	Briefing: Hidden in Plain Sight – What the Commission’s Inquiry into Disability Related Harassment means for Schools and colleges
	


Introduction 

On 12 September, the Equality and Human Rights Commission published the findings of its formal inquiry into disability related harassment. Our extensive evidence indicates that for many disabled people, both adults and children, harassment – including verbal and physical abuse, theft and fraud, sexual harassment and bullying – is a commonplace experience. Many disabled people have come to accept it as inevitable because public authorities have not put adequate structures in place to prevent and address it.
Disabled people often do not report harassment for a number of reasons: it may be unclear who to report it to; they may fear the consequences of reporting; or they may fear that the police or other authorities will not believe them. A culture of disbelief exists around this issue. For this reason, we describe it as a problem which is ‘hidden in plain sight’.

There is a systemic failure by public authorities to recognise the extent and impact of harassment and abuse of disabled people, take action to prevent it happening in the first place and intervene effectively when it does. These organisational failings need to be addressed as a matter of urgency and the main report makes a number of recommendations aimed at helping agencies to do so. Schools and colleges have a key role to play in changing attitudes to disabled people and dealing more effectively with harassment. This briefing sets out the key issues for schools and colleges.
Key areas for improvement for schools and colleges
· Promote positive attitudes to disabled people

· Better integration of pupils who are disabled or have special educational needs

· Increase reporting of harassment and bullying
· Recognise that bullying may be motivated by hostility or prejudice against disabled people 

· Intervene effectively to prevent escalation of bullying

· Better support for disabled pupils

· Reduce harassment of disabled people by pupils outside school, particularly on public transport
· Improve joint working with other agencies

School role

‘You’re right to identify [a] pivotal role for education in shaping attitudes and values.’ David Bell, Permanent Secretary, Department for Education, inquiry hearing, 27/01/11

Schools have a significant role to play in addressing disability related harassment through:

· increasing integration and inclusion of disabled pupils into society on an equal basis with non-disabled pupils 

· reducing fear of difference and encouraging understanding of diversity 

· dealing effectively with bullying of disabled pupils, both at school and outside it 

· dealing effectively with pupils harassing disabled people in public places and on public transport.

Ofsted have placed equalities and human rights at the heart of their approach to regulation and inspection in England. The inspection framework for schools includes specific questions about:

· how schools are meeting their equalities duties 
· whether there are different outcomes for different groups of children 
· how schools are dealing with bullying.

Ofsted has introduced a ‘limiting judgement’ on equalities performance which means that schools cannot be judged as excellent if their equalities performance is inadequate.

Integration and inclusion

‘Without inclusive education you will not get an inclusive society.’ (Key informant interview, Professor Colin Barnes, Professor of disability studies, University of Leeds, 29/06/10)
Increasing the degree to which disabled children are educated alongside non-disabled children is an important element of developing a more inclusive society. The Commission’s work on school bullying has found that ‘real or perceived differences between children are a cause of bullying’.
 Fear of difference can be exacerbated by the lack of contact that non-disabled people may have with disabled people, reflecting the history of institutionalisation and the lack of integration of disabled people in many aspects of society. Over the last 20 years there have been moves to reduce the level of segregation of disabled children within the education system, with fewer children educated in ‘special’ schools. However underlying prejudice has not been fully addressed, which can manifest in harassment and exploitation of disabled people.
Many schools are still struggling to support full integration of disabled pupils. Ofsted’s review of special educational needs and disability (SEN)
 found that additional provision for pupils with SEN in England was often not of good quality. It was rare for schools to take positive action to ensure that disabled pupils and those with special educational needs participated in activities and events outside the usual curriculum. 
The inquiry received evidence from a number of parents who felt that their disabled children had been left feeling marginalised at school, unsupported and often the focus of bullying.

‘There have been several instances when we have either been made to feel, or it has been actually said to us, when we have encountered problems that “this is what happens when you choose a mainstream school”.’ (Individual submission to the inquiry call for evidence) 
Some schools have been more effective at integrating disabled pupils and providing an inclusive environment where all flourish and where positive attitudes and behaviours around disability and difference generally are developed.

Case study

At Marlborough School in Oxfordshire it is perfectly normal to see students with a wide range of impairments, mixing in class, at play and in extra-curricular activities with their fellow youngsters. This distinctive approach to integrate disabled children into mainstream education has made the school popular with children, parents and carers.

A key part of the integration is having a unit with specialist facilities, such as physiotherapy rooms, at the very centre of the school. Known as the Ormerod Centre it is the hub of the school and has all of the school’s children walking through it all the time. Most of the disabled children, who have a wide range of impairments and educational needs, join in with everyday classes and playtime alongside non-disabled children.

