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Abstract
Hearing the voices and experiences of disabled children in social work is an ethical imperative, and at times, even legally compelled. Yet, this is problematic for some disabled children when compared with their majority population peers. The intention is to illustrate the potential of two approaches from disability studies referred to as anti-ableism and the affirmative non-tragedy model of disability, toward extending debates on capturing the voice of disabled children in social work. It is against this backdrop that the paper firstly explores potential attitudinal and knowledge constraints impacting on efforts to capture the voices of disabled children in social work practice. Secondly, this prompts the question of how more thoughtful, deliberate and participatory practice can be achieved in social work, toward hearing the voices and views of disabled children. Responses are theoretically informed and involve provoking conversation and debate rather than claiming to accomplish exhaustive or conclusive answers. For the substantive basis of discussion, a composite theoretical frame is presented. To do this, anti-ableism as an approach is first introduced and explained. This is then informed and extended by a second theory-based innovation from disability studies known as the affirmative non-tragedy model. The overall proposition is, that theoretical approaches from disability studies may aid social workers to better address subtle, embedded forms of disability disadvantage, toward better capturing the voices and experiences of disabled children.  
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Introduction 
On several counts, capturing disabled children’s views and experiences remains a challenge in social work practice (Anonymised, 2021a, 2021b). From the outset, language as a socio-cultural context to this challenge, should be addressed. In this article, phraseology like ‘communication impairments’ is used. This is in line with the social model of disability where disability and impairment are set apart. Disability is causally attributed to barriers to equality in society. Alternatively, impairment refers to the actual sensory, mental or physical bodily experiences (Davies, 2002; Goodley, 2024). Thus, the child is a ‘disabled child’ as disability is something done to them rather than belonging to the child (Goodley, 2024). This links to an ongoing struggle in popular discourse between the terms ‘disabled child’ and first-person language such as ‘child with a disability’ (Goodley, 2024). It should ultimately be noted that all forms of language around disability have limitations (Davies, 2002). Referring to impairment in this article, however,  reflects the social model rather than an attempt to problematise or blame the child's form of communication. Rather, the problems of disability will be conceptualised as stemming from deficits at societal and professional practice levels that constrain communication with disabled children . 
	More broadly, the imperative of hearing disabled children’s voices in social work has many grounds, including law. Under child care law, social workers have legal duties to ascertain the views and wishes of children, including disabled children. Moreover, Article 7 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities (UNCRPD) (United Nations, 2006) and Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (United Nations, 1989) articulate this imperative. Whilst rights discourse gives credibility to this imperative, it does not address the complexities of how their voices should and can be heard. As such, this will fall within the purview of theory to follow. 
Disabled children may have cognitive and linguistic impairment that require more time and creative professional approaches that are not always readily available due to a lack of specialised resources, limited training and busy caseloads (Davie et al., 2003; Flynn and McGregor, 2018; Goldsmith and Skirton, 2015; Morris, 2003). Some disabled children do not have communication impairments but may have mental health or cognitive impairments and face discrimination because they are deemed uncredible (Crowley, 2016). Thus, whilst aspects of this paper may focus particularly on children with communication impairments, as they are particularly likely to be excluded and silenced due to ableist assumptions or a tragedy lens, the paper will ultimately be relevant to a wide range of disabled children. 
The way in which the voices and views of disabled children are heard can also be marred by attitudinal issues of the audience, such as whether they embrace what Goodley and Runswick-Cole (2013, p.1) call “the cultural constitution” of disability as “lack”.  As such, a preface to the following discussion ought to be a recognition of the many and varied practical, social and cultural impasses around hearing the views and experiences of some disabled children in social work practice. Insofar as possible, the act of hearing must be meaningful and instrumental, to go beyond tokenism and lip service.  
