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Summary of workshop 
The Lam Woo Social Work Seminar Series started in 
2008, sponsored by the Lam Woo Foundation, aims to 
promote social work development and professional 
practice in China. The Hong Kong Polytechnic University 
and Peking University jointly organizes a total of 7 
training seminars thus far, focusing on family, youth, 
mental health, disability, rural social work and so on. 
This seminar series, being the last, used the family 
as concluding theme, offered Chinese social work 
professionals and students strategies and methods to 
improve social work intervention with families facing a 
variety of concerns. The three-day conference opened 
with a plenary session on the development of family-
based interventions in Singapore, Macau, Hong Kong 
and China. On the second and third days, workshops 
were conducted by practitioners and academics from 
Hong Kong, mainland China, Singapore, the United 
States of America, the United Kingdom, and Germany.

Participants of the workshop on ‘families with children 
with physical disabilities’ included social work students 
and social workers from different Chinese provinces. 
Some worked in institutions for children and adults 
with disabilities and  the elderly. Others worked in 
urban youth recreation centers or with deaf children in 
community based projects. The theoretical foundation 
of the workshop was based on the concept of 
inclusion as set forth by the UN resolution on people 
with disabilities, which was ratified by China in 2008 
(UN, 2008). This international resolution states that 
people with disabilities have the same rights as people 
without disabilities, and need to have equal access 
and opportunities to work, health, family, education, 
recreation and law. The convention is not based on 
any kind of welfare but on the provision of full human 
rights and access to all aspects of life by people with 

disabilities so that they can 
actively participate in society. 
Article 24 of the convention 
states that countries 
should develop an inclusive 
education system and Article 
26 demands rehabilitation 
and habilitation for people 
with disabilities (UN, 2006). 
These articles in particular are very important for people 
with disabilities and also their families.  

The basic question that arises for social workers within 
the UN framework is: What networks, supports and 
strategies do families of people with disabilities and 
people with disabilities themselves need in order to 
have full access to and be able to participate in all 
aspects of society? Thus, the workshop discussions 
focused on the barriers that disabled children and their 
families may face to fully participate in the Chinese 
society. Families of children with disabilities may 
experience various stressors, such as discrimination 
and lack of support. One feature of the workshop was 
a disability awareness exercise. All participants of the 
workshop were asked to eat and talk with blindfolds 
on and then walk with a sighted guide. They were 
then encouraged to share their experiences with the 
group. The participants provided a lot of feedback after 
this exercise and pointed out the importance of such 
activities. We discussed about the applications of these 
activities in many settings in China, from schools to 
recreation centers to foster greater understanding and 
inclusion of people with disabilities. One participant 
described a dance project with deaf children which 
also showed the tremendous abilities of people with 
disabilities in China. 

The workshop mainly centered on the importance of 

Working with families of children with 
disabilities in China – a brief report 
on the Lam Woo Social Work Seminar 
Series in Beijing, China
Prof. Dr. Marion Felder // University of Applied Sciences, Koblenz, Germany // 
felder@hs-koblenz.de

// Abstract:
This article is based on my experiences at the Lam Woo Social 
Work Training Seminar Series with a focus on ‘Engaging the 
family’ in Beijing, China in from 29th to 31st May 2014. I am a 
professor for inclusion and rehabilitation at the University of 
Applied Sciences in Koblenz, Germany. Through my colleague 
Günter Friesenhahn, who is the Vice President of the European 
Association for Schools of Social Work (EASSW), I was invited to 
conduct a workshop on ‘Working with physically disabled children 
and their families’. This article describes the topics, discussions 

and strategies brought forth by the participants in my workshop.

respecting and valuing families and their respective 
culture and  engaging them to work together with social 
workers to solve problems. A partnership based on 
trust was seen as the foundation for any productive 
problem-solving. Participants talked about involving 
the whole community and finding resources within 
communities in order to support families with children 
and adult children with disabilities, particularly in rural 
areas where there may be little or no supports through 
social service agencies in China. Looking at the strengths 
and resources of individuals, families and communities 
seemed to be a productive and creative way in allocating 
supports and improving life quality in China.

The workshop participants described that discrimination 
against people with disabilities is still a wide-spread 
problem in China and one participant suggested 
to establish government programs similar to those 
addressing gender discrimination in order to change 
attitudes. Other participants reported of few available 
resources for children and families in rural areas, 
which may lead parents – particularly single parent 
households – to surrender their child to a state 
institution.  There also appears to be a need for 
systematic training for teachers and others in school 
systems to support students with disabilities in general 
education classrooms so that they do not get bullied or 
excluded from social interactions in China. Participants 

voiced their skepticism about the willingness or ability 
of regular schools to educate children with disabilities 
in China. However, for some children, especially those 
living in rural areas that do not have access to special 
schools, it was discussed that attending the regular 
schools may be the only option to get an education 
(or be separated from their parents when educated 
in a special school far away from home). But access 
to regular education may also be difficult in areas 
where there is a lack of adequate transportation. 
Particularly children with physical disabilities may not 
be able to walk to schools. Thus it was concluded that 
Chinese social workers have to advocate for children 
and their families to have better access to education 
in their community. Participants brainstormed on the 
various advocacy strategies such as networking and 
relationship-building beyond the confines of a single 
village and connecting families of people with disabilities 
so that they can support each other. 

One other barrier to inclusion of people with disabilities 
and their families in China was related to the lack of 
training and support families may get. Chinese social 
workers may need basic training in positive behavior 
intervention strategies in order to support families 
and children who experience behavior problems. Such 
behavioral problems of disabled children can pose 
great difficulties for families, since they may become 
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