
 
We’re all the same! 

A project developed to tackle negative attitudes 

Introduction 
This project was designed to promote inclusive and cohesive relationships between young people 
with and without learning disabilities. This was achieved by bringing young people together through 
a structured set of shared experiences that challenged prejudices and negative perceptions. The 
young people were put in the driving seat by developing and implementing the shared activities 
that tackled myths and prejudices around perceptions of young people with learning disabilities.  A 
core group of young people were involved in the project advisory group whose responsibilities in-
cluded co-running, monitoring, decision making and evaluating the project.  
 
W.A.T.S! - We’re all the same!’ took place over a two year period, from 2007 to 2009, and was facili-
tated by Grapevine. Grapevine is a charity run in partnership with people with learning disabilities to 
bring about change in their lives. 
 
Project aims 
The overall aims of the W.A.T.S. project were: 
• to change negative attitudes towards young people with learning disabilities by other young 
 people 
• to create more cohesive relationships among young people. 
 
This was achieved through: 
• providing a programme of activity that brings young people with and without learning disabilities 
 together on equal terms to examine and tackle myths and prejudices 
• enabling young people with learning disabilities to take on leadership roles  within the project, 
 challenging negative perceptions of their abilities 
• disseminating and sharing learning with a wider group of young people and children’s services 
 including schools locally and nationally. 
 
The context 
Society's attitudes and behaviour towards people with learning disabilities have had a major impact 
on their lives and continues to do so. This has led to people having negative and devaluing experi-
ences including rejection, physical segregation, isolation, poverty, a lack of relationships, bullying, 
harassment and a lack of control over their lives. This applies as much to children and young people 
as it does to adults. 



 
Bullying is a significant issue for young people with learning disabilities. This was highlighted through the 
focus groups and responses to Count Us In, the report of the Foundation for People with Learning Dis-
abilities' Committee of Inquiry into Meeting the Mental Health Needs of Young People with Learning 
Disabilities (Foundation for People with Learning Disabilities, 2002), where examples of the experience 
of bullying were given. The ‘Count Us In’ research found that negative attitudes and bullying are a big 
factor in the poor mental health of young people with learning disabilities as they undermine self-
esteem and confidence and lead to anxiety, fearfulness and depression. 
 
While the movement towards inclusion has seen more young people with learning disabilities using 
mainstream community facilities such as schools, colleges, libraries and leisure centres, there is much 
more that could be done to ensure young people are positively welcomed and included. The evi-
dence presented in Count Us In suggests that inclusion in mainstream secondary schools for some 
young people can lead to isolation and bullying. Research undertaken by Mencap (2007) suggests 
that eight out of ten young people with a learning disability have experienced harassment, bullying or 
violence in school or elsewhere, with damaging outcomes for their self-esteem. Another project, What 
about us? (Foundation for People with Learning Disabilities, 2008) focussed on promoting emotional 
well-being for young learning disabled people in inclusive schools and colleges. Some of the findings 
demonstrated that young people with learning disabilities found break and lunchtimes difficult to cope 
with because of the fear of being bullied. 
 
Research by Grapevine into hate crime in Coventry, published in ‘Challenging Hate Crime in Coventry’ 
by Dr Paul Allender and Alison Quigley (March 2005) indicated that non disabled young people can 
be the perpetrators of harassment and abuse.  One interviewee said: ‘I got bullied every night….They 
(youngsters) called me names…er….pushed me around. Kept knocking on my door when I was in. 
Writing on my door.’  Another interviewee, a peron who uses awheelchair from the Asian community, 
reported that young people called him ‘paki whatever,…..It do frighten me. Those kids. Those big lads 
they frighten me…they kick me in the face’. 
 
The W.A.T.S. project was born from the findings of the above research and anecdotal evidence from 
many of the young people known to Grapevine.  
 
How the project was carried out 
The project involved three phases, the details of which are described below. 
 
Phase one 
Phase one involved the recruitment of the advisory group and the mainstream schools where myth-
busting exercises would take place. Setting up an advisory group was the first priority. Young people 
with and without learning disabilities were recruited and tasked with providing expertise to design the 
project, monitor its progress and to participate in the myth-busting training and selecting the shared 
experience activities. 

 
 Advisory group members were recruited with input from: 

 
• school youth inclusion officers  
• student councils 
• SEN co-ordinators from mainstream schools 
• year/pastoral heads 
• newspaper and radio adverts 
• parent partnership agencies. 



When the young people got together they took part in workshops exploring stereotype and exclusion. 
These were made fun by adapting popular television shows, for example a format similar to that used in 
the 'The X factor' helped the young people to see what worth they gave each other. A ‘Big Brother’  
design day was the forum where young 'housemates' gave information and ideas for running a  
successful project as well as signing up to be part of the advisory group. 
 
It was important to keep the momentum of the advisory group so throughout the project a variety of 
activities were organised to maintain and improve the functioning of the group. They included trips to a 
theme park and time away at a  Centre Parcs for team building activities, a pampering day, a fashion 
show, visits to the cinema, restaurants and ice skating. The young people were also supported to go to 
their new friends’ homes, attend their birthday parties as well as evening meetings to become regular, 
important parts of one another's lives. 
 
Phase two  
This phase comprised myth-busting training at various mainstream secondary schools in Coventry, fol-
lowed up with a series of shared experiences that challenged prejudices and negative perceptions.  
 
Myth-busting training 

Myth-busting workshops were held during Coventry's Anti-Bullying day, at the Gifted 
and Talented conference and at the BBC open centre. The project focused most of 
the work in this area at Ernesford Grange School, with the involvement of all year 
seven students. This school is soon to be co-located with a special school as part of 
the English Government’s Building Schools for the Future initiative . In total the project 
reached 250 young people during the myth-busting events. 
 

 
The myth-busting training had two elements. The first were real stories young people had recorded to 
talk about the negative experiences and attitudes they had faced, what had happened and how it 
made them feel. Young people had produced a short film to accompany the audio description with 
words such as bullying, loneliness and fear.  
 
The second part was interactive. The advisory group said that they didn't listen to speakers when they 
came to school unless they felt involved and found it difficult to remember the content unless it was fun. 
They had the idea of basing the second part of the workshop on an activity from the television show ‘I'm 
a Celebrity Get Me Out of Here’ which was popular viewing at the time . Young people were presented 
with a jar of slime with plastic frogs and insects inside.  They had to reach inside the jar grab a star with a 
statement on it and read it out to the class who decided if it was a ‘messy myth’ or a ‘terrible truth’.  
Examples of true statements included 77% young people with a learning disability say they have been 
bullied from Mencap's (2007) ‘Don't Stick it Stop it’ campaign and, based on a real life experience, 
some people are too scared to go to their local youth club. Examples of myth statements include 
‘people with learning disabilities can't have children’ and ‘people with learning disabilities should be 
kept away from others’.   
 
Feedback from the schools indicated that the pupils had enjoyed the workshop and it really made 
them think. A number of applications made for the next part of the project (the shared experiences) 
were made by young people who had taken part in the myth-busting sessions, indicating that they had 
a real impact on those attending. One young person who had attended the workshop and then took 
part in the shared experience exercise changed his views radically. Initially he strongly agreed that  
people with learning disabilities should only go to clubs with young people like themselves and strongly  
disagreed with the statement they act their age. Now he describes his relationship with one of the  
disabled members of the group as 'he's one of my best friends' and they are planning a trip together. 




