SEEN BUT NOT HEARD’ – raising disability awareness within our communities – by Pelin Ahmet
There are few concrete statistics on the level of hate crime against the 1.2 million people in the United Kingdom with a learning disability.  In a survey by the charity Mencap, nine out of 10 said they had been bullied in the past year.  Two-thirds of those questioned said they were bullied on a regular basis and a third told of being bullied daily or weekly (R. Williams, The Guardian, 28/09/2009).  
So what is bullying?  It is “behaviour by an individual or group, usually repeated over time that intentionally hurts another individual or group, either physically or emotionally” (DCSF; Safe to Learn, 2007).  “The repetitive, intentional hurting of one person by another, where the relationship involves an imbalance of power.  Bullying can be carried out physically, verbally, emotionally or through cyberspace”, (Anti-Bullying Alliance, 2008).   Often people with learning disabilities aren’t believed, or may be frightened to report incidents for fear it will make the situation worse.   
Arguably, bullying stems from the fear of the unknown or indifference towards diversity.   These prejudices that culminate in ‘bullying behaviour’ are learned very early in life, before the child even knows anything about the target group and this then provides an emotional framework that influences all subsequent information and experiences about the diversities they may be faced with.  The role of the parental attitudes and behaviour cannot be underestimated in these early phases.  
New government guidelines aim to help teachers eliminate the bullying of disabled children, described by the Education Secretary, Ed Balls, as “the cruellest expression of cowardice”.  He was recently speaking at a conference for the ‘Aiming High for Disabled Children’ agenda.   
Bullying takes place anywhere and everywhere, in schools, in the home and within the community.  It damages children and young people’s physical and mental health, their ability to learn as well as their ability to build and sustain relationships.  It can also destroy self-esteem with the effects sometimes lasting into adult life.  For a small few, it leads to self-harm and even suicide (Anti-Bullying Alliance, 2008).  Disabled children or adults may experience different forms of bullying like, manipulative bullying, where a person is controlling, conditional friendship, when you think someone is your friend, but times of friendliness is alternated with times of bullying and exploitative bullying, where features of a child’s condition are used to bully them (Contact-a Family, 2008).
It tends to take a death to gain any serious attention, says David Congdon, the head of campaigns and policy at Mencap.  What he calls “low- level harassment and bullying” goes largely unnoticed unless it drives someone to such depths of despair.  A few high profile cases, such as that of Steven Hoskin and Fiona Pilkington, have been widely reported.  Steven Hoskin a 39-year old, who had severe learning difficulties, was tortured and drugged before being forced over the edge of a viaduct.  After two of his tormentors were convicted of murder and one of manslaughter, a serious case review revealed that agencies had missed many chances to intervene much earlier (R. Williams, The Guardian, 28/09/2009).       
Fiona Pilkington the mother of Francecca Hardwick, who was an 18 year old with a learning difficulty, was unable to defend herself from years of abuse from bullying.   The youths who bullied Fiona and her family by throwing stones and shouting abuse, had kept her a virtual prisoner in her home.   Much of the abuse centred on the taunts about her child’s disability, it was not immediately recognised as a ‘hate crime’ rather attributed to anti-social behaviour.  Fiona killed herself and her daughter, as she was unable to deal with the abuse any longer.  According to Scope, “a similar lack of awareness pervades public opinion, it likens the situation to the general ignorance of race hate crime before Stephen Lawrence’s death.”   Last year 1,412 incidents classed as having a disability aspect were successfully prosecuted, compared with 6,689 racial incidents.   
The definition of bullying must be understood and shared by all, within our communities and from early on, children need to understand what bullying is and how it is different from a ‘fall out’ between friends which is common in childhood (Anti-Bullying Alliance, 2008).  It is imperative and a duty for us all to embrace and understand diversity in many forms and this includes the promotion of disability awareness within our communities.   Helping to understand why someone may act or communicate differently, can really prevent bullying and enable support for our disabled peers.   Bullying causes harm to those who bully, to those who are bullied, to those bystanders who witness it and to family members and the wider school community and this is now recognised and reflected within our laws and guidance (Anti-Bullying Alliance, 2008).  
As members of our society, we must ensure that issues surrounding bullying are not just about ‘anti-bullying’, disability awareness and how to cope with the said bullying.  Essentially, children, young people and adults with disabilities must be supported in an aim to become resilient individuals and provide them with skills which will prepare them throughout their adulthood, in addition to maintaining their confidence, whilst safeguarding more vulnerable individuals.     
For web based information and practical advice on dealing with bullying for children, young people and adults go to:  www.beatbullying.org   or Mencap – Don’t Stick It, Stop It! Campaign:  Freephone Helpline:  0808 808 1111 - Web:  www.dontstickit.org.uk.    For parents & carers of disabled children:  Go to Contact-a-Family for further information:   Freephone Helpline:  0808 808 3555 or web:  www.cafamily.org.uk .
If you require further information on this subject or any previous topics discussed in relation to disabilities, please contact me at:  pelinahmet@hotmail.co.uk.    
