THE SOCIAL MODEL OF DISABILITY – PRACTICE PRINCIPLES
Any organisation that works with disabled children needs to have the social model of disability underpinning its ideology and professional practice. Below is an attempt to explain this model in accessible terms.

How did the social model come about?
The social model of disability is a model that emerged in the early 1970s as a result of the work of a number of disabled people who had been living in segregated institutions and had been confronted with a range of practices which had dehumanised and objectified them. Their experiences led to acts of resistance that forced society’s consideration of disabled people’s human rights. These rights can be detailed in the following way:
a. The right to have a voice and for that voice to be heard
b. The right to be treated with dignity and respect
c. The right to be included in all aspects of society

d. The right to make choices about how people live their lives
From these early beginnings, a definition of disability arose that focused on the social barriers that disabled people face, and which act against disabled people’s full inclusion in society. Academics have subsequently debated this early definition, with feminism offering valuable contributions to the debate. 

Despite orientations, there is some agreement amongst disabled people about what these social barriers can include:
a. The inaccessible environment

b. you would you are on the table The prejudicial attitudes of others

c. Disabled people’s own self-limiting behaviours (internalised oppression) that have arisen from years of being treated in a devalued and inferior way.
What does a social model definition look like?

The important thing to remember about the social model of disability is that there is a distinction to be made between disability and impairment. Impairment relates to disabled people’s physical and cognitive condition. Disability relates to disabled people’s oppression by society. Put succinctly:
Disability = oppression/discrimination/prejudice
Impairment = a bio-physical condition

These distinctions influence the language that should be used by people; both disabled people and non-disabled people. Using this simplified rule of thumb detailed above, it is appropriate to refer to disabled people (i.e. oppressed people) but not people with disabilities, as this makes no sense when using this definition. 
Getting your head around this distinction can take time and effort. But the effort made does reflect a commitment to seeing disabled people (including disabled children) in a different and more empowering way. With reference to this distinction, disability can be defined in the following way:
Disability is a form of social oppression involving the social imposition of restrictions of activity on people with impairments and the socially engendered undermining of their psycho-emotional well-being.

                                                                                   Thomas(1999, p.60)

The social model allows for individuals with hidden impairments (those not visible to the eye) to self-identify as a disabled person, since the determining factor is an individuals experience of prejudice and discrimination. The social model therefore rejects debate that centres on being ‘more or less impaired.’ Discussion of levels of impairment and comparison of need by people other than the disabled person is inappropriate and unethical.
What does this distinction mean for the language we use and our professional practice?

A knock on effect of understanding the social model of disability is a need to re-evaluate the language that has traditionally surrounded people with impairments and which continues to do so. Good practice dictates that we must engage with, and critique, this language since much of it is undermining of disabled people’s integrity, as it highlights the indifference which lies at its roots. Common terminology used to describe disabled people, include some of the following terms:
	Commonly used
	Preferred term
	Why

	The disabled
Them/they

A Downs
	Disabled people
	These descriptions

objectify disabled people and detract from their humanity.   

	Invalid/handicapped
	Disabled people
	These terms have a
historical origin.

Invalid stems from the expression ‘in valid’ and

handicapped from 

‘cap-in-hand.’ Both imply a devalued status, with the latter suggesting that the resources offered to disabled people are charitable offerings rather than determined by disabled people’s human rights.

	Special needs child
	Disabled child
	A child with an impairment, whatever its nature, is a child first and foremost. Its needs are the same as any other – to be loved and accepted as an important family member. Special educational needs is a marginally more acceptable expression. Additional educational needs might be considered to be the preferred term.

	Abnormal
	Different
	This word is
pathologising and also patronises. It sees disabled people as less than perfect and, worse still, less than human. The opposite, normal, is also a problem, since in reality there is no such entity.


Putting language to one side, the message that underpins the social model is simple and straightforward. It asks non-disabled people to treat disabled people in the way that they would want to be treated themselves. Disabled children and young people may be less able to voice their opinions and concerns. Their frustrations about situations they encounter can be articulated in what is seen by others as ‘bad’ or challenging behaviour. Full inclusion does not involve throwing a disabled person into a situation and expecting them to survive (because they will inevitably fail). Inclusion involves providing the necessary support (the provision of reasonable adjustments) to help disabled people to achieve their full potential and participate in society on equal terms.
