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Foreword 

SUE BOTT, HEAD OF POLICY AND RESEARCH, DISABILITY RIGHTS UK 

I have been a disabled 

person from birth and have 

experienced first-hand the 

special education system.  

In the 1960s it was all about 

segregation and a system 

that worked against 

disabled young people being able to achieve 

anything.  

I was lucky that my parents fought for me to 

attend the only special school for visually 

impaired kids where you could take exams and 

aim for university. Even so it was assumed we 

would take longer and therefore we were all 

two years behind our able-bodied peers. There 

was little interaction with the able-bodied 

world and certainly no interaction with 

disabled adults. When I eventually made it to 

university I met a student who had gone to 

the able-bodied school next door. He 

confessed he and his mates used to move as 

far away as they could if they saw us going 

into town on the bus. 

So surely today things have improved? 

Unfortunately, what this research shows is 

that not that much has changed. Yes, more 

disabled children are educated in mainstream 

schools, but their experience is not all that 

different from what I experienced. 

The research shows that SEND pupils do not 

consider themselves to be disabled not from 

the belief that disability is somehow no longer 

relevant but because of their negative feelings 

towards disability generally. 

This accords very well with how I felt as a 

child. At my school I’m ashamed to say we 

had a hierarchy – visually impaired at the top, 

wheelchair users in the middle, and those with 

other impairments at the bottom. I had 

notions of waking up one day with perfect 

vision and therefore able to join the elite able-

bodied and leave my special school. And yes, 

we went in for bullying too. 

This research should be a wake-up call or else 

we find yet another generation of disabled 

young people experiencing the same negative 

attitudes and behaviours. It’s only when you 

can accept yourself as who you are, a valued 

disabled person, that progress can be made. 

Then you can stop apologising for yourself  

and rejecting the support that helps with 

everyday life. 

This research should be a wake-up call or 

else we find yet another generation of 

disabled young people experiencing the 

same negative attitudes and behaviours. 

We need disability to be understood and a 

valued part of the school environment. We 

need more interaction between all young 

people, and we need young disabled people to 

have the opportunity to draw support from 

disabled adults. If we fail to have an education 

system that is truly inclusive of disabled young 

people, that values disabled young people for 

who they are, and enables disabled people to 

reach their full potential then our efforts to 

realise the human, social and economic rights 

of disabled people will always be limited. 
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Executive Summary 

This report describes the findings from a series of focus groups with young people within 

and without special educational needs and disabilities (SEND), conducted by researchers 

from Disability Rights UK and LKMco. It provides insights into the school experience of 

young people with SEND, and the attitudes that disabled and non-disabled young 

people have about people with disabilities. 

KEY FINDINGS 

Most pupils, regardless of school type or SEND 

status, saw themselves as mostly different 

from disabled people. Pupils with and without 

SEND were similar in their self-descriptions, 

interests and views of education. 

 Few pupils with SEND identified themselves 

as disabled or described themselves by 

referring to a disability or impairment, and 

most viewed themselves as distinct from 

disabled people. 

 Most pupils we spoke to with and without 

SEND defined disability by the use of aids, 

particularly wheelchairs. 

 Pupils with SEND who received extra 

support or reasonable adjustments were 

not sure why they received them and what 

they were for. 

Pupils with SEND described being bullied and 

socially excluded within their school, and 

having relatively few friends. Pupils without 

SEND expressed neutral-to-positive attitudes 

about disabled people, but were not friends 

with disabled people. 

 Pupils with SEND in mainstream schools 

were largely excluded from the larger 

social networks in their schools. 

 Pupils with SEND want their schools to be 

more proactive in facilitating their social 

and educational inclusion and reducing 

bullying. 

 SEND pupils in mainstream schools would 

spontaneously describe specific incidents 

or forms of bullying they had experienced 

 SEND pupils in special schools talked about 

being victims of bullying or witnessing 

bullying, but did not always describe this 

clearly. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

ISSUE ACTIONS 

Bullying and social 

inclusion 

School leaders should: 

• Encourage more active interventions by teachers to address 

bullying and social exclusion in the classroom, and promote 

inclusive classroom environments. 

• Support pupils, particularly pupils with SEND, to develop personal 

skills and coping mechanisms to mitigate the impact of bullying. 

 The Department for Education should: 

• Develop SEND-specific anti-bullying practice guidance. 

Young people’s 

awareness of 

disability 

School leaders should: 

• Foster greater openness about SEND and disability in the school, 

and support pupils with SEND to understand their own disability. 

• Involve local disabled people’s organisations in the delivery of 

PSHE lessons on disability.  

 The Department for Education should: 

• Establish a minimum inclusion standard for disability awareness 

in the PSHE curriculum, and encourage schools to work with 

local disabled people’s organisations to deliver that curriculum.  

 Disabled people’s organisations should: 

• Engage with schools, multi-academy trusts and local authorities 

to co-develop and co-deliver PSHE curriculums on disability.  

• Create in-school programmes to mentor pupils with disabilities. 
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1 Introduction 

This report explores young disabled people’s educational experiences, as well as young 

people’s attitudes towards disability and disabled people. The findings in this report 

provide a vital insight into the school experience of young people with special 

educational needs and disabilities (SEND).  

We found that pupils with SEND want schools 

to do more to support both social and 

educational inclusion and reduce bullying. 

Young people with SEND did not identify as 

disabled, in some cases disavowing any 

similarities with disabled people they knew, 

and were reluctant to discuss their disability, 

or link their disability to the support and 

adjustments they received in class (which they 

were more open about).  

Young people without SEND had largely positive 

views about disabled people in general, but 

their peers with disability were just “other 

people in school”, rather than friends. 

The aim of this research is to help education 

practitioners and policymakers better 

understand how they can support young 

disabled people and improve attitudes 

towards disabled people in school, and to let 

the experience of young disabled people guide 

that process. 

1.1 BACKGROUND 

There has been little research on the views of 

disabled children about their own disability or 

disabilities more generally. Existing research 

has often been conducted in the home, rather 

than in school (e.g. Connors & Stalker, 2007; 

Garth & Aroni, 2003), and research in school 

settings has not featured a non-disabled 

comparator group (e.g. Davis & Watson, 2001). 

There is some research on how non-disabled 

children see their disabled peers at school, 

although the ways in which attitudes are 

defined and measured differ greatly between 

different studies, and research post-2010 is 

lacking, particularly in the UK (research from 

other countries includes Bossaert, Colpin, Pijl, & 

Petry, 2011 on attitudes in Belgium; Bossaert, 

de Boer, Frostad, Pijl, & Petry, 2015 on 

attitudes in Belgium, the Netherlands and 

Norway; a systematic review of mostly 

American research by de Boer, Pijl, & Minnaert, 

2012; de Laat, Freriksen, & Vervloed, 2013 

from the Netherlands; Yu, Ostrosky, & Fowler, 

2012 with highlights from American studies). 

This research is largely survey-based, and non-

disabled children typically report neutral-to-

positive attitudes about their disabled peers. 

There is likewise a substantial body of personal 

writing by disabled adults reflecting on their 

time at school. While useful, and at its best is 

both insightful and emotionally powerful, a 

writer (or other form of artist) recalling their 

time at school decades after they left has to 

contend with both the fog of memory and a 

changes in education policy and practice. 

Recent research indicates that disabled 

children are more likely to be victims of 

bullying (Chatzitheochari, Parsons, & Platt, 

2016) and be less socially popular than their 

non-disabled peers (Hodkinson, 2007), 

suggesting that the positive-to-neutral 

attitudes about disability and inclusion 

expressed by young people in surveys are not 

translated into everyday social interactions at 

school. 

We hope this report will help to fill in some of 

the gaps in existing research, providing 

insights into how disabled and non-disabled 

children think about disability, and suggesting 

ways for teachers, policy makers and disabled 

people’s organisations to improve attitudes to 

disability amongst children and young people.  
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2 Methodology 

Researchers from Disability Rights UK and LKMco conducted focus groups with young 

people with and without Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND), aged 

roughly 12–14, across England during the autumn and spring terms of the 2018-19 

school year.  

The focus groups asked about pupil’s sense of 

self, their experiences at school, what they 

think of their peers and classmates, and their 

views on disability and disabled people.  

The focus groups took place in both 

mainstream and special schools. We 

conducted eleven focus groups with three to 

four pupils per group. Pupils were asked 

questions that required a mixture of verbal 

responses and pictorial activities.  

For a full discussion of the research 

methodology, including the ethical tools 

used and the sampling method, see 

Appendix 1. 

2.1 PROJECT AIMS AND RESEARCH 
QUESTIONS 

This report explores three key research 

questions: 

1. What attitudes do disabled children hold 

about themselves and their disability?  

a. How do disabled young people think of 

themselves? 

b. How, if at all, do they feel their impairment 

affects their life?  

c. How do disabled children feel they are 

treated in school? 

d. How would disabled children like to be 

treated in school? 

2. What attitudes do disabled children hold 

about other disabled children? 

a. How do they view other disabled children 

with the same or similar disabilities? 

b. How do they view children with different 

disabilities from them? 

3. What attitudes do non-disabled pupils 

hold about their disabled classmates/ 

disabled people/disability in general? 

a. What do non-disabled children think about 

their disabled peers? 

b. How do non-disabled children feel they 

typically treat their disabled peers?  

c. What are non-disabled children’s 

experiences of working with their disabled 

peers in school? 

d. What are non-disabled children’s 

experiences of socialising with their 

disabled peers in school? 

2.2 STEERING GROUP 

Five disabled young people participated in a 

round-table discussion on the issues affecting 

them, and reviewed our proposed questions 

and activities. For example, based on feedback 

from the steering group we revised our 

research to include questions about pupils’ 

social status in their school. 

2.3 PARTICIPANTS 

Participants included: 

 13 SEND pupils in mainstream schools 

 15 SEND pupils in special schools 

 14 non-SEND pupils in mainstream schools  

2.4 ANALYSIS 

Focus groups were recorded and transcribed 

and coded using Dedoose.  

For a full list of the codes used (and 

themes identified), please see Appendix 2. 
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2.5 ETHICS 

The voices and experiences of young people 

were central to our research approach and 

informed our methods.  

The Disability Research on Independent Living 

and Learning (DRILL) programme which 

funded this research project was set up to 

support research that makes the views, 

experiences and priorities of disabled people 

central to that research.  

The DRILL ethics committee provided ethical 

oversight and approval for this project.  

We sought consent from schools, the parents 

of the young people who participated in focus 

groups, and the young people themselves.  

We used a visual aid, a “research journey 

map” developed by Kate Bowen-Viner from 

LKMco for this project, to walk participants 

through the research process and show why 

we wanted to speak to them and what we 

would do with the information they told us.  

The research journey map and the other 

consent tools we used are available in 

Appendix 3.  
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3 What attitudes do disabled children hold about 
themselves and their disability?

SUMMARY 

• The young people with SEND we spoke to did not identify themselves as disabled to us, or 

talk about their disabilities when describing themselves 

• The young people with SEND we spoke to tended to emphasise personality traits, hobbies 

and non-academic interests when defining themselves 

• Most of the young people with SEND we spoke to described being bullied and socially 

excluded at school 

• They tended to describe their friendship group at school as small or non-existent  

• Many of the young people with SEND we spoke to appeared unaware of the specifics of 

their disability or why they were receiving the support and reasonable accommodations 

they did 

3.1 HOW DO DISABLED YOUNG PEOPLE THINK OF THEMSELVES? 

SEND pupils in mainstream schools 

People, including parents and teachers, often 

define young disabled people by their 

disabilities (Connors & Stalker, 2007). However, 

young disabled people themselves do not 

necessarily find their disability a particularly 

interesting part of themselves. 

 Previous research exploring young disabled 

people’s experience of disability, such as 

projects by Connors and Stalker (2007) and 

Priestley, Corker, & Watson (1999), found that 

for at least some young disabled people their 

disability was “not a ‘big deal’“ and that given 

the chance they would not get rid of their 

disability (Connors & Stalker, 2007, p. 25). 