The main thrust of this paper lies in responding to two questions grounded in this context. Firstly, it is imperative to question how attitudinal and knowledge constraints of professionals might be an impediment to hearing the voices of disabled children in social work practice. These attitudinal and knowledge deficits include lack of assistive technology, alternative communication methods, misunderstanding about various impairments, and inaccurate assumptions about the inability of disabled children (Kelly, 2007; Flynn, 2021a, 2021b; Whyte, 2006). Practitioners may also lack knowledge on making communication “non-threatening, enjoyable and relevant to individual” disabled children (Rabiee et al., 2005, p.385). 
Secondly, it is of interest to question how more thoughtful, participatory practice can be achieved in social work with disabled children. To take us farther toward an answer, a composite theoretical frame will be presented in this paper. This involves introducing and explaining approaches of anti-ableism and the affirmative non-tragedy model (see French and Swain, 2000, 2008). Whilst the former question sets the context for the paper, the latter question will be most germane to discussion overall. 
Ultimately, a basis for the paper is the contention that harmful discourses and embedded perceptions around disability must be addressed. This is because of their potential to side-line the position of disabled children as autonomous rights holders including the right for disabled children to have “their views given due weight in all matters affecting them” (Lundy, 2007, p.927). One practical example of harm that can be caused to disabled children is ‘othering’. This othering, which marginalises their voices, is evident in different ways such as dismissing disabled children’s opinions because they are viewed as different. 
To undertake its work, the paper presents a composite theoretical frame. This entails the approach of anti-ableism which challenges discrimination in favour of able-bodied people (Campbell, 2009). Extending this, is a conceptual model known as the affirmative non-tragedy approach associated with the work of French and Swain (2000, 2008). Such theoretical approaches are arguably helpful in promoting progressive thinking around disability and derive predominately from the transformative theoretical space of disability studies. 
The intention is to present these expressions of complex theory in an accessible, practical manner. This will help to illuminate the potential of anti-ableism in the context of a non-tragedy lens, for informing debates around capturing the voices and experiences of disabled children and youth in social work. The rationale for focusing on social work lies in the profession’s value base as it aligns to hearing disabled children’s voices. These values explicitly include human rights, social justice and respect for diversity as specified in the global definition of social work (IFSW, 2024). Legal duties of social workers related to hearing disabled children’s voices are also a rationale for the focus of this article. It should be acknowledged, however, that much of the content covered would also be useful for other health and social care professionals working with disabled children, albeit with the final discussion focussing in again on the specificity of the social work profession. 

Listening to disabled children in social work practice 
As a starting point, we would do well to respond to the following question: how might attitudinal and knowledge constraints of professionals, including social workers, be an impediment to participatory practice within social work with disabled children? It is clear, following review of literature, that many attitudinal and knowledge impediments undermine access to the views, wishes and experiences of disabled children. This includes approaches to the participation of disabled children in service-related decision making, that are grounded in a family centric model. This replaces and undermines the position of disabled children as partners within decision making who can constructively draw upon their own expertise and share valuable and informative views (McNeilly et al., 2015). 
Parent’s willingness and attitudes toward their child’s participation in decision making and service review can also be both enabling and preventative (Hyde et al., 2010; Slade et al., 2009). Lack of recognition of the expertise of disabled children with respect to their own lives has historically been an issue, albeit with some advancements now underway in this respect (Kelly 2005, 2007; Smith-chandler and Swart 2014; Stalker et al., 2010). Thus, parental misgivings as well as poor recognition of disabled children’s expertise are potential roadblocks to having disabled children’s voices heard in social work processes.
Disability awareness can be insufficient for social workers and thus they may not understand the ability of disabled children to communicate or the value of them doing so (Harwick et al., 2017). Moreover, disabled children’s experience of working collaboratively with social workers and other service providers (Lansdown, 2009), and how prepared, supported and informed disabled children are, is also an important aspect to consider (NICCY, 2008; Mitchell, 2012; Pilnick et al., 2010). Experiences of being dismissed or ignored may make disabled children, for instance, less likely to express their views and feelings. Overall, with respect to participation in the delivery of services and decision making:

disabled children and young people can face additional barriers because of professionals' inadequacies in dealing with their individual ways of communicating along with wider societal attitudes towards their participatory rights and disability in general (McNeilly et al., 2015, p.3).

