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Part 1:  Building a Supportive Community Starts with Staff 

What is community building, and why is it important in our program?  

Community building in out-of-school time programs means helping all children feel welcomed and included.  

As educators, we can create an environment in which each individual’s strengths are celebrated, and 

accommodations are available so that every child, with and without disabilities, can thrive.  This is part of 

an ongoing process for out-of-school (OST) staff, children and families. A single conversation isn’t enough 

to create an inclusive environment. 

Research has shown that ongoing positive relationships with adults promote healthy development for 

children and youth. When young people feel valued they thrive at home, in the community and 

academically. Through collaboration and communication, out-of-school time program staff can make a big 

difference in helping young people form positive relationships. As adults we provide leadership, knowledge, 

an open ear and resources for children and youth.  

According to the Search Institute, a national leader in research on child development, “relationships with 

adults in school and community settings add valuable sources of protection from risk.” Children from 

kindergarten to fifth grade are learning how to navigate their school environment, pushing boundaries and 

expectations. The best way to empower and support children is by modeling appropriate relationships for 

them. Youth in grades six through twelve who have support systems either in school, at home, or in the 

community are less likely to be in violent relationships, abuse drugs or alcohol, and participate in risky 

sexual activity. A study of diverse youth from low income families showed that a positive school climate 

contributed to higher levels of self-esteem two years later, even beyond the positive impact of support from 

family and friends. Fostering healthy relationships with children and youth does not take much time, but 

requires some effort. When we invest in relationships with children and youth, everyone benefits from the 

outcomes. 

What is my role in building a community in my program? 

Program directors and site coordinators are often the link between the school and the OST staff. OST staff 

are then the connection between the students, their families and the program.  Each staff member plays a 

key role so it is important that every staff member knows the philosophy of the program and how they 

personally contribute to that philosophy.  When each of us understands the importance of community 

building, we can work together towards developing a strong and supportive sense of community within our 

out-of-school time programs. Here are some ways the program director and staff can begin to build 

community: 

• Set up regular team meetings to specifically discuss community building in the program (not just 

the regular logistical issues!). In these meetings discuss the common vision of the program, 

program philosophy, activities that have been used and worked, or ways to modify curriculum to 

best serve the needs of the youth.  Provide time for staff to reflect, plan and collaborate with one 

another.  
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• Talk to the school’s principal to see which curriculum is already being used to help build 

community. San Francisco Unified School District (SFUSD) currently recommends that Restorative 

Practice be used in schools.  Other sites may be using different curriculums such as Caring School 

Communities, TRIBES or Second Step. It is important for OST staff to become familiar with 

practices already being used so that staff can use language and refer to concepts that children and 

youth recognize. This promotes cohesiveness and continuity between the school day and OST.  

• Collaborate with school day teachers; respectful collaboration and communication between the 

programs provides continuity for children and models respectful cooperation.  

 

How do I build a welcoming and inclusive community in my program? 

A big part of building a community is making sure that everyone feels valued, heard, safe, and able to 

participate. The book Open Minds to Equality describes “a trusting classroom community as the foundation 

for both opening minds to equality and for strong academic learning.” Developing this community is a 

process, so consistency and patience are key. Start by acknowledging that each person has differences 

which are normal. Everyone benefits from different tools to encourage participation in the community. 

Becoming familiar with what empowers and enables each child, what impedes them, and how OST 

teachers can support all children are crucial parts of building a welcoming and inclusive program 

community. Strategies that help staff develop welcoming and inclusive classrooms include: 

• Consulting with other staff members about children’s strengths and useful strategies. Asking the 

question, “What is the meaning behind an action?” rather than, “Why?” can be a helpful way to 

reflect on a child’s message and development.   

• Encourage dialogue with children, youth and families on what can help support them to be more 

successful.  

• Encourage staff and students to get to know each other as individuals. Select and structure 

activities to help children feel safe. For example, start sharing in pairs and move to small groups 

before encouraging children to participate in large group activities. 

• Set up community norms that are respectful to all points of view, consistent with the school day 

policies, and developmentally appropriate.  