Resonating with previous research (Connors & 

Stalker, 2007; Priestley et al., 1999), SEND 

pupils in mainstream schools did not directly 

refer to their disability when asked to talk 

about themselves, and rarely included it in 

their drawing or writing.  

When describing themselves, they 

emphasised: 

 Their interests and hobbies 

 Personality traits that they thought made 

them stand out 

 School subjects they did well in 

Most disabled children have their disability 

from birth or from a very young age. Thus, 

their experience of being disabled is the only 

way of being in the world that they know, 

making it their default way of being, rather 

than a new and possibly alien experience; for 

many disabled children their impairment feels 

natural and “normal”. Literature on disabled 

children’s identity suggests other strands of 

their identity are more important, provided 

they are receiving sufficient support or 

adjustment (Priestley, 1998), and our findings 

were consistent with that literature. 
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Disability disclosure 

Previous research has found that some 

children with invisible disabilities would 

categorically not describe themselves as 

disabled (Priestley et al., 1999; Watson et al., 

2001), an option that children with visible 

disabilities or aids cannot exercise. For 

example, one pupil with SEND when asked 

about what made them stand out replied 

“hearing aids”, referring to a disability aid they 

felt self-conscious about, but not their 

disability itself. This suggests they were 

frustrated at how their hearing aids reveal the 

fact of their hearing impairment to other 

people, rather than letting them decide who 

they did or did not tell about their hearing 

impairment. As Lingsom describes, “[p]ersons 

with visible impairments are routinely met 

with preconceived notions others entertain of 

them by virtue of seeing a sign of impairment” 

(2008, p. 3).  

Research on disability disclosure has focused 

on employment and post-secondary 

education settings, but indicates that privacy 

and control can motivate non-disclosure for 

many disabled people (Brohan et al., 2012) 

and there is no reason to believe that young 

disabled people think any differently.  

A hearing impairment is effectively invisible, 

and can even be hidden from others through 

lipreading, but a hearing aid is a visual marker 

of impairment and of being different from 

most of one’s peers. While people with 

invisible disabilities can choose to reveal or 

mask their disability, those with visible 

disabilities lack that agency and control 

(Lingsom, 2008; Valeras, 2010). Stigma about 

disability can act as a barrier to social 

interaction between disabled and non-

disabled people (Shakespeare, 2014, p. 199), 

and disability aids can prompt that stigma.  

  

Figure 1 - A self portrait of a SEND pupil in a mainstream school. Note the list of things they are good at on the left of the image, and 

the things they need help with on the right. This pupil only listed school subjects as things they are good at. 
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As we found in our research, and in line with 

existing literature (for example see Watson, 

2002), many disabled people, including those 

with visible disabilities, do not necessarily think 

of themselves as disabled.  

Self-description 

As with non-SEND pupils (see page 15), SEND 

pupils tended to define themselves by their 

interests and strengths, or by personality 

traits. When defining themselves by 

personality traits, some SEND participants 

described themselves as “annoying”, “lazy” or 

“unique”, amongst other terms, often using an 

ironic tone of voice to do so.  

These may be indirect references to their 

disability, using gallows humour to maintain a 

degree of levity about something that they 

may be frustrated by or experience bullying 

because of. A search of the literature did not 

reveal other examples of disabled people using 

the same terms to describe themselves, but 

“unique” is a synonym for “special” (Merriam-

Webster Thesaurus, 2019; OED Online, 2019), 

one of the most widely used euphemisms for 

disability. Other descriptors used by pupils with 

SEND appear synonymous to words like 

“crippled” or “queer”, which have negative 

connotations and have been “reclaimed” as 

positive identities (Garland‐Thomson, 2005; 

Mairs, 1986).  

The use of phrases like “annoying” or “lazy” 

indicates that some pupils with SEND could 

have a sense of humour about their disability, 

even if they are unclear what exactly their 

disability is. There is minimal literature on 

disability and humour, although Rieger (2015) 

found that disabled children had a sense of 

humour about their own disabilities.  

Talking about their disability in a self-

deprecating manner could indicate a lack of 

personal clarity around their disability, a 

defensive technique to avoid being judged or 

stigmatised, an attempt at humour, or 

combinations thereof, fitting within the 

Figure 2 - A self portrait of a SEND pupil in a mainstream school. 
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categories of disability humour identified by 

Burbach & Babbit (1993). A statement like “I 

know I’m annoying” suggests pride at being 

annoying, it is what they and other people 

notice about themselves. 

Other SEND pupils focused on things they 

enjoyed, particularly things they thought they 

excelled at (see below). They discussed their 

creative, artistic or athletic skills, while a 

minority mentioned one or more academic 

subjects that they thought they were good at.  

Some of the ways participants described themselves: 

A bit weird, not very clever 

I know I’m annoying, you don’t have to say. 

I’m unique in any way possible and if I put my mind to it, I will achieve what I wish. 

I’m good at being lazy, playing games. I’m good at being happy 

I’m quite creative and have a bit of imagination with it all. 

I’m a good goal keeper and I’m good at English 

I’m quite musical, and I like acting 

I’m good at science, PE, drama, art, music and technology 

I also have scuba diving qualifications 

The emphasis for most SEND pupils in 

mainstream schools was on positives – the 

activities and interests they enjoyed and that 

they were good at. Disability was almost never 

mentioned as something that made them 

stand out from their peers. This reflected 

Priestley’s (1998) argument that other 

demographic factors are more important than 

disability for disabled children in an accessible 

environment with sufficient support.  

Participants also did not discuss their gender, 

ethnicity, age, sexuality, etc, suggesting that 

for SEND pupils disability, like other 

demographic characteristics, is immutable and 

therefore not worth discussing. For example, 

previous research in Spain (Sedano, 2012) and 

the UK (Iqbal, Neal, & Vincent, 2017) found 

that while children were capable of 

recognising others as having the same or 

different racial background to themselves, this 

was not given the same importance as shared 

interests when selecting social groups.  

As discussed above (see on page 10), some 

young people with SEND do not consider their 

disability particularly important, and so when 

meeting a stranger – even one who has 

explicitly come to their school to ask them 

about disability – they prefer to talk about 

other aspects of their life. Education policy 

makers and practitioners should aim at 

naturalising and normalising support and 

accommodation for pupils with SEND, both for 

those pupils and for pupils without SEND.  

While disabled pupils may not think their 

disability to be particularly important when 

selecting social groups, the experience of 

social inclusion and bullying at school found in 

our research and in the wider literature (see 

page 17) indicates that their non-disabled 

peers may be influenced by disability when 

selecting social groups.  
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SEND pupils in special schools 

Like their counterparts in mainstream schools 

(see page 10), SEND pupils in special schools 

defined themselves largely on the basis of 

personality traits and their particular interests. 

Compared to their counterparts in mainstream 

schools, few SEND pupils in special schools had 

particularly negative views of their own 

personality, although several did refer to 

themselves as lazy: 

Lazy… I can sleep all day if I want to 

SEND pupil in special school  

In contrast to SEND pupils in mainstream 

schools, pupils in special schools were more 

likely to place emphasis on their kindness, how 

they like to help others, and how being helpful 

and supportive to their peers was a core part 

of their sense of self. Even potentially 

disruptive behaviour such as joking around in 

class was presented by participants as a 

positive contribution that other people could 

enjoy: 

I always joke around and make 
everybody laugh 

SEND pupil in special school  

The reason for the greater centrality of being 

helpful and kind to the self-perception of 

pupils in special schools is unclear. It could be 

the result of the differing curriculum in special 

schools, where pupil’s greater support needs 

often mean an emphasis on social interaction 

and other soft skills, in place of more 

traditional academic or vocational subjects 

(Imray & Hinchcliffe, 2012; Lacey & Scull, 

2015). It could also be the result of the way 

special schools are organised, with pupils 

spending all day together in small classes 

instead of going to different classes with 

different peers (Lacey & Scull, 2015). In that 

situation, being friendly, helpful and likeable is 

particularly important; if your peers in one 

class do not like you that is much less of an 

issue than if you spend all day at school in a 

class with people you do not get on with. 

Basically, I’m funny, kind and helpful. 

I like helping people calm down, keep 
calm 

So basically, if somebody else got into 
their own predicament I would kindly 
help them 

SEND pupils in special school 

  

Figure 3 - A self portrait of a SEND pupil in a special school. 
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Whilst not generalisable, these findings 

highlight the potentially important role school 

environments play in shaping young people’s 

identities and sense of self, a topic of 

increasing consideration for researchers and 

policymakers (Kaplan & Flum, 2012). They also 

indicate some differences in how different 

pedagogical approaches can influence what 

young people see as important traits to 

cultivate in themselves. 

SEND pupils in special schools were distinctive 

from SEND pupils in mainstream schools, as 

well as non-SEND pupils, in their greater 

emphasis on helping others, being calm and 

being kind, as central to their identity. The 

distinction between SEND pupils in special 

schools and all pupils in mainstream schools in 

this report is generally much greater than that 

between SEND and non-SEND pupils in 

mainstream schools. This may in part be 

because SEND pupils in special schools tend to 

have higher support needs than those in 

mainstream schools,1 but practitioners, 

families and young disabled people 

themselves should be sensitive to the impact – 

                                                

1 EHCPs and SEND statements indicate higher support needs than pupils receiving SEND support without a statement or 

EHCP. 98% of pupils in special schools in England in 2017-18 had an EHCP or statement, compared to 11% of pupils 

with SEND in mainstream schools (Department for Education, 2018). 

both positive and negative – of different school 

settings on identity formation when making 

decisions.  

SEND pupils in special schools did not describe 

themselves through references to academic 

subjects (only raising subjects they liked or 

disliked when asked about things they liked or 

disliked at school), while at some pupils in 

mainstream schools described themselves  

by referencing subjects they felt they were 

strong in. 

Non-SEND pupils 

Some non-SEND pupils also described 

themselves as “weird” or “strange”, using 

similar terms to some of their peers with SEND. 

They described themselves as such with 

confidence, as a matter of pride. The self-

assuredness that some non-SEND pupils 

expressed in their “weirdness” can be 

contrasted with those SEND pupils in 

mainstream schools who used similar 

language to describe themselves, but did so 

with more self-deprecating or ironic humour, 

rather than a point of pride. 

Figure 4 - A self portrait of a non-SEND pupil in a mainstream school. 



3: ATTITUDES: DISABLED CHILDREN AND THEIR DISABILITY 

Special or Unique – Young People’s Attitudes to Disability 16 

I’m strange 

I’m weird 

I’m the complainer of the group, the 
drama queen and complainer. 

Non-SEND pupils in mainstream school 

SEND and non-SEND pupils in mainstream 

schools were otherwise similar in how they 

talked about themselves, tending to 

emphasise their personalities and non-

academic interests over school subjects they 

excelled in. Policy and practice guidance for 

SEND pupils emphasises the differences 

between SEND and non-SEND pupils, but  

there were far more similarities than 

differences between the self-descriptions of 

SEND and non-SEND pupils. Likewise, SEND 

pupils in both special and mainstream schools 

described themselves in a wide variety of 

ways, while in policy they are often treated as 

a homogenous group. 

 

3.2 HOW – IF AT ALL – DO THEY FEEL THEIR IMPAIRMENT AFFECTS THEIR LIFE? 

SEND pupils in mainstream schools 

Not every SEND pupil described their 

impairment as having either a positive or 

negative impact on their life. Pupils with SEND 

who did describe the impact of their 

impairment did so in one of two ways:  

 either through discussing the support they 

received in class and other reasonable 

adjustments at school, and/or  

 through bullying, which in some cases was 

linked to their impairment. 

