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My achievements and strengths are not those of the individual, but those of the many.
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Introduction
All of us encounter limitations in our lives, whether they be 
intellectual, physical, mental, or social. When these limitations 
prevent us from participating in important human activities, then we 
can say we are dealing with a disability. In a real sense, the disability 
comes about as a result of the interaction between our impairment 
and environmental barriers. 

Each of us experience disabilities in quite different ways. For some 
of us, it may be very personal, as we learn to participate as fully as 
possible in our society, with particular impairments. Others meet 
disability through their relationship to others. 

In our schools, this reality is no different, where both teachers and 
students live with disabilities in different ways. In fact, a school 
setting is often the easiest place to see that we all possess different 
strengths and weaknesses, vastly different abilities and disabilities. 

As we consider what we can and can’t do, we must remember that we 
are all created by God and have an inherent and immeasurable worth 
and dignity. God calls us to love and respect his creation – including 
all those around us.

This Social Justice Week we put the spotlight on disability and pose 
the challenge for us all to promote communities that enable everyone 
to be included, and to have the chance to play their part.

We can all inspire each other through our own stories of disability 
and inclusion. In the process, hopefully we can also challenge each 
other to be bearers of love and respect for all.

Key messages
• Those of us with disabilities are people first, and gifts in ourselves, 

having something to offer others in terms of insights, experience 
and understanding of God and life.

• As followers of Christ, we are called to engage with people 
with and without disabilities, to ensure inclusive attitudes and 
practices and full participation. This provides a foundation for 
true belonging.

• The disability community is diverse – there are many voices and 
considerations. No one person or group can speak for people 
with disabilities.

• Many disabilities are hidden and as a result we need to be aware 
of what people are going through beyond what we can actually 
see.

• When disabled people are left out, society disables them. 

• Disability doesn’t mean inability. Often people living with 
disabilities develop significant strengths or abilities in order to 
manage more effectively with particular impairments. 

• When people come together and include each other, all can lead 
full and happy lives and contribute to society.

• People with disabilities need to be actively involved in activities 
and decisions relating to them.



Enabling Communities            Everyone has a part to play

Curriculum connections
KEY COMPETENCIES
Managing self

Relating to others

Participating and contributing

Using languages, symbols and texts

PRINCIPLES
Treaty of Waitangi

Cultural diversity

Inclusion

Community engagement

Future focus

CURRICULUM VALUES
Diversity

Equity

Community and participation

Respect

Innovation

CATHOLIC VALUES  
AND VIRTUES
Pono – Honesty, Sincerity, Openness 

Aroha – Love, Empathy, Understanding, 
Equity, Developing relationships, Being 
open to other cultures and beliefs 

Hohou-rongo – Making peace, 
Reconciliation 

Manaaki, Manaakitanga – Respect, Care 
for, Hospitality

Virtues: Respect for all life, Integrity, Love, 
Compassion, Dignity of the person, Joy, 
Solidarity with the poor, Community, 
Justice, and Peace. 
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Religious Education achievement objectives:
Y1-2 Church strand AO1: Students will learn about belonging, 
participating and celebrating in communities, especially family 
and school and parish. 

Y3-4 Church strand AO3: Students will learn about how people 
who belong to the Catholic Church are called to believe in Jesus 
and carry on his mission, worshipping God and serving, loving 
and helping others.

Y3-4 Jesus strand AO5: Students will learn that by living as Jesus 
lived, Christians share in Jesus’ mission of worshipping God and 
bringing about the kingdom of God Te Rangitiratanga.

Y5-6 God strand AO4: Students will learn that Catholic people 
are called to believe in God and with the help of the Holy Spirit to 
build up the kingdom or Reign of God Te Rangatiratanga.

Y5-6 Church strand AO7: Students are learning about Te Wā the 
journey of life or pilgrimage in whānau family and Church.

Y7-8 God strand AO3: Students will learn that God’s desire for all 
people is happiness and fullness of life on earth and, especially 
with God forever in Heaven.

Y7-8 Communion of Saints AO5: Students will learn about the 
human person as body, emotions, intellect, will and soul and the 
immortality of the soul.

Y9 My Story: Our Story AO2: Students will learn to appreciate 
that they are unique persons, created in God’s image, living in 
God’s grace and with the mana (spiritual power) to develop their 
goodness.

Y10 Discovering our 
Identity AO2: Students 
will learn to recognise 
that the source of 
a person’s identity 
is found in their 
relationships with Te 
Atua.

Y11 Conscience, 
Morality, Values 
AO1: Students will 
learn to develop 
an understanding of 
what values are, reflect 
on important values in 
their lives, and recognise the 
importance of living according to a 
values system.

Y12 Christian Morality and Moral Development AO4:  
Students will learn to investigate specific moral issues in the light 
of Catholic teachings.

