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An essay on childhood disability – past and present.
Historically, society has discriminated against children with a disability and socially excluded them (Historic England, 2022a). Socioeconomical changes over the decades has seen a significant change in how disability in children is viewed. The introduction of legislations, such as, the Education Act 1918 (UK Parliament, 2022), the Chronically Sick and Disabled Persons Act 1970 (The National Archives, 2022), and The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, 2022) has been imperative to the support and intervention that children with a disability have the right to. The importance of the legislation is that it offers more protection and rights for children with a disability than in historical times, which provides them with inclusion and equality within the whole of society (United Nations, 2022). This essay firstly offers a definition of disability and how this can impact on a child’s vulnerability. Secondly, this essay considers the perception of childhood disability in the early nineteenth century, and ways in which children were socially excluded. Thirdly, it examines the introduction of legislation that offers rights to children with a disability and their families, with particular focus on the United Kingdom and Wales. Following this, this essay explores how disability impacts on the life of the child and their families, including siblings. Finally, this essay will summarise key points raised throughout, and offer future recommendations. Therefore, the following section discusses disability and its vulnerability on children. 
Disability is defined in the Equality Act 2010 as “a physical or mental impairment that has a ‘substantial’ and ‘long-term’ negative effect on your ability to do normal daily activities” (Gov, 2022). There are many disabilities that children can inherit according to Karam et al, (2015) and be diagnosed with at birth, including Congenital heart defects and Down syndrome. Other disabilities that children can be diagnosed with include, learning disabilities, mobility disabilities and sensory disabilities - which all influence the child’s vulnerability (Karam et al, 2015). According to Arora et al. (2015) vulnerability is when a child is at an increased risk of negative outcomes when compared to other children. This suggests that children with disabilities have more problems with their communication, mobility, and overall health than children who do not have a disability, which puts them at a disadvantage within society and significantly impacts on their lives and their families’ lives (Arora, et al 2015: Kuper et al. 2014: Whiting, 2013). Charitable organisation Mencap, (2022a) put forward that the number of children aged between 0-17 years old in the United Kingdom (UK) that have a learning disability is approximately 351,000: under article 29 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of a Child (UNCRC) (UNICEF, 2022) it states that all children have the right to have their abilities developed to their full potential within education, which for those children with a learning disability may be through extra support and resources. Learning disabilities come under the umbrella of special educational needs (SEN), SEN can impact on a child’s capacity to learn but also on their behaviour, and skills such as, concentration, reading and writing, their understanding and physical ability (Mencap, 2022a). 
Within society today, set out by the United Nations (2022), children with disabilities have the same rights as children without disabilities, under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) and the UNCRC, (UNICEF, 2022). The UNCRPD applies to over 12 million adults and children within the UK, allowing them equality and inclusion under the law, specifically articles five and seven (United Nations, 2022). However, children have not always had rights or been treated fairly. 
In the early nineteenth century during the industrial revolution, child labour in Britain meant children as young as five were sent to work for long hours and in unsafe conditions, such as in factories or mines (Radfar et al, 2018). Burton and Baxter (2018) state thus impacted on the health and wellbeing of children and found many children being diagnosed with physical and mental disabilities or leading to injury, and in some cases death. In the mid-nineteenth century, the consideration of children began to change, by doing so this started to lead to a more child centred society (Burton and Baxter, 2018). According to Burton and Baxter (2018), this was a time that the attitudes of society towards children were seen to begin to separate children from adults and that in contrast to earlier times, it was found that children needed protection.
In 1880 education was made compulsory for children between the ages of five and ten, with the intention of removing child labour (UK Parliament, 2022). It was not until the early twentieth century that children with disabilities gained the right to education, with the Education Act 1918 (UK Parliament, 2022) making it compulsory for all disabled children to attend school: however, this suggests that discrimination was still present at that time and society continued to separate children with disabilities and children without disabilities.
The Royal National Institute of Blind People ([RNIB] 2022) introduced ‘Sunshine Homes’ for children aged between six months and six years. The first of these homes was opened in 1918 in England with its intake consisting of 25 blind infants (RNIB, 2022). This was a significant time for children with sensory impairments that saw them using their right to an education, treating them with more equality and inclusion in society than before. Arguably, with legislation in place to protect disabled children they were still subject to discrimination. It was believed by Historic England (2022a) that in 1915 in Mount School for the Blind and Deaf, Staffordshire, that as a punishment to the children, blind children and deaf children were placed with each other which left them struggling to communicate, as the blind children could not see, and the deaf children could not hear. It was in 1970 that the Chronically Sick and Disabled Persons Act attained Royal Assent, which meant that local authorities now had a duty of care to children and adults who had a disability and under this law they had due regard to provide them with support that they need (The National Archives, 2022). 
Children today are no longer socially excluded as they were historically, in the past society would categorise those who had mental or physical disabilities as a “threat to the health of the nation” (Historic England, 2022b): it was believed that disability was a financial burden on society with no positive impact. Burton and Baxter (2018)  suggest that society today is far away from historical times, with more recent legislation strengthening a more equal and inclusive society for disabled children. Despite this, it is argued that the problems a disabled child faces are increased by society and not their disability, for example, a child that uses a wheelchair cannot access a shop because there are only steps to get in, no ramp access (Save the Children, 2002). Although there is legislation in place that adaptions must be made to provide equal opportunities to children with disabilities, it is not always the case that this is abided by, subsequently leaving children with disabilities socially excluded and exposed to health inequalities as their needs are compromised (Save the Children, 2002). 