Pupils with SEND who received extra help were 

able to describe that help, but tended to be 

unclear about why they received it. They rarely 

linked it to specific impairments or needs, and 

were sometimes self-deprecating in their 

explanations for why they received support, 

describing themselves as getting help from 

teaching assistants because they are lazy:  

Like, I only have like a couple more 
times tables to learn because I’m too 
lazy to learn them, so I get TAs to 
help me. 

SEND pupil in mainstream school  

Pupils with SEND stating they get assistance 

from a TA because of laziness is possible a 

cause for concern. It may be a kind of ironic 

humour (see page 12 for a discussion of this 

type of humour), or the result of feeling 

uncomfortable talking about support needs 

and the reasons for them, particularly in front 

of their peers and/or to someone they haven’t 

met before, but pupils with SEND may be 

genuinely unaware why they receive extra 

assistance that most of their classmates do 

not. This is in line with recent research in 

England found that majority of young people 

with Education Health and Care Plans (EHCPs) 

interviewed were unaware that they had a 

support plan, and if they did know they had an 

EHCP were often unaware of its contents 

(Franklin, Brady, & Durell, 2018, p. 14). This 

could leave pupils unable to advocate for 

themselves, knowing what kind of assistance 

they need if they transfer schools or progress 

to college or university, and make it difficult  

to set up reasonable adjustments at work in 

the future.  

Well I used to get help in maths, which 
was good. I don’t really anymore, but, 
cause I can’t see very well they do 
allow me to leave for lunch five 
minutes early and get the bus home 
from school five minutes early which is 
helpful. And also if say I did need 
some help in a subject I could just ask 
them which is good. 

SEND pupil in mainstream school 

In the quote above, the pupil links a 

reasonable adjustment – leaving class five 
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minutes early – with their particularly 

disability. They did not elaborate on why they 

no longer receive help in maths, although they 

were, like most SEND pupils in mainstream 

schools, aware of who they could ask if they 

needed extra help in class. However the 

disconnect between their disability and 

reasonable adjustments described by many 

SEND pupils suggests that they might have 

difficulty identifying what they could get help 

for, or what help is even possible. Supporting 

pupils with SEND to better understand their 

disability and the reasonable adjustments and 

support they can access could lead to better 

academic outcomes and better prepare them 

for life with their disability. This could take 

many forms, depending on each pupil’s needs, 

but helping pupils to understand their disability 

at a young age will have a positive impact in 

both the short and long terms. 

SEND pupils in special schools 

SEND pupils in special schools did not 

understand the idea of getting “extra” help or 

support in class. As special schools group 

pupils by age, ability and support needs, 

receiving TA assistance or using special 

equipment doesn’t stand out when everyone 

in the class receives something similar.  

Some SEND pupils in special schools were 

aware of their impairment insofar as it 

affected their ability to walk, but otherwise 

they did not discuss explicitly or implicitly the 

impact of their impairment on day-to-day 

activities or their life more generally. Like some 

of their peers with SEND in mainstream 

schools, many SEND pupils in special schools 

may not have been aware of the exact nature 

of their disability.  

We’re disabled because we can’t walk. 

SEND pupil in special school  

Other SEND pupils in special schools did not 

think of themselves as disabled because they 

could walk. Reflecting Priestley et al’s. (1999) 

findings, SEND pupils in special schools tended 

to define disability by the use of assistance 

aids such as wheelchairs or communication 

devices. As the wheelchair symbol is in 

widespread use as a universal marker of 

disability it is unsurprising that young people 

with SEND, as well as young people without 

SEND, would gravitate to wheelchairs as the 

key indicator of whether or not a person was 

disabled. This may also reflect the lack of 

information that young people with SEND are 

given about their own disability. 

3.3 HOW DO DISABLED CHILDREN FEEL THEY ARE TREATED IN SCHOOL? 

SEND pupils in mainstream schools 

SEND pupils in mainstream schools were more 

likely than their non-SEND peers to describe 

themselves as having a small social group at 

school, reflecting research that found that 

SEND pupils in mainstream schools had 

smaller social networks than their non-SEND 

classmates (Bossaert, Colpin, Pijl, & Petry, 

2013; Henke et al., 2017).  

Different young may have different 

conceptions of what constitutes a friend, and 

some pupils may conceive of having no 

friends, of being deliberately alone and aloof, 

as their preferred identity, perhaps as one of 

the “loners” described by Sula Wolff (1995). 

Others may have been excluded from their 

peers social networks (see the discussion  

on bullying and social exclusion starting on 

page 18). 

[I have a] small group of friends. 

[T]he [one] friend that I have now I’ve 
been friends with him since Year R, so 
if I was like to move school or anything 
like that, I’d probably not have friends 

SEND pupils in mainstream school  

Many pupils, both with and without SEND, 

discussed the various social groups in their 

school, and understood where their particular 
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social group stood within the school. No SEND 

pupil described themselves as belonging to 

one of the most popular social groups in their 

school, but tended to be proud of belonging to 

their particular social group. Pupils with SEND 

in mainstream schools appeared to be, while 

not entirely without a social group, largely with 

fellow social outcasts, who may or may not 

have SEND.  

I wouldn’t exactly put it as like my 
group of friends would be like nerds, 
but just like we’re not the most 
popular group, like we just kind of 
stand out. We’re like weird but like in a 
nice way… Like we’re quirky I guess, 
you could say that. 

SEND pupil in mainstream school  

Bullying 

SEND pupils in mainstream schools discussed 

bullying and described: 

 Experiencing bullying themselves 

 Seeing their peers being bullied 

This theme also emerged in discussions with 

non-SEND pupils (see page 20). However, 

proportionately more SEND pupils in 

mainstream schools discussed being bullied 

than non-SEND pupils, and did so in more 

detail. While their non-SEND peers simply 

stated that they had been bullied, SEND pupils 

in mainstream schools would spontaneously 

describe specific incidents or forms of bullying 

they had experienced:  

Like I’ll walk into a class and I’m met 
with horrible comments because I walk 
differently because I have mobility… I 
walk with my feet turned out and I’m 
met with “penguin” or “retard”, stuff 
like that 

SEND pupil in mainstream school  

Our findings correspond with previous research 

that found pupils with SEND are more likely to 

report being bullied than their non-SEND peers. 

For example, research by Chatzitheochari, 

Parsons, & Platt, (2016) found that SEND 

children in the Millennium Cohort Study were 

significantly more likely to be frequent victims 

of bullying, defined as answering “all of the 

time” to the question “how often do other 

children bully you?”, compared to non-SEND 

children after controlling for other known risk 

factors. Bullying can have complex causes, but 

SEND pupils in mainstream schools described 

being targeted because of their disability, and 

with verbal abuse and taunts, as well as 

physical assaults. 

SEND pupils described being bullied and 

harassed over reasonable adjustments by 

classmates who did not understand why they 

were able to leave class five minutes early.  

But there is a group of girls who 
always do the same thing. Who think 
it’s quite unfair that I get to leave 
early, and yesterday they actually had 
an argument with me, and in the end 
the teacher had to stop them because 
they were saying “it’s not fair why 
does she get to leave early”, and they 
just don’t really understand 

SEND pupil in mainstream school  

Explaining what reasonable adjustments are 

and why pupils with SEND get them could 

curtail this form of bullying, but it could also 

require pupils with SEND to reveal more about 

their impairments to their classmates than 

they otherwise would, effectively trading away 

privacy and control over personal information 

in exchange for messages that may or may 

not get through to their peers (for more on the 

tension between privacy and adjustment see 

page 11).  

Other schools will say, “We have no 
bullying,” and then you get bullied and 
you’re like, “Well, I thought there was 
no bullying.” 

SEND pupil in mainstream school  
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In the quote above, the pupil stressed that 

they were not talking about their present 

school, but argued that existing anti-bullying 

measures in many schools were ineffective 

and that teachers and school leaders did not 

grasp the extent of bullying in their school. 

Pupils seemed sceptical of teacher-led 

approaches to reduce bullying and social 

exclusion. 

Bullying as described above consists of being 

consistently targeted by one’s peers, but SEND 

pupils also described being more generally 

excluded by their peers, which can be both the 

cause and effect of bullying (Faris & Felmlee, 

2014). Some SEND pupils in mainstream 

schools suggested that they were treated well 

in class, but were excluded from the wider 

social life of their school, and ignored socially 

ignored by most of their year group. 

Most of the sporty people in my year 
are distasteful… just generally they’re 
not as kind as some other people. 

SEND pupil in mainstream school  

The reactions of SEND pupils to being bullied 

was varied. Some pupils appeared deflated 

and depressed while talking about being 

bullied, others were more sanguine. 

…it’s really not nice but I can cope with 
what they’re saying and what I say in 
my head is always, “It’s not true, I can 
do this, I’ll just push through,” and if 
necessary, if it gets too much, I can go 
straight to NT and relax 

SEND pupil in mainstream school  

The personal encouragement this pupil 

reported appeared to be a self-developed 

coping mechanism, or was at least presented 

by the pupil as something they do themselves, 

by themselves. Of course, encouraging and 

supporting effective personal coping 

mechanisms for pupils with SEND does not 

eliminate the problem of bullying, but 

supporting the coping skills of pupils with SEND 

does not preclude other anti-bullying 

initiatives.   

The comments from pupils with SEND in 

mainstream schools suggest schools should 

pay closer attention to bullying involving pupils 

with SEND than many seem to do currently. In 

some cases, teachers may be aware of 

bullying going on in the school, or the 

systematic nature in which some SEND pupils 

reported being targeted, but are not sure how 

to adequately respond. Pupils with SEND in 

mainstream schools expressed frustration at 

the lack of response from schools to bullying, 

and hinted at a culture of bullying denialism in 

the management of some schools, and 

regarded anti-bullying initiatives as insufficient 

and unhelpful. Existing guidance on bullying 

such as the “Preventing and tackling bullying” 

framework (Department for Education, 2017) 
discusses how pupils with SEND are at higher 

risk of bullying, but do not suggest SEND-

specific initiatives or approaches to tackling 

bullying. 

SEND pupils in special schools 

Bullying and social exclusion was not limited 

to mainstream schools. Some pupils in special 

schools described being bullied or socially 

excluded by their peers. They did not label 

their experience as bullying as such, instead 

referring to consistent exclusion or 

maltreatment from their peers. For instance, 

one pupil explained: 

Some people treat me not so nice 
sometimes. 

SEND pupil in special school  

Discussion of bullying or social exclusion 

among SEND pupils in special schools was 

unusual, and it did not come up in every focus 

group in special schools. The reasons for this 

are unclear. We did not specifically ask about 

bullying, but instead about how they were 

treated in school, which many pupils 

interpreted as treatment by teachers and 

staff, rather than their peers. Pupils with SEND 

in special schools also made more indirect 
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references to bullying or mistreatment in their 

school, such as one pupil who described the 

“bad things” at their school as “fighting, 

beating [people] up, mud”, but did not 

elaborate on that description.  

Norwich & Kelly (2004) compared the 

experiences of young people with learning 

disabilities attending special schools with 

similarly disabled peers at mainstream 

schools. They found young people attending 

special schools were much more likely to 

report being bullying outside of school. If this 

was the case with the young people who 

spoke to us, they may have thought their in-

school social interactions to be more positive 

than those outside of school. 

Nothing in our research suggests that SEND 

pupils in special schools were less likely to be 

bullied than their peers in mainstream schools, 

either in school or outside of school. Rather it 

appears that the SEND pupils in special schools 

that we spoke to did not interpret indirect 

questions about treatment in school as asking 

specifically about bullying, did not have a way 

of effectively describing being bullied, or did 

not feel comfortable talking about it in the 

focus group. 

Figure 5 - Self-portrait – SEND pupil in special school 

Non-SEND pupils 

A substantial minority of non-SEND pupils (6 of 

14) also reported being bullied at some point, 

or discussed it as a general problem in their 

school without specifying if they had 

personally experienced it. Non-SEND pupils 

provided few details on how they were bullied, 

compared to how SEND pupils spontaneously 

provided details about being bullied, including 

specific events or forms of bullying they had 

experienced (see Section 0).  