Julie Fenn, headteacher at Marlborough, observes: ‘Our first premise is that they [disabled children] are going to go to every lesson and be fully integrated – then we work back from that point.’ This includes having classrooms that are larger than normal so that they can accommodate wheelchairs and other specialist equipment.

One of the initiatives to aid integration and combat bullying is to set up a ‘circle of friends’ for every disabled child. When a disabled child first comes to Marlborough the school selects a small group of children in their form to act as their friendship circle. The children also work together to develop a rights and responsibilities charter which includes anti-bullying initiatives. Fenn explains that the school is very open about a youngster’s impairments with the friendship circle and other form members to help dispel any fear or misunderstandings.

The headteacher says that name calling or staring at disabled children is very rare because everyone is just a normal part of the school. On the few occasions this has happened then the school usually holds a ‘restorative meeting’ with the children and adults involved. Fenn says the cause of a problem is usually lack of understanding or fear on the part of a child. Fenn believes that integration has profound long-term benefits for everyone. ‘It’s about educating other people in society to understand that having a disability isn’t necessarily a barrier to achievement, and it’s about people with disabilities having a right to have the same opportunities as everybody else does.’

Dealing with bullying 

Harassment in the context of schools and other settings involving young people is often called bullying. National guidance for schools in England, Scotland and Wales recognises that people may be bullied because of prejudice including on the grounds of special educational needs. 
School or college was the setting for a lot of reports of harassment to the inquiry, including from adult respondents who in many cases said they were still emotionally raw from experiences that happened to them a long time ago.
 Some people reported being called names not only by fellow pupils but also by teachers. More than four-fifths of 16-year-olds with a statement of special educational needs or disability that affected their schooling have reported being bullied. This contrasts with under two-thirds of non-disabled young people who report being bullied.
 There is a substantial gap between the amount of harassment that disabled people experience, the amount that they report to public bodies such as schools and the amount that is recorded as disability motivated.
Bullying may continue outside school on the journey home and beyond. In some cases bullying that started in childhood at school persists into adulthood and can escalate into extreme physical and sexual assaults.

‘I was bullied on a daily basis from getting on the school bus... it started from being called “spacca”... I was punched, kicked, spat at.’ (Interview with man with learning difficulties, age 31-59) 

‘When returning to school (after time off for treatment) ...people have shouted at me “what the f*** are you doing here, so you’ve stopped skiving then”, and many others to the same effect.’ (Submission to the inquiry, woman with physical impairment, age 16-24)

For respondents in a young people’s focus group, being bullied by fellow pupils had a major impact on their wellbeing at school and was the main type of harassment reported. Incidents involved name calling, teasing, playing tricks, and various forms of assault.
 One person had significantly impaired brain and body functions and used a wheelchair. A gang picked on him at college; he was teased, bullied and his money and phone were stolen. Eventually someone at college tried to strangle him, which left marks on his neck. Until then, he had kept the bullying to himself.

The Commission’s research on identity based bullying in England and Wales
 found major gaps in collecting data on bullying of disabled and pupils with special educational needs. Without adequate monitoring schools are unable to understand the problem that they are dealing with or evaluate the effectiveness of their responses.

‘I want schools to take bullying more seriously – disabled children are more vulnerable to bullying. Teachers could teach classes about disabilities... disabled kids could help if they wanted to. A bit like a new lesson!’

Bispham High School and Arts College in Blackpool has introduced the ‘sharp system’ for reporting bullying anonymously via email to a senior member of staff. They respond to all emails and try to resolve issues quickly. The Deputy Head, John Topping, gave an example of how they dealt with a bullying clip that had been posted on Facebook:

‘Very quickly we got the behaviour managers together in school. We interviewed the student, the parent was in within half an hour, and within half an hour, also, that material, after the mother had seen it, was taken off Facebook. The child was punished, and the boy who brought it to our attention, who had been making nasty text messages to this girl, because they were boyfriend/girlfriend, he was punished as well, so within a day that was – a line was drawn under it. You need staff in school, behaviour managers, for each year group who are particularly sensitive to and can deal with it.’ John Topping, Deputy Headteacher, Bispham High School, Blackpool, inquiry hearings, 11/02/2011.

Schools need to adequately address the needs of victims, including those targeted through cyber-bullying, and deal effectively with perpetrators in order to reduce the risk of escalation. They should also tackle the social attitudes that lead to the harassment of disabled people. 

Harassment outside school
Some disabled people and their organisations raised concerns about the harassment of disabled people by schoolchildren on public transport. Schools should be involved in resolving these problems, alongside transport providers themselves.

