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ntonio Reis (°25) is
part of the 10.7%
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of the High School

community with a physical disability, according to an
online survey conducted by The Standard Jan. 16-26 with 131
student and faculty responses. He said his condition was induced
by an early birth, affecting his bodily development.

“I was born three months premature, so I was born with ex-
treme hypotonia, which is low muscle tone,” Reis said. “Basically,
my muscles are floppier than normal, so they get tired more easily,
especially in fine motor function.”

To combat his hypotonia, Reis said he attended physiotherapy
for six years as a child and is still working to overcome difficulties.

Awareness

Reis said because his disability is not particularly visible, many
have misconceptions about why he struggles to engage in certain
activities, such as writing by hand, until he explains his condition.
He said the able-bodied population frequently has fallacies about
living with a disability.

“Alot of people assume things about you without knowing what
the reality behind it is,” Reis said.

‘When Alexandra Braun (’24) went on vacation for winter break
in Grade 6, she did not expect to return with a broken leg due to a
skiing accident. Braun said the injury landed her in a wheelchair for
three months, and the experience of being unable to walk opened
her eyes to the day-to-day lives of people with physical disabilities.

“I would be in a wheelchair and little kids would stare at me,”
Braun said. “I can imagine for someone who’s been facing that
their entire life, it can get pretty frustrating and overwhelming.”

Social Justice Council Co-President Sam Hamilton (*23) said
SJC aims to shed light on all aspects of social justice and activism.

However, Hamilton said one area of improvement for the
council is giving issues pertaining to physical disabilities equal

attention. Hamilton said because there is only a small group of

individuals with physical disabilities in the High School, there is
less prompting SJC members to explore the matter and spread
awareness.

“Projects are student-run and based on student interest,” Ham-
ilton said. “The lack of students with physical disabilitics often,
unfortunately, lowers the topic’s priority.”

Nonetheless, Director of Student Support Belinda Nicholson
said more students with physical disabilities attend ASL than one
may think, especially in the lower divisions of the school. She said
the community is often unaware of this fact because of society’s
close-minded definition of a physical disability.

“When people think about a physical disability, they have a
particular vision in mind,” Nicholson said. “They might imagine
someone in awheelchair or somewhere on crutches, and I think it’s
important to know that not all disabilities are visible.”

Action

Nicholson said there is an individualized accessibility action
plan created for every student with a physical disability who is ac-
cepted to the school. These plans design systems that enable each
individual to succeed at the institution despite any physical differ-
ences.

“We look ahead at their journey with the school, and we think
about what they need to access and how we need to make modifica-
tons for that,” Nicholson said. “Every summer, we make building
changes, as necessary, to make sure that we have accessibility for
students.”

Nicholson said examples of
building modifications include
the flickering and brightness of
lights, the color and type size
of worksheets and the height of

17.8%
bathroom sinks and toilets. She

of people in the UK. in
2021 have a disability.
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said during the Distance Learn-

ing Program, some teachers even wore small microphones athome
to ensure students with hearing impairments could understand the
instructions.

Furthermore, Braun said navigating the school in a wheelchair
after her accident made for fewer challenges than she expected.

“It was pretty accessible,” Braun said. “There are ramps
throughout the school, so [ used them. Iused the ramp by the cafe-
teria to go down to the service elevator, which took me throughout
the building.”

Still, Braun said the accessibility was not ideal and if the circum-
stances of her injury were permanent, attending the school would
bear additional challenges.

“Itwasn’t much of a hassle, however, [ knew that it would come
to an end,” Braun said. “If someone is in a permanent disability,
it might be harder to navigate the school. The school should put
things in place for that person, like going to the bathroom. I didn’t
go to the bathroom at school because it was too difficult and awk-
ward, and a person had to come with me.”

While Reis said there have
been instances where physical
disabilities have been discussed
within the scope of his classes,
he would like it to have a larger
presence.
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“I don’t think it needs to be
amassive part of the curriculum, but I think a little more attention
would be nice,” Reis said.

