Social Inclusion & Equality
What are the key social elements that affect a pupil’s ability to access education?
Social exclusion is a tough process in which a person, as well as their peers, community and environment, may be suffering a lack of resources which are vital for being a functioning member of society (Pierson, 2005). Social exclusion is the root cause of a pupil being unable to access education and can be caused by a number of factors. In the author’s own research and through lectures, great interest was taken in special educational needs in schools and how an individual’s needs may impact their access to education. More specifically, the area of special educational needs in the form of physical disability was found to be particularly interesting, because it is an area that the author lacked some knowledge in. During a lecture, the author was shown a video by disability charity Scope which discussed the social model of disability. In this video, Broadcaster Mike Scarlet stated “I am disabled by the world around me, and if the world was more accessible, I would be less disabled, then I would be left with my impairment.” This statement seems to be very considerate towards how the world could be manipulated to suit people of all abilities, not just able-bodied people. Additionally, reading into case studies and legislation for support and inclusion for individuals with a disability was found to be extremely helpful in providing further knowledge on the issues surrounding the social exclusion some may face, for example the Special Education Needs and Disability Act 2001. The author’s own research will shared in this essay, as well as how they have given a new perspective on how special educational needs exclusion is a factor which could gravely affect a pupil’s access to education.
In a survey completed in 2018-19, it was found that 14.1 million individuals have a disability in the UK, and of this number, 1 in 3 felt there is a lot of disability discrimination. Disability can have a major impact on an individual’s life, particularly at a young age as one may not know how to deal with the prejudice they may face over a factor they cannot control. An example of this taking place is the case of Lee Buniak, a six-year-old boy with learning difficulties who faced exclusion from his primary school Christmas play through disability discrimination. He was also uninvited to school trips, and was not given a full-time class assistant after the school was given the funds to appoint one. Buniak also was stopped from being in a class photograph due to his disability (BBC News, 2003). In court, the school was told to give a written apology to both Lee and his mother, and put its staff through training for disability equality. They were also asked to revise the policy they withheld towards disabled pupils. (Daily Mail, 2003). His situation was taken through court, and was broadcasted by BBC news. It certainly shed some light onto the discrimination disabled people, specifically children, were facing.
In Lee’s case, the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 was broken. The act was the first of its kind for action against disability discrimination, and led to protection against discrimination in many areas; Education being one. It also prevented victimization, and made it compulsory for workplaces change any aspect of the premises which may put a disabled employee at a disadvantage. (Lewis, 2020). The legislation which stands in place of the Disability Discrimination Act today is the Equality Act 2010 across the UK, which covers many social elements as well as disability. 
Another notable piece of legislation which helped to combat discrimination towards disability is the Special Education Needs and Disability Act 2001. It was an extension of the Disability Discrimination Act from 1995, reinforcing the prevention of victimization and protection against discrimination.
The Equality Act 2010 provides legal protection from being discriminated against in society as a whole, for example in schools and the workplace (Gov. Equalities Office & Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2013). It was created in order to replace previous protection laws, so that all information could be found under one single act. The Equality Act protects people who fall under nine different characteristics, these being: age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage and civil partnership, race, religion or belief, sex, pregnancy/maternity, and sexual orientation. It gives people who may have these characteristics the chance to be protected by discrimination, but also to be able to challenge discrimination they might face.
There is no doubt that disability, whether it be physical or mental, can be a social element that affects a pupil’s access to education. The UNESCO Salamanca Statement 1994 was formed to reinforce the idea that no matter what difficulties a child may have, all children should be able to learn together. (UNESCO, 2020). The statement particularly states that mainstream schools which are inclusive to all individuals are the most effective when it comes to defeating discrimination. They will also manage to give most children a sufficient education, and can benefit the school in both a cost-effective and efficient way. It calls for children with special educational needs to be able to attend a ‘regular’ school, and the school should adapt to suit the child’s needs (UNESCO 1994). 
However, before the UNESCO statement there was a lot of history regarding the schooling of children with special educational needs. In 1918, newly formed local education authorities (LEAs) were made to provide education for children with disabilities, resulting in six schools which were specific to these children. (Gillard, D, 2018). Following this, the 1944 Education Act made it so that LEAs had to make sure secondary and primary schools were to make provision for pupils with disabilities, therefore calling for these pupils to be implemented into mainstream schools. This act also meant that schools had to give treatment for disability wherever necessary, and inform parents if they were unaware (Gillard, D, 2018). Mainstream schools have not always been the immediate option for disabled pupils, they previously were made to attend special schools, regardless of how severe their needs were. This would effectively exclude the pupils socially, and would not help to prevent discrimination against them.
