4.3 Cracked Glass

So in this video, we’re going to be talking about some of the issues that come around where we think about representation not being done as well as we might like.                                        								           0:07

We like to think that if there's some representation there, then that's a good thing.
0:18
But often we need to remember that actually not all representation is good representation.
0:22
Um, I'd like to just direct your attention to a particularly helpful blog that you might like to go and have a look at,
0:30
which is by the authors Lucy and James Catchpole.
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Um, Lucy and James Catchpole are both disabled authors and write really fantastic books for children,
0:42
and you will see some of their titles appearing in our resource pack.
0:49
When we think about unhelpful disability tropes, that's where we consider the role of the disabled person as being portrayed in an unhelpful way,
0:56
or in a more negative way,
1:07
or just in a way that doesn't feel like they are being treated as well as they could be if they were a non-disabled character.
1:11
One of the ways that we see this quite often is where the disabled character is
1:20
obliged to answer questions and educate the non-disabled people within the story,
1:25
and that this seems to be their main aim. Their main goal is to actually make the non-disabled people's lives a bit better.
1:31
And another issue that arises quite regularly is we're the voice of the disabled person themself is not heard,
1:40
but there's a non-disabled central character who explains the disabled character to the reader or the viewer.
1:47
If you are thinking about this in terms of other representations through varieties of media,
1:55
we also quite often see a child being bullied for their disability, who in the end proves their bully is wrong and befriends them.
2:02
And this is quite a well-used trope within narratives about disability.
2:11
But again, the focus there is not really on the positive aspects of that disabled child or that disabled person's life,
2:17
but more on what they are doing to educate and change the views and attitudes of those people around them.
2:24
We very often see the use of inspiration in narratives and stories around disability,
2:33
where the disabled person themselves is used as that source of inspiration for others.
2:41
And the books, particularly by James Catchpole.
2:47
He has a book called You're So Amazing, which really centres on this idea of, you know,
2:51
the disabled child being told how amazing they are just for doing day to day things.
2:56
And actually their role is not to inspire others. So we need to be very careful about using that sense of inspiration or only
3:02
talking about disabled people in terms of these inspirational achievements.
3:10
One thing we often see also is this idea of surprise disability, where the book goes through all sorts of things that this character is doing,
3:16
and then at the end, you have the surprise reveal that that character is in fact disabled and challenges your assumptions via that surprise.
3:26
Now, again, this is often done in what should be an inspirational or a helpful way,
3:37
but really what it's doing is playing into that assumptions that are made around
3:43
disability and focusing on what we assume to be a deficit of a disabled person,
3:51
which is something that we would prefer to avoid.
3:56
In addition to this, we often see disabled characters being used for comic effect, and so the character who falls over,
4:01
or the character who doesn't quite hear what's being said, or the character who can't join in in the same way.
4:10
we also find books that catalogue disabled people by their diagnosis who really kind of removing their individuality
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and removing that sense of beggar perspective around them as an individual and focusing particularly on that diagnosis.
4:27
And the last two here are quite challenging to think about,
4:37
but unfortunately, we do sometimes see them appearing in books where a parent is shown grieving,
4:40
or an adolescent expressing negative attitudes towards a disabled person.
4:45
And that is, again, something that we really want to avoid, even if they are then seen to overcome this, because again,
4:54
that focus is on the negativity towards the disabled person rather than focusing on positive attitudes.
5:01
I just want to draw your attention to a couple of places that you can go to
5:09
look at where we think about representation. And though this particular report, the Cooperative Children's Book Centre report,
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which has come out of Minnesota. They focus on looking at how various different
5:22
groups of marginalised communities are represented within children's books.
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And as you can see here, they found that only 4% of the almost 4000 books that they looked at contained a disabled main character.
5:32
Um, closer to home in Britain, we have what's called the Inclusive Books Report.
5:45
Books for children report. The Excluded Voices Report.
5:52
And in this report they look at British books.
5:57
And they found that of the almost 3000 books that there were nearly 6% of those which included marginalised identity characters.
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And this includes a whole range of marginalised identities. It's not focusing solely on disability. When they looked in picture books.
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There were only two titles in the and their most recent, um, review in ‘23 and ‘24, which featured neurodivergent main characters.
6:19
And in terms of children's fiction, there were four books that featured neurodivergent main characters.
6:29
In terms of disabled main characters, they are.
6:36
There's again a real rarity in terms of the featuring of disabled main characters.
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We do find that some books are written and illustrated by own voice creators,
6:47
but more often they are by non-disabled authors and have fairly superficial or stereotypical depictions,
6:51
including some of those tropes that we mentioned earlier and kind of pitty narratives,
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or in some cases, miraculous cures, which, again, is really unhelpful.
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And as thinking about positive representation of disability, um, in terms of thinking about the pitfalls and non-disabled voice authorship,
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often the overlook accessibility in their settings and the narrative arcs.
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Arcs tend to be centred on overcoming the disability and treating that disability as inspiration or spectacle.
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So this report is really helpful in terms of just looking at where we are lacking some of that real positive representation,
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but it also does highlight places that it's being done well.
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Just to kind of summarise this for you in terms of educational settings for Favaza and colleagues over a number of years or spanning over 20 years,
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have been looking at representation of disability in school resources and school classrooms,
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and their work has really found a lack of representation,
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ranging from very low or absolutely no representation of disabled people in the setting at all.
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So I leave you with this thought. Please consider your own setting.
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Think about how disabled people are being represented, but more importantly, how are they being celebrated? How are they being included? And consider ways in which you might look at those mirrors and windows in your own setting.
8:19

