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Why and when to have this discussion
If you have a child with additional needs (or ‘differences’), it’s common (though not inevitable) that they will struggle with being, looking, feeling or being treated differently to their peers at some point. So it’s possible that you’ll want or need to prepare for or have this conversation with your child at some point. 
Every child develops at their own pace, so there isn’t a set age when their awareness of others (and therefore sense of difference) kicks in. The nature of their difference, their experiences and the particular challenges they face also impact timings; some differences are just more obvious or visible than others.
Children who have, for example, a facial disfigurement or missing limb, or those who use a wheelchair, have differences that are more obvious or visible – both to themselves and others. For these children this conversation may be necessary and appropriate relatively early. Other differences tend to become more apparent a little later in life (e.g. speech, social or learning difficulties). Sometimes, an illness (e.g. stroke) or accident can create new differences that didn’t previously exist – at any age.  
Whatever the nature and timing of the difference in question, this conversation is a sensitive and tricky one – often for parents as much as the child.

Putting difference in perspective
We are all unique. We all have our strengths. We all have our differences and challenges. And we all experience moments when our differences and challenges come to the fore and make life difficult for us – whoever we are, and however successful or otherwise we are. For most of us, those moments are rare – they are the exception rather than the rule. We can move on from them relatively easily.  
A child with additional needs, is also unique – something we need to hold onto and value. He or she has their own strengths alongside their particular challenges. However, there is the risk that those moments when life is difficult and they are (or feel) different become the norm rather than the exception. And if/when this happens, it becomes increasingly difficult for them to ‘bounce back’. This is when things may become problematic – and this is likely to be the trigger for these conversations.




Why does difference matter?
We are all social creatures. Being (or striving to be) the same as others serves an important role – it makes us more appealing to others and helps us to form / maintain relationships (friendships) with others. And, in turn, those relationships fulfil important social and emotional needs. They also support (facilitate) learning. 
Children without additional needs grow up at broadly the same rate and share / enjoy broadly the same experiences as their peers. So their awareness and experience of being ‘different’ is much less frequent (but, generally, not entirely absent). But for children with additional needs, their awareness and experience of difference is likely to be greater. It follows that they are likely to need additional support to understand and manage the additional life challenges they face.


Supporting a child’s personal development
As parents, we do a great job of loving our children just the way they are. For us, their difference is just one part of the whole (and wonderfully unique) person we know and love. We love and embrace them for all of who they are. And wouldn’t it be wonderful if the rest of the world could accept and embrace them the same way?!
Our natural instinct as the kind, loving parents we are, is often to protect our children from the harsh looks, comments and judgement of others, especially when there are particular reasons why they might attract more of those than most. But another equally important part of our role as parents (and part of schools’ role too) is to provide the experiences a child needs to transition from being a child who relies on adults, to being an independent and successful adult. To do this, we need to teach them how to think and act in the society in which they live – the real society, warts and all. So, we need to teach them how to understand and manage the social and emotional implications of ‘being different’. 
So, what can we do, as parents, to help our child? The following pages have some helpful suggestions for you.




What parents can do at home/out and about

Normalise the concept of difference Talk about the many different ways people are different from one another and the positive experiences they have or the positive things they bring to others. For example:
· How are the members of our family different to one another?
· Who is good at what?
· What strengths and skills do we each have?
· How do we use those to help one another?
· How are families different from one another?
· Single parents? Divorced/separated parents? Two mums? Two dads?
· Children who live with extended family rather than parents
· Different religions and cultures – what can we learn from them? (e.g. Buddhism) 
Focus on strengths (being different isn’t all bad)
· Where we find things difficult, we learn to do things differently (or do different things). That builds strengths in other areas.
· What can your child do better than others of similar age?
· Do they have any skills they’ve learned that others haven’t? 
Hint: It’s sometimes helpful to look at hobbies and interests or life skills rather than academic skills.
· Do they know someone at school who is different in some way?  
· Can they identify their strengths?
· Name, encourage, support and celebrate your child’s personal strengths 
· Sometimes they can’t see them for themselves and benefit from them being pointed out and named in this way. This should be a regular feature in general conversation, not just a one-off comment.
· Let your child be the helper or teacher rather than the helped. Look for ways your child can make a positive contribution to the lives and experiences of others. 
For example: 
· Can they sometimes help a sibling or friend in some way?
· Is there anything they can show or teach you? Or help you with?
· Can they do some voluntary work for a local club or charity?
· Can they visit / befriend someone a neighbour or someone in a care home?
· Are there any relevant local/national campaigns they can support?


