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Introduction 
Services must be relevant and accessible for disabled children, young people and adults. All social workers 
need the knowledge, skills and values to contribute effectively in each setting. Students therefore need the 
skills to work in partnership with disabled children and adults appreciating all aspects of their identity, 
relationships and context. This will mean reflecting on their practice to ensure that support is accessible and 
identifying barriers at the organisational level which may require change. There are competing definitions of 
disability that vary considerably in their concern with the rights and needs of individuals (Shakespeare, 2006 
(See Key Resource 8). Students will have their own experiences of disability; but their understandings – though 
sometimes detailed – may be narrow and include unquestioned assumptions. Students need to engage in 
debate about disability as a social relationship. Drawing on personal experiences, when appropriate, to identify 
common themes and differences can engage students and demonstrate different perspectives. This guide is 
informed by people’s experiences of disability recognising that needs may arise from specific physical, sensory 
and intellectual impairments and barriers met.  
 
Terminology 
The language adopted by professionals has implications for the identity and expectations of disabled children 
and adults, and also for their families and communities. Much of the descriptive language used to define and 
categorise disabled people in terms of their impairments gains status from its medical nature (Oliver et al, 
2012, Key Resouce 6). Some disability related terminology carries strong negative connotations. Disabled 
children are sometimes described as ‘children first’ to avoid this but their identity as disabled children needs to 
be confident to convey clear expectations for their childhoods. The words used to describe disabled people 
engaged in the development of social work education and services may also be problematic; as the term 
‘service user’ casts an individual solely in that role, rather than recognising the many facets of life in which 
citizens engage. A similar point can be raised in relation to 'carers'.  
 
Key curriculum issues 
Disability can be defined in medical, functional, personal, relative or social terms. Students should be aware of 
this complexity and understand how practice situations can be variously interpreted using different models of 
understanding. Whilst recognising that individuals' experiences are informed by a myriad of factors, including 
disability status, students should develop a commitment to social model approaches, understanding the 
common barriers encountered and the kinds of professional support found most helpful.  
 
Key content areas 
Impairment and experiences of disability 
o Impairment can be congenital, acquired, degenerative (life limiting), or ageing related. Often characterised 

as purely physical or psychological, the potentially cross-cutting effects of impairment can be temporary or 
permanent, direct or indirect. 

o The significance for many of diagnosis, including the medical and social meaning attached to the 
'condition'. How the label acquired can alter the experiences and expectations of the person with 
impairment and those around them. Assumptions are often based on an understanding of that impairment 
rather than an understanding of the person with the impairment within his or her wider social context. 

 
Models of understanding/Definitions of disability 
Definitions and understandings of disability are underpinned by wider theoretical assumptions. Students should 
develop an understanding of the pure models and their application or relevance in complex social situations. 

• Individual models including medical and charitable approaches, their legacy and critiques. 
• The development of the social model, refocusing attention away from the individual and impairment 
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towards society's barriers. Variants and criticisms of this model and the impact of the subsequent range 
of theoretical work on social factors shaping the individual experience of disability (Thomas, 2007, Key 
Resource 10).  

• The significance of functional definitions in legal and policy contexts. Disability as a protected 
characteristic under the Equality Act 2010 makes reference to functional limitations. 

• A human rights approach in which benchmarks of citizenship apply across social groupings 
(Clements and Thompson, 2011, Key Resource 3) aids students in understanding the progress 
catalysed by disability rights activists. 

A number of false binaries may emerge when attempting to present an ordered way of thinking about disability; 
these should be identified and explored in the context of practice ambiguities. 
 
Disabling barriers 
Barriers that create disability can be identified as physical, structural, informational, organisational and 
attitudinal (Swain et al., 2004, KR9). In examining these barriers, the following should be considered: 

• poverty, both as a potential precursor to and a consequence of disability, throughout the life cycle 
• inadequate recognition of ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and age preventing civil rights 
• which groups construct and benefit from these barriers. 
 

Enabling approaches  
Knowledge, values, skills and standards may include:  

1. Understanding philosophies of independence and independent living and policies available to facilitate 
this, such as personalisation and direct payments.  

2. The inaccessible nature of received communication practices and methods to improve accessibility, 
including an understanding of ‘behaviour’ as communication (Emerson, 2011, KR4). 

3. Risk assessment methods and their application, including the opposing and potentially limiting 
influences of eligibility thresholds and paternalism. 

4. Interdisciplinary approaches (Shakespeare, 2006, KR8) and multi-disciplinary working, alongside 
disabled people as partners in this team.  

 
Life course approach 
Social work involvement should take account of power dynamics within important interpersonal relationships, 
be they familial, social or professional. Some relationships are particularly notable in a life cycle approach:  

• parenting disabled children 
• disabled children’s relationships with their families and peers 
• transitions into adolescence and adulthood including forces for change and inertia 
• disabled people as parents and carers, including co-dependent relationships, such as those with life 

long disability caring for ageing parent 
• experiences of ageing with disability and developing chronic illness in older age 

Dominant images affect all members of society, resulting in simplistic notions of a 'conventional' life course. 
Stereotyped assumptions about disability contribute to these expectations, resulting in some false perceptions 
about the role of disability within a family. Individual expectations are affected by this hegemony, alongside: 

• specific cultural expectations (including reference to gender and sexuality) 
• women's roles in the family/society and the impact of feminist thought 
• the impact of normalisation 

 
Policy and legislation 

o Education policy: Disabled children's right to access a high quality education is espoused in policy 
(Broach et al., 2010, KR2) but how this should be achieved remains controversial (Brahm, 2008, KR1).  

o Employment and social welfare: Changing definitions of work capability alongside 
compensatory policies have resulted in a complex web of benefits that encourages 



 
 

Produced in partnership to support curriculum 
development in initial social work education (2012) 

 

some families to work and others to care at home. Income and savings have significant implications for 
community care support charges. 

 
o Discrimination and equality rights: An awareness of the development of disability as a socially 

constructed, marginalising and later 'protected' characteristic.  
o Access to healthcare: Health inequalities throughout the life cycle and the limited impact of policies 

designed to address this problem. 
o Housing: The increased risk of substandard and insecure housing, and unmet need for specific 

requirements. 
o Social services: Although the underpinning concepts of social care policies and legislation are not 

coherent, the following principles should be discussed: 
o duties to assess and meet certain needs 
o human rights, the rights of a child and the dignity agenda 
o autonomy and risk taking as commensurate with developmental competence and mental 

capacity 
o personalisation, 'choice and control' and 'marketisation' 

 
Links to other curriculum guides 
Mental health and distress: (some important commonalities to be explored; the experience of mental distress 
should be explored in the context of overlapping group identities); Human growth and development (valuing 
diversity rather than adopting an approach which views disability as deviant); Neglect, violence and abuse of 
children and adults (risks and protective factors associated with individuals and their situations may include 
reference to their impairment and disability status). 
 
Where in the curriculum ‘disability’ might feature 
A specific introduction should feature early in the curriculum, coupled with opportunities to develop an 
appreciation of disability debates in the interpretation of a range of practice issues. This should enable 
students to fulfil their professional duty to challenge disability as disadvantage and advance social justice. 
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