Y13 Current Religious Issues AO1: Students will learn to explore 
issues related to life and society from the perspective of the 
church and scripture.
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As well as meeting, the Achievement Objectives of the mandated Religious Education Curriculum Years 1-13, by using this resource you may also be 
meeting some of the Achievement Objectives of the New Zealand Curriculum (2007). This is not an exhaustive list.

SOCIAL SCIENCES:
L1 Understand how belonging to groups is important for people.
L2 Understand that people have social, cultural and economic roles, 
rights and responsibilities.
L2 Understand how people make choices to meet their needs and 
wants.
L3 Understand how groups make and implement rules and laws.
L3 Understand how people make decisions about access to and use 
of resources.
L5 Understand how the ideas and actions of people in the past have 
had significant impact on people’s lives.
L6 Understand how individuals, groups and institutions work to 
promote social justice and human rights.

THE ARTS (Communication and Interpreting):
L1-2 Share drama through informal presentation and response to 
ways in which drama tells stories and conveys ideas in their own 
stories.
L1-2 Share the ideas, feelings and stories communicated by their own 
and other’s objects and images.
L3 Present and respond to drama, identifying ways in which 
elements, techniques, conventions, and technologies combine to 
create meaning in their own and others’ work.
L3 Describe the ideas their own and others’ objects and images 
communicate.

HEALTH AND PHYSICAL EDUCATION:
L1 Relationships – Explore and share ideas about relationships with 
other people
L1 Interpersonal skills – Express their own ideas, needs, wants and 
feeling clearly and listen to those of other people
L2 Identity, sensitivity, and respect – Describe how individuals and 
groups share characteristics and are also unique. 
L2 Interpersonal skills – Express their ideas, needs, wants, and feelings 
appropriately and listen sensitively to other people and affirm them.
L3 Identity, sensitivity, and respect – Identify ways in which people 
discriminate and ways to act responsibly to support themselves and 
other people. 
L3 Interpersonal skills – Identify the pressures that can influence 
interactions with other people and demonstrate basic assertiveness 
strategies to manage these.
L4 Identity, sensitivity, and respect – Recognise instances of 
discrimination and act responsibly to support their own rights and 
feelings and those of other people. 
L6 Identity, sensitivity and respect – Plan and evaluate strategies 
recognising their own and other people’s rights and responsibility.
L7 Relationships – Analyse the nature and benefits of meaningful 
interpersonal relationships.
L8 Identity, sensitivity and respect – Critically analyse attitudes, values 
and behaviours that contribute to conflict and identify and describe 
ways of creating harmonious relationships.
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Defining disability
Society’s understanding and approach to disability is evolving 
internationally and in New Zealand, moving from a focus on 
individual impairment to viewing disability as something that affects 
all of society. Some people talk about society being ‘disabled’ or 
‘disabling’ when it does not allow for full participation.

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (2006) recognises “that disability is an evolving concept 
and that disability results from the interaction between persons with 
impairments and attitudinal and environmental barriers that hinders 
their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with 
others.” Reflecting the Convention and people’s lived experience of 
disability, the New Zealand Disability Strategy (p49) has the following 
definitions:

Disability is something that happens when 
people with impairments face barriers in 
society that limit their movements, senses 
or activities 

Disabled people are people who have 
long-term physical, mental, intellectual or 
sensory impairments which in interaction 
with various barriers may hinder their full 
and effective participation in society on an 
equal basis with others. 

The Strategy, developed in full consultation with disabled people, 
realises that many words and terms are used to identify disability:

For some of us, the term ‘disabled people’ is a source of pride, identity 
and recognition that disabling barriers exist within society and not 
with us as individuals. 

For others, the term ‘people with disability’ has the same meaning 
and is important to those who want to be recognised as a person 
before their disability. …

Not all members of our community identify with disability-focused 
language. … We know that non-disabled people are sometimes not 
sure which words or terms to use in order to be respectful. Our advice 
is to listen to how we refer to ourselves and use the same language. If 
you are still not sure, then just ask us what language we prefer. 

This Strategy itself uses the term ‘disabled people’, based on advice 
from the New Zealand Disability Strategy Revision Reference Group 
and the history of the term in the 2001 Strategy.

For the purposes of gathering statistics about life for people with 
different types of disability, the 2013 Disability Survey (Statistics New 
Zealand) defines disability as:

An impairment that has a long-term, limiting effect on a person’s 
ability to carry out day-to-day activities. ‘Long-term’ is defined as six 
months or longer. ‘Limiting effect’ means a restriction or lack of ability 
to perform.1  

1 http://archive.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/health/disabilities/DisabilitySurvey_HOTP2013/Definitions.aspx 
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https://www.odi.govt.nz/assets/New-Zealand-Disability-Strategy-files/pdf-nz-disability-strategy-2016.pdf
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Types of disability
According to the New Zealand Disability Survey, 2013, one in four 
people in New Zealand live with a disability. 

