Orion Primary School, Year 3 Art, Music and Drama
The Orion school is a primary school in Colindale in north-west London. The school is in the catchment area of a big housing estate and most of the children attending the school, reside on this estate. There is a large percentage of children in receipt of free school meals. The school is ethnically diverse with 27 languages spoken by the children and their families at home. Children range in age from three years old at nursery – which has two daily three hour sessions – to eleven years old in Year 6. OFSTED has rated the school as outstanding and year 6 SATs results are excellent, with over 90% achieving level 4 or higher in literacy, science and maths. The children are very creative and the school has an excellent reputation for dance, drama and sport. Patrons have been enrolled and funds are being raised to build a sports theatre – the first of its kind to be attached to a primary school in England. The school was recently selected to be in the OFSTED report ’20 Outstanding Primary Schools Excelling Against The Odds’. 
Because of the diversity of the children and the myriad of backgrounds, teaching tolerance of different backgrounds, lifestyles and beliefs is a priority at this school. Because of this ethos, the school was eager to participate in this inclusion project. There are children in the school who are very obviously disabled with cerebral palsy, global development delay, difficulty walking and autism and the other children are helpful and considerate towards them. However, the belief was that although children would perceive these children as disabled, they would interpret disability as exclusively a term for others with very overt characteristics, and would not understand that there are other kinds of disabilities which are not so apparent.  It was also thought that whilst being helpful to individual children, the children might not have considered the topic of disability as a whole, understanding challenges and prejudices faced by disabled people.  As well as considering these elements of disability, there would also be an emphasis on strengths of disabled people; that one impairment does not mean that the person can achieve any less than non-disabled person and sometimes more – examples will be Stevie Wonder (vision impaired), Marlee Matlin (hearing impaired) Winston Churchill, Tom Cruise, Albert Einstein (dyslexic). There is no formal planning for a unit about disability incorporated into the medium term plans, and this was realized to be a gap that needed to be addressed and written.  A half term plan written and trialled by a Year 3 class could then be implemented throughout the school.  To summarise the main outcome of the lessons would be to a) expand the children’s knowledge of the term ‘disabled’ b) to understand challenges and limitations imposed by society on disabled people and c)  to shift children’s attitudes towards focusing on strengths of disabled people.
A teacher in Year 3 was engaged to help in developing a six week unit, expanding the children’s knowledge of what ‘disabled’ means, promoting positive attitudes towards disability, examining challenges faced by disabled people, as well as thinking about how the world views disability as perceived by disabled people, the rights of disabled people and what changes can be made for disabled people to have the same access as non disabled people.  The unit was planned to incorporate PHSE, drama, music and art. The first session was taught to a class of 28 Year 3 children; a class that includes two statemented children who are autistic. The children are therefore exposed daily to children who they would understand to be disabled. 
The first lesson was PHSE to initially assess the children’s existing knowledge of ‘disability’, prior to the unit being taught. As stated previously, it was expected that many children would answer ‘somebody who can’t walk’ or ‘somebody who can’t talk’. However, although some children expressed this common misconception of disability, many others expressed views such as ‘somebody who came out too early to be ready to learn’, ‘somebody who has problems with concentration’ and ‘somebody who doesn’t have as much power.’  After brainstorming what ‘disabled’ might incorporate, and correcting the misconception that some children had that a disability is exclusively when somebody can’t walk,  the children had to discuss the fact that people with disabilities face challenges because the world is not always creative by making things accessible to everybody. To do this they looked at a picture of a lady in a wheelchair in a kitchen and difficulties she might face navigating her way around the small kitchen with a large wheelchair, with tall cupboards and high electrical sockets. Pictures were also presented of other people with disabilities and obstacles discussed, with children giving their ideas how access could be improved.  

Finally a discussion was encouraged about Cerrie Burnell,  a television presenter who has one arm and the pressure on her to have a prosthetic arm fitted, which she doesn’t want. The children agreed that she should not wear the arm if she felt uncomfortable with it, and that it was sad that the happiness Cerrie felt towards getting this job, was diminished by unaware people. One child’s comment about Cerrie Burnell was, ‘She should be allowed to present with one hand.  It is not fair to her if people can present with two hands, and she’s not allowed to just because she has one hand.’ The children then contemplated whether, if their class teacher had one arm, she would still be able to teach, and other jobs that could be performed equally well by a disabled or non-disabled person.  The children unanimously agreed that having a physical impairment would have no effect on another cognitive function. It was concluded that children need to be more aware of disabilities so that they understand that other functions are not affected by an unrelated impairment, and that a disabled person can often do what a non-disabled person can do, and sometimes better.  This lesson achieved its objective of children understanding barriers that people with disabilities face, and thinking about the strengths of disabled people. 