Regarding the latter concern with disability attitudes, one potential aid for social workers are theoretical and conceptual approaches, like the affirmative non-tragedy model developed by French and Swain (2008; Anonymised and Anonymised, 2018; Swain and French, 2000). Payne (2014) demonstrates how theory is an important part of an effective and accountable social work profession. He explains that theory can help social workers better understand complex problems, challenge their biases, make connections and generate stimulating ideas for social work practice. As capturing the views of some disabled children remains practically challenging, such as faithfully representing the views of non-verbal disabled children labelled with profound cognitive impairments (Flynn, 2019), social workers require theory to think through such challenge and complexity. 
In this paper, a conceptual pairing of the affirmative non-tragedy lens with anti-ableism is presented. Within this, the latter anti-ableist stance is informed predominantly by the work of Fiona Kumari Campbell (2008a, 2008b, 2009, 2018, 2019). Alternatively, the affirmative non-tragedy approach is discussed predominately using the work of Swain and French (2000; French and Swain, 2008). The proposition is, that these approaches can support social workers to address common attitudinal and knowledge problems associated with disability.  
A constructive conceptual pairing? Anti-ableism and the non-tragedy lens 
Arguably, disability theory is brimming with possibilities for addressing the challenges that social workers face. The specific and sustaining basis of this section refers to the capacity of theory to address the question of how more thoughtful, deliberate, participatory practice can be achieved in social work with disabled children. Two distinct conceptual perspectives are integrated for the purpose of the paper. Firstly, the concept of ableism, discussed with respect to taking an assertive approach of ‘anti-ableism’, should be explained and introduced with reference to hearing disabled children’s views. To facilitate this, Fiona Kumari Campbell’s accounts of ableism are selected due to their notoriety in disability studies (Goodley, 2013). 
These analyses are useful due to their sophistication in distilling the wider meaning and consequences of the ableist project (see Campbell, 2009). The key considerations here are, what is ableism and why consider it with respect to hearing the voices of disabled children? At its most basic, ableism “aka disability prejudice” (Nario-Redmond, 2019, p.9) is the favouritism of able-bodied people and abledness, that disadvantages disabled people (Campbell, 2009; Goodley, 2014; Nario-Redmond, 2019; Scuro, 2017). Ableism is about practices and ways of thinking and acting, that create a world which is built to favour able-bodied people above disabled people, including disabled children (Campbell, 2009). Shildrick states, ‘the responsibility for enquiry and analysis (of ableism) falls . . . on all those who participate in the relevant structures’ (2009, p.15). It is therefore all of our problem and concern that ableism continues to exist and contribute to the on-going marginalisation of disabled children’s voices.   
Practically speaking, supporting an ableist view does not, in fact, ever have to explicitly involve disability. One can embrace the belief, for instance, that beautiful bodies and minds are those that are biologically normative and free of impairments, without ever meaning to discriminate against disabled people, or indeed without ever thinking of disability at all (Goodley, 2014). To be clear, this statement does not imply that disabled people cannot have beautiful bodies and minds, a notion which in itself would be ableist. Rather, a tendency to identify bodies and minds that do not have impairments as the more beautiful ones, indirectly disadvantages disabled people, as it associates ability and lack of impairment with beauty (Campbell, 2009; Goodley, 2014). As disability activist and poet Maria R. Palacios (2017, no page) states in her seminal poem ‘Naming Ableism’, ableism is “when you say that I’m beautiful despite my differences, and fail to recognize that I’m beautiful because of them.” 
This notion extends also to communication. Considering certain forms and qualities of communication to be more credible and valuable than others, could indirectly marginalise disabled children’s voices and views (Flynn, 2021b). Social work practice can be improved here in different ways. Social workers should not rely on parents as proxy communicators. Social workers should also adapt assessment and planning tools, for instance, to accommodate a range of communication styles including non-verbal methods. 
