
 

Children’s Understanding of Disabilities 

Siân E. Jones, Queen Margaret University, Edinburgh, UK 

potentially to appear in Clough and Herring (Eds.) Disability, Care, and Family Law 

Abstract 

Since the publication of the Green Paper, Excellence for All Children (DfEE, 1997), concerning the 

education of children with disabilities, there has been an accelerating trend towards inclusive 

schooling in the UK. These changes mean that all childrenare more likely to encounter people with 

disabilities. Commensurately, there is a burgeoning psychological literature on the promotion of 

positive attitudes between people with and without disabilities in classrooms, and the community.  

Key to the promotion of positive attitudes is an awareness of the development of children’s 

understanding of disability. Research shows that two key factors underpin and enhance children’s 

understanding of disability: (a) cognitive development, and (b) social contact with people with a 

disability. In this regard, cognitive development leads to a more nuanced understanding with age, 

which might move from seeing disabled children as “ill” towards greater understanding of 

stereotypes and social barriers around disability . At the same time, peer interactions in the 

classroom, and vicarious contact, for example, through media channels, can influence children’s 

understandings, and in turn their responses  towards peers with disabilities, in diverse ways. This 

chapter first reviews the international psychological research evidence surrounding children’s 

developing understanding of disability with age, covering physical, social, and intellectual disabilities. 

It then examines how cognitive- and social-developmental factors interact to form a child’s 

understanding and attitude towards disability, from the perspective of both children with, and 

without disabilities.  Finally, it considers how this knowledge might inform interpretations of 

legislation aimed at providing a positive and inclusive classroom environment for all children, in 

practice. 
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Children’s Understanding of Disabilities 

You have to appreciate people with one hand!” 

Child, aged 6 years (Burrow & Jones, 2014). 

Before beginning a review of the literature surrounding children’s understanding of disability, it is 

worth pausing a moment to consider what is meant by having an “understanding” of disability. That 

is to say that, even among adults, there is not one agreed way of understanding it.  Accordingly, this 

chapter will demonstrate how a pre-school child’s understanding of disability is qualitatively 

different from that of an older child’s, and how this is linked to their psychological development. 

However, when considering from where children’s understandings of disability originate, and the 

various influences that bear upon it, I would argue that we would do well to bear in mind that a 

child’s understandings are not necessarily less valid than our own. Indeed, we might do well to learn 

from them.  

Conceiving of Disability 

 How we understand the term “disability” as adults has a reciprocal role in who we see as 

having a disability. Using a definition in line with the Equality Act Section 6 (2010), there are around 

900 000 disabled children under 18 years, living  in the U.K., representing around 7% of the U.K. child 

population (Department for Work and Pensions, Family Resources Survey, 2012/2013). The 

population of children with disabilities has also been steadily increasing since the 1980s (Blackburn, 

Spencer, & Read, 2010) along with an increase in diagnoses of attention-deficit hyperactivity 

disorder (ADHD) and autistic spectrum disorders in children (Levy, Mandell, & Schultz, 2009).  

Over the last three decades, disabled activists have come to define a ‘social model of 

disability’, and more latterly a cultural model of disability The social model reframes the ways in 

which disability is perceived, and has been significant for government policy, and international 

classification systems for disability. (UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 2006; 

see also Clough, this volume). This model aims to challenge medical models of disability, which see 

impairments as being biological in origin. The social model distinguishes impairment from disability. 



CHILDREN’S UNDERSTANDING OF DISABILITY      3 
 

(Shakespeare, 2013).  According to the social model of disability, ‘impairment’ refers to a person’s 

sensory, physical, or intellectual traits. ‘Disability’ meanwhile, is confined to the restriction, 

oppression or disadvantage that results from impairment(s). In other words, this model counters the 

belief that a child’s impairment or disorder is uniquely responsible for any barriers they meet. 

Instead, it contends that the everyday problems they face are not an understandable consequence 

of having an impairment. In this manner, the ways in which the physical, social, cultural, political, 

and legal environments disable people are highlighted (see also Higgins, this volume). The cultural 

model of disability (Walderschmidt, 2018) contends that “dis/ability” is not a clear-cut category, but 

one whose content can only be interpreted in light of what one understands “ability” to mean. 

