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Moving on from ramps? The utility of the social model of disability
for facilitating experiences of nature for disabled children
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Experiences of nature have been shown to be beneficial for disabled children;
however, opportunities for disabled children to experience nature are often
limited. The social model of disability may provide a theoretical base for
increasing access to nature for pupils at Special Educational Needs (SEN) schools.
Using results from interviews conducted with teachers from seven SEN schools,
considered alongside responses from interviews with staff from six environmental
centres, this paper seeks to identify the specific constraints that may act upon the
opportunities for disabled pupils to visit environmental centres. The research finds
that a ‘medicalised’ approach to access may impede upon environmental centres’
ability to cater effectively to the needs of SEN school groups. Dialogue between
environmental centres and SEN school teachers is recommended as a means of
facilitating SEN school group access.

Keywords: disability; children; nature; environmental access; constraints

Review of literature
The importance of experiences of nature to children

In the US, the relationship between children and nature has been a popular topic of
academic enquiry since the early 1970s (see Shafer and Mietz 1969; Kaplan 1974;
Scott 1974). Research has shown that experiences of nature provide a wide range of
benefits, particularly to children (see Cuvo et al. 2001; Taylor et al. 2001; Kahn 2002).
Kong (2000) categorises these benefits as developing skills related to learning, caring
and playing. Further analysis shows that these benefits are both individual benefits,
such as educational and developmental (Kahn 2002) and health-related (Kaplan
1995), and benefits to society at large, such as environmental (UNICEF and UNEP
1990), social (Taylor et al. 1998), and economic (Sherer 2006). Ballantyne et al.
(1998) further argue for a secondary benefit of experiences of nature, showing that
children who are provided with adequate environmental education have the potential
to educate adults about the environment.

Deteriorating relationship between children and nature

Despite the wealth of research indicating the positive affects of children’s interaction
with nature, there is evidence to show that the quality and quantity of children’s
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experiences of nature are diminishing. Recent studies have shown significant reduc-
tions in the amount of time children spend in the countryside (see Commission for
Rural Communities 2005; Pergams and Zaradic 2006), whilst Balmford et al. (2002),
Bebbington (2005), Collins (2008) and the National Trust (results published in
national newspapers such as The Independent Online and Mail Online. August 2008)
have illustrated the result of this lack of contact with the outdoors by showing that
British school pupils cannot effectively recognise common British wildlife.

This ‘denaturing” of children (McKee 2008) is commonly attributed to reductions
in the amount of time children are allowed to spend playing independently outside,
and a decrease in the distance they are allowed to travel from home unsupervised
(Clements 2004; Wridt 2004). This decline in the independent mobility of children is
widely considered a result of: adult fears regarding traffic and strangers (Valentine
and McKendrick 1997; Farmer 2005; BBC News 2008: Playday 2005); pressure on
timetables limiting the amount of free play time available to children (Hofferth and
Sandburg 2001; Burdette et al. 2005); and the lure of other technology-based indoor
activities such as computers, televisions and games consoles (McKee 2005; Roberts
et al. 2005).

Environmental access as a particular issue for disabled children

According to Hart (1978), children’s range of independent mobility is not a fixed
quantity but a space which is constantly negotiated between a child and their carers.
Hart argues that this negotiation centres on the carers’ perceptions of the ability of the
child, and their perception of the risks of the local environment. Hart’s model suggests
that disabled children are more likely than non-disabled children to have restricted
ranges of independent mobility as they are more likely to be perceived by their carers
to have lower capabilities, whether intellectual or physical, than their non-disabled
peers. Subsequently they may be considered to be at greater risk independently nego-
tiating their local area. Studies also show that disabled children are less likely to go
out with friends than non-disabled children (Aitchison 2000), further reducing their
opportunities for independent exploration of the local area (Mackett et al. 2007).

Opportunities for disabled children to spend time in the natural environment
accompanied by their families may also be fewer than for non-disabled children.
Disabled children are more likely to grow up in low income households than non-
disabled children (Contact a Family 2007), suggesting there may be less prospect of
travelling together to participate in outdoor leisure activities. Further, negotiating the
needs of different family members and organising activities such as therapies, may
occupy a great deal of carers’ time, leaving little chance for outdoor recreation
(Mactavish and Schleien 2004: Chan et al. 2005; Green 2003). Shelley (2002) found
that parents of disabled children identified a range of barriers to undertaking leisure
activities with their disabled children, including: long queues, being made to feel
uncomfortable, expense, distance and transport restrictions.