This theme was continued with the next three lessons focusing on the art of famous disabled artists, and how that disability affected their art – both by physical limitations imposed on them, such as Monet having cataracts and the affect of that disorder on the colours he used, and also by the perception they had of themselves in relation to being disabled in a non-disabled world and how they believed others perceived them and their subsequent self-image. To introduce the lesson the children re-capped what they had learnt in their first lesson, and the question was asked, ’Is it possible for a person with a disability to become successful?’  The children gave the answers, ‘Even if someone can’t walk, they can paint or write a book’; ‘They can be pop singers so long as their mouth isn’t disabled’. Children were then asked to discuss what they had noticed since the last lesson, which could either help or hinder a disabled person.  
We then looked at physical impairments of various successful artists – such as Claude Monet, Toulouse Lautrec, and Alison Lapper and the mental disability of Van Gogh. After some exercises where the children tried to do a simple drawing first with the hand they normally used, and then with their alternative hand, the children were amazed to see the art of Alison Lapper which she drew using a paintbrush in her mouth as she had no arms. When asked to pair and share to give their opinions about the sculpture of Alison Lapper in Trafalgar Square, ‘She might have a disability because she has no arms’; ‘She’s having a baby – having a baby is a beautiful thing’; ‘She has so many difficulties but she’s brave because she’s having a baby’; ‘She’s proud and she wants us to see more than her disability’. 
The children then discussed the self-portraits of Frida Kahlo, including Self-Portrait with Thorn Necklace, Thinking About Death, and The Two Fridas and were asked to pair and share what she felt like when she painted herself. ‘She had a hard life’; ‘She showed pain because she has a big cut in her back and nails all over her face’; ‘She’s been hurt’; ‘Her face has tears, no smile – she is sad’; ‘She is thinking about the pain she feels’. The two artists were compared; Alison Lapper lived her life seeing beauty in her disability, whereas Frida Kahlo was depressed by her disability and wanted her paintings to reflect this pain. Finally we discussed Van Gogh, whose vision of the world was changed by his emotional disability, and who painted what he saw.  ‘Starry Night’ was shown to the children and their task was to copy the painting, seeing the world as Van Gogh saw it.  Rather than paint the sky as a blue background, they should experience the surrealism of painting the sky in a series of swirls.  The children enjoyed recreating ‘Starry Night’ with excellent results. 

Looking at paintings by all three artists, the children were asked which art they liked best. Some of the children liked the beauty of Van Gogh’s painting, some liked Frida Kahlo’s because she didn’t hide her disability and how she felt about it, and some liked Alison Lapper’s work, because she was proud and independent and refused to have prosthetic limbs fitted.
At this stage we were half way through the unit and we wanted the children to now decide how they would like the unit to evolve by giving them choices.  The children enjoy art, and it is achieving the aims of helping them celebrate disabled people’s strengths and looking beyond their disability.  Having already done two art lessons we asked the children if they would like a further practical art lesson or if they would like to move on to a music or drama theme.  The children opted for another lesson in art with the last two sessions to consist of one drama session and one music session. We decided that the children would have a practical art session painting self portraits; exploring how people’s attitude to disability affects artists self image and how it impacts on their art. 
For the next lesson, we decided that, rather than use our original plan to ask the children to think of themselves as disabled, and paint from that perspective, we would give them a scenario of a young girl, Natalie, who had an accident and who had her legs amputated.  We made this decision because we thought 7 and 8 year olds might find it difficult to think of themselves in that position, but would have empathy for another child. At the beginning of the lesson we discussed Frida Kahlo’s life again, and looked at some of her self portraits, discussing how she was feeling when she painted them. Looking at a cropped age-appropriate version of The Broken Column we discussed why she would paint a column going up through her body, and one of the children remarked, ‘The spine holds together all other parts of the body. That’s what she sees in herself. She sees herself as a sad person who is really hurt. We see her as being disabled.’ Another child commented, ‘She is a good painter because she doesn’t hide her disability. She wanted people to know she was different from other people; that she was disabled.’ A picture of a cartoon drawing who we called Natalie was then shown on the whiteboard; for her recovery she was encouraged to paint. The question was asked, ‘How do you think she might paint herself if she were to do a self portrait? Why might she be angry?’ The children’s comments were: ‘Maybe when she wants to play, she can’t play’; ‘She can’t walk; with your legs you can go by transport. She doesn’t have legs so it is difficult for her to go anywhere without help.’; ‘She can’t have a snowball fight. That will make her feel sad.’; ‘Some people might not be nice to her and might make jokes.’ 

