Typical students’ sensitization for students with disabilities through bibliotherapy

The current trend in children’s education is to provide a school community that includes all students, despite different abilities, ethnicity or socioeconomic status. In order to reach this target it is necessary teachers as well as students to be prepared, for the inclusion of children with disabilities in the mainstream classroom. Positive attitudes toward disabilities, not only from teachers but students as well are a fundamental factor for providing an inclusion program (Lewis, 1995; Padeliadu, 1997; Peterson, 2004; Bunch & Valeo, 2005; Laws & Kelly, 2005). Children’s books can be a useful tool for teachers’ attempts to increase children’s acceptance of previously segregated students (Guddigan & Hanson, 1988). Many researchers have stressed the fact that children’s books which refer to disabilities (inclusion literature), are an inexpensive, amusing and authentic way, of promoting awareness, understanding and acceptance of disabilities (Baskin & Harris, 1984; Cuddigan & Hanson, 1988; Kupper, 1994). For that reason, we have investigated how selected children’s literature book about disability can be incorporated in school curriculum in order to inform and sensitize students about the topic of disability.   

This research is a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods. It is a semi-experimental design. 

The aim is twofold: a) the assessment of students’ awareness about disabilities and the investigation of their attitudes towards a peer with disability and b) the implementation of an intervention programme in order to increase students’ awareness and understanding about disability.

 The sample is a total of 364 students, 9-12 years old, randomly chosen to elaborate with the questionnaire. From those, one hundred and fifty will take part in the intervention (control and experimental group). Parents’ consensus will be asked and participation is going to be voluntary. We have chosen this group of children because, as bibliography has approved, attitudes are formed before contact (Allbaracin, Johnson & Zanna, 2005) and younger children tend to have more flexible attitudes (Diamond & Hestens, 1996) than adolescents whose attitudes may be turned in negative (Nowicki, 2007) and they hardly change in more positive aspect.  

Instruments: 

Twelve vignettes: Six of them depicted children with disabilities (obvious such as physical disability, blindness and deafness and not so obvious such as mental retardation, autism, syndrome Down) and the others, children without disabilities. We designed this instrument in order to investigate students’ knowledge about disability and avoid defining the word “disability”.

A questionnaire: We searched the review of instruments (Vignes, Coley, Grandjean, Godeau & Arnaud, 2008) and we decided to use the Chedike-McMaster Attitudes Towards Children with Handicaps Scale, CATCH-R, (Armstrong, 1986) because it is the most complete and accurate instrument (Co-efficient 0.70 & Gronbach’s a 0.90).

Literature children’s books: We chose four literature books and their plot were about disabilities (physical disability, Down syndrome and autism). We read and discussed about their plot taking into account the stages of bibliotherapeutic programme.

Classroom activities: We designed not only writing activities, but also activities, which refer to arts such as making their own book, illustrate a poster etc. In this way, the students can better understand what disability means (Andrews, 1998). 

Assessment scales in order to assess the characteristics of the intervention and students’ willingness to participate in such programmes. 

Interviews: 10 semi-structured questions in order to collect qualitative data.