Like if I’m getting bullied or stuff like 
that.  It’s not like nice to come to 
school and know that there’s people 
there waiting for you. 

Non-SEND pupil in mainstream school  

Non-SEND pupils were often aware of their 

peers with SEND being bullied, and discussed 

both the general phenomenon of disabled 

young people being bullied, and specific 

disabled young people they knew who had 

been bullied, either at school or elsewhere. As 

discussed below, this raises the possibility of 

developing peer support networks to tackle 

bullying. 

Bullying 

Some non-SEND pupils reported seeing their 

disabled classmates being bullied, and being 

treated differently by both teachers and 

classmates.  

They get treated differently. 

Yeah, they normally get bullied. 

People don’t get how it would be like to 
be disabled so they bully people who 
are disabled. 

Non-SEND pupil in mainstream school  

Other non-SEND pupils described friends with 

SEND who were bullied specifically because of 

their disability and expressed a desire to help. 

 



3: ATTITUDES: DISABLED CHILDREN AND THEIR DISABILITY 

Special or Unique – Young People’s Attitudes to Disability 21 

They were getting bullied at school 
because of their disability 

Non-SEND pupil in mainstream school  

Some SEND pupils in mainstream schools 

discussed their peers not understanding why 

they received reasonable adjustments (see 

page 18), or were treated differently by 

teachers, an issue also discussed by some 

non-SEND pupils. Non-SEND pupils recognised 

how receiving reasonable adjustments in class, 

such as extra support from teachers or 

teaching assistants singled out their SEND 

peers. Being seen as different by their peers 

could make pupils with SEND a target for 

bullying, or simply result in having a smaller 

social group.  

Some people don’t like teachers giving 
them a lot of attention. 

Non-SEND pupil in mainstream school  

In one case, a non-SEND pupil described that 

phenomenon from a different perspective, 

when asked about if they felt similar to any of 

their disabled classmates: 

Like, I’m quite similar to one girl in 
quite a few lessons and but then we’re 
very different at the same time. Like, 
we don’t really hang out outside of 
class but we’re, like, good friends 
inside of class. 

Non-SEND pupil in mainstream school  

In all of the examples of pupils with SEND 

being bullied, pupils without SEND expressed 

disapproval, but also indicated an 

understanding of the problem of SEND pupils 

being bullied, and when talking about disabled 

people many non-SEND pupils raised the issue 

of bullying unprompted. For example, when 

asked if they knew any disabled people in their 

school, one non-SEND pupil replied “‘Yeah, 

they normally get bullied.” This raises the 

possibility of peer-support between pupils with 

and without SEND to reduce bullying or reduce 

the impact of bullying. The shared experience 

of being bullied could allow for common 

ground between different groups of young 

people and offer opportunities for creating 

new social networks within schools, further 

reducing the risk and impact of bullying. 

3.4 HOW WOULD DISABLED CHILDREN LIKE TO BE TREATED IN SCHOOL? 

SEND pupils in mainstream schools 

Unsurprisingly, and given their school 

experiences, SEND pupils wanted fewer 

incidents of bullying and more inclusion. To 

achieve these outcomes, SEND pupils largely 

felt that teaching practices and school 

organisation needed to change. For instance, 

one SEND pupil explained: 

I would make the discipline more 
strict, people can just get away with 
anything… make it so then like it’s for 
like everybody and like everybody can 
like join in and not feel like left out for 
like any sort of thing 

SEND pupil in mainstream school  

Rather than seeking to directly change their 

peers’ behaviour, SEND pupils saw teachers 

and school leaders as the gatekeepers to a 

more inclusive school experience.  

When discussing bullying, pupils rarely 

assigned blame but expressed more 

frustration with teachers failing to address 

bullying than they did with their peers who 

were bullying them.  

This contradicts finding from some existing 

research on who young people assign 

responsibility for bullying to, such as two 

studies in Sweden (Thornberg & Knutsen, 

2011; Thornberg, Rosenqvist, & Johansson, 

2012) which found that school environment 

and practice were considered the least 

important factors by young people. However 
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other research has found that classroom 

norms and control can have a significant 

impact on bullying behaviour (Crothers & 

Kolbert, 2008; Roland & Galloway, 2002; 

Sentse, Veenstra, Kiuru, & Salmivalli, 2015), 

and the Department for Education’s guidance 

on bullying (Department for Education, 2017, 

p. 10) highlights ethos and culture as effective 

anti-bullying strategies. Pupils’ views that 

teachers and school leaders are gatekeepers 

to greater inclusion and less bullying fits with 

the expectations of young people in previous 

research who thought that teachers could and 

should do more to reduce bullying in the 

classroom (Crothers & Kolbert, 2004; Veenstra, 

Lindenberg, Huitsing, Sainio, & Salmivalli, 

2014). Pupils who had been bullied viewed 

their school as bearing more responsibility 

then their actual bullies. 

For SEND pupils, it is the school and its 

practices that can change how they are 

treated by their peers. This suggests that 

teachers and policy-makers should place more 

emphasis on addressing bullying and social 

exclusion in school, and in managing 

behaviour in classrooms through setting and 

enforcing expectations.  

SEND pupils in special schools 

SEND pupils in special schools did not express 

views about how they would like to be treated, 

instead focusing on how they were currently 

treated, which was largely positive. 

Non-SEND pupils in mainstream schools 

Like their peers with SEND discussed above, 

many non-SEND pupils echoed the desire for 

more classroom control and consistency in 

behavioural expectations. Some non-SEND 

pupils recognised that their peers with SEND 

were particularly likely to be victims of 

bullying. Like pupils with SEND, they viewed 

teachers as gatekeepers to inclusion and 

expressed disappointment with teachers who 

they thought were not adequately responding 

to bullying in their classroom. 

Lots of the time teachers just turn a 
blind eye to this and if they didn’t I 
think it would change the way people 
thought of them [disabled people] a lot 

Non-SEND pupil in mainstream school  

The young people in mainstream schools that 

spoke to us, both with and without SEND, 

expected teachers to do more to intervene 

against bullying, and do more to promote 

inclusive, friendly learning environments. 
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4 What attitudes do disabled children hold about 
other disabled children? 

SUMMARY BOX 

• Pupils with SEND that we spoke to identified disabled people in their school or outside  

of school 

• None of the pupils described disability in a way that strongly reflected the “social model” 

of disability, although some recognised there were things that would make disabled 

people’s lives easier 

• The pupils with SEND we spoke to did not see themselves as particularly similar to disabled 

people, either conceptually or to specific disabled people they knew 

 

Every mainstream school that we held a focus 

group at reported more than 10% of their 

students received SEND support or had an 

EHCP, and all but one mainstream school had 

proportions of students with SEND above the 

national average for mainstream secondary 

schools, according to the 2018 “Special 

educational needs in England” set of statistics 

(Department for Education, 2018). Despite 

this, a substantial minority of both SEND and 

non-SEND pupils stated they did not know any 

disabled people who went to their school. 

This is not surprising. Many pupils had a 

relatively narrow definition of what a disability 

is or who is disabled. For example, while pupils 

would automatically recognise the association 

between mobility difficulties, particularly 

people using wheelchairs, and disability, they 

would not necessarily do the same for other 

kinds of disabilities, even if they discussed 

them. One pupil in a special school, when 

asked what they thought of disability, simply 

replied “wheelchairs”. This could in part be a 

function of the kinds of disabilities and SEND 

needs their peers have – in most of the schools 

sampled only a handful of pupils had a 

mobility difficulty as their primary reason for 

SEND. It also reflects the use of wheelchairs as 

a catch-all symbol for disability and disabled 

people. This held across all the focus groups, 

even those in special schools. In one focus 

group in a special school, discussion of 

someone in their school “that can walk but 

he’s still in a wheelchair” was a difficult edge 

case, and pupils were unsure if this person was 

or was not disabled. 

Definitions varied, but there was a strong link 

between wheelchairs and disability, and pupils 

didn’t use terms or definitions that were 

reflective of the social model of disability. 

Pupils viewed disability as a person-centric 

problem, rather than a social one, and all 

groups of pupils discussed disability by 

focusing on specific impairments or types of 

impairments. They emphasised the activities a 

disabled person could not do, rather than 

external barriers preventing the disabled 

person from doing something. A pupil in a 

special school described as peer as “he can’t 

talk, he can’t walk”, while according to a SEND 

pupil in a mainstream school disabled people 

“can’t do half of the things we do”. 

Few SEND pupils, both in special and in 

mainstream schools, actively identified 

themselves as disabled, even when their 

descriptions of a disabled person aligned 

closely with their descriptions of themselves, 

or they described themselves as feeling similar 

to disabled people. In some cases, SEND pupils 

would initially describe themselves as feeling 

similar to a disabled person they know or to 
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disabled people more generally, but then 

assert their difference. 

The majority of SEND pupils had invisible or 

semi-visible disabilities,2 which may explain 

their reluctance to identify with disabled 

people, or to identify themselves as disabled. 

Given the stigma surrounding disability (as 

evidenced in the school environment by SEND 

pupils’ smaller social networks and greater risk 

of being bullied) it is perfectly reasonable for 

young people with disabilities to not identify as 

such. SEND pupils came across as hesitant to 

be open about the specifics of their disability 

with their peers. They may be unsure of how 

to talk about their disability, or feel shame 

about it; regardless of the root cause schools 

can do more to support openness about SEND, 

such as encouraging teachers and staff with 

invisible disabilities to talk about them with 

pupils, and tackling the social exclusion that 

likely contributes to SEND pupil’s reluctance to 

be open, even in front of each other. 

 

INFORMATION BOX: Models of Disability 

Since the early 1980s, disabled activists and academics have developed and debated 

different conceptual models of disability. All models of disability are ideal types which 

emphasise different aspects of the “problem” of disability. In the UK disability sector, the two 

most important are the “social model” and the “medical model”.  

The medical model of disability views the problem of disability as the result of specific 

impairments or health conditions, and emphasises medical intervention, prevention and 

rehabilitation as the most effective method to improve the lives of disabled people. 

The social model of disability, by contrast, treats disability as a social phenomenon that 

imposes limitations above and beyond the impact of a disabled person’s impairment or 

health condition. It prioritises the removal of external barriers – physical, legal and attitudinal 

– over medical treatment, as the best way to improve the lives of disabled people. The social 

model of disability has been and continues to be important to disability rights movements 

around the world, and is particularly influential in Britain, where most of the early theoretical 

discussion of the social model of disability took place. For a discussion of these and other 

lesser-used models of disability, see Shakespeare (2014, pp. 11–110). 

4.1 HOW DO THEY VIEW OTHER DISABLED CHILDREN WITH SIMILAR 
DISABILITIES? 

SEND pupils in mainstream schools 

SEND pupils in mainstream schools were able 

to identify other young people with disabilities 

but were often hesitant to identify with them, 

going so far as to discuss how they felt similar 

to another disabled young person, only to 

retreat and assert their difference. It was often 

unclear if the other disabled people they were 

referring to had similar disabilities to them. 

                                                

2 Invisible disabilities includes chronic illnesses, mental health issues, autism and some learning disabilities, where the 

disability is not readily apparent to other people. Semi-visible disabilities include some hearing/visual impairments, 

mobility issues and learning disabilities where people are able to hide their disability in certain situations. 

I don’t think I’m that much different. 
Normally when I chat to them it’s quite 
nice and fun, but I guess, no, I think 
I’m different 

SEND pupil in mainstream school  
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The reluctance of most SEND pupils to identify 

with their disabled peers, either on the basis of 

similar disabilities or shared experiences, 

suggests an internalised stigma about being 

labelled “disabled”. As discussed in Section 3.1, 

SEND pupils in mainstream schools rarely 

described themselves as disabled and 

discussed their impairment indirectly if at all. 