Applying the social model of disability
None of the barriers to accessing leisure activities presented above are direct results
of impairment but rather products of social reactions, or non-reactions, to impairment

which lead to stigma, exclusion, iappropriate facilities or resources and environmen-
tal barriers to access. This conclusion is reinforced by Murray (2004) who found that
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disabled young people were unable to access leisure services due to society’s interpre-
tation of their disability and resultant practices leading to isolation, rather than their
impairment itself. The recognition that disability is a product of society’s failure to
meet the physical, social and emotional needs of impaired people is a concept well
embedded within disability theory in Britain (Oliver 2004). Further, Murray (2004)
argues that this social model of disability is beginning to become embedded in legis-
lation and policy rhetoric. However, Murray identifies this as being in clear contrast
to the practices of leisure service provides who operate within a medical model of
disability, supposing that impairment results in dependency and vulnerability and
logically leads to exclusion from social activities.

Tregaskis (2004) similarly used social model ideas to discuss disabled adults’
access to the countryside, finding that countryside practitioners have traditionally
operated access from within this medical model of disability. Tregaskis identifies this
practice as leading to a culture of overprotection of disabled people, preventing them
from engaging in experiencing nature in the same way as non-disabled people. The
work of both Tregaskis (2004) and Murray (2004) suggests that it is the understand-
ing of disability held by service providers that it crucial in determining access to
leisure activities for disabled people and that for disabled people to be included in
leisure activities, service providers’ understandings must reflect the social model of
disability.

For this reason, this research has sought to engage with service providers manag-
ing environmental resource facilities as well as with schools to attempt to identify the
ways in which childhood disability and the importance of interaction with the natural
environment is understood by representatives of these two groups of organisations.
Schools have been chosen as an environment for exploring disabled children’s access
to nature rather than families for a number of reasons. Primarily, this is due to an
understanding reflective of Steine’s (1997, 194) comment that: ‘School grounds are
the primary environments that provide children a chance to be connected to an outdoor
environment on a regular basis’. However, there was also the pragmatic incentive that
contacting schools provided an efficient means of outlining some of the experiences
of large groups of children in a relatively short time frame.

Method

From an initial sample of 51 schools in three LEAs; one predominantly rural LEA in
central England, one urban LEA in Scotland and one rural LEA in Scotland, seven
telephone interviews or email questionnaires were completed. Five of the schools
were state-funded day schools. One of the schools was an independent boarding
school. Respondents from schools were unit heads, head teachers or deputy head
teachers, except in one case where the interviewee was a class teacher.

Participating schools

e C School is a state-run SEN school for pupils aged 216 with severe learning
difficulties and complex needs including physical disabilities. C School
currently has about 30 pupils.

e D School is an independent SEN boarding school for pupils with complex phys-
ical support needs aged 5-18. The school currently has about 30 pupils.
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e G School is a state-run SEN school, currently catering for children up to the age
of 16 with severe and profound learning disabilities and multiple disabilities.
There are approximately 100 pupils at the school, divided into 11 classes.

e H School Autistic Unit is situated in a mainstream state-run high school. The
unit has about 40 pupils.

e [ School in a state-run school for 2- to 19-year-olds with sensory impairments.
There are currently almost 50 pupils at the school.

e J School is a state-run school in Scotland for children with physical disabilities

and additional needs. The school has about 50 pupils.

T'School is a state-run SEN school catering for children aged 5-16 with severe

learning disabilities. The school has about 100 pupils in 13 classes on two sites

(split primary and secondary).

All six environmental centres approached for the research responded. Five of these
were surveyed using a telephone interview. One responded to questions via email. The
environmental centres were located in central England and were chosen to represent a
variety of sizes of institution and sorts of natural environment experience, they were:
Birmingham Nature Centre; Oxford University Botanic Gardens; Royal Botanic
Gardens at Kew; Slimbridge Wetland Centre; Trentham Monkey Forest; and Twycross
Zoo.