PHYSICAL IMPAIRMENTS
An estimated 14% of the New Zealand population (632,000 people) 
reported that a physical impairment limited their everyday activities. 
The numbers of those living with physical disabilities was highest in 
the over 65 age group, while physical disability rates for children were 
low for both girls and boys (1% and 2%, respectively). 

In our schools it is often easy for us to spot those children who 
struggle with physical impairments. Those who use wheelchairs or 
have other severe mobility issues can be identified and helped to 
access school amenities. However, there are also ‘hidden’ physical 
disabilities which are harder to see. Some students have difficulty 
with motor co-ordination and balance, caused by neurological 
disorders such as cerebellar ataxia. These children often already 
have a medical diagnosis for their disability, but sometimes these 
disorders aren’t spotted until children begin school.

Other physical disabilities which are hard to spot at first glance are 
disorders affecting digestion of food, caused often by congenital 
abnormalities such as oesophageal atresia. These children need 
longer to eat their lunch and, if rushed, will struggle to eat very much 
at all. Another difficulty related to eating that can place significant 
limitations on students is food allergies. For some students their 
allergic reaction to particular foods is so severe that they can go into 

anaphylactic shock when exposed to them. Some students carry an 
EpiPen with them in case this reaction occurs. Usually these students 
have been identified before they reach school age, and schools are 
made aware of the needs of these students. Some students also need 
to be monitored if they have conditions such as type one diabetes. 

Other physical impairments observed in New Zealand school children 
have their aetiology in neurological disorders or conditions. These 
include conditions such as epilepsy and verbal dyspraxias and 
dysarthrias. Sometimes these disorders exist as part of broader 
medical conditions, such as Down syndrome. 

SENSORY IMPAIRMENTS 
Sensory impairments experienced by New 
Zealand children mainly include hearing and 
visual impairments. 

National Audiology figures show that about 
8% of children start school with hearing loss. 
The highest rate of school entrant hearing loss 
is among Pacific Island children (15%), closely 
followed by Māori children (13.5%).2 

2,800 children in New Zealand wear hearing aids. Māori children are 
more likely than others to have permanent hearing loss requiring 
them to use hearing aids. Some suggest that the cause of this 
difference may appear to be genetic.3 

2 Greville Consulting, www.grevilleconsulting.co.nz/nz_hearing_impaired_population.htm
3 Ibid. 
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According to a New Zealand Medical Association survey (2013), 
approximately 800 visually impaired children currently live in our 
country. 450 of these children were blind at birth, and the other 350 
have low vision. A quarter of these 800 visually impaired children are 
Māori. 

In our schools we are aware that children with visual and hearing 
impairments require modified materials for learning and a high 
level of assistance from teacher aids or New Zealand Sign Language 
interpreters. They also require assistance to participate in sports, 
group activities and social activities. Severe visual or hearing 
impairments impact on all aspects of a child’s school life. 

INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY 
The proportion of New Zealand children that have intellectual 
impairments is 2%. An intellectual disability usually has its onset in 
the early/developmental years and is a life-long condition that cannot 
be cured. However, there are intellectual disabilities that can occur as 
a result of incidents causing traumatic brain injury.

People with an intellectual disability find it more difficult to learn and 
understand than people without an intellectual disability. They may 
also find it hard to use what they have learned in practical ways. This 
is referred to as having difficulty with ‘adaptive behaviour’.

The causes of intellectual disabilities can be genetic, chromosomal or 
have their aetiology in conditions present during the development of 
the child in the womb (such as foetal alcohol syndrome). 

PSYCHOLOGICAL/PSYCHIATRIC 
IMPAIRMENT 
Psychological/psychiatric limitations affect  
5% of the New Zealand population. 

The New Zealand Disability Survey 
(2013) attempted to gauge the extent of 
psychological/psychiatric impairments in  
New Zealand children. Adult carers of children 
were asked to identify whether or not any 
of their children experienced either occasional 
emotional, nervous, or behavioural problems that limit 
the type or amount of activity a child can do, or a long-term psychological 
or mental health condition that causes difficulty with everyday activities.

The results of the survey showed that…

Boys were more likely to be affected than girls, with impairment rates of 
6% and 3%, respectively.4 

A particular anxiety disorder that affects up to 1% of children in New 
Zealand, is selective mutism.5 This is a condition where children 
can speak freely and fluently in their own home or somewhere 
they feel very comfortable, but they are unable to speak in other 
situations, often the classroom. Children that you may think are 
extremely shy at school may actually have selective mutism. 
Here is a video clip for teachers who may be interested in finding 
out more about how to help these children: www.youtube.com/
watch?v=WzlhqoLZwNw&feature=youtu.be 

4 Statistics New Zealand, Disability Survey: 2013, p 6
5 www.selectivemutism.org.nz
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OTHER IMPAIRMENTS 
Four other impairment types were covered by the New Zealand 
Disability Survey: speaking, learning, memory, and developmental 
delay. A total of 358,000 adults and children (8% of the population) 
were limited by at least one of these impairment types. 