Models of Disability
Models of disability are often used to display the impact disability has on the individual. The medical model is said to be seen as an issue that affects the individual personally; What is wrong with them. This can create low expectations and lost independence (Scope, 2018). The social model however contrasts this, suggesting that society works against people with disabilities and shows no consideration towards them in the design of aspects of society. The world around them makes them disabled. Although the social model is the desired outlook on society’s adaptations for disabled people, it seems the medical model often overpowers this due to the lack of understanding of the needs of disabled people (Fatoye, C et al, 2018). An example of the social model in action is where a building may not have a ramp or lift, but has only stairs. This would cause a disabled person who may use a wheelchair to be faced with a problem, and be unable to do something someone without a disability would be able to do. The medical model would see this issue as a problem for the individual in the wheelchair, however the social model recognizes that this would need to be adapted to make the premises suitable for all. This example further supports the idea that the social exclusion a disabled person may face due to their disability can lead to a pupil to be unable to access education. In referring back to the previous mentioned case of Lee Buniak, it seems he also faced issues with the medical model. Buniak was not given a full-time support worker, when his school was given funding to get one. This would have hindered his ability to succeed to the best of his ability in school, and furthermore may have caused Lee to be disabled by his surrounding environment. The medical model in his case would state that his disability was his problem, which should not affect his peers. (Scope, 2018).
Physical disabilities are not the only reason why a child may face social exclusion in education. They may also struggle to access education due to not having English as a first language and as of January 2020, it was found that 21.3% of primary school pupils speak English as an additional language (Gov.uk 2020). This can be a special educational need, requiring the pupil to need a classroom assistant however school still may be a struggle for pupils who struggle with English as they may be excluded by peers on the school yard. These pupils may also be susceptible to undiagnosed learning difficulties such as dyslexia, if their family do not speak English. But how can schools make adjustments for pupils with English as an additional language (EAL)? Firstly, pupils with EAL can be supported through the use of images and other visual resources during classwork. They can also be encouraged to work one on one with other pupils, and within this could be encouraged to partake in roleplay activities. (Drummond, C, 2014). Another way to prevent social exclusion and help an EAL pupil’s access to education is through effective communication between parents and school (Bailey, L et al, 2021). This would help to build trust between teachers and parents, as well as allowing the child to break down language barriers and develop each language sufficiently. Social exclusion between EAL pupils and the rest of their peers could certainly be prevented through educating teachers on how to make their lessons inclusive and considerate regarding what they teach to their EAL students, making adjustments through language used, and providing support if needed. A lot of the time these teachers have positive beliefs attached to the students and may believe they can perform just as well as other pupils, but may be unable to portray the beliefs due to a lack of time they are able to dedicate to supporting the EAL pupils. (Barnes et al, 2019).
As an additional example, pupils with autism and other autism spectrum disorders (ASD) can also be subject to limited access to education. The UK’s education legislation calls for special educational needs pupils to be put into mainstream schools in order to support integration into mainstream society. Often pupils with mild special educational needs are able to get through mainstream school with a small amount of support. Separate schools specialized in special educational needs are often an option for pupils who may have more significant needs, but it is believed that mainstream schools could take aspects of features that specialized schools have to make their environment more inclusive for all. (McAllister et al, 2016). In the UK it is found that 700,000 people are on the autistic spectrum, (Autism.org, 2020) and 12% of pupils in England have special educational needs. (Gov.uk, 2020). This suggests that many individuals have likely been a victim of social exclusion in schools due to not having the support they might need. But how can adjustments be made to support pupils with autism in being able to access adequate education?
Making changes to support access to education
In looking more specifically at supporting physical disability and pupils with ASD, access to education can be severely obstructed. How can this be helped? For students with a physical disability, it may mean installing ramps or lifts to be used rather than stairs. Though laws state that schools must not put disabled pupils at a disadvantage and should not blatantly ignore their accessibility needs, schools are not legally obliged to make immediate changes to suit pupils who may in a wheelchair. This is legislation that should be studied and reconsidered to prevent wheelchair-using pupils from being discriminated against in their own school environment. (Godfrey, L, 2019). In addition to these adjustments, changes could be made in order to support pupils with disabilities such as visual impairments. Pupils could be supported by being given resources available in braille, or in audio format, and also by creating more open spaces for them when moving around to prevent trip hazards. (Godfrey, L, 2019).