Regarding legislation to give rights and protection to a disabled child, The Children and Families Act 2014 (Department of Education, 2014) was introduced to support both the child and the family. It allows for the voices of the child and parent to be heard in consideration to the support that is needed, and it encourages the partnership working of schools and health and social care services (Department of Education, 2014). The Children and Families Act 2014 (Department of Education, 2014) aims to strengthen partnership working between services and the parents of the child as it is imperative that the disabled child receives the support that they need, reducing any barriers to accessible help. 
Wales has its own legislation that supports children with disabilities and SEN, in addition to the legislation mentioned earlier. In 2018 the Welsh Government introduced the Learning Disability – Improving Lives Programme (Welsh Government, 2018), this is underpinned by the following legislation: Social Services and Wellbeing (Wales) Act 2014; the Equality Act 2010; the Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, and the Health and Social Care Act 2008. These legislations aim to identify and address health inequalities that children with a disability or SEN are at risk of (Welsh Government, 2018). Inequalities are believed throughout literature to be avoidable and unfair, Mencap (2022b) put forward that there are many barriers to accessing healthcare support, such as not recognising when an individual with a learning disability is unwell, insufficient staff, inadequate partnership working between health and social care services and a lack of knowledge of learning disabilities.  
The Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 highlights in the seven wellbeing goals that public bodies within Wales must work together to make “a more equal Wales”, for now and for the future (Welsh Government, 2015). This suggest that regardless of an individual’s background or circumstances, society must allow for all individuals to have opportunities which will enable them to reach their full potential (Welsh Government, 2015). 
Kuper et al. (2014) put forward that disability significantly affects a child’s life in many ways, it can cause low self-esteem, limited communication and interactions with others and puts them at a greater risk of abuse, neglect, and exploitation. Academic performance can be impacted by the disability or SEN of a child, which may lead to emotional struggles, it is stated by Kuper et al. (2014) that children who have a disability are at a greater risk of mental health issues. These implications can heighten the risk of poorer outcomes for the child if they do not receive the support and intervention that they need from health and social care services (Kuper et al. 2014). The impact of a disability is not limited to the child themselves, it also affects the lives of the child’s family, according to Whiting (2013). The family of the child can experience anxiety and stress, their mental health can be negatively affected, they may feel that they are unable to help the child and worry for what is going to happen in the future (Whiting, 2013). Disability can have a financial impact on a child’s family, put forward by Whiting (2013), families are believed to spend more to meet the child’s care needs, whilst they will be more likely to lose income due to missed days of work because of the child’s hospital appointments.
In terms of family dynamics, these are suggested to be different within families where a child is disabled, to families that do not have a child with a disability (Benito and Carmen, 2017). It is believed that around 500,000 children in the UK grow up with a sibling that has a disability (NHS, 2019). It is suggested by Burke (2009) that growing up with a sibling that has a disability can impact directly on the childhood of the child, for example, if a child with a disability needs a greater amount of care from the parents it can often leave the sibling feeling left out. It is often found that the sibling may have to grow up quicker than their peers in ways such as having to help around the house and participate in some care needs for the sibling that has a disability (Burke, 2009). They may also experience anxiety and stress if their sibling must undergo hospital treatment and worry for the future of their sibling (NHS, 2019). These factors can contribute to the mental health and wellbeing of the child themselves, including behavioural issues (NHS, 2019). There are limited services within the UK that offer support to siblings of a disabled child: SIBs (2022) are the only charity within the UK that offer support to the siblings, currently supporting over two million younger and older siblings. Sibs (2022) aims to ‘enhance the lives of siblings by providing them with information and support’, in doing so this allows for the sibling to have their needs met and to recognise that they are also a key part of the family unit. 
In examining the socioeconomical changes since the early nineteenth century to present time in the UK, it is identified that society’s perspective on disability within children has significantly changed, with society now being greatly child centred. With the passing of many legislations such as The Children and Families Act 2014 and the Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, makes way for a more equal and inclusive society for children with disability and their families. Regardless of legislation in place, discrimination is still present which can leave a disabled child socially excluded, for example, poor consideration for disabled access to buildings. It is pointed out that there is limited support specifically for siblings of a disabled child, which subsequently leaves siblings needs unmet. It is highlighted that with more knowledge and equal rights, children with disabilities are just as equal within society as a child that does not have a disability. A disabled child has the right to equal opportunities to grow and reach their full potential, enhancing their overall outcomes with the correct support. Suggestions for improvement could be that more funding is made available for the support of siblings of disabled children: sibling’s needs must be recognised alongside of their disabled brother or sister, allowing them accessible information and support. The legislation that is in place must be adhered to, to allow for disabled children to have the same opportunities as their peers. Knowledge of disability should be widespread throughout society, which will help society to identify children who have more complex needs than their peers and treat them with equality and inclusion. This will allow for them to receive the correct support that they need to grow, develop and reach their full potential. 
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