Consequently, it is important to look at and validate how people with impairments self-identify, and 

to recognise the dynamic way in which dis/ability may be apparent in different contexts. This 

chapter rests on the assumption that it isthe  understandings of the social and cultural models of 

disability that are worth working towards because it is an approach which forefronts the weight of 

context in enabling people’s potential, and which we hold in our collective power, to change.  

Moreover, Broach, Clements and Read (2016) note that the social model fits with a human rights 

approach to disability; one which affirms that children with disabilities are not ‘other’: they are 

included within the category “human”, and thereby hold all the rights derived from that.  

The Current Zeitgeist: Including Children with Disabilities 

During the 1980s, the wisdom of the 1970s that physically disabled children needed to be 

educated separately was being steadily more strongly contested.  The inclusion of children with 

disabilities in mainstream schooling then won formal support in the mid-1990s (Department for 

Education & Employment, 1998.). This trend chimes with increasing efforts internationally, to push 

up the number of children with disabilities who belong to inclusive schools (European Agency, 2010; 

Law, policy, and practice increasingly assume that a mainstream education is the optimal choice for 

children with disabilities. In modern times, inclusive education is seen as a critical part of disabled 

children’s broader right to social inclusion.  
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Nonetheless, there are understandable discrepancies in the responses of disabled children 

and adults, and those of their families, to these shifts in thinking, and in their own experiences of 

each type of schooling (Priestly & Rabiee, 2002; Rogers, 2007).  This variation arises at least in part 

because of young children’s ability to identify and discriminate against those with disabilities (Nota, 

Ginevra, & Soresi, 2018)  In this vein, a meta-analysis found that children without disabilities had a 

marked preference for playing with peers without disabilities (Nowicki & Sandieson, 2010). Another 

study found that children with physical disabilities rated more highly the academic and physical skills 

of those with disabilities than the skills of non-disabled children (Trepanier-Street, et al., 2011).  

Qualitative research has also sought to represent the voices of children with disabilities: Spencer-

Cavaliere and Watkinson (2010) asked Canadian 8 to 12 year-olds with different physical disabilities 

about their schoolmates, finding they all felt at some point that they had “not being included” due to 

their disability. Experiencing negative attitudes has been shown to result in problems for targets of 

this discrimination when it comes to taking part in social activities, poor academic attainment and 

problematic behaviour (Aluede, Adeleke, Omoike, & Afen-Akpaida, 2008; De Boer, Pijl, & Minnaert, 

2012). Peer rejection has also been linked to poor mental health outcomes (Aluede et al.,2008;  De 

Boer et al., 2012). Research, explored in greater depth below, underlines the value of providing 

schools and policy makers with the knowledge and resources to establish an inclusive space for 

children with disabilities; one that accounts for all children’s cognitive and social development, and 

their emerging understanding of disability.  

Children’s Developing Conceptual Understanding of Disability 

Research indicates that children, from around age four years, become conscious of disabilities and 

that their depth of understanding becomes more nuanced with age (e.g., Diamond, 1993). For 

example, Diamond (1993) asked 28 four year-old children about their classmates. Children easily 

identified peers with physical disabilities, but not their peers with intellectual disabilities. Similarly, 

Conant and Budoff (1983) showed that in school-aged children, physical disabilities were more easily 
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understood than social or intellectual disabilities, despite the fact that the latter are more common 

in the population, and children are more likely to come across children with them.  

A popular account for this pattern of understanding is given in terms of Piagetian stage 

theory (Piaget, 1954). Piaget argued that young children’s thinking is concrete: they can only easily 

think about concepts that can be represented in physical form. He also demonstrated that young 

children (up to age 7 years) can focus only on one aspect of a physical form at a time. For example, if 

they are considering the height of an object, they are likely to ignore relevant information about the 

breadth or depth of that object. Applying this theory to disability, Glasberg (2000) claimed that 

younger children can only categorize knowledge about disability along “imageable” (concrete) 

dimensions, and can only consider one dimension of disability at a time. By contrast, children can 

only consider disabilities across a range of (more abstract) sources (physical, biological, and 

psychological) from 11 years of age onwards.  However, work by Smith and Williams (2004) showed 

that regardless of their age, children tended towards physical and biological causes of disability (in 

line with the medical model) and were more likely to reject social–psychological causal explanations 

(in line with the social or cultural model). Accordingly, further explanation is needed for why older 

children persist in easy recognition of physical representations and causes of disability.  