Pupils with autism or any other related disability may also require a different type of support when in school. Though sometimes difficult to maintain in mainstream schools, adjustments can be made to suit those who may need extra help when learning. Keeping a subdued environment for the child is an important way to prevent any distraction or discomfort. Additionally, keeping a routine in the classroom is important. In doing this, the pupil may understand what is expected of them, whether it be regarding the work they are producing, or just through the school’s behaviour expectations. It is also important to avoid non-literal language in the classroom, as sometimes it can be hard to understand and they are at times unable to interpret language such as metaphors and sarcasm. (Robertson, S, 2016).
ASD pupils can also often be supported through a separate unit located in the school. Upon looking into schools located in Wales, a school that offers a range of additional learning needs support networks is Cwmtawe Community School, which is a secondary school in South Wales. On their website, they offer support for special educational needs varying from dyslexia and ASD, to more able and talented (MAT) pupils in the school. Additionally, the school can provide smaller scale teaching groups, and also additional numeracy and literacy help for those who may need it through years 7 to 9. For pupils who may have learning difficulties such as dyslexia, the school offers specialist teaching facilities and teaching assistants to help pupils during mainstream classes. The school also have similar facilities for ASD pupils, providing a facility they can attend whenever they so wish. Pupils with additional learning needs have access to the facility at all times in the school day, whereas mainstream pupils do not. Upon viewing the school’s able and talented policy, it seems they identify their MAT pupils through a range of strategies, such as through tests, class results, performance reviews and transition information from previous schools. This manages to maintain an unbiased result to provide the required support needed to help to pupils to excel. The school provides many different ways that pupils can use to reach their full potential. For example, they offer the opportunity to work with older learners in some subjects, setting tasks of responsibility, as well as extra revision sessions and subject specific skills days. (Cwmtawe Community School, n.d.)
As an extension of this research, another exemplar school was found. At times, a mainstream school will not provide for the pupil’s needs during their time in school. Meadowbank School in Cardiff is a primary special school, specializing in a wide range of additional learning needs. Previously, the school primarily supported pupils with complex learning needs as well as developmental language disorders, but now also admits pupils with autism, downs syndrome and physical needs too. In this school, it seems that the child’s access to education is given priority, irrespective of their disability. They offer a range of support networks similarly to the previous school, for example they advertise “bespoke small group learning” and a calm environment to work in. Meadowbank also offer interactive activity with teachers, using ICT and other visual and hands-on activities. As well as keeping the pupil’s education in mind, adaptations to support the child’s motor development are made, for example a soft play area and outdoor play areas. (Hardy, C, 2020). The school also feature their policies on their website, including a Special Needs and Inclusion Policy. In this policy, the school states its aim is to help children to learn effectively whilst simultaneously remaining an open and caring space for them. The children will have access to a flexible curriculum suited to their needs, all the while communicating with parents and school governors to make sure their work is beneficial to the child’s full potential. 
Special educational needs schools are incredibly vital when aiding a child’s ability to access education. Meadowbank school is only one of the 1,257 special schools in the UK (BESA.org, 2019) and there are endless advantages to these schools for not only the pupils involved, but the parents of the pupils too. Links between educators and parents are often much closer in specialised schools, in order to provide consistency and full support in caring for and helping pupils. Additionally, the children are often surrounded by peers with similar needs. This might reduce issues with not feeling like they fit in, and giving them a sense of normalcy when being able to relate to their classmates. (goodschoolsguide.co.uk, n.d.).
Ultimately, disability can be a barrier to a pupil’s education in many ways, regardless of whether it is a physical or hidden disability. Support systems such as school networks and charity action can help bring the issue of reduced access to education to light, and will improve social inclusion in education. Social inclusion is defined by the United Nations as “the process by which efforts are made to ensure equal opportunities” (un.org). In using this definition in the situation of access to education, this means adapting and making changes to suit all individuals, regardless of ability, to ensure they excel in education. Lee Buniak’s case of discrimination due to his learning difficulties shows us that discrimination particularly against disability is, though protected by legislation, something that can happen in schools through ignorance and miseducation. It also gave an indication towards the impact of the models of disability, whereby Buniak was affected by the medical model which suggested his disability was his issue. Disability is a social element which deeply affects a pupil’s access to education, and though the pupil’s rights are often protected through legislation, discrimination can still occur. This can lead to reduced confidence and can have a general negative impact on school life, which can be prevented through the use of improved accessibility, improved education for others about supporting those with disabilities, and improvements on current legislation. Educating specifically other pupils without a disability on how to act and how they can support others with a disability is the first step towards eradicating negative attitudes and improving their access to education (Scope, 2018). A way of approaching this in a school setting is through guest speakers in classrooms or school assemblies, reinstating the idea that prejudice and stereotyping must be prevented and teaching other pupils how they can support their peers with disabilities.
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