• Be open to non-conventional interventions. Recognize that in order to be equal at times we need to 

provide more for one student than another. Individualization provides inclusion and equality for all 

students. 

 

What activities can I introduce to start building a community in my program? 

Start building community right from the beginning of the year. When everyone is getting to know each 

other, use icebreaker activities to help students feel more relaxed and have fun.  Here are some activities 

taken from the book Open Minds to Equality:  
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• Name Game: Children introduce themselves and say something they are good at or like to do. As 

they go around the circle, each person repeats the names and skills of the three to five people 

before them.  

• People Scavenger Hunt: Instead of searching for items, create a list of strengths, skills and 

interests that children need to identity amongst their peers e.g.: Who is someone who likes to 

cook? Who has a good memory? 

• Listening-Checking: Choose a discussion topic that could be controversial or something that 

students are likely to have an opinion about (e.g.: Should students receive detention for incomplete 

homework? Is it better to be a boy or a girl?) Ask a student to express their opinion; the next 

student needs to accurately rephrase the previous student’s statement before making their own.  

 

Introducing these games at the beginning of the year will allow children to become acquainted with each 

other and start developing positive and respectful relationships early.  

Other games used with children and youth can also be tools to help in establishing relationships and 

building community. Choose co-operative games that enable everyone to participate.  Spending time 

together helps to foster community and understanding of one another.  

Continuous dialogue among staff and with students about program community will ensure that growth 

within the staff, children, and youth continues.  With a strong community of respect as a foundation, you 

can address all topics in a safe and inclusive way.   

 

References & Other Resources: 
 

Resources:  
• Caring School Community Program:  http://www.devstu.org/caring-school-community  
• Tribes: www.tribes.com    
• Second Step: http://www.cfchildren.org/programs/ssp/overview/  

 
Other icebreakers:  

• Sports 4 Kids has a free playbook which has icebreaker activities starting on page 39. 
(www.sports4kids.org) 

 
References: 

• www.search-institute.org  
• Jeanne Gibbs. 2001. Tribes: A New Way of Learning and Being Together. Windsor, CA: Center 

Source Systems. 
• Nancy Schniedewind & Ellen Davidson. 1998. Open Minds to Equality. Needham Heights: Allyn & 

Bacon. 
  

http://www.devstu.org/caring-school-community
http://www.tribes.com/
http://www.cfchildren.org/programs/ssp/overview/
http://www.sports4kids.org/
http://www.search-institute.org/
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Part 2: Why Talk about Disability?  

As we learned in Part 1 of this series, OST providers and program staff have a unique opportunity to build 

trusting relationships with children and youth, and help create communities where children feel safe and 

respected.  This role also allows OST staff to share information, act as role models and hopefully help 

shape the opinions of students attending programs.  

What is disability? 

Disability is a natural part of human existence.  Ten percent of the population will have a disability at any 

point in time. You can be born with a disability, but you can also acquire one through an accident, illness or 

aging.  

The word “disability” usually refers to a specific medical condition, for example Down syndrome or ADHD.  

All disabilities have a range of severity and therefore a range of impacts. The name of the disability or the 

label gives us very little information about a child.  

Disability can be redefined as “a body part that works differently”. Disability is just another example of 

diversity in our community, to be recognized, understood and welcomed.  

Why should I talk about disability? 

As educators, part of our role is to teach children about civil rights issues. We’ve  likely had conversations 

with students about other civil rights issues, but did you realize that disability is also a civil rights issue? The 

Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) is a federal civil rights law that protects individuals with disabilities 

from discrimination. Under the ADA, agencies such as OST and recreation programs, as well as other 

public accommodations and transportation are prohibited from discriminating against people with 

disabilities.  The ADA also requires that programs ensure they are accessible to all people by making 

reasonable accommodations to allow people with disabilities to participate.  

In an ideal world, children with disabilities would be welcomed into any environment and able to participate 

as freely as their peers are. Programs would be developed so they were accessible to all, and children and 

youth with disabilities wouldn’t be viewed as “special” or “different”. OST staff can strive to achieve this in 

our programs, and teach children to be welcoming and accepting of all people.   