Most SEND pupils in mainstream schools did 

not refer to or compare themselves to other 

young people (or adults) with similar 

disabilities to themselves. 

Not all SEND pupils in mainstream schools 

distanced themselves from disabled people. 

One pupil who reported having an unspecified 

health condition described their experience of 

meeting people with the same or similar 

condition as “almost as if I was looking at my 

own reflection in a way”. However this was 

unusual, and this pupil did not expand on the 

reasons why they thought this. 

SEND pupils in special schools 

In special schools, SEND pupils did not identify 

others as having similar disabilities to them, at 

least in part because of how they did not 

identify themselves as disabled. However, 

SEND pupils in special schools spoke to each 

other more during focus groups than SEND 

pupils in mainstream schools and non-SEND 

schools, perhaps indicative of a shared 

experience and understanding that they did 

not articulate, or because of the smaller class 

and school sizes in mainstream schools. 

4.2 HOW DO THEY VIEW CHILDREN WITH DIFFERENT DISABILITIES FROM THEM? 

SEND pupils in mainstream schools 

Most pupils with SEND in mainstream schools 

distinguished themselves from others with 

disabilities, regardless of their own disability or 

others that they were aware of. Many strongly 

equated having a disability with being unable 

to walk, and because they could walk, did not 

think of themselves as having very much in 

common with other disabled young people: 

A bit like different because we can 
walk and they can’t, so I feel sorry for 
them. 

SEND pupil in mainstream school  

Others discussed what they typically called 

“mental disability”, which they appeared to 

use to refer to learning disabilities. They 

viewed themselves as being very different 

from people they described using this term: 

Mentally disabled people, like people 
that need, like, need help with like 
their brain or something like that, 
that’s what it means. 

SEND pupil in mainstream school 

There were some exceptions where pupils with 

SEND in mainstream schools did describe 

themselves as similar, at least in some things, 

to disabled people they knew. One SEND pupil 

with a self-described visual impairment 

compared their experience to that of a friend 

with diabetes. They described travel as being 

something that would be inherently difficult 

for them, due to their difficulties seeing, 

whereas they considered a long-term health 

condition like diabetes to be relatively 

manageable. 

I think I am quite different… because 
he wouldn’t have too much limits in his 
way, but with me I would have quite a 
few things, like I can’t strain my eyes 
too much or I can’t, I’m even scared of 
getting off a train or have like weird 
fears of like planes or something. So I 
think that I’m quite different because 
I’m a bit more severe and have more 
things that are in my way than he does 

SEND pupil in mainstream school  

This explicit discussion of personal experience 

of impairment was, however, unusual. 
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One of the few SEND pupils to actively identify 

themselves as disabled because of their 

hearing impairment believed that it made less 

of a difference in their life than a mental 

disability: 

I mean I am disabled, I’m physically 
disabled because my ears don’t work as 
well, mild to moderate hearing loss in 
both ears, but it hasn’t affected me as 
much as I think a mental disability 
would. 

SEND pupil in mainstream school  

Many SEND pupils in mainstream schools 

expressed frustration with their peers who 

disrupted lessons, and were critical of teachers 

who didn’t control the behaviour in their class. 

While it is unclear why those pupils were 

disruptive in class, previous research has 

consistently found that pupils have more 

negative views about peers with emotional 

and behavioural disabilities (de Boer, Pijl, Post, 

& Minnaert, 2012; Hoza et al., 2005; Koster, Pijl, 

Nakken, & Van Houten, 2010). If this disruption 

is due to emotional or behavioural disabilities, 

it suggests that there is little sense of cross-

disability solidarity or understanding. 

Other SEND pupils in mainstream schools 

appeared to understand a continuity between 

disabled and non-disabled people, expressing 

the view that “disability just means like you 

need help”, but also recognising that everyone 

needs help with some things at least some of 

the time. For these pupils, disabled and non-

disabled were not discrete categories, and 

while most did not think of themselves as 

disabled, they were able to recognise the 

varieties of human experience disability. 

There ultimately was no consistent, cross-

cutting view of disabled people as a whole 

among SEND pupils in mainstream schools.  

                                                

3 Names have been changed 

SEND pupils in special schools 

SEND pupils in special schools, like SEND pupils 

in mainstream schools, strongly linked 

disability and walking, and described being 

different from disabled people because they 

could walk. 

I don’t know, I haven’t seen anyone 
else with disabilities. All the people 
around me seems pretty able to just 
run and jump evenly. The only person I 
know with disabilities [are] Sarah and 
Alex3 and that’s the only two I know so 
far. 

SEND pupil in special school  

In one case, pupils discussed a classmate of 

theirs who uses eye-controlled computers for 

at least some tasks. Despite the use of 

assistive technology associated with the most 

severe physical disabilities, this classmate was 

not mentioned earlier in the focus group when 

pupils were asked if they knew any disabled 

people at school. This suggests that pupils had 

not given much thought to the idea of 

disability, and some pupils with SEND in special 

schools were not sure what the word disability 

meant. Pupils asked questions like “is being 

gullible a disability?”, in an attempt to clarify 

what is and is not a disability.  

Everyone’s different in their life, like 
everyone’s different, everyone likes 
different things, everyone’s good at 
different things, everyone’s good at 
something you’re really not good at. 
Things like that. 

SEND pupil in special school 

Some SEND pupils in special schools expressed 

views suggesting that they did not see a clear 

distinction between disabled and non-disabled 

people, such as in the quote above. The 

recognition of disability as a continuum or a 

spectrum seemed stronger in special schools 
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than in mainstream schools. However, this 

recognition existed alongside apparently lower 

clarity about what society views as a disability, 

and what it means to have a disability.  

Pupils in special schools who described feeling 

similar to disabled people with different 

disabilities from them struggled to articulate 

why they felt similar. “Because I just do”, or 

variations thereof, was a common answer. It 

was unclear if these feelings of similarity were 

based on having had similar experiences 

because of their disabilities, even if the 

disabilities themselves were very different, or 

the result of shared interests. 
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5 What attitudes do non-disabled pupils hold  
about their disabled classmates/disabled people/ 
disability in general? 

SUMMARY BOX 

• The pupils without SEND we spoke to described different concepts of disability, but some 

struggled to identify disabled people they knew in school or outside of school 

• Like their peers with SEND, pupils without SEND who spoke to us equated disability with 

being unable to walk or do particular tasks or activities, emphasising functional limitations 

• Pupils without SEND who could identify disabled people in their lives described holding 

positive or neutral views of them, describing a person’s disability as a fact of functional 

limitation rather than moral judgement or disgust 

• The pupils without SEND who discussed their relationship with their disabled peers described 

themselves as friendly, but not friends, with disabled people school in their school 

5.1 WHAT DO NON-DISABLED CHILDREN THINK ABOUT THEIR DISABLED PEERS? 

Non-SEND pupils 

Pupils without SEND were able to describe a 

concept of disability, typically people who 

could not walk and so used wheelchairs. 

However not all pupils without SEND were able 

to identify disabled people that they knew 

inside or outside of school, despite all being in 

schools where at least 10% of the student 

body were pupils with SEND. This may be due 

to a lack of awareness of what is a disability, or 

from pupils with SEND not being open with 

many of their peers. 

Judgement about disability and disabled 

people, such as pity, was unusual. Pupils 

without SEND had an image of what a 

disabled person is, or could identify specific 

disabled people they knew, but treated it as an 

empirical fact rather than a question of moral 

judgement, or a source of fear or disgust. They 

focused on the activities or tasks that 

someone with a disability could not do, rather 

than any external barriers they might face. 

They viewed disability as a functional 

difference, rather than a social one. 

I feel sorry for them because things 
that I’m able to they’re not able to do, 
so like I’m able to play football but 
Aiden’s not able to play football 
because of how he runs and he just 
can’t focus. 

I think disabled means that people 
can’t do things as well as we can. 

Non-SEND pupils in mainstream school  

Several non-SEND pupils expressed frustration 

with the process for deciding who did or did 

not get extra support or help in school. They 

believed that resources were directed to pupils 

with obvious disabilities or who could be 

disruptive in class, at the expense of other 

pupils who could benefit from support or 

adjustment. They did not explicitly associate 

the need for support with disability, but viewed 

needing support with “little things” as 

differences in individual strengths and 

weaknesses. 
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Erm, yeah, some people don’t like help 
but I feel like some people who have 
like dyslexia or stuff, because I have 
dyslexia and like they don’t get a lot of 
help for it. So they just help you if 
you’ve got something that stands out. 

Yeah, like anger issues and stuff, 
people can tell if you’ve got anger 
issues like if you get angry a lot,  
but like people don’t help you if you 
just have little things like you can’t 
read very well or something or you 
can’t speak.  

– Non-SEND pupils in mainstream school  

This frustration could be the result of disability 

support being tied to particular labels or 

diagnoses; pupils without SEND could 

recognise that they had difficulties with the 

same activities and tasks as a classmate with 

SEND, but did not receive extra help or support 

because of how they were labelled. Their 

frustration may also speak to what some of 

their peers with SEND recognised, that 

disability is a continuum of experience. 

Like some of their peers with SEND, pupils 

without SEND sometimes described disability 

as merely difference, as opposed to being 

better or worse at a particular thing. 

It’s just somebody who might have a 
different mindset to you, might just, 
like, struggle with things that you’re 
good at but, like, but then they’ll excel 
in something you’re not that great at. 

Non-SEND pupil in mainstream school  

Surprisingly, more pupils without SEND 

mentioned mental health as a form of 

disability than those with SEND. Some were 

unsure what qualified as a disability, querying 

if specific learning difficulties like Dyslexia were 

disabilities.  

Pupils without SEND were largely positive in 

their views of peers with SEND, with no one 

expressing hostility towards disability or 

disabled people. However young people are 

likely aware, like their parents (de Boer, Pijl, & 

Minnaert, 2010), that expressing positive views 

about disabled people is the socially 

acceptable thing to do. The young people we 

Figure 6 - A portrait of a schoolmate by a non-SEND pupil in a mainstream school 
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spoke to (including many of those with SEND) 

also expressed a limited understanding of 

what disability is and who is disabled. The 

disabled peers they described were not close 

friends, and the disabled people they knew 

outside of school were mostly casual 

acquaintances or distant relatives, rather than 

close friends or members of their immediate 

family. Therefore, their positive views about 

disabled people were largely in abstract, and 

we do not know the extent to which they 

apply those attitudes to real life situations. 

Pupils were also selected by their school, and 

schools may have sought out pupils who they 

thought would give answers that would reflect 

well on the school.  

5.2 HOW DO NON-DISABLED CHILDREN FEEL THEY TYPICALLY TREAT AND 
SOCIALISE WITH THEIR DISABLED PEERS? 

Non-SEND pupils 

Pupils without SEND described themselves as 

friendly to their peers with SEND, but not 

friends with them. Pupils without SEND would 

work with disabled peers in class, but not 

socialise with them outside of class, and often 

thought of them as a distinctive other. 

Like, I’m quite similar to one girl in 
quite a few lessons and but then we’re 
very different at the same time. Like, 
we don’t really hang out outside of 
class but we’re, like, good friends 
inside of class. 

Non-SEND pupil in mainstream school  

As discussed in Section 3.3, pupils without 

SEND recognised that their peers with 

disabilities were often subject to bullying or 

other forms of mistreatment, although no one 

admitted to taking part in that mistreatment. 

In my old primary school there used to 
be a girl who was actually disabled, but 
the thing is people always used to be 
mean to her but then she moved away 
and came back and they were still 
mean to her, so she moved away again. 

Non-SEND pupil in mainstream school  

Some pupils without SEND struggled to identify 

peers with disabilities, and while confident that 

being in a wheelchair meant a person was 

disabled, were often less confident about 

identifying other types of disabilities. This 

suggests both a lack of awareness about what 

disability is and looks like, aside from common 

stereotypes, and a lack of openness by pupils 

with SEND about their special educational 

needs with their classmates and peers.  