Having difficulty speaking (and being understood) because of a long-
term condition or medical problem affected 5% of boys and 2% of 
girls. Having difficulty learning new things because of a long-term 
condition or medical problem affected 7% of boys and 4% of girls.6 

MULTIPLE IMPAIRMENT IS COMMON 
According to the New Zealand Disability Survey, 48% of children with 
disabilities in New Zealand live with multiple impairments. 

For children, learning, psychological/psychiatric, and speaking 
difficulties were the three most common main impairments. While 
6% of all children had difficulty learning, 52% of disabled children had 
learning difficulties. 

NOTE ON ‘SOCIAL MODEL’ OF DISABILITY
While the above discussion on types of disability focus on different 
types of impairment experienced by individuals, it is important to 
note the ‘social model’ of disability which recognises the contribution 
of social and other environmental factors to the limitations faced by 
disabled people: 

…the social model understands disability as a relation between an 
individual and her social environment: the exclusion of people with 
certain physical and mental characteristics from major domains 
of social life. Their exclusion is manifested not only in deliberate 
segregation, but in a built environment and organized social activity 
that preclude or restrict the participation of people seen or labelled 
as having disabilities.7 

 

 6 Statistics New Zealand, Disability Survey: 2013, p 6
7 Wasserman, David, Asch, Adrienne, Blustein, Jeffrey and Putnam, Daniel, “Disability: Definitions, Models, Experience”, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2016 Edition), 
Edward N. Zalta (ed.), at https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2016/entries/disability/
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Catholic social teaching and disability
Catholic social teaching says that each person is a gift from God. The 
principles of HUMAN DIGNITY and PARTICIPATION are especially 
key when considering what it looks like to be inclusive and ensure 
kotahitanga – integration. Experiencing disability and illness also 
teaches us about accepting suffering and limitations. 

In 1981, Pope John Paul II wrote an encyclical called Laborem 
Exercens on the dignity and meaning of human work. In this letter he 
mentions people living with disabilities explicitly,

Persons with disabilities are fully human subjects, with rights and 
duties: in spite of the limitations and sufferings affecting their bodies 
and faculties, they point up more clearly the dignity and greatness of 
man8. 

This statement emphasizes that HUMAN DIGNITY is not related 
to what we do or achieve in worldly terms. It is something that we 
innately possess. 

The Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church links people 
with disabilities and the Catholic social teaching principle of 
PARTICIPATION. 

Since persons with disabilities are subjects with all their rights, they are 
to be helped to participate in every dimension of family and social life at 
every level accessible to them and according to their possibilities.9 

The Compendium goes on to assert that it is not right that only 
people considered to be ‘fully functional’ be allowed to take up work, 
to make a contribution to society. 

According to a document put out by the Holy See for the International 
Year of Disabled Persons (1981), the fundamental principles to enable 
disabled people to participate in the life of society are integration, 
normalization and personalization.10

Integration means being enabled to participate, as much as possible, 
in the work, education and social life of a society. Normalization 
is a word we probably wouldn’t use today, but indicates that a 
person with a disability has access to the same opportunities, 
places and experiences as those without disabilities. The concept 
of personalization recognises that those living with disabilities are 
people first and foremost. Therefore, all those things that every 
person needs in order to live a full and happy life, including loving 
and caring relationships, should also be part of the lives of those 
living with disabilities. 

As Christians we are called to walk alongside our most vulnerable 
brothers and sisters. The ‘most vulnerable’ in New Zealand society 
can be those living with significant physical, intellectual and 
psychological/psychiatric disabilities. This is where the Catholic social 
teaching principles of PREFERENTIAL OPTION FOR THE POOR AND 
VULNERABLE and SOLIDARITY come into play. 

8 Saint Pope John Paul II, Laborem Exercens, # 95
9 Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 2004, #148
10 Document of the Holy See for the International Year of Disabled Persons – to all who work for the disabled, March 4,1981
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Disability and participation
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities is based on eight guiding principles. It is well worth listing 
these here: 

1. Respect for inherent dignity, individual autonomy including 
the freedom to make one's own choices, and independence of 
persons 

2. Non-discrimination 

3. Full and effective participation and inclusion in society 

4. Respect for difference and acceptance of persons with disabilities 
as part of human diversity and humanity 

5. Equality of opportunity 

6. Accessibility 

7. Equality between men and women 

8. Respect for the evolving capacities of 
children with disabilities

It is interesting to note that two of these 
principles directly relate to the concept 
of PARTICIPATION. (#3 and #6)

As educators, we are becoming increasingly aware of things can 
be done in schools to ensure full and effective participation of all 
students, including those with disabilities. Often the challenge is 
one of finding creative ways to ensure that a unit of work, facilities 
in the school and opportunities for play and socialisation are made 
accessible to students with a variety of impairments. 

