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Fact Sheet 38 - Modern concepts for teachers and teacher aides 

working with students with disabilities and disorders 

The following concepts have emerged in recent years to guide our thinking in terms of 

how support is provided to people with disabilities and disorders. Each concept is 

briefly explained below. 

The social model of disability 

Refers to the idea or concept that a person is only really disabled because people and 

society put barriers in their way. If these barriers did not exist, the person may have 

an ‘impairment’, but would not be ‘disabled’ in the same context (even if medically 

considered as such). 

For example, a person cannot drive a car because they have very poor vision. The 

social model of disability would say that this person’s ‘impairment’ is caused not by 

their poor eyesight, but by the way in which roads and cars are designed (and even 

the way in which society is structured).  

Technology companies and governments could, for example, spend more time and 

money creating ways and systems of transport that allow people with such a disability 

to drive. Alternatively, aspects of the way in which society operates could be re-

designed (e.g. the expectation that travelling to work is the norm as opposed to 

working from home being the norm). 

Competency and image enhancement as a means of addressing devaluation 

Competency is a person’s ability to complete a task to a certain standard. Image 

enhancement means to help a person to see themselves in a more positive way – this 

is often achieved by helping them to be competent. What ‘competent’ means for one 

person, will be different to another. Working with a knowledge of these concepts can 

help a person feel better about themselves. It can improve self-esteem and build their 

confidence.  

Addressing devaluation is about supporting a person to feel like they are a valued 

member of the community (a family, a friendship group, a class/school community, a 

community of like-minded people, the local community, or even a nation or culture).  
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One way to achieve this is to help a person to become as independent as possible i.e. 

build their competency.  

Then, the TA can improve the person’s self-esteem by providing positive feedback – 

this leads to image enhancement and reduced feelings of being devalued by others. 

For a disorder, this may mean regulating their emotions in socially challenging 

situations (i.e. what to do when X happens). For a disability, it may mean learning to 

do physical tasks in certain ways. 

Strengths-based practice 

This concept is commonly used by disability carers and other professionals. It refers 

to the technique of focusing on a person’s strengths instead of their weaknesses i.e. 

what a person can do, and not what they can’t do. 

To implement a strength-based approach, a TA might develop activities (or amend 

ones introduced by the teacher) that are based on areas of known strength. An area 

of strength may be a topic (e.g. dinosaurs), a subject (e.g. maths) or a skill (e.g. a 

particular game). It could even be a way of learning (e.g. using technology).  

Person-centred care 

This concept simply refers to the idea that care and support provided to people with 

disabilities or disorders should be adjusted to suit the specific needs of the individual. 

In terms of learning, person-centred care requires ‘differentiation’ which means to 

adjust tasks and activities to allow the person to fully participate.  

This can be done in various ways (make it easier, reduce complexity, change 

instructions, do the task in smaller steps, use resources such as online videos, slow 

down the pace of learning etc.).  

Person-centred care also refers to a person’s needs in terms of physical, social and 

emotional development. For example, some students may need additional support 

when walking, while others can move independently albeit with regular breaks on 

longer walks. 
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Active support 

Active support is related to person-centred care. It entails the regular support of a 

person so they can live their life to the fullest. It means considering their individual 

needs and helping the person to be as active as possible.  

This means different things for each person. For some it means being supported with 

activities of daily living such as eating, while for others it means participating in the 

community in various ways. It means providing each person with many opportunities 

to participate in a wide range of activities to the extent that is possible. 

Holistic care (or holistic approach) 

Holistic care is based on the idea of providing support to a person in all areas of their 

life – not just in terms of a person’s physical care needs. It means focusing on a 

person’s emotional, social, spiritual and cognitive health, as much as their physical 

health. It entails recognising that all of these areas relate to each other in some way 

i.e. physical and mental health are co-dependent. 

Rightful place in community/self-determination 

These related concepts simply refer to a person’s right to exist in a community (school 

or wider community) as much as any able-bodied person and regardless of the 

challenges that they face. Self-determination is a concept that allows a person to make 

decisions for themselves i.e. what rightful place in the community means for them 

(whether to live independently or not, which activities to undertake, whether to seek 

employment etc.).  

The purpose of these concepts is to boost self-esteem and independence, and to help 

the person experience a sense of community. Having a connection with the community 

is important for a person’s feeling of worth and their mental health. 

Informed consent 

Informed consent is an important and widely used concept. It refers to a person’s right 

to give consent (e.g. to being touched) even if they struggle to communicate or 

understand. Informed consent applies to all children. The easiest way to gain informed 
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consent is to ask the person. For example, you may say, ‘do you mind if I tie your 

shoelaces?’.  

Note that ‘informed’ means the person has the capacity to give consent – they 

understand what you are asking, know that they can say no, and know how to 

communicate their decision unambiguously (without confusion).  