Building a sense of community within your program, where all students are treated as valued individuals 

with respect and dignity, satisfies many of the California After-School Quality Self-Assessment tool 

indicators and some of the After School for All Core Competencies for staff. These are the indicators of 

high quality OST programs in general. 

In particular, the topics discussed below address core competencies and quality assessment indicators 

which require programs to promote a peaceful environment by using strategies and interventions for 

addressing violence, negative comments and/or harassment, and which require that program activities, 

events and the environment show an understanding of and respect for the cultures of the program 

participants.  
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How do we learn about disability?  

As children, we probably first learned about disability from things we saw or heard in our environment.  

Positive and negative stereotypes are passed along easily this way. We might have seen someone in a 

wheelchair and were told, “Don’t stare!” and never heard anything else. Or, we might have heard an adult 

say “Poor Ana, her daughter has been born ‘slow’ and Ana will have to look after her forever.”  Often, 

negative stereotypes are based on a fear of the unknown, inadequate or incorrect information, or a lack of 

experience. We are usually more comfortable with a disability with which we are familiar. For both adults 

and children, familiarity and information lead to comfort and understanding. 

The role of OST programs and staff 

OST staff have a unique opportunity to share information and shape opinions in a caring and positive way. 

To do this, as educators we need to be aware of our own feelings and values about disability as our 

perceptions can significantly affect the children in our programs. Think about what your experience of 

disability has been. Do you know anyone who has a disability personally? Were there children at your 

school who had disabilities? Were they placed in different classrooms? Were you encouraged to interact 

with them? What information did you learn about these children? What did you think of them? When you’ve 

reflected on what your experience and perception of disability has been, think about what experiences 

you’d like the children in your program to have.  

It is also the role of all educators to recognize that all students, with and without disabilities, are learners 

with great potential.  

So what can we do? 

Use person-first language. Remember that having a disability does not define a person. We should try 

and talk about what a person has and not what a person is. For example, a child may have autism or have 

a learning disability, but they are not “autistic” or “disabled”.  They are also fun or energetic or helpful or 

caring.  

Use language that celebrates people’s abilities and strengths. Recognize that all children have 

particular strengths and skills: A child may have a great memory, lots of energy, good rhythm or great 

concentration skills.  Avoid talking about what a child can’t do or their problems, for example with 

statements like, “She can’t see small fonts,” or “He has behavior problems.” Talk about what we can do to 

support their needs, such as, “She benefits from large print text,” or “Extra time for transitions helps him to 

follow instructions.”  

Celebrate diversity. Help children to realize how boring it would be if everyone and everything were the 

same. Encourage children to look at their families, friends and classmates and celebrate their unique skills 

and talents.  

Find similarities. Encourage children and youth to realize they are more similar than they are different. 

Identify common interests and characteristics. Perhaps they like the same artist or musician, football team 

or movie. They might go the same church, celebrate the same holidays or like the same food.  
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Include media, toys and activities that portray diversity. Does your program have toys or books 

available that portray a variety of cultures, languages and abilities available for students?  Are people with 

disabilities portrayed in an appropriate and positive way? 

Make accommodations available to everyone. If you are introducing accommodations like fidgets, 

homework corrals, visual supports, homework checklists or fatter markers for a student, make them 

available to everyone. This will prevent the accommodations being seen as special or different.  You’ll 

probably find that most children will be curious initially, but this interest will decrease until only the children 

who benefit from them are using them. You’ll also probably find that there are more children in your 

program who benefit from them than you thought!   

Reflect on your own behavior. Think about how your words and actions can set an example for all 

children. Do you praise all the children’s artwork, including those who may paint just spots or scribble? Do 

you assist children who might be slower at a task just to make it quicker? Do you celebrate all students’ 

attempts and achievements, no matter how small?  Think about what impression your words and actions 

can have on the students in the group.  

Treat all children equally. Just like you do with any child in your program, initiate interactions with children 

who have disabilities, adapt activities so they can participate, and give them roles within the program. Value 

them as contributing members of the group, and make sure their peers see you value them.  