Physical Education Teacher Danielle Taylor, who joined ASL
this fall, said she previously worked at a school where a higher per-
centage of students had moderate to severe disabilities compared
to ASL students. Consequently, Taylor said she gained experience
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formally last year, but switching to that, it’s been incredible,” Reis
said. “Especially for tests that would require handwriting, which
normally I stress out about a lot, having that extra time allows me
to really be putting in my best work.”

Curriculum

According to the survey, only 45.8% of the community has
learned or taught about physical disabilities in classes.

Braun said she is part of the 54.2% that has not been exposed
to physical disabilities in her classes and that everything she has
learned about the topic comes from her own experiences as well as
independent research.

cation program is well-adapted to the ability of the students.

“Our physical education program is incredibly inclusive to the
population of students that we have on campus,” Taylor said. “We
are developing our lessons and our curriculum based on the type
of learners that we have in school and making it as accessible as we
can.

Moreover, Taylor said equipment is frequently adapted for stu-
dents with physical disabilities during lessons. She said examples
of these modifications include purchasing shorter rackets and low-
ering the height of the basketball hoops.

Taylor said the High School curriculum currently includes a
mini-unit on disabilities sports where students play goalball with
blindfolds to simulate vision impairments and basketball with
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Left behind: Community evaluates school
accessibility, awareness of physical disability

Londoners with
a disability are
unemployed.
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every unit of the curriculum.

“It would be amazing because you’re learning what it is like to
participate in a Paralympic-level sport,” Taylor said. “There’s an
opportunity to view and see what sports look like at the Olympic
level for other types of athletes.”

Meanwhile, Science Teacher Alpha Toothman said portions of
the Science 10 and Topics in Biology curriculum cover certain as-
pects of physical disabilities.

“In Science 10 we talk about Duchenne muscular dystrophy —
DMD - but we talk about it from the genetic perspective,” Tooth-
man said. “In Topics in Bio, we talk about genetic disorders and
disabilities based upon mutations and errors in their chromosomes
or their DNA, but not the societal or social perspective.”

Toothman said she would be interested to see a greater focus
on the social aspects of physical disabilities within both the sci-
ence curriculum and in other areas of the High School. She said
Aequitas Week and Speaker Series provide opportunities for the
community to learn more about overlooked topics such as physical
disabilities.

In 2019, the school hosted a Speaker Series featuring Sinéad
Burke, a disability activist who experiences dwarfism. Nicholson
said Burke was incredibly well-received by the community and in-
spired many to contemplate a topic they had not spent much time
discussing before.

“She did such an amazing job in every division of the school,”

Nicholson said. “It was really empowering. She was just a brilliant
speaker and I had alot of really positive feedback from students, as
well as the energy and the questions in the assemblies.”

Culture

Nicholson said although she scarcely ever hears about ableist
interactions in the school, she periodically addresses students’
misconceptions about physical disabilities.

“We’ve definitely been managing some language around learn-
ing support and students with physical disabilities,” Nicholson
said. “Usually it’s in the Lower School, and a lot of it is around
assumptions about student capacity. That’s why things like Neuro-
diversity Wecek have been really important for us.”

Within the High School, Hamilton said he has noticed his
peers occasionally use language that is derogatory toward peo-
ple with physical disabilities. He said he believes these instances

often occur due to a lack of exposure to the topic and that many
students only think about day-to-day life from the perspective of an
able-bodied person.

“You think your comments are harmless or that you’re not actu-
ally affecting humans because you don’t think it’s a reality for peo-
ple, but it is a reality,” Hamilton said. “IC’s something that many
students take for granted. We don’t have to think of the world in a
totally different light.”

Ultimately, Toothman said while she would like to believe the
community is inclusive of everyone, the low number of people in
the school with visible physical disabilities make it difficult to be
certain.

“My hypothetical self wants to say we are accepting of all phys-
ical differences,” Toothman said. “But in actuality, if you haven’t
been exposed to it, it is extremely difficult to have an umbrella
statement of exactly how open we would be because, unfortunate-
ly, society has placed a stigma on being different.”
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