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What are the key social elements that affect a pupil’s ability to access education?

Social exclusion and poverty in the lives of families and children can result in negative effects to health, lower attainment in schools, mental illness and long-lasting unfavorable impact on society (Anwar et al., 2016). Social exclusion and poverty are intrinsically linked as social exclusion is deemed a “multi-dimensional” social problem with roots in “lack or denial” or unavailability of funds to afford materials deemed essential by society, unfair “access” to “goods or services” and can leave a person unable to contribute to society fully and to interpersonal relationships that are required for a good “quality of life” (Mack, 2016). The materials or “resources” referred to are not only physical items or in monetary terms it is also about valuable “social interactions” (Pierson, 2010, p.23).

Social exclusion is in complete character opposition of social inclusion (Butler, 2013) and as a child grows, they have “social interactions” (Psychneuro, 2019) and “co-dependance” on mothers and family members so assuming a person should or can cope with being excluded or having to be “independent” with their issues goes against social relationships required by humanity (Butler, 2013), (DFID, 2015). Social exclusion is a term that has caused controversy and it is a term that applies to “groups” of people who have similar “characteristics” (DFID, 2015) and face “discrimination” (Butler, 2013) because of differences to the societal “norm” like presence of poverty in an affluent area (DFID, 2015).

There is no official statement that defines social exclusion just as there is no official definition of poverty because there are too many ways in which to measure it (O’leary, 2015). Controversially some include “income” or earnings, and others define “material” essentials “like a holiday” however, the Welsh Government defines poverty as a long-term state of not having sufficient resources” (Council for Economic Renewal, 2015). Many other “organisations” around the world use an inability to “afford” basic human needs as their definition of poverty and those organisations include the United Nations and the World Bank (O’leary, 2015) therefor globally it appears, poverty is believed to be distinguished by a person being without the amenities or “resources” to live a life at the “minimum standards” of the community where they happen to live (Crossman, 2011).

The Joseph Rowntree Foundation defines poverty in the uk as a person or family being unable to afford to heat a home, pay for accommodation or buy necessary essentials like food. They also believe a person in poverty faces difficult or “impossible” decisions relating to money “everyday” and agree that those persons could face ostracism from society or “intolerance” from people as a result and not fully participate or feel included in society (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2018). Each Country, region and community around the world has their own “minimum standard” of living so this can vary dependent on location so it is thought of in “socio science” to be determined by “conditions of existence” or access to “clothing, food” and accommodation or “shelter” (Crossman, 2011) but fails to mention access poverty in relation lack of health care or education.

In the United Kingdom the “key” or measure we use to show figures of “child poverty” are the “number of children” that live in a home with “less than 60% of the median UK household” (Welsh Government, 2015) and there are accepted terms or “recognised” terms that relate to poverty. The “two main” terms are thought to be “absolute poverty” and “relative poverty” (Reference.com, 2020). Absolute poverty defines a person without access or monies needed for the survival of themselves or family (Reference.com, 2020) and for comparison relative poverty is defined as a person or family living 60% below the standard of the national average of that year (Reference.com, 2020). It is also interesting to note that poverty and low-income also differ between families because of individual and “costs” including “childcare,” travel, or housing costs. (O’leary, 2015) Children in the uk and worldwide living in poverty face a barrier to education because they are at risk of struggling with the costs of uniforms, travel, packed lunches, school trips, books and educationally rich activities associated with good attainment because of their circumstances (Rodriguez, 2020).

According to Eric Jenson’s Teaching with poverty in mind (2009) poverty can be grouped into 6 different types and can be set apart depending on the characteristics that contribute to poverty, these could be due to circumstances, “generational” influences on circumstances, “absolute poverty” whereby people struggle to survive without the basics and relates to the worldwide population, relative poverty – when income falls behind the typical living standards of a particular country, “urban poverty” caused by “overcrowding, violence and noise” coupled with lack of resources and “rural poverty” with more limited services available to people as a result of “low population numbers” (Crossman, 2011) this is relevant as a practitioner because it is important to understand the diverse population of students and their backgrounds when teaching.

