Halley Primary, Tower Hamlets Everybody’s Different Week
Halley Primary School is a one-form entry school for children aged 3-11 years in Stepney, Tower Hamlets, London. The ethnic background of the children is predominantly Bangladeshi. There are a large number of children with statements in relation to the size of the school (14 in 2008-09) and a large number of children with disabilities including 6 wheelchair users.
Through our work writing our Disability Equality Scheme in 2007-2008, we celebrated our ethos as an inclusive school. However, we also became aware that the presence of large numbers of children with disabilities in the school was not sufficient to create this ethos and guarantee its sustainability, and so one of our key action points was to investigate ways of promoting disability awareness through our curriculum. We wanted to create an exciting starting point for this work, which we planned as a theme week called ‘Everybody’s Different Week’, which we hoped would promote discussion around disability equality and particularly develop children’s personal and social skills through the PSHCE curriculum, and their skills of inference and reflection through a creative literacy approach.

As the SENCO, I would also identify as a stimulus for our work around disability equality the lack of aspirations among our young disabled learners that I became aware of almost by accident when the school facilitated a 2-week placement for a student teacher who was a wheelchair user. One of our extremely bright young learners in Year 6 was overheard by her Teaching Assistant commenting that she ‘didn’t know children in wheelchairs could grow up to be teachers’. As a result, a clear focus for the theme week became building aspirations and awareness of future possibilities for our disabled learners.

In order to encourage shared ownership among the staff for ‘Everybody’s Different Week’ and to develop a consensus for the aims of the work I facilitated a staff meeting several weeks before the week itself. We looked at a range of resources and ideas, as well as coming up with a rough timetable for the week. We agreed that we would largely deliver disability equality issues through PSHCE and literacy, with individual teachers having the freedom to be creative and use their own strengths to promote disability issues through the subject areas where they had a key interest or strength. For example, our music teacher led several singing and signing sessions across the week. The key components of ‘Everybody’s Different Week were therefore agreed to be as follows:
· Exciting ‘kick off’ assembly to introduce the week

· SENCO to lead one circle time session per class around age-appropriate disability equality issues (much of the material for this was drawn from the Scope ‘Imagine the Difference’ materials)

· Week long programme of Creative Literacy sessions around a key text addressing disability issues (eg ‘Susan Laughs’ by Jeanne Willis and Tony Ross for Nursery and Reception children, ‘Joey Pigza Swallowed the Key’ by Jack Gantos for Year 6) incorporating lots of opportunities for drama and speaking and listening, with planning support offered by SENCO
· PE sessions to introduce different disability games

· Whole school poster competition to illustrate the school’s motto ‘Including All Learners and Achieving Great Things’.

· Drama workshops facilitated by the Big Foot drama company for mixed age-range groups to address disability equality, following a brief designed by the school
· ‘Come and Learn Boccia’ session open to all parents, culminating in parents Vs Halley Boccia Team match

· Visit from a local ‘celebrity’ (ex-teacher and Paralympian wheelchair user and her assistance dog) including question and answer sessions for all classes

· Participation by a mixed team of disabled and able-bodied children at a disability sports day at a local primary school
· Celebration assembly on last day of ‘Everybody’s Different Week’.

I sought feedback from staff through a questionnaire, and all staff felt the week had been a success and should be repeated. Key areas of success were identified as the discussion around aspiration prompted in Key Stage 2 by our ‘celebrity’ visitor and the eagerness of the children to talk about their own experiences, either of living with a disability or of attending a school where disabled children are so fully included in the life of the school. The key area for development was how to take the work beyond a special week and embed it more into our everyday curriculum.

During our celebration assembly, classes shared their favourite parts of the week, and the drama workshops, celebrity visit and special circle times had all been very popular. All classes created exciting display work around the school to share their learning over the week.
Outcomes 

In terms of achieving our aims, I was really impressed by the way in which children of all ages were able to reflect on and discuss issues around similarity and difference in circle time sessions. The impact of ‘Everybody’s Different Week’ has been to build on  the commitment of the school to ensuring quality inclusion for all its learners, and this can be seen in the attainment of our learners with statements and/or disabilities, which is consistently on a par with, and in many cases exceeding,  national expectations. We received a great deal of positive feedback from parents during parent voice sessions that we ran as part of our School Self Evaluation in relation to our inclusive ethos, with many parents of disabled and non-disabled children appreciating the skills and qualities that their children were developing in learning within such a diverse school community. ‘Everybody’s Different Week’ was also picked up on by Ofsted in our most recent inspection of June 2009, which found that ‘A number of pupils who are wheelchair-users are fully integrated into all aspects of school life and are helped and supported by their classmates’. Our learners who themselves are disabled clearly enjoyed the opportunities to share their knowledge and ideas about the issues affecting them and there was a great deal of pride- for example a Year 2 pupil who uses Signalong became our Signalong teacher for the week and visited a range of classes to teach them rhymes and songs. We certainly generated an exciting, creative week of learning ‘off timetable’ that has prompted a great deal of discussion among pupils and staff about what next? 

The key priority for next steps of the work begun in ‘Everybody’s Different Week’ is that of sustainability. Many staff and pupils voiced that they would like to do more of the kinds of activities they were involved in during the week. Curriculum co-ordinators now need to include a focus on Disability Equality when reviewing and re-writing schemes of work, and there is a great opportunity to use the school circle-time framework to address issues around disability in a direct way. Having witnessed the power of inviting disabled adults into school in terms of developing aspirations, we are also seeking ways to build relationships with adults with disabilities who can be a powerful presence in our school on a regular basis.
Once the exciting work that we have begun is so embedded in the curriculum of the school that we no longer see the need for theme weeks around disability equality, we will have gone a long way towards achieving our aim of long-term sustainability.

Ruth Pilling, SENCO Halley Primary School, September 2009.

