What are the key social elements that impact on a learner’s ability to access education?

There are a variety of social elements which could act like barriers to an individual’s education or their ability to access education. This could be the case for anyone regardless of age. Education in the United Kingdom is split across five stages which range from early years up to higher education, and it is all of these five stages which could be impacted due to these social elements. (Education systems in the UK) This essay is going to identify and focus on these different social elements and look into what is being done at present to help overcome these impacts and what could be done in the future to reduce the impact these social elements are having on a learner’s ability to access education even further. 

A social element which could act like a barrier in accessing education is Poverty. 
Poverty is defined by the Welsh Government as “a long-term state of not having sufficient resources to afford food, reasonable living conditions or amenities to participate in activities that are taken for granted by others in society”. (Tackling child poverty in Wales, 2012) 

Living in poverty isn’t a reason on its own to stop an individual from accessing education, however poverty brings many issues which could make it more difficult for someone to access education and achieve good educational attainment. (Poverty and Education,2018) Education is thought to be the key way in escaping poverty however poverty is the biggest barrier in doing well in education. (Scientific Learning, 2016) Low educational attainment and poverty link hand in hand and works as a vicious circle. If an individual has low educational attainment, it will be harder for them to escape a life of poverty. 
The main aspect that comes from living in poverty which could impact education, is the lack of money. Even though schools in the United Kingdom are free of charge, there are many extra costs which relate to being in education. It is these additional costs which may take a negative effect on education. For example, school uniform is a major cost which needs to be addressed even before a child begins school. It is then an on-going cost throughout a child’s school life. In research carried out by the Irish League of Credit Unions, approximately seventy percent of parents believed that paying for school uniform is a financial burden. (BBC news, 2015) According to information within a BBC news article from 2015, on average, parents of primary school children spend approximately £96 every time their child needs a new uniform and parents of secondary school children spend approximately £180. (BBC news, 2015) 
Other expenses related to being in school could include school dinners, school trips, after school clubs and extra curriculum activities. Many households living in poverty would be unable to achieve these additional costs and therefore many children will suffer. (poverty and education, 2018)
Another element as a result of poverty which could lead to failing in education is the lack of resources and technology at home to help with studies. This could include lack of appropriate work areas at home, lack of appropriate stationary and the lack of a computer. For example, according to a BBC news article in 2013, when looking at the poorest households in society, 29% had no access to a computer and 36% had a computer but no access to the internet. (BBC news, 2013) Individuals without these resources at home can be penalise in education as it may result in not completing homework tasks or home research to a good standard. (Tes, 2017) 
The health and well-being of an individual in education could be another element as a result of living in poverty. Many households in poverty experience poor living conditions, poor housing standards, lack of food or nutritious food, damp living conditions and poor hygiene. According to the Educational Institute of Scotland (EIS), teachers revealed concerns regarding the health of pupils in poverty due to lack of food, poor nutrition and damp living conditions. These could all result in poor attainment at school and numerous absences due to being ill. In a few cases, some pupils had admitted to their teachers that they enjoy coming to school due to it being warm opposed to being at home. (Tes, 2017) 
Also, the number of children arriving at school hungry and suffer from poverty related mental and physical health problems are increasing, which is making it harder for them to learn effectively. (Education Editor, 2011) The EIS also believes that children are more likely to miss school due to feeling ashamed with the way they look or feel. (Tes, 2017) This could have a detrimental effect on the child’s educational attainment if it was something that happened on a regular basis. 
Poverty doesn’t just affect children in primary and secondary school, it can also be a barrier to adolescents and adults from accessing or succeeding at further education such as college and university. Many individuals leave school without progressing onto college or university. This is likely to be due to the need to look for paid work to help support themselves or their families. Also, many feel they are not suitable to progress on further. (Education editor, 2011) In an article by the Independent newspaper, a lecturer from a college in England believed that there had been a big change in attitude regarding higher education and that many individuals feel that it is beyond their ‘economic reach’ to study in college and further. (Independent, 2011)
Those who do manage to go to college however also face numerous barriers due to poverty. Many individuals go the whole day in college without food due to lack of money, skip days due to not having money for bus fare (Independent, 2011) and fall behind on assignments due to lack of computer equipment at home or possibly due to a part time job taking up all free time.
There are a variety of things in place by the UK and Welsh Government to try and tackle the barriers to education that poverty is having on individuals. These include, free school meals for children in low income households (Npt.gov.uk, 2018), free breakfast clubs, grants for schools with children from deprived households such as the pupil deprivation grant (Gov.wales, 2018), school uniform grants, educational maintenance allowance for welsh college Students and grants for students in university. (Npt.gov.uk, 2018)
To tackle the impact poverty has on education even further, it would be a good idea for the government to rethink some of the schemes on offer to ensure more people can access the help on offer. For example, the cut-off to receive free school meals is £16,190 (Npt.gov.uk, 2018), meaning that someone with a household income of just over would miss out but could still be in poverty and unable to pay for school dinners. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Being part of a minority group in society can also have an impact on a learner’s ability to access education. Minority groups are defined by Collins dictionaries as being “a subordinate group whose members have significantly less control or power over their lives than members of a dominant or majority group”. (collinsdictionary.com, 2018) This means that they are a smaller group living within a much bigger society of other groups. Minority groups could include different races, colours, nationalities and sexualities. (Law Review Articles, 2018) (Counselling-directory.org.uk, 2018)
Gypsies and Travellers are a minority group who according to Estyn, are considered to be one of the most marginalised and socially excluded groups within England and Wales. (Estyn, 2011). They face barriers regarding accessing education due to their beliefs and culture where they believe that formal education is not to be a priority and that their education takes place through family and community life. (O’Hanlon, 2010) (Guardian, 2009) 
In 2009, out of the approximate 300,000 gypsies and travellers living within the United Kingdom, one third had no fixed residence due to constantly moving around the country. Because of this, many children would face a very disruptive education due to attending numerous schools while on their travels around. As a result, many of the children would finish education being close to illiterate, unable to tell the time and having unclear speech. (Education of gypsy traveller learners, 2005) 
In 2013 for Wales, only 12.3% of Gypsies and travellers achieved level 2 standard compared to 51.2% of all pupils. (Gypsy and Traveller education, 2014)