Distinguish between being treated adversely and differently
· Encourage your child to see adaptations and support as helpful, positive and inclusive rather than unhelpful, negative and ‘distancing’. 
Being treated differently isn’t always or necessarily a bad thing; being treated adversely is. Actually, being treated differently is often a good or kind thing. If we are finding things tough for some reason, people doing something different or extra with or for us often helps to ‘put us on a level playing field’. The following image captures this idea well:
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We would never expect a fish or elephant to climb a tree. That isn’t just ridiculous, it’s unfair. Nor would we expect a wheelchair user to use the stairs or the same (small) toilets as everyone else. Or to do the same activities in PE in the same way or as fast as everyone else. These are things they simply cannot do. And it’s not their fault – it’s just the way things are. So we adapt things to make life fairer for them. Not easier. Not more difficult. Just as close to ‘the same’ or ‘fair’ as we can get under the circumstances. 
And it’s exactly the same with other differences too, whatever they are. Make sure your child understands this. And knows that this is happening for other children too, all the time, although they may not always be able to see it.
Distinguish between bullying and banter
Sadly, some children’s differences are lifelong and we simply cannot change that fact or make it go away … however much we want to, however hard we try, or whatever we do. Whether it’s freckles, curly hair, or a bright purple nose (OK, that last one’s unlikely! But you get the point) there are just some things that we have to acknowledge and learn how to deal with. 
We are all social creatures. We live in a social world. If we want to avoid feeling too different, it’s important that we know the difference between bullying and friendly, social banter … and can deal effectively and appropriately with (a little) of the latter. Otherwise, we risk increasing rather than reducing our sense of difference. 
Please see the separate information sheet for more information about this.

Use positive stories and role models                                                                           (to help build a positive vision of their future)
· Make yourself a model / champion for difference
· If you see someone with a difference (the same or different to your child’s), be friendly to them.
· You may just smile. Or you might start a conversation/offer a helping hand. 
· But whatever you do, make sure you respect (and reinforce the importance of) personal boundaries and individual autonomy – always ask politely first:
· My son’s curious about… Is it OK if we ask a question?
· Are you OK? Would you like some help?
· Look for stories and role models – people who are ‘different’ in some way
· Real life and fiction are both good sources.
· The real world is full of great (very successful and/or influential) people, many of whom are different in some way and have overcome their personal challenges. For example:
· Ellie Simmonds (dwarfism)
· Aaron Fotheringham / Stephen Hawking (wheelchair users)
· Richard Branson / Jamie Oliver (ADHD and dyslexia)
· Stevie Wonder / Andrea Boccelli (blindness / visual difficulties)
· Ed Sheeran (stammer) 
· Lewis Capaldi (Tourette’s syndrome)
· Daniel Laurie (actor who has Down’s syndrome)
Search online for famous/influential people with similar difficulties to your child.
· There are lots of story books (often for younger children) with positive messages about (various types of) difference:
· Search online (“stories about differences”)
· Your child’s school or the local library may have (or be able to get) some of these for you … ask if you can’t find them.
· Rather than you taking the lead, it’s often best to leave books lying around and let your child ‘happen upon them’ and pique their curiosity naturally
· School may be well-placed to introduce them naturally (to avoid it feeling ‘forced’ or unnatural for your child)
· But you and/or the school should read them first to check their suitability 
· Talk about inspirational people and characters with your child, naturally as opportunities arise rather than as a forced conversation. For example:
· When the person comes on TV/radio/news/in general conversation.
· When your child is listening to / reading about them.
· When your child asks a question about their future.
· If your child is prone to engaging in role play (copying people though play with dolls, puppets, dressing-up, etc.) which reinforces or plays-out negative stereotypes:
· Join in their play and try to be a positive influence/change the story,
· Try to gently steer the characters into positive conversations and positive outcomes, and
· Gently challenge negative storylines with positive alternatives (through your observations, comments and ‘in character’ play).


Be open, honest and curious about their experience of difference
· Encourage and embrace their questions. Answer them as honestly as you can.
· Be confident and reassuring, but:
· There is no need to have all the answers ready for them
· Seeing that you don’t know either, and working it out together, can be both reassuring and empowering for your child
· Encourage your child to notice what they actually experience:  
· Children often get carried on their emotions and ‘feel’ or ‘think’ rather than ‘know’ what’s happening.
· There is a tendency for them to infer (often inaccurately) what others are thinking, feeling and intending or planning based on their own needs, preferences and past experiences
· For young children, it is sometimes helpful (fun) to set this as a ‘detective’ mission – school can often help, so it’s worth talking to their teacher/the SENCo.
· Discuss with your child what it means (and, importantly, what it does not mean).
· Be aware that what your child reports about what is happening in school is likely to be incomplete and/or have their ‘slant’ on things. 
· Not deliberately/maliciously, just because they may not know the full facts. 
· You may need to clarify matters with school staff.
· Information from school can help you understand what is happening and, therefore, how to help your child.
Keep the conversation alive 
· Unless your child’s difficulties are such that the right support can resolve matters, their difference is unlikely to disappear.
· As they age and encounter new people/different situations, new challenges are likely to arise. Some areas of difference may not yet be apparent (to you, to your child, to others). 
· Revisit, update and amend the conversation (and the support/advice you give) in response.
Maintain a balanced perspective
· There is a balance to be struck between dealing with the current situation, and preparing your child for the future.  
· Go at their pace. Be led by their questions. 
· Avoid overwhelming them by introducing anticipated challenges (that may or may not come to fruition for them). 
· This might raise their anxieties prematurely or unnecessary, 
· meaning it could be counter-productive.
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