Pupils without SEND did not describe peers 

with disabilities as close friends, but rather as a 

“person I know who’s in some of my classes”; 

they “see her around school”, but never hang 

out with them. Despite widespread recognition 

of disabled peers being bullied, no pupil 

without SEND describing stepping in or 

reporting instances of bullying to teachers. 

Pupils without SEND depicted themselves as 

friendly towards disabled pupils, but not 

necessarily friends with them. 
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6 Conclusion 

Young people with SEND do not appear to be 

open about their diagnoses, disabilities or 

support needs with most of their peers, 

particularly those without SEND. When we 

asked young people what makes them stand 

out from their peers, no one with SEND, even 

those with visible disabilities, was open about 

their disability. For some it may be because 

they did not think their disability or health 

condition particularly noteworthy, for others 

stigma and shame may have kept them silent 

about their disability. 

Young people’s experiences of disability in 

school fall short of the mark. 

Young people’s experiences of disability in 

school fall short of the mark. Young people 

with SEND were often unaware of why they 

receive particular supports or reasonable 

adjustments, and sometimes appeared 

unaware of their own disability.  

In mainstream schools, pupils with and 

without SEND were aware that disabled people 

were more likely to be bullied or socially 

victimised in school, with many SEND pupils 

describing how they were mistreated by their 

peers. Descriptions of bullying in special 

schools were more unusual, but were reported 

by some pupils. In both mainstream and 

special schools pupils with and without SEND 

expressed disappointment in teachers and 

school leaders failing to deal with bullying and 

promote inclusive classroom environments 

The pupils without SEND we spoke to 

expressed largely positive views of disability 

and disabled people, but viewed disabled 

people in their school as separate and distinct. 

Their disabled peers were classmates, but not 

friends, and pupils with SEND in mainstream 

schools described having smaller friendship 

groups than their peers without SEND. 

Disabled young people in mainstream schools 

do not appear to be well integrated into their 

school’s social networks. 

It is of vital importance that we work to 

improve the treatment of disabled young 

people by their peers. 

It is of vital importance that we work to 

improve the treatment of disabled young 

people by their peers. Young people with SEND 

appear to miss out on positive social 

experiences, particularly with non-disabled 

young people, leading to both fewer friends 

and the risk of less developed social skills.  

Recent research in Wales indicated that young 

people with learning disabilities struggle to 

maintain friendships made at school into 

adulthood (Butler & Thomas, 2018), and 

having few positive social experiences at 

school is likely to have a negative impact on 

future friendship formation.  

More attention must be paid to social 

experience of pupils with SEND. 

Schools, SENCOs and teachers have, 

understandably, prioritised reasonable 

adjustments and classroom support for pupils 

with SEND, but more attention must be paid to 

social experience of pupils with SEND. No 

pupils with SEND expressed dissatisfaction 

with the support they received to help their 

learning.  

Dissatisfaction with how at least some 

teachers handled bullying and social exclusion 

was nearly universal among pupils both with 

and without SEND; every pupil who mentioned 

school responses to bullying was unhappy with 

the response, viewing it as too-little too-late 

rather than a meaningful intervention that 

could have made things easier for them. 
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6.1 RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

  

ISSUE ACTIONS 

Bullying and social 

inclusion 

School leaders should: 

Encourage more active interventions by teachers to address bullying 

and social exclusion in the classroom, and promote inclusive 

classroom environments. 

Support pupils, particularly pupils with SEND, with developing 

personal skills and coping mechanisms to mitigate the emotional 

effects of bullying. 

Consider the importance of socialisation and social inclusion when 

developing support plans for pupils with SEND, and make developing 

social skills and friendships a learning outcome. 

 The Department for Education should: 

Assign greater importance to socialisation in the development of 

Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs) and encourage schools to 

make the social inclusion of disabled pupils more of a priority. The 

EHCP creation framework proposed by the RIP:STARS project (Franklin 

et al., 2018) provides a useful starting point to make social inclusion a 

key indicator of the effectiveness of EHCPs. EHCP guidance should 

include forming and sustaining friendships as an outcome, young 

people with EHCPs should be asked about their social group as part of 

the EHCP process. 

Recognise the importance of proper teacher interventions to reduce 

bullying, and develop SEND-specific guidance. This should involving 

produce guidance on what teachers should do to reduce bullying of 

pupils with SEND, and involve young people with SEND in the creation 

of that guidance. Existing guidance such as the “SEND code of 

practice” (Department for Education, 2015) and “Preventing and 

tackling bullying” (Department for Education, 2017) mention that 

pupils with SEND are at higher risk of bullying, but do not provide 

specific interventions or approaches to tackle bullying of pupils with 

SEND aside from separate on-site provision for victims of bullying with 

SEND. 
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ISSUE ACTIONS 

Young people’s 

awareness of 

disability 

School leaders should: 

Foster greater openness about SEND and disability in the school, 

including supporting teachers and other staff with invisible disabilities 

to “come out” as a positive example to pupils with SEND (if those 

teachers feel comfortable doing so). 

Involve pupils with SEND in the development of support plans and 

setting up reasonable adjustments, to ensure that pupils understand 

why they are getting the support that they are, and to make that 

support as responsive as possible to pupils’ needs and interests. 

Further incorporate modules on disability and disabled people into 

their school’s Personal, Social, Health and Economic (PSHE) education 

curriculum. Disability and disabled people are mentioned in the PSHE 

Association’s Programme of Study (PSHE Association, 2017), but only 

as part of wider discussion of protected characteristics. School 

leaders should engage with local disabled people’s organisations to 

support the development of disability-specific lessons and activities, 

and facilitate disabled people working with schools to co-deliver 

teaching about disability. 

 The Department for Education should: 

Make disability awareness a compulsory part of the PSHE curriculum 

provided in schools, establishing clear minimum standards of 

disability awareness for schools to provide to their pupils. The health 

and wellbeing components of PSHE will be a statutory subject in all 

schools from September 2020, but this should be expanded to 

include components on disability. The disability component of the 

PSHE curriculum should include information on the social model of 

disability, human rights and discrimination. 

Department for Education guidance should recommend co-producing 

lessons on disability and disabled people with a local disabled 

person’s organisation if reasonably possible. Funding should be made 

available to support schools engaging in educational co-production 

with local disabled people’s organisations. 

 Disabled person’s organisations should: 

Engage with schools, multi-academy trusts and local authorities to 

co-develop PSHE curriculums on disability, and to support schools to 

deliver or co-deliver the PSHE curriculum covering disability and 

disabled people.  

Set-up in-school programmes to mentor pupils with disabilities and 

provide young disabled people with an adult mentor with a similar 

disability to help them better understand their disability and help 

them prepare for life in terms of disability. Mentoring should include 

subjects like the social model of disability. 



7: REFERENCES 

Special or Unique – Young People’s Attitudes to Disability 34 

7 References 

Bossaert, G., Colpin, H., Pijl, S. J., & Petry, K. (2011). The attitudes of Belgian adolescents towards peers with 
disabilities. Research in Developmental Disabilities, 32(2), 504–509. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2010.12.033 

Bossaert, G., Colpin, H., Pijl, S. J., & Petry, K. (2013). Truly included? A literature study focusing on the social 
dimension of inclusion in education. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 17(1), 60–79. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2011.580464 

Bossaert, G., de Boer, A. A., Frostad, P., Pijl, S. J., & Petry, K. (2015). Social participation of students with special 
educational needs in different educational systems. Irish Educational Studies, 34(1), 43–54. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03323315.2015.1010703 

Brohan, E., Henderson, C., Wheat, K., Malcolm, E., Clement, S., Barley, E. A., … Thornicroft, G. (2012). Systematic 
review of beliefs, behaviours and influencing factors associated with disclosure of a mental health problem in the 
workplace. BMC Psychiatry, 12(1). https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-244X-12-11 

Burbach, H. J., & Babbit, C. E. (1993). An exploration of the social functions of humor among college students in 
wheelchairs. Journal of Rehabilitation, 59(1), 6-9.  

Butler, V., & Thomas, G. (2018). Young people and friendships: What matters to us? Retrieved from CARP 
Collaborations website: http://www.carpcollaborations.org/images/DRILL-report-young-people-and-friendships-
what-matters-to-us-1-1.pdf 

Chatzitheochari, S., Parsons, S., & Platt, L. (2016). Doubly disadvantaged? Bullying experiences among disabled 
children and young people in England. Sociology, 50(4), 695–713. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038515574813 

Connors, C., & Stalker, K. (2007). Children’s experiences of disability: Pointers to a social model of childhood 
disability. Disability & Society, 22(1), 19–33. https://doi.org/10.1080/09687590601056162 

Crothers, L. M., & Kolbert, J. B. (2004). Comparing Middle School Teachers’ and Students’ Views on Bullying and 
Anti-Bullying Interventions. Journal of School Violence, 3(1), 17–32. https://doi.org/10.1300/J202v03n01_03 

Crothers, L. M., & Kolbert, J. B. (2008). Tackling a Problematic Behavior Management Issue: Teachers’ Intervention 
in Childhood Bullying Problems. Intervention in School and Clinic, 43(3), 132–139. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1053451207311606 

Davis, J. M., & Watson, N. (2001). Where Are the Children’s Experiences? Analysing Social and Cultural Exclusion in 
‘Special’ and ‘Mainstream’ Schools. Disability & Society, 16(5), 671–687. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687590120070060 

de Boer, A., Pijl, S. J., & Minnaert, A. (2010). Attitudes of parents towards inclusive education: A review of the 
literature. European Journal of Special Needs Education, 25(2), 165–181. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/08856251003658694 

de Boer, A., Pijl, S. J., & Minnaert, A. (2012). Students’ Attitudes towards Peers with Disabilities: A review of the 
literature. International Journal of Disability, Development and Education, 59(4), 379–392. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1034912X.2012.723944 

de Boer, A., Pijl, S. J., Post, W., & Minnaert, A. (2012). Which variables relate to the attitudes of teachers, parents 
and peers towards students with special educational needs in regular education? Educational Studies, 38(4), 433–
448. https://doi.org/10.1080/03055698.2011.643109 

de Laat, S., Freriksen, E., & Vervloed, M. P. J. (2013). Attitudes of children and adolescents toward persons who are 
deaf, blind, paralyzed or intellectually disabled. Research in Developmental Disabilities, 34(2), 855–863. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2012.11.004 

Department for Education. (2015). Special educational needs and disability code of practice: 0 to 25 years. 
Retrieved from Department for Education website: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/398815/SEN
D_Code_of_Practice_January_2015.pdf 

Department for Education. (2017). Preventing and tackling bullying: Advice for headteachers, staff and governing 
bodies. Retrieved from Department for Education website: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/623895/Prev
enting_and_tackling_bullying_advice.pdf 

http://www.carpcollaborations.org/images/DRILL-report-young-people-and-friendships-
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2010.12.033
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2011.580464
https://doi.org/10.1080/03323315.2015.1010703
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-244X-12-11
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038515574813
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687590601056162
https://doi.org/10.1300/J202v03n01_03
https://doi.org/10.1177/1053451207311606
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687590120070060
https://doi.org/10.1080/08856251003658694
https://doi.org/10.1080/1034912X.2012.723944
https://doi.org/10.1080/03055698.2011.643109
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2012.11.004
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/398815/SEN
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/623895/Prev


7: REFERENCES 

Special or Unique – Young People’s Attitudes to Disability 35 

Department for Education. (2018). Special educational needs in England: January 2018 [National Statistics]. 
Retrieved from Department for Education website: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/special-
educational-needs-in-england-january-2018 

Faris, R., & Felmlee, D. (2014). Casualties of Social Combat: School Networks of Peer Victimization and Their 
Consequences. American Sociological Review, 79(2), 228–257. https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122414524573 