Thinking about how Frida Kahlo painted, the children were asked for ideas as to how Natalie might paint herself.  They were asked the following questions: T: How might Natalie draw herself? ‘We could draw her face first and draw tears coming down from her face.’ T: What about her body? ‘She could have a broken heart.’ ‘She might have stubs where her legs were and she could be pointing to where they used to be.’ ‘She could have nails in her legs.’ T: How else could you show pain differently? ‘She could paint herself in a cage, imprisoned.’ ‘You could draw her trying to reach something that she can’t reach’. We avoided giving the children too much information about what we might do, conscious of the fact that if they heard an idea from us they might seize it, and all the pictures would look the same! Having brainstormed the ideas with their class-mates, the children were sent back to their places where they were to paint Natalie using water-colours.  
The children then had a long session working on their portraits and they were fully engaged in their work.  They first drew their picture using a pencil, and then used the water colours afterwards. They were asked to put themselves in Natalie’s position and fully reflect what she was feeling in their paintings, also thinking about her mood might influence the colours they were using. The children produced thoughtful pictures and it was an excellent lesson.  Asking the children to talk about their pictures, and what they were feeling when they were drawing them we were given mature responses, beyond what one would ordinarily expect from 7 and 8 year old children.  I interviewed some of the children to ask them how their painting reflected what they were feeling when they drew the painting: 

‘I am thinking about how much pain she felt. She was locked inside. She felt tortured. Her heart got taken out and was locked in a box. She was trying to get it but she couldn’t because she was too weak. She can’t reach it without her strength, which is her heart.’ 

‘I had to think about how she would feel. She had no legs. She felt pain that she couldn’t walk. I painted her with nice clothes because her mum and dad care about her.’

‘I used black for how she felt. People normally see light in the day, but it looks like everything is dark to her.’ 

‘I have drawn a little girl in the background laughing at Natalie because she has no legs and he finds it funny. She is very brave to show herself in the picture with no legs.’ 

‘She didn’t want to hide her disability because when she looked in the mirror what she saw is her pride and broken heart. She felt very sad.’ 

‘She was very sad. She wanted to play with her friends.’

‘I painted how she felt after the operation. She started thinking she could walk but then she found out she couldn’t. The doctor gave her a wheelchair and everywhere she went she had to have a ramp or a lift. It made her sad. I used yellow to show she had been crying and red to show she was downhearted.’ 
The children are talking with much more maturity and knowledge about disability, than when we first began this unit.  It might be thought that this subject matter would be beyond the comprehension of such young children, but they have stunned us with their insight and made us realize that there is no age too young to make children more aware of the world around them, and to teach them to be good citizens.  Art seems to be a medium where this subject can be explored in depth and we have subsequently devoted three sessions out of the six to art. 
The fifth session in this unit was a music lesson. The children sat in a circle and looked at pictures of famous musicians that were disabled. They listened, with their eyes closed, to Beethoven’s 9th, and identified the instruments they could hear. They then learnt that Stevie Wonder was born too early before his eyes were developed, but to compensate for loss of sight his sense of hearing was even sharper. The next musician was Evelyn Gelnnie who lost her hearing when she was 12.  She wanted to go to a music college but was denied a place when they found out she was deaf. However, she didn’t take no for an answer as she was determined to go to the college, and she persuaded them to accept her. That same year other students with disabilities were able to audition to study at the music college. A clip of Sesame Street was played, where she talked and played instruments, including the dustbin. She was seen playing the vibraphone in a clip ‘How to listen to music with your own body’ and it was explained that she always took her shoes off to feel the vibrations coming from the instruments through the floor. The children removed their shoes and the teacher played notes of different instruments, asking the children where they were feeling the vibrations. They then used their hands to make a thunder sound, first by clapping their hands together, and then by banging the floor and identified where they felt the vibrations. On their tables there were various types of drums and the children were told to go to their tables and experiment with them – not only by banging, but by tapping, exerting various degrees of pressure on the outside as well as on the skin, and seeing how many different sounds they could make with one instrument. The focus was on identifying where they felt vibrations in their bodies, and after some exploration the children were asked this question. One child said, ‘Depending on the beat of what you’re doing, the vibrations can travel through your body’.  ‘I could feel high up sounds in my head, and banging lower down.’   Asked what they had learnt from the lesson, the children answered:

