Early-Years Inclusion Training

Colin Newton and Laura (Mole) Chapman – Thursday 11th March

Keynote: 

WELCOME AND LISTENING 
A positive and friendly welcome from early-years settings is fundamental for families and young disabled children. It is vital for the adults working in these places to realise that a welcoming environment is crucial in enabling all children to feel included. The importance of this is exemplified by the first part of principles of early-years education:  Practitioners should ensure that all children feel included, secure and valued.

Nevertheless, many parents of disabled children are already feeling, at this early stage, isolated and wary of the attitudes their disabled child might face when joining a nursery or playgroup. Most have already had to deal with many negative attitudes towards disabled people, in their own lives, and when dealing with the doctors and specialists who deal with their children's impairments. 
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The Second Key:

The Long view
As adults, we forget that the messages that we received about ourselves when we were very young were accepted without challenge. These ideas became our truths, and it is very seldom that we are able to challenge them in our adult life. Yet, many young children are faced with positive messages about their difference. Society’s ideas and assumptions about disability, and other diversity issues, will be remembered and acted upon by the young who have been exposed to them for years to come. For this reason non-disabled practitioners need to hear a different message, that of disabled adults. This understanding is positive and challenging about their place as disabled people in the world today. It is this thinking in term of The Long View impact, disability equality, medical and social model thinking, that will prevent practitioners making similar mistakes to those that have previously impacted on so many lives. 
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The third Key:

It is about celebrating diversity in play and learning styles
It is important for all practitioners to get in touch with their own knowledge, by exploring adults’ learning and play memories.  It is only by recognising that we all have different ways of enjoying play when we were young, and as adults, that we can appreciate that all children need diversity in their own play. Play is intrinsically worthwhile – it is neither work nor therapy. In a similar way when we grow up, we find out our different ways of learning, and what helps us to participate well in the learning process.  It is good to acknowledge that it is our experience as human beings that give us the understanding of what a child might need to enjoy play or learning well. Why do we look for experts to do the jobs we are qualified and experienced in when it comes to the needs of disabled children? 

Workshops:
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The fourth key: 

Locating gifts: capacity building and reasonable adjustment!
Practitioners need to walk the walk; their acceptance and celebration of diversity will be learnt by the young if it is evident. We imitate those we like!  Views on disability need to be challenged and reframed in a positive way. This is an active process, it is not just a policy that is kept at the back of a cupboard in a plush file. We need to be doing something for Inclusion to happen. We can start by looking for each child’s gifts*, not their deficits!  This will build self-esteem. As the aims of the foundation stage points out:

Personal, social and emotional well-being: in particular by supporting the transition to and between settings, promoting an inclusive ethos and providing opportunities for each child to become a valued member of that group and community so that a strong self-image and self-esteem are promoted; From Curriculum Guidance for the Foundation Stage May 2000

By viewing disabled children as capable individuals who can be proud of their differences, and work to their strengths, we enable them to flourish. It is thanks to these differences that children will later be of value to their community; A community that will understand the benefit of acknowledging their gifts. Similarly to other diversity studies, such as looking at the differences between the sexes, it is only when women have been accepted for their uniqueness, that they strengths have been recognised. In the same way as we have gained from not comparing women to men, we must not compare disabled children to non-disabled children, but we should look at why disabled children are unique, and the gifts they bring because of this uniqueness
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The fifth key:

Intentional Building of Relationships
It is within the context of all young children’s need for relationships, their circle of friends, that we can build an inclusive environment. Inclusion means taking an active role in developing strategies such as creating a Circle of Friends* around a disabled young person who might feel isolated. A sense of belonging that can only come about when we are fully participating with others. If disabled children begin their life’s with a different set of rules, even if they are integrated in the same space as other children, these different rules will have a consequence and later in life. The divide is rarely breached, and more often than not it grows, not only physically, but certainly this divide is felt as isolation that is damaging emotionally. 

Understanding the value of these Keys gives practitioners a clear goal to aim for in terms of practice change in their settings. Inclusion does not just happen, it is a path that has be worked out. Priorities that may seem fuzzy and unclear take on new significance, as a people discover the impact they make can create a huge difference, by changing their perceptions of disability. YOU have a role to play, YOU are important!!