It is important to think about able-bodiedness and how ability is celebrated, rather than focusing on disabled people to solve problems associated with disability (Campbell, 2009; Goodley, 2014). In this context, ableism as the favouritism of able-bodiedness, is different to disablism. Disablism, sometimes recognised as the disability counterpart of racism or sexism, is the direct discrimination of disabled children and adults (Shakespeare, 2014). Ableism does, however, underwrite a disablist world by privileging able-bodied people and therefore indirectly disadvantaging disabled people (Goodley, 2014). Ableism in society is about an ideological and socio-political embrace of abledness, where policies, laws, and systems are geared by default to support those who are able-bodied. 
 This admiration of capability and independence may indirectly create a society whereby the support some disabled children need to share their views is overlooked or under resourced. Prynallt-Jones et al.’s (2018) study on social workers’ views of barriers to direct work with children who communicate using non-verbal methods. Significant barriers were identified that practitioners faced such as “limited available training, technology and financial resources” (Prynallt-Jones et al., 2018, p.88). Concrete structural and systemic constraints on social workers add to this context. These include a lack of multi-disciplinary and collaborative practice with professionals like speech and language therapists and behavioural therapists who can aid communication. Poor resourcing for disability awareness training to replace well-intentioned but potentially harmful assumptions, with informed views and practical information is another concrete problem (Connors and Stalker, 2003). Anti-ableist practical action that social workers can take in response to such problems may adopt several forms. Social workers informed and guided by ableism theory can, for instance, document these service deficits and furnish reports of that evidence to policy makers and budget holders.  
More broadly, it is unfortunate that there is a glorification of ability and that occurs alongside oftentimes hidden biases in favour of able-bodied people. These biases can produce exclusionary and discriminatory practices, that may not have been actively intended to marginalise the views and voices of disabled children, but nonetheless do (Campbell, 2008b, 2009; Goodley, 2014). Recent research with disabled children found that “inaccessible methods and ableist assumptions about” disabled children’s capabilities can lead to their exclusion (Boyd et al., 2025, p.1).  
To counter ableist logic, therefore, for social workers seeking to capture the voices of disabled children, several strategies are suggested. Firstly, the onus is on the social worker to enable effective channels of communication in partnership with the disabled child (Campbell, 2009). Disability studies, and the influence of theories related to ableism within this, propose that it ought not to be down to disabled communities to solve the problems associated with disability. Rather, the onus rests on everyone. Therefore, where problems are encountered capturing views and voices, the culpability of the whole service in terms of addressing the presenting problem, including its ideology and practical operation, should be at issue. This is not to suggest that all services are inherently ableist, but rather, solely focussing all remedial efforts specifically on the immediate needs of individual disabled children, will not address any potential ableist underpinnings of the wider social work service ethos and operation, and will locate the problems associated with disability solely at the site of the disabled child. Ascertaining the voices of disabled children should therefore be paired with a wider service level lens on anti-ableist practice. 
Secondly, in this context, the notion of ableness, according to Campbell (2009), is perhaps best understood as being precarious, socially and culturally constructed (Campbell, 2008b, 2009). More simply explained, the ideas that social workers and other professionals may have about being able-bodied, and able-voiced for that matter, are changeable and dependent on their social and cultural environment, such as the particular agency context that they work in. Moreover, how they understand able-bodiedness will inadvertently affect how they perceive disability and impairment. Davies’ and Job’s (2024) research with social workers on working with disabled children, found creativity in deviating for normative or abled professional approaches, allowed for more inclusive approaches to communicating with disabled children. 
In this context it is helpful for social workers to consider not just what they think about disability, but what they think ability means. This challenges social workers to go beyond just thinking narrowly about things they consider to be disability related, in a bid to promote more effective communication with disabled children. Instead, a new modius operandi may drive practical changes such as undertaking resourcing bids for staff training around children’s alternative communication which could be beneficial to all children, not just disabled service users (Fylkesnes, 2021).  