 One reason for this discrepancy could be because children’s conceptual understanding of 

disability does not develop separately from their learning environment. Children’s cognitive 

understanding of disability has been carefully studied by Meloni et al. (2015), who showed that 

children, aged 6–8 years, conceive of people with disabilities as ‘ill’. This early conception of 

disability follows the medical models of disability mentioned above and was unrelated to 

participants’ parents’ accounts of disability. Older children (aged 9– 11 years) had a greater 

knowledge of disability, and these children had tended to adopt their parents’ explanations, which 

were overwhelmingly consistent with a medical model of disability.  

 Neither is children’s cognitive development divorced from their social and cultural 

backgrounds. In one study, by Crystal, Watanabe, and Chen (1999), American and Japanese children  
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read a  scenario about a  peer group  made up  of  a  child  who used a  wheelchair  and  some 

children without disabilities. In  the  U.S., where  children  are  brought up to  value  individual  

differences  (e.g., Shweder  et  al.,  2006),  participants  reported a readiness to  respond to  the  

particular needs of  a  peer with  a  disability. In contrast,  Japanese  children,  who  are  raised  to  

think about  the minds of others and to  act  accordingly  (e.g., Lebra,  1976),  conveyed empathy  for  

a  peer using a wheelchair  who  would need adjustments made for them to be able  to  participate  

in  school life. In Japan  a new  special  education  policy was implemented in  2007  (Ministry  of 

Education,  Japan,  2007),   changing  educational  practices  for  children with  disabilities (Kayama  

&  Haight,  2014). As  a result, teachers have been given greater  responsibility  for liaising  with  

parents  to support  children  with  disabilities, and, in turn, teachers’ attitudes  have become more  

accepting (Kayama  Haight, Ku, Cho, & Lee, 2016).  Teachers’ attitudes  can  in turn affect  how  

children  respond to  those with  disabilities,  including  their  classmates, in line with either a 

medical or social (or cultural) model of disability.  

Another factor that appears to be pertinent to children’s understanding of disability is their 

moral development. Some U.S.  children  showed  sadness,  pity  or  empathy  toward children said 

to have intellectual disabilities in scenarios that were presented to them  (Nowicki,  Brown,  &  

Stepien,  2014).  Other children describe a moral impetus to help peers with physical  disabilities 

(Beaulieu-Bergeron  &  Morin,  2016). In this vein, 15 year-olds in  Japan were  more  willing  than 11 

year-olds  to  express  their wish  to support a peer  with a physical disability,  but  they did not 

empathise with that peer to the same extent as 11 year-olds (Crystal  et  al.,  1999).  Similarly, U.S 

and Canadian high-school students ,  owing  to their  own  experiences  in  inclusive  schools,  

understood that from a moral point of view, children with disabilities should not be  excluded 

(Shalev, Asmus, Carter, & Moss, 2016) . Moral development and children’s sense of moral 

responsibility towards peers with disabilities then, is arguably key in framing a child’s understanding 

of disability.  

Mind the Gap: Social Inclusion of Peers with Disabilities 
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For a number of children as their conceptual (cognitive) understanding matures, between 3-6 years 

of age, they may begin to express negative responses toward those who are different from them, 

including peers with disabilities (e.g., Diamond, & Hong, 2010). Globally, school-aged  children  with  

disabilities  face  rejection,  exclusion, and  other  derogatory  responses  from  their  non-disabled  

classmates (e.g., Kayama  &  Haight,  2014). Even in the absence of overt negativity, Nabors and 

Keyes (1997) showed that young children more often choose friends without disabilities over 

children with a physical disability.  Similarly, Guralnick et al. (1996) found that children with mild 

disabilities were less likely to be accepted as friends than their non-disabled peers. Looking at 

children’s friendship choices suggests that children become sensitive to the presence of disability 

during the late preschool years. Favazza and Odom (1997) found that this pattern continues in 

kindergarten students who also had low acceptance toward children with disabilities.  

