St Matthias CoE Primary  Year 1, Hackney

St Matthias Church of England is a primary school situated on Wordsworth Road in Hackney.  The class we are working with a very young year one class of children who are between five and six years old.  The school is 95% Afro-Caribbean and 50% free school meals.    

I am a Key Stage One teacher who has always made a conscience effort to include disability equality into my lessons as a part of the hidden curriculum, as I felt it was never practiced enough in my school, whilst I was growing up in South Africa.  I was saddened to find out that many teachers here in the UK, still do not teach, challenge or plan to include disability equality in their classes.  This needs to change. 
When given this assignment, I began by consciously including disability equality into each of our daily lessons, whilst following the National Curriculum and found that it lends itself to many, if not all, of the subject areas.  It is an integral part of the curriculum that should be included in every class globally.  This is not a subject that should be confined solely to PSHE lessons and should definitely not only be taught in the classrooms, but rather as a whole school culture which should automatically be carried out onto the playground and then hopefully into their homes.
What we did

Our class looked at growth and the senses in science, which worked perfectly and helped us explore the barriers that people with sight and hearing disabilities would face.  It also led naturally to opportunities to discuss how people with disabilities overcome their daily challenges.  This became the focus of our science lessons - that we all have obstacles to face and it’s not what we face, but how we overcome them that really matters.  We used liquid indicators, Braille books, canes, colour buttons and learned a few words and songs signs in British Sign Language (BSL).  
In Literacy we looked at challenging stereotypes of traditional stories and the children were really surprised at how easy it would be to rewrite these fairy tales so as to be sensitive to the needs of everyone and be aware of how everyone is different, but equal and that no one deserves to be discriminated against, no matter what their circumstance.  This in turn, became the focus of most of our lessons. We read Seal Surfer and the Boy Who Grew Flowers both of which have disabled children as main characters and did art work based on these. 
PE we looked at how we travelled and how we moved in different ways.  This was easy to include disability equality as we would normally look at the different ways in which we move, example, skip, crawl, jump etc.  We had many discussions about how not everyone moves in the same way.  Consider people who have trouble walking, or who are blind and struggle to see where they are going. How would this affect the way they move and how could we make this easier to move around?  We discussed canes, crutches and wheelchairs.  The children naturally extended this topic to look at accessibility and ramps for wheelchair users.  We mapped out the school and went on walks, identifying easy access for everyone around the school and local area.  
This worked well with the geography curriculum and topic of Local Areas and Mapping.  Even though I had planned meticulously I found the children naturally came up with ideas for “next steps” and during the term they began to take control of their own learning, directing it toward including disability equality in every lesson.  
We are continuing this work on equality and including it in our new International Primary Curriculum (IPC).  It seems to be just as easy to integrate into the IPC as it is the National Curriculum which proves that disability equality can and should be taught through any curriculum.  

Our topic this term was the circus which provided great links to disability equality.  The international and history topics allowed us to challenge the origins of the circus and the cruelty of “freak shows” and humour directed at disability and difference.  
Outcomes

Disability equality became the common thread between all the subjects that helped us integrate all our lessons.  The children began to challenge stereotypical pictures, posters and books that are entrenched in many classrooms around the world.  We slowly began changing all the posters and displays in our class and had many discussions about why the firemen were boys, why the girls were in pink, why everyone’s body was in perfect proportion in the pictures, why no one had glasses on, why the girls had long hair and looked like princesses, why none of the children in the books wore hearing aides?  The children began to challenge it all independently after just one lesson.  They realized that in real life, everyone was different.  One little boy even asked how we could make his Bearded Dragon’s cage more accessible for it, as his pet lizard was born without a back leg and he had difficulty climbing in and out.  Another little girl came in one morning asking how someone in a wheelchair would get on the bus, because she found it difficult lifting her bicycle and she has the use of all her limbs.  I had to explain about the ramps busses in London have.  She was unaware of this at the time, but was beginning to question fairness and equality and beginning to think more independently and more critically about situations. These are just small examples but it shows that in these few lessons that have been taught already, we have managed to plant a seed and hopefully, if nurtured, they will grown into more aware and empathetic adults.  
The class have shown empathy for others by creating anti-bullying posters and role playing fairness and equality on the playground.  We have included disability equality in our new half term plans and it has already begun making an impact on other children across the key stage. Our next plan is to target the playground and ensure that what we are teaching in class is being acted upon in the playground as this is usually a problem area in many schools.  We will continue to model and role-play positive, equal and inclusive play.  The children in my class have decided to make it one of our class rules that everyone is to be treated equally and with respect.    It is now our class motto that “we are all different, but equal” and we encourage every other class in the United Kingdom to do the same!  
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