Results and discussion
Opportunities to experience nature in school
Responses showed that the SEN schools provided pupils with a wide variety of regular
opportunities to experience nature, both during formal lessons and during breaks and
other recreational time. All schools reported having elements of nature within school
grounds such as: grassy areas; raised beds; nature gardens; or sensory gardens. Popular
activities undertaken on and off-site included: gardening and vegetable growing; a coun-
tryside stewardship scheme; farm trips; horse riding; sailing; horticulture lessons; tend-
ing chickens; and bike riding. Two schools catering for pupils with moderate to severe
learning disabilities or physical impairments stated that pupils were not able to play in
the school grounds without close adult supervision due to the risks this posed. Other
schools did suggest that pupils could play relatively freely in the school grounds during
their free time. Schools reported that onsite nature areas were less accessible in winter.
All schools also reported regular trips offsite and annual residential holidays which
included experiences of nature. Further, interviewees talked about bringing nature into
the classroom in the form of plants or animals and incorporating nature into science
lessons and art lessons. Two of the schools, both catering for students with severe
learning disabilities, felt that they offered the optimum amount of opportunities for
students to experience nature, whilst the two schools catering for pupils with physical
disabilities, felt that pupils would benefit from more opportunities to experience
nature. However, constraints to accessing the natural environment were identified for
all schools including those that claimed to offer the optimum amount of opportunities.

Motivations for providing experiences of nature

Both the school and the environmental centre interviewees were asked why they
thought it was important to provide experiences of nature to children, and what they
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saw as the benefits of providing children with these experiences of nature. All school
interviewees answered in terms of the perceived benefits to the child. In referring to
benefits children experienced, staff identified benefits relating to ‘learning’, ‘caring’
and ‘playing’, in line with Kong (2000). However, teachers emphasised the educa-
tional or ‘learning’ benefits. These were identified as both benefits to the child and the
positive impact on society of providing children with opportunities to learn in this
way, reflecting the findings of UNICEF and UNEP (1990) and others regarding the
benefits of natural environment access for non-disabled children. School interviewees
saw that experiences of nature helped to broaden pupils’ education and ground theo-
retical class work in reality. A number of teachers referred to their pupils’ need to
‘learn through doing’, and saw experiences of nature as a means of facilitating this.

Teachers also talked about practical experience as being motivating for children.
Some teachers, such as the interviewee at T School, saw experiences of nature as indi-
rectly aiding learning, through providing pupils with an alternative environment to the
classroom in which to ‘take time out” and burn off energy before returning to the class-
room. Two interviewees discussed the value to development of allowing children
independence and risk-taking opportunities. School interviewees also recognised
socio-environmental benefits to providing children with experiences of nature, argu-
ing that children who experience nature will develop better environmental awareness
and become engaged with issues of sustainability, so developing more environmen-
tally-friendly behaviours. The teacher at G School stated that as children learnt ways
in which they could live in a less environmentally-damaging way, they would in turn
educate their parents, thus reflecting the findings of Ballantyne et al. (1998),

Second to the educational benefits of visits to the natural environment, school inter-
viewees indentified ‘caring’ and ‘playing’ as important functions of experiences of
nature. ‘Caring’ was most commonly discussed in terms of the development of envi-
ronmental awareness and a sense of stewardship towards the natural environment.
‘Caring’ was also discussed in terms of social interactions, as the teacher from T School
explained that children were able to learn to care for both animals and people through
group work and other activities in the natural environment. Whilst teachers talked about
students developing enjoyment of the natural world, or enjoying spending time with
others, only the teacher at J School identified ‘fun’ and ‘enjoyment’ first when listing
the reasons that experiences of nature were provided for pupils. The interviewee at J
School was also the only teacher to explicitly identify ‘physical development’,
‘physical activity’ and ‘benefits to health and well-being’ as reasons for providing
experiences of nature for pupils.

When environmental centre staff were asked to identify the main benefits which
they felt disabled children would gain from a visit to the centre, responses focused on
the opportunity for play, indentifying particularly the value of ‘large open spaces’,
‘physical engagement’, and ‘excitement’. Interviewees also identified the opportunity
to experience new things, both in terms of visiting a different environment and also
being able to try new activities. Environmental centres identified literal aspects of visits,
such as; ‘immediacy’, ‘sensory aspects’ and ‘being close to wildlife’ as benefits, but
did not link these to learning in the classroom, as had been done by school interviewees.

Only two environmental centre interviewees, those at Slimbridge Wetland Centre
and Trentham Monkey Forest, explicitly acknowledged the visit as offering a chance
for children to learn about the wildlife at the centre, with only one presenting this first
as an example of a benefit. These two interviewees were also the only respondents to
identify the opportunity that visits gave for pupils to develop a sense of environmental
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stewardship or respect for the natural environment. The interviewee at Trentham
Monkey Forest identified the responsibility that pupils were given to behave appropri-
ately towards wildlife on site as a benefit. Two other interviewees mentioned social
benefits for disabled children, identifying the opportunity for inclusion onsite as
disabled children could participate in the same activities as non-disabled children.
Further, two sites identified personal development benefits: the opportunity for exercise
through a ‘good walk’ and the development of confidence as a result of the experience
of the visit. The majority of environmental centre staff did not recognise educational
benefits as being significant, and did not recognise the agency of disabled children to
behave in an environmentally beneficial manner or influence others to do so.