This negative attitude is also apparent in older children. During  interviews, 9-11 year-old 

Canadian  children  without a disability reported  that  they had  excluded  other children  with  

intellectual  disabilities, because they were different  from other  peers.  They  also reported 

deleterious emotional  responses,  including  anger and fear, regarding their  peers'  differences,  

(e.g.,  social  skills  that  were  not commensurate with their age) (Nowicki,  et al.,  2014). In line with 

this, when 9-15 year-olds  were  given  a  scenario involving  a  child  with cerebral palsy, some 

children expressed unfriendly reactions such as teasing (Obrusnikova,  Block, & Dillon,  2010).  

Further,  middle  school  students  reported worry  about  peers'  intolerant  reaction to them, if  

they  chose   peers  with  disabilities as friends  (Obrusnikova  et  al.,  2010). 

Happily, research is beginning to show that furnishing children with information about 

disabilities can enhance their inclusion of children with disabilities. For example, Nota et al. (2018) 

discussed with children the meaning of intellectual disability, and how to promote actions and 

participation of their classmates with these disabilities in class activities and during breaks. 

Similarities between peers with and without disabilities, as well as inclusive actions to encourage 

their classmates’  full participation in school-life were highlighted to the children. Results showed 
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that children  receiving the information demonstrated more prosocial behaviour  towards peers with 

intellectual disabilities than their counterparts who did not receive the training. 

The Social Factor: Contact and Attitudes Towards Children with Disabilities  

There is a growing consensus in the literature that the development of a positive, rather than a 

negative attitude towards disability, alongside maturing cognitive development, rests on the 

presence of good quality and equitable contact with peers with disabilities.  This consensus is based 

in intergroup contact theory (Allport, 1954) and is grounded in the hypothesis that positive 

interactions (under the right conditions) between those belonging to different groups can positivize 

intergroup attitudes. This appears to be true of children and disabilities. At home, research shows 

that children who have a parent with a disability have an earlier understanding of the social barriers 

that face people with disabilities (Kirshbaum, & Olkin,2002; Blackford, 1999). At school, Daly (1993) 

showed that children with classmates who had disabilities gave more accurate definitions of 

disability and showed more acceptance of these peers compared to those in classrooms with 

nochildren with a disability. Similarly, Kalyva and Agaliotis (2009) looked at children’s conceptions of 

physical disability in Greece, finding that children who knew someone with a physical disability had a 

better grasp of the social and emotional problems surrounding physical disability than the 

comparison group.  Along similar lines, Esposito and Reed (1986) found that direct contact between 

children with disabilities and those without, whether structured or unstructured, led to more 

positive attitudes in children than did children who had no contact, and that these attitudes 

remained over time. Along similar lines, Okagaki, Diamond, Kontos and Hestenes (1998) showed that 

preschool children’s thoughts and feelings on children with disabilities were associated with the 

frequency of direct contact with same-aged peers with disabilities: more frequent contact resulted 

in more positive attitudes. In the same vein, Diamond (2001) reported that preschool children who 

spent more time with children with disabilities accepted them more easily than children who did not 

have such contact. Contact, it seems, enhances children’s understanding of disability, and arguably 
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moves them towards an understanding based in the social rather than the medical model of 

disability. 

  However, Wright Aron, McLaughlin-Volpe and Ropp (1997) argue that attitude change does 

not necessitate direct contact with members of another group; simple knowledge of one’s own 

group members having close relationships with those from other groups can result in more positive 

intergroup attitudes. This argument is the extended contact hypothesis.  Studies among children, and 

adults show that extended friendships are related to more positive intergroup attitudes (e.g., 

Turner, Hewstone, Voci, & Vonofakou, 2008). Along similar lines, Cameron et al. (2006) 

demonstrated the effectiveness of extended contact with pre-adolescent children with disabilities, 

to change attitudes toward those with disabilities. In their study, 5–10 year-olds without a disability 

took part in a six-week story reading intervention, including stories about friendships between 

children with and without disabilities. It was found that extended contact produced increased 

positivity toward children with disabilities.  