Despite our best efforts, some students still feel left out. According to 
the New Zealand Disability Survey (2013), disabled children are less 
likely to do social things, such as playing in a sports team. 

In 2011, the Ministry of Youth Development carried out a survey of 
young New Zealanders (with average age of 18 years), to find out 
about their level of participation in a range of recreational activities, 
including sport, art, film and cultural activities.11 

Several participants in the survey commented about their difficulties 
participating in sports;

Sports & games very limited due to inability to be coordinated, catch, 
throw & run – ostracised by peers and made to feel bad by some 
teachers in PE and games at school.

Another young person said,

My peers are not happy because I am not good at sports or social 
interaction and they don't want me on their team as they want to win.

11 Ministry of Youth Development, Young, Disabled, and Speaking Out, March, 2011 
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Sometimes the physical barriers to participation in group sports may 
be less of a problem than the attitudes of other (non-disabled) young 
people. 

Sr Anne Enright, who has a special ministry to persons with 
intellectual disabilities and their families in Dunedin, told Caritas staff, 

I believe too that it is not the person with the disability who is actually 
disabled, unless we lead them to believe that. The real disability 
belongs to those of us who assume we are not disabled…

…I believe the key task is about ‘desensitising’ the community in 
regard to how to be with a person who is ‘different’ and to consider 
what it is about our community/ buildings etc. which may make the 
inclusion of the person with disability difficult. 

Sometimes the reason for non-participation of young disabled people 
in recreational activities is related to a lack of accessibility. One 
respondent wanted to attend art classes in the school holidays but 
was unable to as the holiday programmes were unable to provide 
him with the extra help he needed in order to participate. 

Several young people commented on their inability to watch some 
movies and DVDs.

I often have frustrations when I find a DVD that doesn’t have subtitles. 
It’s also annoying that the opening of new movies doesn’t have 
subtitles. I don’t like to waste my time watching a new movie and not 
understanding what they say.

In 2016, the Office for Disabilities Issues published its new Disability 
Strategy, which is to guide the provision of services and care to New 
Zealanders with disabilities for the next ten years.

The preamble to the strategy has some insightful things to say about 
disability and participation…

…many disabled children and adults still face some barriers that 
prevent them from reaching their full potential. If these barriers 
are not dismantled and removed, then all of us miss out. We will 
not prosper if disabled people are not able to participate in and 
contribute to our communities on an equal basis with others.12 

This sentiment is also reflected in the spirituality of Jean Vanier, a 
strong advocate for the full participation of people with disabilities in 
all aspects of life: 

I think what I’ve discovered living with them is about the primacy of 
relationships. The important thing is to be in communion with people 
and from communion rises up joy and fiesta. We human beings are 
made to have fun, we’re made to be happy, we’re made to be people 
of joy and joy flows from communion and unity. Anguish and violence 
comes from all the forms of disunity. 

So human beings are called to become one and to be together. 
People with disabilities call forth what is most beautiful in me and 
others, which is the capacity for tenderness… 13

12 New Zealand Disability Strategy is available for reading online or for downloading. www.odi.govt.nz/resources/publications/new-zealand-disability-strategy.html
13 Holland Bloorview, Kids Rehabilitation Hospital, Jean Vanier on accepting who we are, Bloom, May 22, 2013
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A spirituality which embraces disability
“The way we experience illness and disability is an index 
of the love we are ready to offer.” – Pope Francis' Jubilee 
for the Sick and Persons with Disabilities

JESUS ENCOUNTERS PEOPLE WITH 
DISABILITIES
Many times in the Gospels we read of Jesus encountering those with 
disabilities, such as blindness (Luke 18:35-43), leprosy (Luke 5:12-16), 
paraplegia (Luke 5:17-26), and perhaps, epilepsy (Luke 9:37-43).14  
While the Pharisees and the crowds are focused on the question of 
what the afflicted person or his/her parents have done wrong, Jesus 
is simply concerned with freeing the sufferer from their physical 
ailments, as well as the things that hold them back spiritually. On 
more than one occasion he absolves the person he encounters from 
their sins before he removes their physical disability. 

What are we, as Christians, to take from 
this? Is Jesus trying to teach us that we can 
be bound by worse things than physical 
or intellectual impairments? Perhaps he 
is showing us that being fully alive as 
human beings comes not from having 
all our faculties intact, but from being 
free to relate to others and to God in 
unrestricted, loving relationships. 