Poverty within the United Kingdom has acted as a barrier to education for generations (Crossman, 2011) but the Labour coalition government of 1997 implemented strategies, policies and legislations in an attempt to eradicate poverty that had been “increasing since the 1970’s” in the United Kingdom. Priminister Tony Blair’s government pledged to “promote work, raise incomes for families with children, and promote child welfare” and by 1999 promised to “half child poverty in 10 years” and implemented changes like National Minimum Wage and benefits or “grants” for the unemployed, additional funding for families called “child tax credits” and lowered income tax for those who were classed as “low-income workers” (Harvard University, 2009). Spending on education doubled within ten years with and as a result of these changes “lower class sizes” were implemented in primary schools along with a mandatory hour spent on each Math and English and the “extension to school hours” meant that “student well-being increased” and results for Math and English were “up” showing that government spending on education and reflection on the needs of society can wield positive results (Harvard University, 2009).

In April of 1990 the United Kingdom Signed the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (Department For Education, 2010) which came into effect in 1992 (UNICEF, 2010) which meant the United Kingdom agreed to all articles detailed within it and to protect those rights for “all children and young people (aged 17 and under)”. These rights include all children and among others detail about the “right to health and health services”, “right to education” and the “goals of education”.

The UNCRC’s Rights of the child helped reinforce the new government initiatives for lower income families in England started a “flagship Labour policy” called Sure Start was launched with the intention of increasing attainment and providing support to children, young people, and their families which in the beginning was “targeted” at the “poorest 20% wards in England” (Bouchal and Norris, 2012). In May of 1999, the Uk Government passed the Government of Wales Act which “granted the National Assembly of Wales “powers” to create “secondary legislations” including decisions and actions relating “education, housing and highways” within Wales which allowed the Welsh parliament more freedom to make some decisions on what was deemed important to Wales and following this in 2006/2007 the Flying Start program commenced in Wales that resembles England’s Sure Start program for targeting low-income households with the intention of providing the most impoverished areas of Wales with increased family support and access to health visitors, support for early language skill development or “ELD” and “quality” childcare without cost for families (Davies and Wilton, 2017). 

However, an independent valuation of educational outcomes of Flying Start finds that as a result of the foundation phase being implemented after 2012 all children were “assessed” using different “outcomes” than were required at Key Stage 1 meaning that getting accurate results of “educational attainment” as a result of Flying Start is difficult however, the report draws attention to the main catalysts to “educational attainment” are poverty, presence of SEN and the child being present in attendance (Davies and Wilton, 2017). The report also draws attention two conflicting “aims” that are imbedded within Flying Start, the first is early recognition of children with SEN meaning that a child could be reported to the school before their attendance for requiring additional help for Special Education Needs raising SEN pupil figures in school and the second “aim” is to pinpoint a child with SEN or “developmental delay” and “intervene” to help the child develop resulting if successful, with no SEN concerns being “flagged” with their school resulting in lower figures of school population of SEN (Davies and Wilton, 2017). 

This is significant because intervention at an early stage of developmental delay is believed by the National Center on Birth Defects and Developmental Disabilities, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention to improve a child’s skills and to enable the child’s needs to be met more efficiently (CDC, 2018). This is corroborated by the Singapore Medical Journal in an article named Developmental delay: identification and management at primary care level which states that to be an effective primary practitioner it is important to identify SEN students “early” as development can then be monitored and “managed” with the needs of the child and the family at the forefront. This article also brought attention to how frequently I could encounter this situation as the figure of children with varied types of developmental delay worldwide was stated in 2019 as high as 10-15% of all pre-school children (CDC, 2018) meaning this is a numerous and global issue.