Barriers to school pupils’ experiences of nature

Six out of the seven schools identified the main barriers to experiences of nature for
their pupils as being resourced-based constraints: ‘cost’; “‘time’; ‘staffing’; and ‘land
availability’. The six schools mentioning these types of constraints described these
constraints first, or emphasised that they were the most significant sort of constraint
experienced by the school in trying to provide experiences of nature to pupils. Only
School D, catering to physically disabled pupils, mentioned physical access difficulties
as the primary constraint to accessing experiences of nature. Physical access issues
were also mentioned by the interviewee at School C, but despite the high number of
physically disabled students at the school, physical access was not seen to present as
great a barrier to access as resource constraints. By contrast, all of the environmental
centre staff interviewed identified physical constraints as the primary difficulty that
would be faced by disabled people visiting the site. Only the interviewee from
Twycross Zoo mentioned a resource constraint, identifying the cost of transport to the
site as a potential barrier to school visits.

Another barrier to experience of nature cited by school staff was the risk to safety
caused by taking children outdoors or off site. This was given as the reason for the
need for supervision and high staffing levels for pupils to be able to engage with the
natural environment. The interviewee at T School mentioned specifically having a
number of pupils with Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) who were prone to running
away, and therefore required a high level of supervision. Another teacher identified
the problem of moving and handling less mobile students. This issue was presented as
a barrier due to stringent health and safety guidelines which prevented manual
handling, however the teacher did not consider this to be a legitimate concern. None
of the schools surveyed allowed children to play outside unsupervised. This was partic-
ularly the case for D School, where the head teacher said that the grounds were not
easy to negotiate for pupils who were learning how to use their electric wheelchairs.
The interviewee at G School stated that the time and expense of completing risk assess-
ment forms was a significant limitation to the experiences of nature available to pupils
at the school.

Environmental centres also identified safety issues relating to both visitors and
animals. The interviewee at Kew Gardens described a number of the plants as being
‘spiky’ or poisonous and therefore posing a threat to children, whilst Trentham
Monkey Forest explained that they could not allow children who were making a lot of
noise to be in the monkey habitats as this disturbed the monkeys. The interviewee
acknowledged that sometimes this meant asking carers to remove disabled children
that were shouting or running around. The interviewees at Twycross Zoo and Trentham
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Monkey Forest explained that animal welfare policies meant access to assistance dogs
was limited. Walls and other barriers limiting views were also acknowledged as being
a problem at Twycross Zoo, but were in place due to the need to prevent visitors getting
too close to the animals.

Overcoming access barriers

School interviewees were asked to suggest potential solutions to the constraints that
were faced. The most common response was the provision of additional resources,
particularly funding, but also staff. By contrast, environmental centres did not
consider the cost of visiting to be a significant barrier to visitors: only half of the
centres mentioned this as an issue and said that they offered concessionary entrance
fees for disabled visitors. The Twycross Zoo interviewee was unique in recognising
that staffing may be an issue, as the site required a high staff: pupil ratio for visiting
SEN groups. They did not however provide any onsite resources for overcoming this
problem. The same interviewee mentioned that the cost of transport to the site might
prove prohibitive for some school groups. Similarly, the centre did not offer any assis-
tance towards this cost.

When asked what facilities the environmental centre provided to ease accessibility
for disabled people, interviewees unanimously firstly identified physical access
solutions. Typically these included features such as wheelchair accessibility, free
wheelchair loan, disabled toilets, an ‘explorer’ bus and hand rails. As such it appears
that environmental centres primarily considered physical disability when addressing
access needs of disabled people. Most of the environmental centres had in fact intro-
duced other sorts of socially-orientated programmes to ease access for disabled
people, but often these were not identified by the interviewee at this point in the inter-
view. A number of centres offered communication facilities such as; a hearing loop,
interactive signs, an audio trail, a British Sign Language (BSL) trail, and BSL training
for staff. Other centres tried to prevent lack of information proving a barrier to visits:
Twycross Zoo had advertised in an SEN magazine; and Oxford University Botanic
Gardens advertised to SEN schools, inviting teachers to come on specific open
evenings to view the site. Kew Gardens and Twycross Zoo both employ staff or volun-
teers with learning disabilities illustrating an innovative, although unconscious, social
approach to facilitating access. Interestingly, neither site identified this employment
practice when discussing access, rather brought it up elsewhere in the interview.