Respect confidentiality.  It is important for OST staff to maintain the confidentiality of each of the children 

in the program. They are not allowed to share information, such as disability or diagnosis, medical 

information or history without the specific consent of a child’s parent or guardian.  If you haven’t seen it 

already, ask your program director for a copy of you program’s confidentiality policy.  

What we’ve learned 

Talking about disability helps OST program staff teach children to be welcoming of all people. The way we 

talk about disability matters: recognizing children’s strengths, making accommodations available to 

everyone and treating all children equally set an example of respect and demonstrate that we value 

diversity in our programs.  By finding similarities and celebrating strengths, we are able to build trust and 

create a sense of community in our programs so that all children can thrive. 
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References & Other Resources: 

 

 More information on person-first language: http://www.csun.edu/~ffrc/person1st.html  

Adapted from www.disabilityisnatural.com  

 For more information on the ADA & OST programs, see the Child Care Law Center fact sheet: 

http://www.childcarelaw.org/docs/ADA%20and%20OST%20Providers%20final.pdf  

 DCYF minimum standards for OST programs in San Francisco:  

http://www.dcyf.org/WorkArea/showcontent.aspx?id=4196  

 AFA Core Competencies: http://sfafterschoolforall.blogspot.com  

 California After-School Quality Self-Assessment Tool (PDF): 

http://www.afterschoolnetwork.org/sites/main/files/file-attachments/qsatool_0.pdf   

http://www.csun.edu/~ffrc/person1st.html
http://www.disabilityisnatural.com/
http://www.childcarelaw.org/docs/ADA%20and%20OST%20Providers%20final.pdf
http://www.dcyf.org/WorkArea/showcontent.aspx?id=4196
http://sfafterschoolforall.blogspot.com/
http://www.afterschoolnetwork.org/sites/main/files/file-attachments/qsatool_0.pdf
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Part 3: How to talk to children about disability 

As we’ve started to build community and to think of disability as another example of diversity within our 

programs, it is inevitable that children will want to talk about and ask questions about their peers.  Then 

what do we do?  

How come? Why does he? Why don’t I? 

Children and youth are naturally curious, and when they ask questions or make comments, they are very 

good at saying exactly what they are thinking. As educators, it’s our job to provide them with accurate 

information and model appropriate language for them.  When it comes to sensitive or unfamiliar topics like 

disability, educators often don’t know where to begin to teach children.  

Why do children say that?  

If the children in your program are asking questions of program staff, it’s a great sign that they trust you and 

are interested in their environment.  From a very young age, children begin to identify and comment on 

differences (e.g.: “Mommy, why don’t you have a beard?”). From ages five to eight, children begin to make 

judgments about the similarities and differences they observe. Things become “favorites” or the “worst thing 

ever”; first and last become important; they make best friends and they exclude other children, sometimes 

because of differences such as race or ability.  

Thinking of children’s and youths’ questions or comments as teachable moments allows us as educators 

the opportunity to inform, shape values and guide children to contribute to a just and inclusive community.  

It also provides children the opportunity to practice skills to help them think through more complicated 

social problems.  

What do I say? 

A great beginning is to understand why children ask questions or make comments. Are they looking 

for information? Are they feeling uncomfortable about something that is new or unfamiliar? Do they think 

something is unfair?  The more we know about why the children in our programs ask questions or make 

comments, the better equipped we will be to help them find answers or responses that are meaningful.   

Remember that questions are OK. Try to answer children’s questions honestly, simply and clearly, 

without any shock or anger. Children do not need long and detailed information about chromosomes or 

accidents; a simple statement about how “Lisa speaks in a way that’s different, and that’s ok,” will often be 

enough. Following up with some information about similarities (“I know you both love Glee”) or a suggestion 

to encourage interaction (e.g.: “Lisa is great with beads, why don’t you make something together?”) is a 

great way to encourage interaction.   

Remember it’s ok to tell a child you don’t know the answer to their questions, and tell them you will 

think about it and come back to them (make sure you do!). Give yourself time to find accurate information, 

prepare a response that’s appropriate for the age range, or rehearse wording with a colleague.  
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Wherever possible throughout your program, reinforce that differences are not weird, they are normal 

and ok. Use language like: “Tyrone likes to build tall towers with the blocks, Freddie likes to make a long 

shape; that’s ok.” “Kevin uses both hands to catch the ball, Leo uses one; that’s ok.” “Thomas likes to sing 

and shout, Rhianna doesn’t like loud noises; that’s ok.”  

