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The VITAL HEART OF a school community

Melinda Ewin, a Brisbane parent, believes that the general community and school communities have a relevance to each other that should be more actively applied to the way all children are educated.
This article is about education. It is about an imaginary schooling system that differs from the current system which predominantly uses a ‘one size fits all’ mode of teaching. As a result, children with disabilities, who do not fit the one-size criteria, have to be made acceptable by policies of inclusion. I believe we can do better. Our children become a captive audience whilst at school and it is during this time that we are creating our future society. With a little planning and cooperation between school and community, schooling can become an experience that sets up our children for life.

I would like to tell a story describing the type of schooling experience I would love my children to have. Let me introduce the heroes of the story: my sons Angus, aged eight, and Declan, aged seven. Angus has autism; Declan is neuro typical, which means ‘normal brain function’.

In real life I have to fight for Angus’ right to be autistic almost every day. By this I mean his right to think, see, hear, feel, observe, react, and interact outside the ‘one size fits all’ mould.  You see, I actually love my son’s autism. I love the way his brain thinks. Attempts to ‘make’ him the same as other children only cause him stress and pain. While this experience is highlighted more vividly with Angus, to a lesser degree it is the same for Declan, and for all children, I believe.

On the other hand, the imaginary school that my sons attend is a school that offers a curriculum of learning, social behaviour, and community participation. In this school, the learning phase looks at my sons’ abilities and learning styles (that is, auditory, visual or kinetic) and then structures the curriculum around the learning style of each of them. Under this method of teaching, I see my sons full of confidence and exuberance for school and for learning. I see Angus excitedly describing a mechanical creation that is his project with other class members of similar learning styles. Declan is reciting poetry and has started writing his own. He loves to write now, which in the past, was something he hated. Angus still gets extra attention, but the therapists and school aides work alongside Angus and in conjunction with the projects he is attempting.

In this imaginary school my sons really enjoy the social behaviour phase. This phase teaches social responsibility that includes appropriate behaviour towards others and towards the self, as well as good habits and skills for a more stable and successful future. For instance, personal development focuses on promoting positive self-esteem and assertive skills. Members from the community often teach this phase to pupils.

The third phase gives the boys a high level of community contact. In this phase they are exposed to a diversity of people in the community, in the school setting as well as outside. The boys often hear from other parents about their country of origin, or the jobs that they do, and often grandparents drop in to tell their life stories. At other times the boys are involved in community service projects: Angus chooses a clean-up of the local environmental park, and Declan chooses to join a group performing for people in nursing homes. In this phase, the business community is also involved: there are visits to CSIRO research laboratories, a favourite for Angus; and visits to the Lyric Theatre and TV studios, Declan’s favourite.

In my imagination, these are school experiences that my sons would enjoy. Sometimes I think that community and social responsibility stop at the school gate. For education to be truly inclusive, it needs to be porous with the whole community involved in the upbringing and skilling of children. An involvement by the whole community would provide opportunities that develop social networks and increase job prospects for all children. Further, it would address some of the social problems that are faced by all young people and not just those confined to the experiences of children with disabilities. I believe Angus is a spearhead for social change in school communities because school communities, by making changes that would address his needs, would also be meeting the needs of other members of the community.