In Wales, the government continues to build strategies and policies to improve the outcomes of pupils in poverty and in 2012 introduced the pupil deprivation grant to increase the educational outcomes for children who were “looked after” or entitled to free school meals or FSM as a result of individual family circumstances. In 2013 when the Welsh Government released its guidance for using the grant to its full potential the potential figure of children entitled to FSM was at one fifth of all “primary school” and means the school is allocated monies according to the numbers of pupils in receipt. 

The Bevan Foundation finds that this an a “financial” way in which to try and resolve the issue but reminds that even after increased spending on education in the UK since the afore mentioned Labor Government the “gap” in achievement has not significantly changed (Bevan Foundation, 2012). The figure according to Wales Stats of children entitled to free school meals was in 2011/2012 was 82,543 children and the most up to date figures for 2019/2020 state that there is an increase of 3,188 children on that figure which now totals 85,731 children. During the period between 2012 to 2019 there were years where the figures were less but within our current climate the situation shows children entitled to FSM has increased in Wales (Stats Wales, 2019).

The Welsh Government continue to show dedication when in 2014 Welsh government ministers authorised or “commissioned” Ipsos MORI Social Research Institute and New Policy Institute to revise the 2011 Child Poverty Strategy as the needed “direction” and advice about the “content” which was developed and called Child Poverty Strategy for Wales (Welsh Government, 2015), (Harmer, 2014). The new summary for children and young people has the UNCRC Rights of the Child at the core and details the governments drive to rid Wales of child poverty by 2020.

However, while new action to prevent poverty is taken poverty still affects families, communities, and children in their development in a multitude of ways. From an emotional perspective research by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation finds that children who grow up in a poorer environment can sometimes encounter lower levels of health and well-being of their “mother”. The development of the child can vary dependent on factors like presence of “breast feeding” or “maternal depression” and sometimes babies born in poverty can be born with a “low birth weight” (Goodman and Gregg, 2016). Maternal depression can affect the way in which a baby bonds with its mother after birth which according to a study conducted named Maternal Bonding through Pregnancy and Postnatal: Findings from an Australian Longitudinal Study finds the bonding of mothers and their babies ensures a child’s “secure attachment” which can continue “through the lifespan” of the child and “oragnises” many parts of the child’s “social-emotional development” (Allsop et al., 2017). 

Non-formal trained advisors that can offer, free information and support via groups or coffee mornings within the community at centers or at schools for new mums could help to spot signs early of depression, or other concerns in new mothers and babies and help them get the support needed when its needed as Bowlby’s Theory of Emotional attachment explains that “nurturance” from the mother and the mother / baby’s responses and interactions as a result of this helps the baby form a “secure attachment” (Cherry, 2017). Without bonding and securing paternal attachment it is believed a child’s future relationships including those at school could be “impacted” along with the child more likely to suffer “low self-esteem,” lower attainment in school and could be more vulnerable to “depression” and “anxiety” (Cherry, 2017) however, children with “secure attachments” are believed less likely to experience these effects.

From an educational perspective poverty affects the child, the child’s family, and the wider community. The Child Poverty Action Groups article called “the effects of poverty” explains that any poverty experienced during a child’s life can cause desiccation to the child’s future aspirations (Child Poverty Action group, 2017). Attitudes towards the benefits of education as the aspirations of the parents from poorer families to wealthier families can vary dramatically from 81% of wealthiest mothers hoping and preparing for their child to attend university compared to 37% of the poorest mothers. Some parents could harbor negative beliefs or biases about their own educational history or current place standing within society and subsequently pass onto a child affecting aspirations (Goodman and Gregg, 2016). Figures stated by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation show that in England from 2015/2016 of GCSE attainment 39% of children receiving FSM got grades between A*- C in English and Maths compared to 66.7% of “all other pupils” (Goodman and Gregg, 2016) which shows a child living in poverty is 40.687% less likely to achieve grades A* - C in English and Maths which highlights the significant link between low educational attainment and poverty. 