 The extended contact approach is epitomised in a surge in the use of children’s literature in 

schools to look at the topic of disability. Once, disability was seen as individual tragedy in children’s 

literature, and a happy ending was seen in recovery. Over the past ten years, children’s literature 

increasingly illustrates positive framings of people with disabilities (Prater & Dyches, 2008) and, 

more frequently illustrates characters with disabilities as equal, independent, and active (Gervay, 

2004).  Reading schemes such as Special Friends (reviewed by Ostrosky, et al., 2015) have 

demonstrable positive outcomes for attitudes towards those with disabilities. Nevertheless, 

"subliminal or frankly negative messages" about the presumed character of people with disabilities 

(Saunders, 2000, p. 1) as a burden, or as “lesser than” others, persists in some of these texts. 

Therefore, a greater awareness of which books are of good quality, and of how teachers and pupils 

can use books to challenge stereotypes and negative attitudes is needed, for this type of vicarious, 

extended contact to be effective.  
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A relatively new extension of the extended contact approach is known as the imagined 

contact approach, “the mental simulation of a social interaction with a member or members of an 

outgroup category” (Crisp & Turner, 2009, p. 234), has been shown to improve intergroup attitudes.  

Crisp and Turner (2009) note several key benefits of the imagined-contact technique: it can be 

deployed where direct or extended contact is logistically impossible, for instance, in cases of physical 

segregation. Neither does imagined contact need a child to live somewhere where they have contact 

with those towards whom they might hold negative attitudes or where these people are known to 

anyone in their social circle. Rather, it can be brought into low-diversity settings where intergroup 

bias is less likely to be challenged (e.g., Rutland, Cameron, Milne, & McGeorge, 2005). 

Research implies that the effect of imagined contact on group biases may be driven by a 

reduction in intergroup anxiety (Turner, Crisp, & Lambert, 2007). Intergroup anxiety is a negative 

emotional response to the possibility of direct intergroup contact. However, after a positive 

interaction, it is likely that a child’s intergroup anxiety will decrease. Imagined contact holds promise 

as a method of prejudice-reduction for use in schools as is suitable for a wide age range of children 

from different backgrounds. Studies indicate that imagined intergroup contact is a successful 

prejudice reduction strategy among children (e.g., Cameron, et al., 2011; Stathi, Cameron, Hartley, & 

Bradford, 2014).   

To date, relatively few research studies have looked at the effectiveness of contact 

interventions with peers with disabilities in young children. Research does show that the greater the 

amount of contact children have with representations of disability, the more positive are their views 

on disability (e.g., MacMillan, Tarrant, Abraham & Morris, 2013). In a study of over 1800 UK children 

aged 7-16 years, Armstrong et al. (2016) found evidence for this link, and that it may be accounted 

for  by a lessening of anxiety about working with those with disabilities and greater empathy for 

them. In a meta-analytic study, of contact interventions that aimed to encourage positive attitudes 

among children towards others with disabilities, Armstrong, Morris, Abraham & Tarrant (2017) 

determined that all the direct contact interventions included which were reviewed were effective. 
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Furthermore, all forms of imagined and extended contact were effective, even if given as a one-off 

intervention. There was no evidence that simply watching a video (parasocial contact) was effective 

among children. What was important, in other words, was that children had the opportunity to 

interact with people or characters with disabilities.  

Several studies that use imagined contact with children with disabilities as an intervention 

are worth exploring further here. Cameron et al. (2011) used photographs and story boards to ask 

children aged 5-10 years to either imagine playing with a physically disabled child -  or not  (these 

latter children were in the control group). In contrast with their counterparts in the control group, 

children who did the imagined contact activity later showed reduced ingroup bias in ratings of 

warmth and competence towards those with a disability. This finding is important because (it may 

be argued, in line with the social and cultural model of disability) encouraging a positive but 

paternalistic stereotyping of those with disabilities is unhelpful. Research in the US has found that 

adults tend to take a paternalistic stance toward those with physical and intellectual disabilities (see 

Fiske, Cuddy & Glick, 2007) and that paternalistic views accompany reactions like pity and sympathy 

Yet, this imagined contact study showed that this prejudice-reduction tool does reduce these 

stereotypes among children.  