Contradictory perceptions of access

This paper has thus far illustrated that there exists a significant difference in percep-
tion between schools and environmental centres regarding the opportunities and barri-
ers to access for SEN school pupils. Schools emphasised the educational and
developmental benefits of access and the resource-based constraints that curtail
access. By contrast, environmental centres argued that the primary benefits are recre-
ational and the barriers predominantly associated with issues of mobility on site.
These findings reflect a different approach to the issue of disability on the part of
schools and environmental centres.

The school interviewees approach reflects the social model of disability. Disabled
children are seen as having agency to learn, to apply their knowledge to act in
environmentally beneficial ways and to teach others to do so. As such, disabled
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children are constructed as capable, influential and potentially positive contributors to
society. The barriers to access similarly are viewed as being socially created, consist-
ing of a lack of funding and lack of staff support and not a direct outcome of the chil-
dren’s impairments. By contrast interviewees at environmental centres saw the
children as incapable and dependent with the capacity to benefit from visits solely
through having a good time. The majority of environmental centre staff did not recog-
nise the agency of disabled children to learn about the natural environment and to pass
on this learning to others. This approach reflects a medical understanding of disability,
with the disabled children portrayed as vulnerable and victims. This attitude was
further reflected through the emphasis on physical barriers to mobility on site, with
little recognition of social barriers such as those emphasised by school staff. As such,
the findings echo loudly the work of Tregaskis (2004) and Murray (2004) that envi-
ronmental and leisure staff tend to approach disability from a medicalised standpoint.

Opportunities for implementing the social model of disability

These findings have practical implications for the opportunities for access to environ-
mental centres available to SEN school pupils. The findings suggest that environmen-
tal centres may currently be providing inappropriate activities for SEN school visits;
emphasising recreation and failing to provide adequate educational opportunities. The
findings also suggest that there may be a mis-allocation of resources with environmen-
tal centres apportioning too many resources to making the physical environment
accessible, when SEN school groups may benefit more from lower entrance fees, aid
with transport or support staff to assist with group visits. Disability training with envi-
ronmental centre staff that emphasised the social model of disability and the potential
agency of disabled children could result in greater access opportunities for disabled
children. Similarly, communication between SEN schools and environmental centres
might help to bridge this gap in understanding.

Emergent issues

Whilst it has been argued that there is a radical difference in the understanding of
disability held by environmental centre staff and SEN school interviewees. it is impor-
tant to recognise that there was some common ground in the understanding of the
needs of children and perception of risks. SEN school teachers did recognise features
of children’s impairments that posed threats to the children’s safety while on visits,
such as the likelihood of some children with ASD to run away from the group. It was
this recognition of the bodily reality of children’s impairments that led many of the
interviewees to identify the need for high levels of staff on school visits. This finding
implies that impairment may impact upon natural environment access for disabled
children in complex ways, which warrants further academic exploration.

A further area of concern is that this research has focused exclusively on the opin-
ions of environmental centre and SEN school staff and has not made any attempt to
elicit the views of disabled children themselves. This has been intentional and reflec-
tive of the fact that pupils’ school trips are a product of negotiation between SEN
school staff and environmental centre staff and do not involve the opinions of the
pupils themselves. However, research concerning the perceptions of environmental
centres held by disabled children could add important evidence that might support or
contradict the opinions of SEN school teachers.
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Conclusion

This research has supported the findings of Tregaskis (2004) and Murray (2004) that
found that leisure service providers used a medical approach to disability that led to
limited access to leisure opportunities for disabled young people. This study found
that environmental staff adhere to a medical model of disability in providing access
opportunities for SEN pupils. As a result, disabled children are denied opportunities
for learning in these environments, as access focuses on recreation. Access is further
limited by resource constraints experienced by SEN schools that are not recognised
by environmental centres. As such, the primary conclusion to be drawn from this
research is for the need for the facilitation of discourse between environmental centre
managers and schools and for social model training to be provided to environmental
centre staff. This discourse and training is necessary to ensure that environmental
centres are best able to serve the needs of school groups and allocate resources in the
most appropriate manner.
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