Franklin, A., Brady, G., & Durell, S. (2018). Defining quality and rights based Education, Health and Care Plans 
(EHCPs) for disabled children and young people. Retrieved from: https:ripstarsnet.files.com/2018/10/ripstars-
finalreport2018-2/pdf 

Garland‐Thomson, R. (2005). Feminist Disability Studies. Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 30(2), 
1557–1587. https://doi.org/10.1086/423352 

Garth, B., & Aroni, R. (2003). ‘I Value What You have to Say’. Seeking the Perspective of Children with a Disability, 
Not Just their Parents. Disability & Society, 18(5), 561–576. https://doi.org/10.1080/0968759032000097825 

Henke, T., Bogda, K., Lambrecht, J., Bosse, S., Koch, H., Maaz, K., & Spörer, N. (2017). Will you be my friend? A 
multilevel network analysis of friendships of students with and without special educational needs backgrounds in 
inclusive classrooms. Zeitschrift Für Erziehungswissenschaft, 20(3), 449–474. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11618-
017-0767-x 

Hodkinson, A. (2007). Inclusive Education and the Cultural Representation of Disability and Disabled People: 
Recipe for Disaster or Catalyst of Change? Research in Education, 77(1), 56–76. https://doi.org/10.7227/RIE.77.5 

Hoza, B., Mrug, S., Gerdes, A. C., Hinshaw, S. P., Bukowski, W. M., Gold, J. A., … Arnold, L. E. (2005). What Aspects of 
Peer Relationships Are Impaired in Children With Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder? Journal of Consulting 
and Clinical Psychology, 73(3), 411–423. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-006X.73.3.411 

Imray, P., & Hinchcliffe, V. (2012). Not fit for purpose: A call for separate and distinct pedagogies as part of a 
national framework for those with severe and profound learning difficulties. Support for Learning, 27(4), 150–157. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9604.12002 

Iqbal, H., Neal, S., & Vincent, C. (2017). Children’s friendships in super-diverse localities: Encounters with social and 
ethnic difference. Childhood, 24(1), 128–142. https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568216633741 

Kaplan, A., & Flum, H. (2012). Identity formation in educational settings: A critical focus for education in the 21st 
century. Contemporary Educational Psychology, 37(3), 171–175. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2012.01.005 

Koster, M., Pijl, S. J., Nakken, H., & Van Houten, E. (2010). Social Participation of Students with Special Needs in 
Regular Primary Education in the Netherlands. International Journal of Disability, Development and Education, 
57(1), 59–75. https://doi.org/10.1080/10349120903537905 

Lacey, P., & Scull, J. (2015). Inclusive Education for Learners with Severe, Profound and Multiple Learning 
Difficulties in England. In E. A. West (Ed.), International Perspectives on Inclusive Education (Vol. 5, pp. 241–268). 
https://doi.org/10.1108/S1479-363620140000005017 

Lingsom, S. (2008). Invisible Impairments: Dilemmas of Concealment and Disclosure. Scandinavian Journal of 
Disability Research, 10(1), 2–16. https://doi.org/10.1080/15017410701391567 

Mairs, N. (1986). On Being a Cripple. In Plaintext: essays (pp. 9–21). Tucson: University of Arizona Press. 

Merriam-Webster Thesaurus. (2019). Special. Retrieved from https://www.merriam-
webster.com/thesaurus/special 

Norwich, B., & Kelly, N. (2004). Pupils’ views on inclusion: Moderate learning difficulties and bullying in mainstream 
and special schools. British Educational Research Journal, 30(1), 43–65. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411920310001629965 

OED Online. (2019). unique, adj. and n. In OED Online. Retrieved from www.oed.com/view/Entry/214712 

Priestley, M. (1998). Childhood Disability and Disabled Childhoods: Agendas for Research. Childhood, 5(2), 207–
223. https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568298005002007 

Priestley, M., Corker, M., & Watson, N. (1999). Unfinished business: Disabled children and disability identity. 
Disability Studies Quarterly, 19(2), 90–97. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/special-
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122414524573
https://doi.org/10.1086/423352
https://doi.org/10.1080/0968759032000097825
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11618-
https://doi.org/10.7227/RIE.77.5
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-006X.73.3.411
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9604.12002
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568216633741
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2012.01.005
https://doi.org/10.1080/10349120903537905
https://doi.org/10.1108/S1479-363620140000005017
https://doi.org/10.1080/15017410701391567
https://www.merriam-
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411920310001629965
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568298005002007
www.oed.com/view/Entry/214712


7: REFERENCES 

Special or Unique – Young People’s Attitudes to Disability 36 

PSHE Association. (2017). PSHE Education Programme of Study: Key stages 1-5. Retrieved from PSHE Association 
website: https://www.pshe-
association.org.uk/system/files/PSHE%20Education%20Programme%20of%20Study%20%28Key%20stage%201
-5%29%20Jan%202017_2.pdf 

Rieger, A. (2015). ‘It Was a Joke For Him and a Life For Me’: A Discourse on Disability Related Humor among 
Families of Children with Disabilities. Disability Studies Quarterly, 25(4). https://doi.org/10.18061/dsq.v25i4.605 

Roland, E., & Galloway, D. (2002). Classroom influences on bullying. Educational Research, 44(3), 299–312. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0013188022000031597 

Sedano, L. J. (2012). On the irrelevance of ethnicity in children’s organization of their social world. Childhood, 
19(3), 375–388. https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568212445226 

Sentse, M., Veenstra, R., Kiuru, N., & Salmivalli, C. (2015). A Longitudinal Multilevel Study of Individual 
Characteristics and Classroom Norms in Explaining Bullying Behaviors. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 
43(5), 943–955. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-014-9949-7 

Shakespeare, T. (2014). Disability rights and wrongs revisited (Second edition). London: Routledge, Taylor & 
Francis Group. 

Thornberg, R., & Knutsen, S. (2011). Teenagers’ Explanations of Bullying. Child & Youth Care Forum, 40(3), 177–
192. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10566-010-9129-z 

Thornberg, R., Rosenqvist, R., & Johansson, P. (2012). Older Teenagers’ Explanations of Bullying. Child & Youth 
Care Forum, 41(4), 327–342. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10566-012-9171-0 

Valeras, A. (2010). ‘We don’t have a box’: Understanding Hidden Disability Identity Utilizing Narrative Research 
Methodology. Disability Studies Quarterly, 30(3/4). https://doi.org/10.18061/dsq.v30i3/4.1267 

Veenstra, R., Lindenberg, S., Huitsing, G., Sainio, M., & Salmivalli, C. (2014). The role of teachers in bullying: The 
relation between antibullying attitudes, efficacy, and efforts to reduce bullying. Journal of Educational 
Psychology, 106(4), 1135–1143. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0036110 

Watson, N. (2002). Well, I Know this is Going to Sound Very Strange to You, but I Don’t See Myself as a Disabled 
Person: Identity and disability. Disability & Society, 17(5), 509–527. https://doi.org/10.1080/09687590220148496 

Watson, N., Shakespeare, T., Cunningham-Burley, S., Barnes, C., Corker, M., Davis, J., & Priestley, M. (2001). Life as a 
disabled child: a qualitative study of young people’s experiences and perspectives. Edinburgh: University of 
Edinburgh. 

Wolff, S. (1995). Loners: The Life Path of Unusual Children. Abingdon, UK: Taylor & Francis. 

Yu, S., Ostrosky, M. M., & Fowler, S. A. (2012). Measuring young children’s attitudes toward peers with disabilities: 
Highlights from the research. Topics in Early Childhood Special Education, 32(3), 132–142. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0271121412453175 

 

 

  

https://www.pshe-
https://doi.org/10.18061/dsq.v25i4.605
https://doi.org/10.1080/0013188022000031597
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568212445226
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-014-9949-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10566-010-9129-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10566-012-9171-0
https://doi.org/10.18061/dsq.v30i3/4.1267
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0036110
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687590220148496
https://doi.org/10.1177/0271121412453175


APPENDIX 1: METHODOLOGY 

Special or Unique – Young People’s Attitudes to Disability 37 

Appendix 1: Methodology 

We used focus groups, typically with 3–4 

participants per group. The focus group 

facilitator began by walking the participants 

through our research journey map, and having 

them complete a consent form (see Appendix 

III below). The discussion began with a self-

portrait activity where participants drew a 

picture of themselves, and wrote down the 

things they think they are good at and the 

things they need help with.  

They were then asked to discuss what they 

drew and wrote down, and what they thought 

of themselves, before going through the other 

questions. In most focus groups we were able 

to have the participants complete a second 

portrait activity, but of someone at their school 

who is different to them in some way. Focus 

groups lasted between 30 minutes and an 

hour. 

1 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Key Questions 

1. What attitudes do disabled children hold about themselves and their disability?  

a. How do disabled young people think of themselves? 

b. How, if at all, do they feel their impairment affects their life?  

c. How do disabled children feel they are treated in school? 

d. How would disabled children like to be treated in school? 

2. What attitudes do disabled children hold about other disabled children? 

a. How do they view other disabled children with the same or similar disabilities? 

b. How do they view children with different disabilities from them? 

3. What attitudes do non-disabled pupils hold about their disabled classmates/disabled 

people/disability in general?  

a. What do non-disabled children think about their disabled peers? 

b. How do non-disabled children feel they typically treat their disabled peers?  

c. What are non-disabled children’s experiences of working with their disabled peers in 

school? 

d. What are non-disabled children’s experiences of socialising with their disabled peers in 

school? 

Secondary Questions 

Questions that may or may not be answerable within the framework of this project 

1. Are the experiences/attitudes of disabled children any different in mainstream schools as 

opposed to special schools? 

a. How do disabled children’s experiences of special schools compare to disabled children’s 

experiences of mainstream schools? 

b. How similar are disabled children in special schools’ and disabled children in mainstream 

schools’ attitudes towards disability?  
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2. How similar are disabled children’s and non-disabled children’s views about their futures? 

a. How similar are disabled children’s and non-disabled children’s aspirations for university?  

b. How similar are disabled children’s and non-disabled children’s career goals? 

Focus Group Introduction and Ethics 

Please note- this ‘introduction and ethics’ section is not a script. Words can be adapted by the 

researcher. This section should be used for guidance only. 

Hello, my name is [NAME]. I’m a researcher for [DRUK/LKMco] and I’ve come to talk to you about 

identity and disability. When I talk about identity, I mean the way we see or describe ourselves.  

Before we start talking about identity and disability, I want to explain how our conversation will 

be used in our research. Let’s look at this sheet of paper which shows our ‘research journey’… 

[Read and talk through research journey sheet] 

[Ask if anyone has any questions] 

Now we’ve looked at the research journey, let’s see what we remember. I’ve got a couple of 

questions for you: 

1. Why have I come to talk to you today? 

2. Do you have to take part in this research? 

3. What are we going to do in this session today? 

4. I’m going to record our conversation today, what will I do with the recording? 

5. Will we write about what you tell us? 

6. When we write our report, will we put your name in it? 

Now we know what the research will involve, I’d like to ask you about whether you agree to take 

part. This sheet of paper is called a ‘consent form.’ Let’s read each statement. If you agree with 

the statement, please tick the ‘yes’ box, if you disagree please tick the ‘no’ box. You do not have to 

agree to take part in the research. You can also leave the discussion at any time if you do not 

want to keep going. If you decide to leave we will remove anything you have said from the 

transcript of the discussion unless you tell us otherwise. 

[Check for understanding]. 

We’re going to start by drawing/describing ourselves and our classmates. Then I’m going to ask 

you some questions about how you describe yourself, your classmates and what you think about 

disability. Like I said earlier, you don’t have to answer the questions I ask you and you can leave 

at any time. 

We are going to be talking about some difficult subjects today. Therefore, I want to make sure 

that we have a safe space for people to talk about their views. To do that, we need to make sure 

that we: 

 Listen to other people whilst they are talking;  

 Do not talk about other people in a way that might upset them; 

 Respect each other by not talking about what other people have said outside of the room; 

 If you feel uncomfortable with any of the discussions we have, you can use the safe-word “no 

thanks” and we will stop talking about that specific subject. 
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Focus group: handling difficult conversations 

To ensure that no harm is caused to young people, the focus group facilitator should set ground 

rules (see above). 