Along similar lines, Vezzali et al. (2019) conducted an intervention over three sessions, 

where 5 to 11 year olds first imagined an interaction with a previously unknown peer with a physical 

disability and then gave their reactions to bullying of the new, imagined friend. There were strong 

effects of imagined contact on intentions to counteract bullying towards children with a disability. 

Birtel et al. (2019) conducted an intervention with 3-5 year-olds, by asking children to imagine 

contact with a child in wheelchair by drawing them, or by describing them to the researcher. Results 

revealed positive effects on attitudes towards peers with a physical disability. 

  Another study in this vein was done by Jones,Marieszcurenna, Rutland and McGuire (2017). 

In this study, imagined contact was induced via pretend play – making the imagined contact 3-D. This 

was grounded in the hypothesis that imagined contact will be more effective, when it actively 
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involves the child, rather than passively observing or hearing about intergroup interactions,  through 

being read a book for example, as in Cameron et al. (, 2011). Two hundred and forty-four children 

without disabilities aged 5–11 years took part in a three-minute intervention, involving playing with 

a toy figure with a disability in a friendship context. Results showed that imagined contact with a toy 

figure with a physical disability led to increased friendship intentions toward children with 

disabilities compared to playing with a figure without a disability or a figure with a temporary 

disability (such as a leg in a cast). This effect was moderated by intergroup anxiety: lower anxiety 

following the play led to a more positive attitude towards peers with a disability. For those children 

who played with a toy figure with a disability, it was additionally found that a reduction in ingroup 

bias (a tendency to see peers without a disability more favourably) led to an increased positivity in 

friendship intentions towards peers with a disability following the play session.  

The above studies highlight the ways in which children’s responses to people with a 

disability, along with their intentions to protect them from bullying, and to make friends with them, 

depend upon the content and quality of their interactions with peers with a disability, in the real – 

and in their imaginary worlds. The research shows that providing children with information on how 

they may interact effectively with peers with disabilities, and with scripts for them to imagine 

interacting with these peers, can break down the barriers that would otherwise see them socially 

excluded. This leads to the questions of whether education policy (a) could and (b) should provide 

interventions, like those described above, to promote inclusive responses in school as a matter of 

course, alongside its mission statements around inclusion. The research also leads to questions 

around the representation of disability in schools. The research above suggests that representations 

in line with the social model, where disability is not seen as tragedy, in picture books and in toys, 

might promote positive responses towards people with disabilities. At the same time, the cultural 

model points out that we need to be careful about the ways we represent dis/ability to children: 

that our conceptions of dis/ability might not be theirs, and might not be helpful in all contexts. In 

any event, our knowledge of the ways in which children respond to peers and adults with disabilities, 
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and the things that we can do to change that for the better, calls on policy makers to consider not 

just that inclusion is something to strive for, but what it may look like in practice, and how to achieve 

it in concrete terms. It also calls on adults more generally to consider their own understandings of 

dis/ability, which though ostensibly positive, may be contributing to a view in children that sees 

those with disabilities as “lesser than” themselves.  

Summary and Ways Forward: Legislating Effectively for Inclusion 

A large body of literature now shows that as children get older, their understanding of disability 

unfolds alongside their developing cognitive development, moving from an awareness of difference 

in physical form, towards a nuanced understanding of different types of disability, and the range of 

factors that can cause disability, Research also shows that children’s cognitive developmental 

understanding of disability does not proceed in a vacuum. Rather it is influenced by their parents’ 

concept of disability, by their teachers’ views, their cultural background, and their resultant sense of 

moral responsibility. Crucially, a child’s conception of disability, and whether they go on to express a 

positive or negative attitude towards peers with a disability, rests on the direct and indirect contact 

that they experience with peers and adults with disabilities. That is, in order to promote attitudes 

towards people with disabilities that foster a mutual sense of inclusion, rather than of paternalism or 

pity, it is important to equip children with direct and vicarious experiences that enable them to see 

each other equitably and positively. Through research, it has been demonstrated  that these 

experiences work to reduce any existing prejudice, through addressing bias towards those without 

disabilities and lowering anxiety about meeting those who are different from them. These 

experiences also reduce the barriers on inclusion imposed by the medical model, instead opening up 

understandings more in line with a social and cultural modelsof disability. The end result may be that 

children’s understanding becomes more inclusive than that of the adults who legislated for it.  
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