‘If you can’t hear, you can still feel the beat in different part of your body.’

‘It depends on how hard you make a beat, how strong the vibration is.’

 ‘If you have any kind of disability, you can still play music and feel music through your body.’

‘If you have a disability but you want to do something, you should stand up for yourself and don’t take ‘no’ for an answer.’ 

‘You must think ‘I’m going to do it’ no matter what.’ 

The final session of this unit was drama. The children were very excited to be exploring the topic of disability through this medium, as they very much enjoy role-play. They sat in a circle and the session began with a recap of what they know about disability:

‘Somebody who finds things harder to do that somebody else.’

‘You should never deny someone to do something just because they have a disability.’ 

‘Van Gogh had a disability and his art was special.’ 

The children were shown a slideshow of various famous people who are disabled, and were told a long list of other people who were disabled who accomplished outstanding things in their life time. They were then told that they were each going to be given a folded piece of paper and just one piece of paper, when opened, would have a cross on it. The child who opened that special piece of paper would play the role of a disabled child; somebody who had been non-disabled, but who had an accident and was now unable to walk. The pieces of paper represent a lottery and the children were made to think that some people are born disabled, and others are made disabled either through illness or an accident. Anybody can be disabled. They were told at this point not to open the paper, but to think about how they were feeling as they wondered if they were the one with the cross on the paper. Their feelings ranged from excited to scared because, as one child said, they ‘might make a mistake and might not know how to play the character.’ A child, Ellis, had the special piece of paper and the children were asked to describe Ellis. They described him as, ‘funny; great personality; kind; lovely smile; caring; clever; encouraging; thoughtful; and friendly’. They were then asked what people see when they see a disabled person, and it was concluded that rather than all the characteristics that Ellis was seen to have, the most prominent characteristic might be their disability and they might be judged on their disability, rather than seeing other features. Ellis was told to sit on a chair and the teacher came into the circle in the role of head teacher and said that Ellis had an accident and that he would be off school for a while.  When he returned he would be a in wheelchair because he had lost the use of his legs.  Children would be sent in pairs to visit Ellis and they were told to pair and share about what they might say when they saw him and how they would treat him.  When asked for ideas they said that he should be treated normally. Volunteers were then asked to go and visit Ellis. A pair of children were chosen and as they went to knock on the door to Ellis’s house, they were asked how they felt.  ‘Scared – I’m scared how I might act and that I might say the wrong thing. But I’m excited to see him because I haven’t seen him in a while.’ They went to see Ellis and asked him about his accident and how he was feeling. Another child suggested they should tell him, ‘I’m going to let you know that I’m not going to treat you any differently than I did before.’ 
Two other children were told they were going to take Ellis to a fast-food restaurant and when they get there, there will be a step they can’t get the wheelchair over. They will have to go inside to see the shopkeeper to ask for his help. The children leave Ellis at the entrance to the shop and go inside to see the shopkeeper. The teacher played the role of the shopkeeper and told the children, ‘I don’t have time to come and help you.  I’m too busy. We can’t have people like that here.’ The children tried to persuade the shopkeeper to help by saying that they were taking him out for the day and he was so looking forward to eating in the restaurant, but the shopkeeper did not change his mind and they had to leave. It was explained to the children that although we like to think of people as being kind, there are some people who do have the attitude that the shopkeeper held. Thinking about the qualities that Ellis was described as having, ‘friendly, helpful, encouraging’ it was sad that the shopkeeper didn’t respect any of these qualities in him and just referred to him as ‘that’. The children were asked how they felt when speaking to the shopkeeper: ‘Sad that he wouldn’t help’ ‘Frustrated – he should be fired’.  All the children were then asked what steps could they take if they ever encountered somebody like that shopkeeper? Some of the children said they would tell their parents, and some said they would tell the police. It was suggested by the teacher that they could write a letter to the local newspaper. The children were given paper and told that they should write a letter saying how they felt. Ellis was also asked how he felt when the shopkeeper wouldn’t help:

