in particular, Year 9 disabled students from Hackney talking about their lives on DVD. I ended up creating people and attitudes to bring out certain issues, however real people would have been better. I achieved my aims moderately well and it has been a starting point  Students have recognised and engaged with the idea of different models of disability for the first time. From student responses in lessons it would seem to me that most students have started with a medical model of disability. The lesson has led to a level of recognition of the role of attitudes in shaping disability, and engagement with the social model. For further development I would like to have this journey of student thought reflected in their books in some way; at present it is not.

Student groups have made clear their commitment to equality and diversity throughout this unit. I believe that the opportunity for the students to challenge their own preconceptions and ideas COULD be one which builds their own self esteem.

In the future I plan to embed disability perspectives throughout the geography curriculum.

Des Barrow Geography Teacher