When introducing accommodations, make them available to everyone.  Explain how an 

accommodation might make it easier for some people to concentrate, draw or do their homework. Remind 

children that accommodations are not toys or games, but tools to help some people learn (e.g.: “These 

fidgets help some people to concentrate, why don’t you try it and see if it helps you?”).   You’ll probably find 

that most children will be curious initially, but their interest will decrease until only the children who benefit 

from accommodations are using them.  

 

Other pieces of equipment like wheelchairs or communication devices are specific to a person and 

shouldn’t be shared. Explain simply that the child’s body part, like their legs, eyes or ears, work differently 

and the equipment helps them to walk, see or hear.  Inform children that the piece of equipment is just for 

that child, just like a pair of glasses are made just for one person.  

 

Maintain confidentiality. When talking about any child in your program, OST staff need to remember they 

are responsible for maintaining the confidentiality of each of the children in the program, and they are not 

allowed to share information, such as disability or diagnosis, medical information or history without the 

specific consent of a child’s parent or guardian.  If you haven’t seen it already, ask your program director for 

a copy of you programs confidentiality policy.  

What about specific questions? 

Here are some examples of questions children may ask, with a possible response.  Think about other 

responses you could give when you next hear these questions.  

Question:  “What’s wrong with him?” 

Answer:  “Nothing is wrong with him.  His legs or brain work differently, or he learns or communicates 

differently.” 

Question: “Why do they get…(special seat, fidget, extra time)?” 

Answer: “Having a special seat during homework time helps Jay to concentrate on his homework. Do you 

have something that helps you to concentrate?” or “Jay’s brain works differently sometimes so having extra 

time to finish his test helps him.”  

Question:  “How come you’re helping her with her work?” 

Answer: “I’m here to help anyone who’d like some help with their work.  If you’d like some help, you can 

ask me or one of the other adults.” If this is something that is being asked a lot, or a child benefits from 

more intensive support, you could say, “Our brains all learn things differently, and sometimes it takes some 

help or a little extra time for us to learn new things.” 

Question:  “How come I don’t get to go with you?”  

Answer: “It’s Lucy’s turn to come and do some activities with me. Would you like a turn sometime?” A child 

who asks repeatedly about children having one-on-one time with an adult may be looking for more 
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individual attention. Try to find ways to spend some time with this child in particular, or invite them to do 

some fun activities with Lucy.  

Question: “How come he’s doing baby homework? I did that last year!” 

Answer: “He is learning different things in his classroom, so his math homework looks a little different; 

that’s ok,” or “Sometimes people learn things differently or at different speeds; that’s ok. Maybe you can 

help him with his homework?” 

Question:  “Isn’t it sad that he needs to use a wheelchair?”  

Answer: “I don’t think it’s sad, I think it’s great that the wheelchair was invented, now Todd can play soccer 

with you!”  

 

What about if an adult asks a question? 

Often it’s not children who ask us questions, but parents of other children who attend a program. 

Occasionally a parent might ask, “What’s wrong with Jose? Does he have a disability or something?”  OST 

program staff need to remember that maintaining confidentiality is just as important when talking to adults.  

You could say something like, “I need to keep all children’s information confidential. I can’t talk about 

students without their parents’ consent.” This will let the parent know that you are keeping this child’s 

information safe, just like you would any other child’s. You could also use this as a teachable moment for 

the adult, making a comment about the child’s strengths using person-first language, for example, “Jose is 

really great at organizing the games for us”.  

What we’ve learned 

Giving students accurate information and modeling appropriate language is a key part of creating 

community in our programs.  Children and youth are naturally curious, and their questions and comments 

are often opportunities to create teachable moments.  When educators respond in a thoughtful and 

appropriate way to their questions, we reinforce the importance of diversity in our programs and send the 

strong message that every child is a valued member of our community. 

 


