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N6
Disabled children

Common Core 2  Child and young person development (knowledge: understand how babies, children and 
young people develop). Know that development includes emotional, physical, intellectual, social, moral 
and character growth, and know that they can all affect one another.

Common Core 3  Safeguarding and promoting the welfare of the child (skills: personal skills). Understand 
the different forms and extent of abuse and their impact on children’s development.
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30 minutesGroups 2-4, 6 (Working Together 2010)

To recognise signs and symptoms of children and young people who are, or may 
be, neglected.
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It should be acknowledged that participants attending the course might 
have a disabled child or family member with a disability. With all groups, 
there needs to be sensitivity in covering issues of potential neglect of 
disabled children.

1

2

3

4

As stated in the consultation document published by the Department 
for Education (2011):

Compared with their peers, children and young people who are 
disabled or who have SEN are considerably more likely to be at risk 
of poorer outcomes. They are less likely to achieve well at school and 
are four times less likely to participate in higher education. Pupils with 
SEN are more than twice as likely to be eligible for free school meals 
than their peers; and pupils at School Action Plus are 20 times more 
likely to receive a permanent exclusion and seven times more likely 
to receive a fixed-period exclusion than pupils with no identified SEN. 
Looked after children are three-and-a-half times more likely to have 
SEN compared with all children.

(Department for Education 2007, p22)

The evidence that disabled children are at increased risk of being abused 
and neglected is extensive (Sullivan and Knutson 2000; Kennedy and 
Wonnacott 2005).  

Furthermore, Cross et al. (1993) point to the ‘created’ vulnerability for 
disabled children that comes from a range of social factors including lack 
of structural supports, poor access to many services and stereotypical 
and discriminatory attitudes. When considering the developmental 
needs of disabled children, it is crucial to assess all factors taking an 
ecological approach that may contribute to a heightened risk of the 
disabled child’s development being compromised and not just focusing 
on the impact of the impairments.



3

Presentation Notes

N6
Disabled children

5

6

7

This table is taken from Miller and Raymond (in Baginsky (ed) 2008) – 
their chapter covers particular issues for schools in relation to the abuse 
and neglect of disabled children.

Kennedy and Wonnacot (2005) use a social model of disability as their 
starting point, whilst incorporating attention to the need to assess 
parental capacity. There is a risk that compromised development for a 
disabled child is attributed to the disability rather than neglect. 

Practitioners can focus on the provision of practical support and be 
distracted from noticing when there is a breakdown or absence of 
parental care. Practitioners need to be alert to what may be contributing 
to neglect within the child’s environment, family circumstances and 
social attitudes to disability, and address the availability of appropriate 
service provision. 

There can be a paradox in the message that disabled children should be 
considered simultaneously as no different from other children, but also 
as having additional needs. The importance message for practitioners is 
that they need to apply the same care to assessing developmental needs 
in all domains and consider whether the children are attaining their 
potential. Kennedy and Wonnacott (2005) give a series of questions that 
can be asked when considering whether a disabled child is experiencing 
neglect.

This and the subsequent few slides are fairly self-explanatory – they 
set out a range of ways in which disabled children’s needs may be 
neglected. 

Discussion point: have you come across this situation within your 
practice? How does this make you feel towards the families?

The examples have been collated from practice by Margaret Kennedy 
– a consultant with expertise in neglected children. Some participants 
may find it difficult to accept that a disabled child’s needs are neglected 
in this way. Other participants may express anger towards parents who 
neglect their children in this way. However, it is important, again, to set 
these issues within the wider context of social attitudes and structural 
disadvantages that affect the parents as well as disabled children.
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As above
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Kennedy also highlights the ways in which some parents may wish 
to avoid the child having visible signs of being disabled. For the child 
this means that their needs for communication or moving around 
independently may not be addressed. Again, many parents may believe 
that it is in the child’s best interests to appear as ‘normal’ as possible. 

An overly critical approach from professionals will not be helpful, 
rather professionals need to develop a good working relationship with 
parents whilst simultaneously ensuring that someone in the network 
has established good communication with the child. This is especially 
important when parents are the main mediators of communication with 
the child. 

Kirsten Stalker has published extensively about communication and disabled children – 
details of her publications can be found at: 

http://www.strath.ac.uk/humanities/courses/socialwork/staff/stalkerkirstenprof/

This slide is a reminder that parents should not be blamed nor judged, 
rather they need understanding and support whilst the needs of the 
child should be held central.

Many participants will be familiar with attachment theory and the 
importance of a secure attachment in a child’s life. Neglect is frequently 
associated with insecure attachments because of the absence of a 
consistent, sensitive and responsive relationship with a parent or carer. 
For example, the mind-minded parent is more likely to treat their 
children as individuals with minds.  Here participants are reminded that 
a secure attachment is also vital for a child who is disabled. 

Even when a child is clearly very dependent upon a parent or carer it 
should not always be assumed that the attachment pattern is secure 
– the same careful attention to the quality of the relationship is as 
important as it is for any child. If a child’s need for a secure attachment is 
not being met they are likely to be at elevated vulnerability to the effects 
of separations and other trauma.
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Attachment and deaf children.

Attachment and disability. David Howe is the author of a number of key 
texts about attachment and participants who are interested in this area 
can be directed to his work.

This diagram underlines the importance of supporting parents in 
accepting that they have a disabled child.

Communication – the authors note that barriers to communication are 
risk factors for disabled children. For example, they may not be able to 
contribute to discussions in schools if their communication aids do not 
include the appropriate words or concepts. They need a vocabulary to 
enable them to communicate about sensitive issues.

Consultation – ‘We know that children and young people who feel secure and valued, and who 
are routinely involved in decisions that affect them, are more likely to seek support when they 
are anxious as they will have an expectation that they will be believed and that their concerns 
will be acted on’ (p. 74). Disabled children need to be involved in drawing up their care plan – 
and schools and other settings need to create an ethos of listening, consulting and valuing the 
children and young people’s views. 

Complaints procedures – within schools the provision of clear messages about what to do and 
who to speak to if worried about something happening either within the school or elsewhere is 
helpful. They highlight the value of peer supporters and advocates.

Anti-bullying – bullying is a major risk for children in the general population, children with a 
disability are at elevated risk of bullying and therefore schools need to ensure that their anti-
bullying policies are suitable for all children, including disabled children. They need to address the 
specific issues that disabled children may face.

Someone to turn to – schools can play a vital role in bridging the gap between disabled children 
and sources of help and support such as helplines or advocacy services. Schools can ensure the 
child has the vocabulary to communicate, has access to accessible information, has opportunities 
to contact sources of help in private, develops links with outside support agencies and provides a 
range of opportunities for children to speak to staff about any concerns. 