Thirdly, it should be recognised that ableist mentality and practice may disadvantage all service users, and not just those defined as disabled (Campbell, 2008b, 2009). Fourthly, and finally, social workers might consider how the ideological and practical operation of the service they work in, makes experiences and resources available to some, but not to others. This might include certain disabled children being more commonly selected to meet external auditors and inspectors due to their capacity to communicate in traditional ways. Here the manner through which ableness is embedded in services, is critically questioned, rather than left unconsidered or ignored. 
There are concrete issues that social workers face when trying to capture disabled children’s voices in practice. These include lack of skills, training, and experience in working with disabled children (Stalker et al., 2010); lack of availability of assistive technology (Alper, 2017; Boyd et al., 2024) and restricted time for working directly with service users given high caseloads and staffing concerns (Flynn, 2021b). These concrete issues also go beyond individual attitudes and approaches to communicating with disabled children to include structural and systemic constraints on social workers embedded in the very architecture and operation of the ableist service system. 
To combat this structural and systemic ableism in a practical sense (Scuro, 2017, p. XXVIII), social workers have several options. They can use ableism theory and its significant corpus of associated literature and research, for instance, to provide an evidence-base and thus credibility for their advocacy, in seeking system change to better include disabled children’s voices. Moreover, ableism is a lens designed to draw attention to how systems work in favour of able-bodied people (Campbell, 2009; Scuro, 2017). Social workers can take practical action by seeking to influence managerial decision-making, and policy making, informed by an anti-ableist lens. Notwithstanding such action, however, it needs to be acknowledged that social workers face significant constraints in terms of influencing policy and management decisions. Social work literature shows constraints pertaining to depleted workforces, demanding caseloads, negative impacts of managerialism and budgetary cuts (Burns and Christie, 2013; Ravalier et al., 2021, 2023). Thus, social work managers and policy makers must also take responsibility to address these issues, rather than the burden of responsibility falling only on individual social workers. 
More broadly, threaded through all these steps should be a commitment to put theory into action in ways that promote hearing the voices of disabled children. Action should also go beyond ascertaining the views of disabled children, to include heeding and integrating existing views of disabled children that have been gathered, when making decisions affecting the lives of disabled children. As the seminal Lundy model of participation highlights, disabled children’s views should have influence rather than being disregarded when making decisions about the children’s care and support (Alper, 2017; Lundy, 2007). 
Overall, when social workers begin to consider ableism, they are forced to consider how ableist views might permit the attenuation of subtle, embedded and unintentional disability disadvantage (Campbell, 2008a, 2008b, 2009; Goodley, 2014). For now, the question of how an affirmative non-tragedy lens might help to progress the discussion so far based on ableism, remains unaddressed. It is toward this issue, that we turn our attention. 

Progressing through an affirmative non-tragedy model 

The affirmative non-tragedy perspective is associated with the work of French and Swain (2000, 2008) and draws upon the insights of disabled artists and activists. The defining characteristic of the model is its affirmation of the lives of disabled people (Flynn and McGregor, 2017; Swain and French, 2000). This means that the model sets out to reject automatically melancholic notions of disability where tragedy, pity, sorrow and loss are upheld as cultural signifiers of disability. Rather, it recognises the positive parts of disabled children. This includes the constructive contributions of “disability culture” and art to wider society (Swain and French, 2000, p.569). This does not mean denying the fact that for some disabled children, disability can be experienced negatively. Rather, it is about contesting any automatic or default association of disability with tragedy, negativity and loss (Swain and French, 2000).  
An affirmative view of disabled children’s voices is one that recognises the child’s expertise and capacity to inform constructive change (Flynn and McGregor, 2017, 2018). From here, practitioners can begin to critically and creatively think about ways to capture disabled children’s views. Qualitative research by Fylkesnes (2021), for instance, gathered the experiences of children labelled as profoundly disabled, as well as caring staff including “collaborative conversations, communicative rituals, and bodily expressions” (Fylkesnes, 2021, p. 422). 