‘I felt that just because I have a disability they won’t let me in. I’m just the same as the shopkeeper and the other people but they think I’m different’. 

The children were then put into 3’s- one of them the friend, one the shopkeeper, and one the reporter. The child who was the reporter was told they had to interview the other two people and find out how they felt; to ask the shopkeeper why he acted in such an uncaring way, and what he should have said, and to ask the friend how they felt.  Three children were chosen to come up and share their interview with the class. The child who played the friend said, 
‘I was sad about my best friend because he’s disabled and the evil shopkeeper just said I’m too busy to help. I just needed a little bit of help. My friend is sad because he’s had an accident and he wanted a day out with his friends. I didn’t know there was no ramp. There should be a ramp or lift or something. Or there should be other people helping so if someone is disabled like Ellis, others can cook and do the work while the other man comes to help. It would make life so much easier if ramps were built.’ 

The shopkeeper said: ‘I can’t help it because I’m too busy. My boss told me to do something. I never grew up with disabled people so I’m not used to it. That’s why I don’t understand. I’m sorry but I don’t know how it feels. I was spoilt when I was young. I would have helped if I wasn’t so busy’. 

After the completion of the unit, we asked the children about the unit. They were unreservedly and unanimously enthusiastic about it.  They all said they felt they understood much more about disability and not to judge people by their disability, but by their strengths. A sample of comments were; ‘It is interesting to find out about someone that you’re not. And that you get to experience what it would feel like’ ; ‘I learnt that  lot of people find things harder than other people. It was a good experience’ ; ‘It is interesting to see what other people feel. You don’t know what they feel exactly. They might feel happy but you might think of them as feeling lonely and sad’; ‘If someone has a disability give them a chance because it’s not fair if they don’t get the same chance as everybody else’; ‘If you want to find out about someone’s life but you can’t live their life, you can ask questions about them to find out more’.
The children’s responses are their own words, unedited.  Their maturity and understanding of disabilities have progressed so much during these six lessons.  Their insightful responses, their art work and their ability to express themselves in their drama session have shown the impact this unit has had on their learning. When we started the unit we were rather worried about entering unknown territory, but this unit has been a learning experience for everybody.  Whatever lesson we have done, the children have been excited to see this unit on their timetable.  It has been an amazing experience and we have enjoyed going on the journey with the children. 

Finally, with the unit being completed and a scheme of work having been written, we presented the unit to the rest of the staff at our weekly staff meeting. We showed them a slideshow, incorporating what we the unit is about, and also gave them a sample of the children’s work. Everybody was impressed! After talking about the unit and what we wanted to achieve, we asked the staff for any input, whether they think they would be able to incorporate the unit into their timetable, and whether they had any suggestions for additional lessons. Suggestions were to have PHSE lessons about how disabled children are included in our school; to learn about what disabilities we have in our school; to learn more about autism. It was noted that one class who have an autistic child in it, have already had instruction in what autism is after one child commented: ‘Is it because you’re poor that you’re like that?’ It was stressed that beyond accepting what autism is, the children need to learn how to help people with autism and to be given skills to know what to do. It was contemplated that rather than have six one hour lessons, we might have an ‘Equality Week’ where we incorporated all the lessons in this unit into one week, with some additional lessons focussing on disability and p.e, reading books where children are disabled, and getting equipment that disabled people might use, such as Braille books, a wheelchair etc. All the staff were very enthusiastic, that this unit be incorporated in some way, into our medium term plans and begun in KS1 in order for children from a very young age to view disability in a positive light and to see the person rather than the disability.  Participation in this project has been an amazing experience for everybody involved. Thank you! 
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