JEAN VANIER’S ‘WAY OF THE HEART’
A contemporary Christian who has contributed much to our 
understanding of the dignity and giftedness of each human person is 
Jean Vanier. 

Jean Vanier was born in Canada in 1928. His first career was in the 
Navy, but Vanier left this way of life at the age of 22 and began a 
spiritual quest for his vocation. 

After several decades studying and teaching ethics, Vanier came 
to work as an assistant to the chaplain at the Val Fleuri, a small 
institution that was home to over 30 men with intellectual disabilities. 
This led to him visiting a psychiatric hospital in Paris, where he 
met two men, Raphael Simi and Philippe Seux. Vanier was deeply 
touched by the distress of these men, who were living in very difficult 
conditions. He decided to buy a small house near Val Fleuri, and to 
invite Raphael and Philippe to come and live with him.

From these humble beginnings, the first L’Arche community was 
born. Today there are 151 L’Arche communities in five continents, 
where adults with intellectual disabilities live with adult volunteers 
known as assistants.15 The communities are essentially about 
belonging, and loving relationships. Vanier says that what Raphael 
and Philippe wanted from him was not his intellectual knowledge and 
his ability to do certain things, but ‘rather they needed my heart and 
my being’.16 

14 These are just a few of the Gospel references to Jesus’ encounters with people with disabilities. There are many more. 
15 Jean Vanier: Transforming Hearts, The Templeton Prize 2015, http://jean-vanier.org/en/home 
16 Ibid.
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Jean Vanier came to call his theology The Way of the Heart: a way of 
encountering people, a way of being with and learning from people 
with intellectual disabilities. 

Jean Vanier explains his theology in this way:

Power and cleverness call forth admiration but also a certain 
separation, a sense of distance; we are reminded of who we are not, 
of what we cannot do. On the other hand, sharing weaknesses and 
needs calls us together into “oneness.” We welcome into our heart 
those who love us. In this communion, we discover the deepest part 
of our being: the need to be loved and to have someone who trusts 
and appreciates us and who cares least of all about our capacity to 
work or to be clever and interesting. When we discover we are loved 
in this way, the masks or barriers behind which we hide are dropped; 
new life flows. We no longer have to prove our worth; we are free to 
be ourselves. We find a new wholeness, a new inner unity.” The way of 
the heart is the embodiment of the Spirit of God’s love.17

Jean Vanier’s experiences led him to a deep understanding of the 
stigma and rejection that people with intellectual disabilities in 
particular often face. 

Somewhere in their deepest personhood they are rejected. This is the 
story of people with intellectual disability over the whole of history. 
They were considered as a punishment from God. We see this even in 
the Gospel of John, when the disciples of Jesus see a man born blind, 
one asks: ‘Is it because of the sins of the parents or his sins?’ For 
someone to be born without seemingly a capacity to be fully human 

is seen as something horrible, and therefore these people are hidden 
away. People don’t realize that the secret of being human is the 
capacity to understand, but more than that, it is the capacity to love.

To be human is to bring the head and the heart together. Individuals 
with severe intellectual disability have the extraordinary capacity to 
enter into relationships, to trust, and to love, and that is maybe the 
great secret of the human being. It is love that will unify the human 
family. We need to learn to love each other, not just to have a good 
head where we’re proving that we’re better than others.18 

17 Holland Bloorview, Kids Rehabilitation Hospital, Jean Vanier on accepting who we are, Bloom, May 22, 2013
18 Ibid.

L’Arche evening gathering 
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History of disability in New Zealand 
Over the past two centuries, the attitudes to disability have noticeably 
changed. Only in the last 50 years has the approach to services 
for people with disabilities become more community orientated 
and rights based. Prior to this, disability was viewed as something 
negative that could be cured. Very often the human needs of many 
with disabilities was forgotten and solutions only led to segregation.

FROM 1840 
• Government legislation discouraged disabled people from coming 

to New Zealand. 
• Families were expected to provide support for those with disabilities. 
• Towards the end of the century, many institutions were set up for 

various disabilities. 

1900 TO 1970
• Children with special needs were segregated outside the 

mainstream education and health services. 
• There was more of an emphasis on medical treatment, rather 

than social inclusion, of disabled people. 
• As a result of the world wars and returning soldiers, rehabilitation of 

the mentally and physically impaired into society was emphasised. 
• The Disabled Persons Employment Promotion Act of 1960 

resulted in a distinction between sheltered employment and 
employment on the open labour market.

1970 TO 2000
• The government’s approach to 

people with disabilities became more 
community and rights based.

• The Accident Compensation Act 
of 1972 entitled people whose 
impairment was caused by injury 
through accident to receive assistance.

• The Industrial Relations Act of 1973 
enabled people with an impairment to work in the open labour 
market earning a wage that matched their productivity.