The other two thirds of gypsy and traveller children live within permanent houses and attended school more regular however often find themselves to be targets of bullying and discrimination by other pupils or are not fully engaged while at school due to morals and beliefs within their culture about school being a waste of time. According to a personal experience story in an article by the guardian, the siblings mentioned would face bullying and be in ‘floods of tears’ on a daily basis while as school due to bullying and discrimination by other pupils. (the Guardian, 2009)

The school leavers age for gypsy and travellers is extremely low compared to non-traveller children in the UK and in many cases, most children would finish their education by the time they reached the end of primary school. This is because within their belief, it is normal for girls to many young and start their own families and for boys to go to work to earn a living. (the Guardian, 2009) According to a survey carried out by Estyn, gypsies and travellers are very unlikely to attend school after year 6. It also suggests that the individuals who do move onto secondary school suffer from low attainment levels and therefore cannot cope with the work load and struggle in most subjects. (Education of gypsy traveller learners, 2005) 

There are also a variety of things in place by the UK and Welsh government to try and tackle the barriers to education that result from being part of a minority group, such as being a gypsy or traveller is having on individuals. For gypsies and travellers, these include amendments to the Education Act, a minimum of 200 hours over a 12-month period in which a child must attend school (or the parent will face a fine), designated traveller education services and designated education officers. (National association of travellers, 2018) These are all in place to try and ensure that children are receiving a basic education. (Attendance advice, 2008)

Another social element which could be a barrier to accessing education is having a disability. According to the family resources survey for 2015-2016 released by the UK Government, there are approximately 13.3 million people registered as disabled in the UK, which works out as almost one in every five people. (Dlf.org.uk, 2018) Individuals with disabilities are just as entitled to access education as someone who doesn’t, however there are a variety of factors which may make this difficult for a disabled person.

First of all, lack of funding available within the educational sector is a major problem. Children and adults suffering from both physical and mental disabilities may need extra support while in the classroom such as a one-to-one teaching assistant. However, due to numerous cuts to school’s budgets in previous years, there is a decrease in the amount of teaching assistance roles on offer in schools. For example, an article by the guardian in 2017 explains how a primary school in England had given a third of all 50 of its teaching assistants redundancy notices due to a £120,000 cut from the UK government. (Abrams, 2017) In this case, it meant that a boy with down syndrome who needed full day help from a teaching assistant would be left without the vital support he needed. (Abrams, 2017) Without the support of one-to-one teaching assistants in the classroom, many children and young adults with disabilities would struggle with succeeding academically. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Individuals with disabilities may also struggle to access education due to physical inaccessibility. This could include lack of ramps to get into buildings, lack of lifts to get onto upper floors, non-automatic doors, lack of disabled toilet facilities and a lack of suitable transport to get to and from school. (Ontario human rights commission, 2018) As well as lack of suitable transportation being a barrier to physically access school, this could also be due to lack of funding by the local council or UK Government. (Ontario human rights commission, 2018)

Individuals with disabilities may also struggle to access education due to negative attitudes and discrimination from other students, teachers and even parents who may lack knowledge or empathy about disabilities. (Ontario human rights commission, 2018) This may mean that some individuals may physically not want to attend the education setting due to the upset and abuse they may be faced with on a daily basis. 

There are also a variety of things in place by the UK and Welsh government to try and tackle the barriers to education that disabilities can have on individuals. These could include schools making necessary changes and adaptions such as adding ramp access and adding disabled friendly toilets, adapting the way in which pupils are assessed such as sitting exams in a small empty room rather than a full exam hall and providing extra support and aids to help with day to day life such as specialist teaching assistants and specialist equipment such as slopped tables to make writing easier and providing laptops to use if unable to write comfortably. (Gov.uk, 2018)

To sum up, there are a variety of social elements which could have a negative impact on an individual’s ability to access education effectively. Some of these include coming from a background of poverty, being part of a minority group or having a disability. Even though an individual may be faced with these barriers, everyone should feel entitled to access education and nothing should get in their way. As mentioned, there are a variety of things in place to help tackle these barriers but there is much more that could be done to help. However, this may be difficult due to lack of funding available in the education budget.  
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