The only caveat with respect to meaningfully capturing the voices of disabled children, is that no notions of disability should be rejected, no matter how ideologically problematic. The rich spectrum of disabled children’s and young people’s stories should be heard (Liddiard et al., 2018), with all their nuance and complexity. This means that we do not make their voices fit our services, models and theories. Yet, notwithstanding this, it remains the case that non-disabled peers do not face the same level of association with negativity that disabled children do. Therefore, some counterbalance in social work toward actively and purposefully challenging default deficit and negative thinking about the value of disabled children’s communication, is both certainly necessary and worthwhile (French and Swain, 2008). 
The non-tragedy model is an affirmation of “disability culture”, alongside the outright and blatant rejection of default associations between disability and negativity, pity and melancholia (French and Swain, 2008; Swain and French, 2000, p.569).  In taking up a non-tragedy lens, social workers will be challenged to reflect on how disability might be perceived in their practice. In this context, it should not be presumed that disabled children would not choose to remain disabled if they were given the choice. Moreover, it is important from this perspective to hear the voices of disabled children and to recognise their expertise (Flynn and McGregor, 2017, 2018). Overall, the attitudinal stance toward disability, invoked by a non-tragedy lens, is one that is mindful of the joy and innovation of disability culture (French and Swain, 2008; Swain and French, 2000). The proposition is, that this may enrich an anti-ableist position in three important ways. 
Firstly, notwithstanding its value as a provocateur of thought, an anti-ableist perspective does not necessarily combat the unhelpful notion of disability as a personal biological tragedy (Goodley, 2024; Oliver and Barnes, 2012). Therefore, qualifying an anti-ableist perspective with a non-tragedy lens is helpful by adding attention to disability’s positive nature, including the value of hearing disabled children’s voices. This is important as disability may plausibly be experienced as tragic by some, and yet this does not mean that it is exhaustively, conclusively or definitively tragic (Swain and French, 2000). 
Secondly, thinking about ableism entails identifying forms of exclusion and discrimination for disabled people (Campbell 2008b, 2009; Goodley, 2014; Nario-Redmond, 2019; Scuro, 2017). However, without a non-tragedy lens, these realities may then be articulated and conceptualised in ways that only reinforce and sanction existing discourses of negativity and pity, hardening conceptualisations of disability as a tragedy and a loss. When disability is seen as a sad reality, for instance, the exclusion of disabled children’s views is perceived to be a consequence of impairment, rather than arising from social barriers such as lack of innovation in social work services. In this way, whilst evidence of discrimination and disadvantage is important to uncover (Oliver and Barnes, 2012), it can also be interpreted as evidence that disability is tragic, and this is not helpful per se. 
Thirdly and finally, whilst ableism is conceptually helpful for understanding disability discrimination (Nario-Redmond, 2019), a more assertive line toward the value of disability culture in improving services is required. In this way, the non-tragedy lens shines a spotlight on what disability contributes to services, and the potential that it has to contribute even more (Flynn and McGregor, 2017). Disability as a resource and a catalyst for positive change is therefore emphasised and affirmed (French and Swain, 2008; Swain and French, 2000). Overall, within the convergent space of anti-ableism and the non-tragedy lens lies an embrace of the positive aspects of disabled children’s lives for improving services and understanding human endeavours. Here disability culture produces innovation and insights that all people, be they identifying as abled or disabled, could stand to learn from. This innovation also links to creative practices that can improve how social workers engage with disabled children. This is another reason that consulting disabled children is so enriching for services. 

Discussion 

By now, we have considered some of the key conventions of two approaches borrowed from disability studies to inform social work around capturing disabled children’s voices. The specific aim has been, thus far, to introduce these approaches, explain how they can augment and extend one another, and explain how the approaches can inform debates around capturing the voices of disabled children in social work. As established from the outset, the insights provided were theoretically informed and intended only to provoke conversation and debate rather than accomplish exhaustive or conclusive answers. At the core of the approaches is a desire to approach consultation with disabled children with fairness, dignity and respect, which is in-keeping with social work values (Payne, 2014).  