• The Disabled Persons Community Welfare Act of 1975 gave 
people with disabilities, who were not ACC claimants, access to 
services to help them remain in the community.

• 1981 was the Year of the Disabled, and events and activities 
like Telethon increased awareness of the needs of those with 
disabilities.

• Institutionalised accommodation for those with disabilities began 
to be a thing of the past.

• The Education Act was amended resulting in children with 
disabilities joining the mainstream school environment.

• Government funding for support services for those with 
disabilities moved from the Department of Social Welfare to 
health agencies (Regional Health Authorities).

19   Information summarised from the History of Disability in New Zealand found at Office for Disability Issues  
www.odi.govt.nz/about-disability/history-of-disability-in-new-zealand/ 
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2000 ONWARDS
• The government developed the New Zealand Disability Strategy 

in 2001 based on the social model of disability, which makes 
a distinction between impairments (which people have) and 
disability (barriers to participation in society). 

• The Office for Disability Issues was set up in 2002 to provide 
a focus on disability across government and to lead the 
implementation and monitoring of the New Zealand Disability 
Strategy.

• New Zealand Sign Language (NZSL) became an official language of 
the country in 2006.

• New Zealand took a leading role at the United Nations in the 
development of a convention making explicit the rights of people 
with disabilities.

• New Zealand signed the United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of Disabled Persons at the United Nations in 2007 before it was 
ratified in 2008.

• The New Zealand Disability Strategy was revised in 2016 to ensure 
people with disabilities have greater support. 
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20 The full Disability Strategy can be found at www.odi.govt.nz/assets/New-Zealand-Disability-Strategy-files/pdf-nz-disability-strategy-2016.pdf 

New Zealand Disability Strategy 20 
In 2001, the government developed the New Zealand Disability 
Strategy based on the social model of disability, outlining a distinction 
between impairments (which people have) and disability (barriers to 
participation in society). 

Fifteen years later the New Zealand Disability Strategy was revised 
and now guides the work of government agencies on disability issues 
from 2016 to 2026. The strategy also can be used by any individual 
or organisation wanting to learn more about, and make the best 
decisions on, things that are important to people with disabilities. 

As identified in the strategy, ‘even though there has been progress 
since 2001, this revised Strategy is needed because disabled people 
remain worse off than non-disabled people across all social and 
economic outcomes. This persistent gap has a flow-on effect. When 
disabled people are not able to participate in society, the entire 
country misses out on their contribution.’ 

The vision of the Strategy is that New Zealand is a non-disabling  society 
– a place where disabled people have an equal opportunity to achieve 
their goals and aspirations, and all of New Zealand works together to 
make this happen. 

The Disability Strategy has eight concise outcomes that cover a range 
of issues – from opportunities and well-being through to access and 
control: 

There are three principles and two 
approaches that are outlined within the 
strategy to help make sure all are visible, 
acknowledged and respected on an 
equal basis with others, so they can live 
a life with dignity feeling valued.

NEW ZEALAND DISABILITY STRATEGY 2016–2026 Page 7

The Strategy identifies eight outcome areas
The outcome areas that will contribute to achieving the vision of the Strategy are:

Outcome 1 – education
We get an excellent education and achieve our potential throughout our lives

Outcome 2 – employment and economic security
We have security in our economic situation and can achieve our full potential

Outcome 3 – health and wellbeing
We have the highest attainable standards of health and wellbeing

Outcome 4 – rights protection and justice
Our rights are protected, we feel safe, understood and are treated fairly and equitably 
by the justice system

Outcome 5 – accessibility
We access all places, services and information with ease and dignity

Outcome 6 – attitudes
We are treated with dignity and respect

Outcome 7 – choice and control
We have choice and control over our lives

Outcome 8 – leadership
We have great opportunities to demonstrate our leadership.
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The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities is the 
first United Nations human rights treaty of the 21st century. It 
does not create new rights for disabled people but builds on the 
understanding of what is required to implement existing human 
rights as they relate to disabled people.21 

New Zealand played a leading role in the development of the 
Convention. Modelling the spirit of participation with people with 
disabilities, we had representatives from the disability sector in the 
delegations to the United Nations. Our experience with the first 
New Zealand Disability Strategy (in 2001) also helped guide our 
contributions to the negotiation.

The Government signed the Convention at the United Nations in 2007 
and ratified it a year later.

Made up of 50 articles, the Convention lays out expectations to 
‘promote, protect and ensure the full and equal enjoyment of 
all human rights and fundamental freedoms by all persons with 
disabilities, and to promote respect for their inherent dignity.’22 

Every four years New Zealand is reviewed by a United Nations 
Committee. In fact, the latest review is well under way and New 
Zealand is currently preparing a response to a ‘List of Issues’ that it 
was given in March 2018. 