Children that I could encounter from poorer backgrounds could have unstructured homelives (Goodman and Gregg, 2016) meaning that some children could attend a class tired or hungry or both. Cases where children attended school “tired, hungry, angry and confused” were reported rising in England in 2019 by The Guardian Newspaper’s Sally Weale who reported the NEU survey response figures for practitioners of students with signs of “fatigue” as high as 78%, low concentration levels at 76% and undesirable behavior at 75% further increasing the low attainment levels for such students. Children in poverty could also feel more isolated by school events like non-school uniform days and packed lunches they receive from home as they notice and are noticed by other children as being different or not having the same (Weale, 2019).

Another area for consideration during practice is the link between child poverty and overall health, mental health and well-being of the children within my care as according to a review named Poverty and child health in the UK: using evidence for action accessible from the Archives of Disease in Childhood children who come from a lower income background are at risk of lower growth rates, lower lung capacities from secondhand smoke, infection of the blood, eyes, skin and ears known as “Pseudomonas infection” (Anwar et al., 2016). While it is important to think about the child’s mental health regarding poverty and how it can be negatively affected it is almost impossible to ignore children's whose lives are affected by their mother’s or caregivers lack of mental health or any special educational needs they may have and the way in which this would affect the relationships with the child and the community. 

Within a community that is impoverish a child could also be more vulnerable and at greater risk to incidents of crime which would put additional stress on a family unit and on relationships outside of this bracket as a result of money worries (Child Poverty Action group, 2017) this is corroborated by an article by Revise Sociology which shows the societal impact of poverty on families living in an area of depravity could be as much as “three times” more likely to experience a burglary and are “four times” as likely to experience hardships due to financial obligations like “debt” (Thompson, 2017). This type of situation could affect the child negatively as they could have “worries” or be scared about the adult’s position where poverty is concerned without a clear or adult understanding of the situation (Child Poverty Action group, 2017).

The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) formally known as the United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund describes the right to education as being one of the “most important” of all “human, cultural and social rights” and furthermore “education” has an ability to impact on “democracy, peace, tolerance, development and economic growth” (UNICEF, 2016). UNICEF state that children who “grow up impoverished” no-matter the location are less skilled and earn lower wages (UNICEF, 2014) meaning that children who grow up with a lower level of education and skill set are more likely to earn less and therefor continue to live in poverty or within low-income environments. Social justice is a “term” used to describe or explain the need for society on the whole to treat individuals “equitably” or with fairness. People who advocate for social justice believe that every person within society contains alternative “gifts” like problem solving and “resourcefulness” (Butler, 2013) they can bring to society rather than financial gain. In education this means “equity” to all students and shows the need for dedicated practitioners who can use a “diverse” student population to an advantage to add color to or “enhance leaning opportunities” and use “student backgrounds” and differences as “strengths” (Mills College, 2020).

In the United Kingdom in 2017 well before the start of the Covid-19 pandemic the percentage of people living in persistent poverty was 7.8% which according to the Office for National Statistics (Ons.gov.uk, 2017a) which equated to around 4.8 million people which when compared was more than the estimated population of Wales at that time which was 3,113,150 according to the same source (Ons.gov.uk, 2017b). Their definition of persistent poverty is “experiencing relative low income both in the current year and at least two out of the three preceding years”. However, according to UK government’s analysis of households below average income (HBAI) (Department for Work and Pensions, 2019) the number of households that were receiving an income of 60% less than the median income and therefor living in “relative low income” totaled 11.1 million people of the UK population at that time (2017/18) which shows huge discrepancy and substantial deficit of people that were actually “experiencing relative low income”. The deficit of persons recorded totaling 6.3 million people when compared to the figures from the Office for National Statistics (Ons.gov.uk, 2017a) so to conclude, we need a diverse and accurate permanent measure of poverty within the uk and the wider world that is used by all concerned to be able to truly understand the breadth and depth of the issue before we can actually address it fully but what we do know children are still in and at risk of being in poverty and that poverty feeds social exclusion and that is why poverty continues to act in a multitude of ways as a key social barrier to gaining a good education.  
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