Key insights shared have included the need to cease dwelling on disability in the quest to hear disabled children’s voices. It has also been proposed that we think about ableness differently as a social and cultural artifact and recognise that ableism is harmful to all, including through depriving society and social work services of the expertise disabled children can share. We should also recognise that ableism is selective, making experiences and resources available to some and not to others. All the while, it has been evident that embedded assumptions and practices can also associate disability with loss or negativity, and therefore a more intentional approach is welcome to counteract this (French and Swain, 2008; Swain and French, 2000). In drawing to a close, it is perhaps helpful to accentuate the transformative value of theory for overcoming practical problems and impasses as well as prevalent social prejudices, such as those that pertain to accounting for the views of disabled children. This includes the capacity to combat harmful discourses around disability that delegitimise, silence and undermine the voices and experiences of disabled children and young people (Crowley, 2016; Stalker et al., 2010).
	In this context, the social currency of any theoretical approach in social work can perhaps be determined by how easily that approach can be understood, taken up and effectively applied (Howe, 2002; Payne, 2014).  As such, complex theoretical concepts from disability studies have been explained as practically as possible to support their use in social work around the specific issue of capturing disabled children’s views. 
In this paper, two distinct theoretical concepts were presented. It is arguably conclusive that they lend themselves well to thinking through problems surrounding disability including the exclusion of disabled children’s voices (Campbell, 2008b, 2009; French and Swain, 2008). Whilst it would be remiss to suggest that either of these concepts can be reduced to simple, catchy and readily comprehendible claims, they do retain compelling and transformative statements about how things ought to be, born not just from the academy but from the grassroots of disability activism and social movements (Campbell, 2008b, 2009; French and Swain, 2008; Swain and French, 2000). 
At its core, the non-tragedy model of disability attends to a deficit implicit within many conceptual approaches to disability. Specifically, a negative bias is often recuperated in understanding disability that overlooks the benefits and strengths of disabled people’s lives (French and Swain, 2008; Swain and French, 2000). The pertinent focus here is the benefits and strengths offered by disabled children’s views. In applying this affirmative approach, one also attends to the rife practical error that by engaging in the act of addressing problems that surround disability (but that are not causally linked to impairment), one can indirectly further embed harmful associations between disability and problems. 
	Theory around ableism, alternatively, retains its own compelling statements about how to address disability. This includes the claim that discrimination in favour of able-bodied people ought to be a core focus such as privileging their views, rather than always attending to discrimination against disabled people such as excluding disabled children’s views (Nario-Redmond, 2019). Within this, anti-ableist academics, activists and practitioners recognise that stereotyping as a prejudicial act is harmful and rooted in ableist norms (Campbell, 2009; Nario-Redmond, 2019). These prejudicial associations are inscribed into human life and the social milieu that disabled children and social workers find themselves (Corrigan, 2014). To therefore attend to many of the problems associated with capturing the voices and experiences of disabled children and young people, one must consider how to combat such discourses. In this paper, theory has been presented as a means to overcome attitudinal and knowledge deficits surrounding the act of consulting disabled children’s voices.  
In looking to the future, critical theorisation is indispensable in addressing the bigger, pervasive and unquestioned issues and discourses that sustain policies and practices that ignore disabled children’s voices. Throughout history, common discourses surrounding childhood and disability, produced renditions of disabled children as non-expert, intellectually unworthy of consultation, and subjects or objects of professional intervention rather than being valuable teachers, autonomous, and intellectually and emotionally astute (Connors and Stalker, 2003; Morris, 2003).  