If a young person uses the safe-word “no thanks”, the focus group facilitator should either: 

 Move the conversation on by asking a new question  

 or 
 Stop the focus group if the overall discussion has become harmful to young people (e.g. if 

young people continuously use offensive language or try to upset other young people in the 
group). If this happens, the focus group facilitator should: 

– Tell young people that the focus group will end; 

– Inform the school as soon as possible; 

– Inform the school’s, LKMco’s and DRUK’s safeguarding officer about the incident and 

arrange a de-briefing session with young people if this is deemed appropriate. 

The decision to take either of the two steps listed above will be based on what is appropriate in 

the individual situation.  

Focus group: tasks and questioning 

Drawing tasks will be modelled by the focus group facilitator. See pages 42 and 43 for resource 

sheets. 

Where the drawing task is not suitable for certain groups of young people (e.g. visually impaired), 

we will make adaptations on a case-by-case basis. 

Focus group questions are listed in the table below. The focus group facilitator should always ask 

the questions in bold. Other questions should be used as prompts where needed. 

Research 

question 

Task Timing 

1 a, b ‘Self-portrait/describing yourself’ 

As an introductory task, young people will be asked to create a ‘self-

portrait’ they will be given the option of either: 

a) Drawing 

b) Writing words 

c) Doing both 

The focus group facilitator will model this by drawing/writing/ 

describing themselves. 

The focus group facilitator can engage in discussion with young 

people as they are drawing and ask questions.  

10 minutes 

1 a, b Questioning 

1. How would you describe yourself? 

a) Can you explain what you’ve drawn/written? 

i) Why did you draw/write that? 

b) Is there anything that you think makes you stand out? 

c) Is there anything that makes you different from other 

people you know? 

5 minutes 
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1 c, d ‘Describing what you like/are good at’ 

Young people will be asked to: 

a. Draw/write the things they enjoy about school or are good at on 

the left-hand side of their page. 

b. Draw/write the things they dislike about school or need help 
with on the right- hand side of their page. 

The focus group facilitator will model this by 

drawing/writing/describing themselves. 

The focus group facilitator can engage in discussion with young 

people as they are drawing and ask questions.  

10 minutes 

1 c, d Questioning 

2. Describe what going to school is like 

a) What, if anything, is enjoyable about school? 

i) Can you explain what you have drawn/written? 

ii) Why did you draw/write that? 

b) What, if anything, is unenjoyable about school? 

ii) Can you explain what you have drawn? 

iii) Why did you draw that? 

c) How do other people treat you in school? 

i) How would you describe your group of friends? 

ii) How do they make you feel? 

d) Do you get any help to make things easier for you in school? 

i) Can you give me an example of a time when you needed 

help in school? What happened? 

e) Is there anyone in school you can go to for help when you 

need it? 

i) Can you give me an example of a time when you went 

to this person for help? 

f) Is there anything you would change about school? 

i) If so, what would you change? 

 

2 a, b/ 

3 a, b 

‘Classmate portrait/describing others’ 

Young people will be asked to think about another pupil in their 

school who is different to them. They will be asked to: 

a) Draw this pupil/write words to describe them. 

b) On the left hand-side of the page draw/write words to 

describe what this pupil seems to be good at. 

c) On the right hand-side of the page draw/write words to 

explain what this pupil seems to need help with. 

The focus group facilitator will model this to young people using 

their workplace as an example. 

5 minutes 
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2 a, b/ 

3 a, b 

Questioning 

3. Thinking about your school, what sorts of different people are 

there? 

a) How similar do you feel to other people in your school? 

i) Can you explain why? 

ii) Can you explain what you’ve drawn? 

b) Is there anything in school that other people need more 

help with than you? 

i) Can you explain what you have drawn? 

c) Is there anything in school that people who are different 

from you are really good at? 

i) Can you explain what you have drawn? 

 

5 minutes 

3 a, b, c 

1 a 

2 a, b 

Questioning 

4. Now we’re going to talk through what disability means to you. 

What do you think the word ‘disabled’ means? 

a) What does it mean if someone is disabled? 

b) Does anyone who is disabled go to your school?  

i) Do you know them? How? 

ii) How would you describe them? 

iii) How similar or different do you feel you are to them?  

Can you explain why? 

c) Do you know anyone who is disabled outside of school? 

iii) How do you know them? 

iv) How would you describe them? 

v) How similar or different do you feel you are to them? 

Can you explain why? 

5 minutes 

N/A Questioning 

5. How similar or different do you feel you are to them? Can you 

explain why? 

1 minute 
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2 SELF-PORTRAIT WORKSHEET 

 

 

 

 

  

THINGS I’M GOOD AT:                                           THINGS I NEED HELP WITH: 

ME 
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3 PEER PORTRAIT WORKSHEET 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

DIFFERENT PERSON AT 
SCHOOL 

THINGS I’M GOOD AT:                                           THINGS I NEED HELP WITH: 
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4 SCHOOL AND PUPIL SAMPLING 

We selected a mixture of mainstream and 

special schools for focus groups. For 

mainstream schools we asked schools to 

identify either a group of pupils with SEND or a 

group of pupils without SEND to take part in 

the focus groups. All focus groups were held in 

state-funded schools. Schools were able to use 

their discretion when deciding which pupils to 

approach about taking part in the focus 

groups. 

Every mainstream school that we held a focus 

group at reported more than 10% of their 

students received SEND support or had an 

EHCP, and all but one mainstream school had 

proportions of students with SEND above the 

national average for mainstream secondary 

schools, according to the 2018 “Special 

educational needs in England” set of statistics 

(Department for Education, 2018). 

Defining SEND 

We defined SEND pupils as anyone with a SEN 

statement or EHCP, or who receives special 

educational support without a statement or 

EHCP. This definition is based on sections 20 

and 21 of the Children and Families Act 2014. 

In effect it is any child who receives at least 

some education that is different or additional 

to what is typically provided to children of the 

same age, and they are receiving this 

education because of a disability or learning 

difficulty. Throughout the report we use the 

terms "pupil with SEND" or "SEND pupil" to 

refer to anyone receiving any kind of special 

education. 
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Appendix 2: Codes 

We used the following set of hierarchical codes to code focus group transcripts. 

Family Members 

Life Goals 

Perception of Disability 

 Definition of disability 

 Disabled people at school 

– Witnessing Bullying 

 Disabled people outside school 

 Own disability 

 Similar to disabled people 

 Views about disabled people 

Perception of Self 

 Different from others 

 Negative self-perception 

  Things good at 

– Things I like 

 Things need help with 

School 

 Other people in school 

– Bad People 

– Different to 

– Drawing subject 

 Different to (drawing) 

 Good at (drawing) 

 Help with (drawing) 

 Similar to (drawing) 

– Good People 

– Similar to 

 Social Group 

– Enforced social groups 

– Friends 

 Support in School 

– Asking for help 

– Others getting support 

 Treated in school 

– Treated Negatively 

 Bullied 

– Treated Neutral 

– Treated Positively 

 Views on School 

– Change about school 

 Facetious 

 Serious 

– Negative about school   

 Teachers (Negative) 

– Positive about school 
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Appendix 3: Ethics 

1 PUPIL CONSENT FORMS 

STANDARD 

Please tick either ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ for each sentence.  

If you tick ‘No’ you will not be able to participate in the group discussion. 

 Yes No 

 

I have read the information sheet and understand what the research is about 

 
☐ ☐ 

 

If I had any questions about the research, I have asked them 

 
☐ ☐ 

 

I am happy to take part in a group discussion 

 
☐ ☐ 

 

I agree not to discuss what other participants in the group discussion say with 

other people 

 

☐ ☐ 

 

I understand that I don’t have to take part in the research, that I can leave at 

any time, and I don’t have to give a reason why 

 

☐ ☐ 

 

I understand that my words will be shared with other people, but my name 

won’t be shared 

 

☐ ☐ 

 

I agree to participate in this research project 

 
☐ ☐ 

    
Your name:    

Your school:    

Date:    



APPENDIX 3: ETHICS 

Special or Unique – Young People’s Attitudes to Disability 47 

EASY READ 

Participant Consent Form 

 

 

 

 

 

I would like to ask you how you think about 

yourself, how you find going to school, and what 

you think about disability. 

I will ask you things like: 

 What you think about yourself 

 What you think of your school 

 What you think about other people in school 

 What you think about disability 

 

Do you want to talk to me about these things, in a 

small group of young people? 

Please put a circle around your answer: 

 

 

 

 You do not have to answer any questions you 

do not like. 

 If you do not want to talk about something, just 

say “no thanks” 

 You can stop taking part and leave the 

discussion at any time. 
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Is it O.K. if I record our chat? 

Please put a circle around your answer:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Can I tell other people what you say? I will not tell 

anyone your name or which school you go to. 

Please put a circle around your answer:  

 

 

 

This is a safe space, and we will all respect each 

other’s stories. 

You must not tell anyone outside this group the 

names of the other people here. You must also 

promise not to share any notes from the group 

that you may be sent. 

 

Do you agree? 

 

 

Please put a circle around your answer:  
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Have I answered any questions that you might 

have? 

 

 

 

Please put a circle around your answer:   

 

Please write your name in the box below.  

Please write the name of your school in the box below. 

Please write today’s date in the box below. 

Thank you for completing this consent form. 
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2 RESEARCH JOURNEY MAP 

The above research journey map was given to pupils printed on A3 paper. 



 

 

  

Special or Unique –  

Young People’s Attitudes to Disability 

Written by Evan Odell 

This research was conducted with support 

from Kate Bowen-Viner, Bart Shaw and Sam 

Baars from LKMco.  

This project was funded as part of DRILL – 

the Disability Research on Independent 

Living & Learning programme.  

DRILL is funded by The National Lottery 

Community Fund. 

ISBN: 978-1-903335-80-2 

 

LKMco 

The Ship of Adventures, 

138 Kingsland High Street,  

Hackney Downs,  

London E8 2NS, UK 

www.lkmco.org.uk 

info@lkmco.org 

Disability Rights UK 

Plexal, Here East, 14 East Bay Lane, 

Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park, 

Stratford, London E20 3BS 

www.disabilityrightsuk.org 

enquiries@disabilityrightsuk.org 

 

www.lkmco.org.uk
www.disabilityrightsuk.org
mailto:info@lkmco.org
mailto:enquiries@disabilityrightsuk.org

	CONTENTS
	Foreword
	Executive Summary
	Key findings
	Recommendations

	1: Introduction
	1.1 Background

	2: Methodology
	2.1 Project Aims and Research Questions
	2.2 Steering group
	2.3 Participants
	2.4 Analysis
	2.5 Ethics

	3: What attitudes do disabled children hold about themselves and their disability?
	3.1 How do disabled young people think of themselves?
	3.2 How – if at all – do they feel their impairment affects their life? 
	3.3 How do disabled children feel they are treated in school? 
	3.4 How would disabled children like to be treated in school? 

	4: What attitudes do disabled children hold about other disabled children?	
	4.1 How do they view other disabled children with similar disabilities? 
	4.2 How do they view children with different disabilities from them? 

	5: What attitudes do non-disabled pupils hold about their disabled classmates/disabled people/disability in general? 
	5.1 What do non-disabled children think about their disabled peers? 
	5.2 How do non-disabled children feel they typically treat and socialise with their disabled peers?

	6: Conclulsion
	6.1 Recommendations

	7: References
	APPENDIX 1: Methodology
	1 Research questions
	2 Self-portrait worksheet
	3 Peer portrait worksheet
	4 School and pupil sampling

	APPENDIX 2: Codes
	APPENDIX 3: Ethics
	1 Pupil Consent Forms
	2 Research Journey Map