‘Greater Manchester Passenger Transport Executive (GMPTE) identified that harassment of disabled people on public transport is a problem. They commissioned research which indicated that schoolchildren are often the main instigators for harassing disabled people, especially people with learning disabilities, particularly on buses and trains and when waiting at bus stops. In response to this, GMPTE have undertaken various projects to enhance the travel opportunities of people with learning disabilities and improve access, enabling them to make better use of mainstream public transport services and increase confidence when using public transport.’ Submission to the inquiry by Greater Manchester Passenger Transport Executive (GMPTE)

‘Andrew was on his way home from college using the bus. A group of schoolchildren in uniform spoke to him as they were all getting on the bus. The schoolchildren sat at the back of the bus while Andrew sat at the front. When the schoolchildren got off the bus, one of them smacked Andrew over the back of his head. When Andrew got home, he reported it to his support workers. After discussing it with his support workers Andrew didn’t want to report the incident to the police. Andrew often asked “Why me?” Andrew continues to travel independently on public transport and has community members he often sees when travelling which bring him security. Now Andrew is wary of groups of young adults/children when he is out in the community and goes out of his way to avoid them.’ (Submission to the inquiry by United Response)
‘Dave has learning disabilities and is partially sighted so when out in the community he has a white stick to support him with his bearings. Dave got on a bus and school children in uniform started sniggering at him and calling him names such as “Blind *******” Dave decided it was best not to say anything to the children or the bus driver but was determined to stay on the bus until he reached his destination.’ (Submission to the inquiry by United Response)
We wish to see greater progress in tackling the prejudice and hostility that disabled people can experience when using public transport. This could include schools incorporating topics around disability, inclusion and challenging negative attitudes into relevant lessons and generating opportunities for positive interaction between students and local disabled people. Undertaking activities such as these will help public authorities to demonstrate how they are fostering good relations between disabled people and non-disabled people. For more information on the new PSED

please see the Commission’s website.
Recommendations

Our full report sets out measures which our evidence suggests could help prevent disability related harassment and improve responses to it. Over the next six months we will consult widely with stakeholders on whether these are the right steps, how they might work and whether there are any other measures which might be more effective. We are keen to engage with all parties to find out how the improvement can be achieved for the most reasonable cost. Most importantly, we recognise that we will only succeed in effecting change when others take responsibility and ownership for these recommendations.

Seven core recommendations

At this stage, it is clear that there are seven areas where improvements will show to us that society is achieving real progress in tackling harassment: 

· There is real ownership of the issue in organisations critical to dealing with harassment. Leaders show strong personal commitment and determination to deliver change.

· Definitive data is available which spells out the scale, severity and nature of disability harassment and enables better monitoring of the performance of those responsible for dealing with it.
· The Criminal Justice System is more accessible and responsive to victims and disabled people and provides effective support to them. 

· We have a better understanding of the motivations and circumstances of perpetrators and are able to more effectively design interventions.
· The wider community has a more positive attitude towards disabled people and better understands the nature of the problem. 

· Promising approaches to preventing and responding to harassment and support systems for those who require them have been evaluated and disseminated.
· All frontline staff who may be required to recognise and respond to issues of disability-related harassment have received effective guidance and training.
A number of more detailed recommendations lie beneath these seven core areas including:

· Removing all barriers to reporting for disabled people and putting in place processes to encourage reporting;
· Improving data collection and recording;
· Using the public sector equality duty as a framework for helping promote positive images of disabled people and redressing disproportionate representation of disabled people across all areas of public life;

· Encouraging all individuals and organisations to recognise, report and respond to any incidences of disability related harassment they may encounter.
Specific recommendations for schools and colleges
In addition to the core recommendations, there are recommendations targeted at different sectors, including schools and colleges:

· Schools and colleges should actively develop material for helping students understand disabled people and the social model of disability, and the prejudice that disabled people face within society. The training should encourage a better understanding and respect for diversity and difference. The training should also help students know what to do when they see others perpetrating bullying and harassment, both in school and outside (on public transport, in public places, etc).
· Schools and colleges should ensure that their procedures for identifying the bullying of disabled students and students with special educational needs are fully operative, effective, and understood by all staff and students. These procedures should be based on a zero tolerance approach with early stage incidents, such as name calling, dealt with appropriately and firmly. It should not be assumed that harassment is committed only by, or to, other students but, potentially, by all those who work within educational establishments. 
· The growing threat posed by ‘cyberbullying’ should be recognised and dealt with on the same basis as face to face bullying. This is particularly important for schools to address as many perpetrators are young people.
· Schools and colleges should identify and implement interventions to prevent harassment occurring in the first place and develop responses to prevent escalation and invest in awareness campaigns aimed at encouraging victims of disability-related harassment to come forward.
· Schools and colleges should ensure disabled pupils and those with special educational needs are able to participate in all school/ college and after school/college activities on an equal basis with non-disabled pupils.

The Commission will seek to progress and finalise the recommendations in partnership with the various groups and agencies in the coming months. But everyone should be aware that disability-related harassment is predominantly a social problem and one that, in the final analysis, also requires an individual response and commitment to change.
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