Just as old discourses that underpinned exclusionary views of disabled children have now been interrogated and slowly dismantled, partly through uptake of more progressive intellectual projects (Alper, 2017; Liddiard et al., 2018; Nind, 2012), so too must we push past harmful discourses surviving today. This begins with rendering such discourses visible. From here, we can challenge them, deconstruct them, and ultimately replace them with more progressive, egalitarian modes of thought. These egalitarian thought processes will promote a culture of hearing disabled children’s voices in meaningful ways.  
For the focus of this paper, perhaps one of the most challenging discourses of all, is the claim that we have now become entirely proficient in capturing the voices of disabled children and young people (Flynn, 2019). Certainly, it is true that great advancements have been made, oftentimes involving meaningful, impactful, rigorous methodologies, that span research, legislation, policy, practice and theory (Liddiard et al., 2018; Nind, 2008). The intention is not to overlook nor undermine these substantial advancements. Rather, it remains the case that some disabled children are consulted more than others, and that very real problems exist in reaching a point where this area can be effectively deemed unworthy of further attention and advancement. As such, targeted purposeful use of theory, such as anti-ableism and the non-tragedy model, will be conducive to improving the lives of disabled children, young people and their families, by informing efforts to consult them.  
In this article, a conceptual pairing of the affirmative model and anti-ableism has been proposed. Whilst ultimately this is a harmonious and productive pairing, it would be remiss to omit a few inherent tensions of the union. The affirmative model’s focus on the positive aspects of disability can contradict, for instance, the driving force of an ableist perspective, which pays more attention to ableism than disability. Moreover, one could question, if ableism was to be addressed in society, would an affirmative model of disability even be needed? In this sense the former perspective could make the latter redundant. Moreover, there are critiques and limitations of both approaches. The corporeal reality of impairment, for instance, must be acknowledged (Shakespeare, 2014; Swain and French, 2000). Some disabled children may experience their impairments as painful and sad (Goodley, 2024), including frustration around expressing their voices. The affirmative lens can be insensitive to this, whilst an anti-ableist lens does not practically overcome the negative realities of impairment (Campbell, 2009). Notwithstanding these limitations, it arguably remains the case that a conceptual pairing of anti-ableism and the affirmative lens, is a formidable adversary in giving voice to disabled children’s experiences. 
When considering how children’s disability is interpreted, however, it should also be acknowledged that disability is not the only important identity position a child may have. Intersectional experiences of disabled children can put gender, sexuality, age and other intersecting identity positions to the fore, in ways that impact upon children’s rights, such as the right to be heard (Adami, 2024). The implication of this is that social workers need to have awareness of how other identities of a disabled child could impact on the consideration given to their views and wishes (Grzanka, 2019).

Conclusion 

The purpose of this paper was to apply disability theories to inform debates around capturing the voices and views of disabled children in social work practice. The starting focus was on overcoming attitudinal and knowledge deficits around disability that impact upon communication with disabled children. Anti-ableism was introduced as a perspective that recognises and attends to the harmful tendency to favour ableness in society, including those perceived to be effective verbal communicators (Campbell 2008b, 2009, 2014; Goodley, 2014). This entrenched propensity to admire and celebrate values surrounding capability and independence is often hidden and unquestioned (Campbell, 2009). Anti-ableist practice and academe is about many things, but most predominately about uncovering, challenging and changing these embedded ways. In doing so, intersectionality is also relevant due to how various identities of a disabled child can impact upon their experiences of being heard. 
In this paper, the anti-ableist lens was complemented, extended and informed by an affirmative non tragedy model (French and Swain, 2008; Swain and French, 2000). This constitutes and furthers, an affirmation of the positive aspects of the lived experience of disabled children. In the context of a desire to think about hearing disabled children’s voices in more helpful and informative ways, disability theory perhaps presents us with a yardstick against which to measure and amend our own positioning (Goodley, 2024). Moving forward, this continues to be crucial and imperative, to undermine the oppression of disabled voices and views, and to improve the lives of all children, regardless of their experience of impairment (Campbell, 2009; Goodley, 2024). 
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