In 2014 the United Nations Committee 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
gave a number of recommendations 
after the first New Zealand review of 
implementation. Key themes running 
throughout the recommendations 
were improving access, enabling justice 
and self-determination, providing 
community living, providing reasonable 
accommodation, and improving data for 
decision making.

Article 24 deals with education and 
includes the requirements:

• of an inclusive education system at all levels and life-long learning 
directed to develop one’s full potential, promoting respect, 
dignity, freedom, diversity and participation;

• that people with disabilities are not excluded from the general 
education system on the basis of disability, and that free and 
compulsory education is provided to children;

• that support is required, within the general education system, to 
facilitate effective education for people with disabilities;

• that education is delivered in the most appropriate modes 
(including Braille and sign language) and that qualified teachers 
and training enable this to happen. 

21 www.odi.govt.nz/united-nations-convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/ 
22 Purpose of the Convention as stated in Article 1
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New Zealand disability statistics at a glance 23 
• 1 in 4  New Zealanders are limited by a physical, sensory, learning, mental health or other impairment  

(1.1 million people). 

• 14%  of New Zealanders are limited in their everyday activities due to a physical impairment (632,000 
people).

• 11% of New Zealanders have some form of sensory impairment (484,000 people). 

• 9% of New Zealanders have impaired hearing (compared with 4% who have vision impairment). 

• 53% of disabled people have more than one impairment.

• 35% of disabled people are over 65 years old (370,000 people).

• 49%  of adults aged 65 or older have physical disabilities (compared with 7% of adults 45 years old or 
younger).

• 45% of disabled adults are employed (compared to 72% of non-disabled adults).

• 26%  of the Māori population are identified as disabled (compared to 24% of the total New Zealand 
population).

• 20% of women have a physical disability (compared with 15% of men).

• 34% of disabled women have no educational qualification (compared with 15% of non-disabled women).

• 6%  of all New Zealand children experience difficulty learning D Learning difficulty is the highest 
impairment for children.

• 52%  of disabled children experience difficulty learning. 

23  Statistics obtained from www.odi.govt.nz and  
http://archive.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/health/disabilities/DisabilitySurvey_HOTP2013.aspx 
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24  Statistics obtained from the World report on disability (World Health Organisation, 2011)

Global disability statistics at a glance 24 
• More than 1 billion people in the world have some form of disability. 

• This equates to about 15% of the world’s population. 

• Almost 200 million people with disabilities have very significant difficulties in functioning.

• The employment rate of people with disabilities is 44% while for those without disabilities, the rate is 75%.

• 50% of disabled people cannot afford health care, compared to a third of non-disabled people. 

• People with disabilities are nearly three times more likely to be denied health care; and four times more 
likely to report being treated badly than non-disabled people.

• Children with disabilities are less likely to attend school than non-disabled children. 

Example 1: In Bolivia about 98% of non-disabled children go to school, but under 40% of disabled 
children attend school. 

Example 2: In Indonesia, over 80% of non-disabled children go to school, but less than 25% of children 
with disabilities go to school.

• Even in more developed countries (or in countries with more developed social services) 20-40% lack the 
help they require to engage in everyday activities.

In the United States of America, 70% of adults with disabilities rely on family and friends for assistance 
with daily activities.
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How to use the resources 
This background information will hopefully provide a basic 
understanding of the topic for Social Justice Week and some 
of the related issues.

Additional resources to be used with students can be found 
at www.caritas.org.nz/social-justice-schools 

Short prayers are available to be used each day. These 
have been written to cover all levels and provide different 
perspectives on disability and inclusion.

A range of activities have been designed to get students 
engaged in the topic. Individual activities have suggested 
levels but can also be easily adapted. Schools may focus on 
a selection of activities through the week or even use one 
each day.

Stories are also provided as great examples of enabling 
everyone to play their part. These come in a variety of 
formats including both text and video.

A short liturgy is available for classes or schools to use 
during the weekly assembly or Mass.

As we take time to focus on disability and inclusion during 
Social Justice Week, may each of us be challenged to 
respond to promote community and participation. 

Relevant websites
Bullying Free NZ
www.bullyingfree.nz/about-bullying/students-with-disabilities/  
CCS Disability Action
www.ccsdisabilityaction.org.nz
Human Rights Commission
www.hrc.co.nz/your-rights/people-disabilities/ 
Jean Vanier
http://jean-vanier.org/en/home 
Ministry of Youth Development
www.myd.govt.nz/resources-and-reports/ 
Office for Disability Issues
www.odi.govt.nz/about-disability/ 
Selective Mutism NZ
http://selectivemutism.org.nz/ 
Statistics New Zealand
www.stats.govt.nz/topics/disabilities
World Health Organisation World Report on Disability
www.who.int/disabilities/world_report/2011/report/en/ 
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