What are the key social elements that affect Gypsy and Traveller learner’s ability to access education?

Gypsy and Travellers are one of the many ethnic groups that exist in the UK (GOV.UK, 2020a), the term Gypsy and Travellers is used to describe many groups within the ethnic minority that live by “different histories, cultures and beliefs including: Romany Gypsies, Welsh Gypsies, Scottish Gypsy Travellers and Irish Travellers …, ‘New’ (Age) Travellers and Occupational Travellers” (Cromarty, 2019, p.4). According to the 2011 Census, “63,000 people in the UK identified themselves as members of these groups” (Cromarty, 2019, p.4). However, this figure is estimated to be closer to 200,000, which is considerably higher (Minority Rights Group International, 2020).

Furthermore, the 2011 census revealed that “60% of Gypsy or Irish Travellers over the age of 16 have no qualifications…[compared] to 23% of residents in England and Wales” (ONS, 2014). Worryingly just like the population of Gypsy and Travellers, the number of individuals without qualifications is also likely to be higher. This evidence indicates that there is a clear issue in terms of their ability to access education in comparison to other ethnic groups within the UK. 

Gypsy and Traveller parents are stereotypically viewed by many as having little interest in education due to low attainment levels and high unemployment, however, this is not necessarily the case (UK Parliament, 2019). Many Gypsy and Traveller parents recognise that education plays a much bigger role in today’s society (M Myers), and understand that a lack a basic literacy and numeracy skills puts their children at a disadvantage, especially in terms of employability in wider society (Lloyd and McCluskey, 2008). As a result of this not all but many are becoming more interested in the idea of formal education, but this changing attitude is very much based on experience and therefore fragile (Lloyd and McCluskey, 2008). This essay is going to explore what social elements impact Gypsy and Traveller attitudes towards education, and what can be done to prevent any negative experiences and provide them with the equity that they are entitled to. 

Firstly, a significant social element that creates a barrier to Gypsy and Traveller children accessing education is the discrimination they have faced since the fifteenth century (Minority Rights Group International, 2020). Despite Gypsy and Travellers being one of the many ethnic groups listed under the 2010 Equality Act, which aims to legally protect people against racial discrimination in the “workplace and wider society” (Cromarty, 2019, p. 5). Many Gypsy and Travellers continue to fall victim to racial discrimination and unlike other ethnic groups it is not only visible but widely accepted (Cromarty, 2019). 

According to an article published by The Guardian “70% of Gypsies and Travellers had experienced discrimination in education” (McDonagh, 2017). Gypsy and Traveller children can experience a range of racially motivated bullying, including physical, emotional and psychological bullying such as name calling (e.g. Gypo, Smelly, Pikey), social exclusion by peers, derogative and prejudice opinions and attitudes based on the stereotypes and assumptions associated with their culture etc (McDonagh, 2017; Cemlyn et al, 2009). What is even more concerning is that those who reported facing discrimination in education, also claimed that teachers displayed discriminatory behaviour towards Gypsy and Traveller children and often overlooked bullying where they were the victims, however, retaliation from Gypsy and Traveller children is one of the primary reasons as to why they are excluded despite the initial bullying being ignored (McDonagh, 2017; Cemylyn et al, 2009). 

According to government figures Gypsy and Travellers had the highest rates of both permanent and temporary school exclusions, between 2017 and 2018 (GOV.UK, 2020b). This not only indicates a lack of inclusion of Gypsy and Travellers in schools, but also represents a form of racial discrimination and is a clear indicator that more needs to be done to prevent such high exclusion rates, as this will contribute to the low attainment rates achieved (Travellers Times, 2016). As it is this lack of inclusion, bullying and poor responses from schools and racial discrimination that damage already fragile attitudes towards education and add to parents anxieties regarding the safety, security and wellbeing of their children and often lead to Gypsy and Traveller parents to taking their children out of school (Cemlyn et al,2009). 

Another significant social element that creates a barrier to Gypsy and Traveller children accessing education is their culture and values. According to a report carried out by Fensham-Smith (2014), the number of Gypsy and Traveller children registered for secondary education significantly decreases after they reach the end of primary education, and similarly absenteeism increases. Whilst Gypsy and Traveller parents value their child’s education, many take their children out of school after they have completed primary education and very few go onto secondary or higher education, instead they will receive home education. If not as a result of the discrimination they have or fear they will face, it is most definitely related to cultural reasons (UK Parliament, 2019). 

In terms of cultural reasons, Gypsy and Traveller parents will take their children out of education at a young age because in their culture children are viewed as adults “shortly after making the transition to secondary school” (Myers et al, 2010, p.538). This means that children in Gypsy and Traveller communities are expected to take on the traditional adult roles. These roles vary based on gender, for boys this means going to work with their fathers as traditionally it is the men that go to work and bring in the income, whilst the girls will be taught by their mothers on how to run a household effectively such as how to cook, clean and take care of the family, which is ultimately the typical domestic housewife role (Fensham-Smith, 2014). Which in terms of gender inequality is very unfair, as this means that Gypsy and Traveller girls and women are oppressed by their culture as this domestic housewife role that they are expected to fulfil – which many people have tried to eradicate – preventing them from receiving an education, and as a result the opportunity to develop a career and earn an income for themselves, leaving them completely dependent on their fathers and husbands. The difficulty being that these gender based adult roles have been embedded in their culture for many years and something that they accept and live by, which doesn’t just prevent access to education after primary school, but also makes it extremely difficult to overcome. 

As far as some Gypsy and Traveller communities are concerned, education refers to the acquisition of basic numeracy and literacy skills, which children obtain through primary school, from that point on they consider them to be sufficiently educated and therefore no need to attend secondary school. As an alternative, they believe that from this point on home education is best as it means that children can learn practical skills which support their adult roles and are regarded as more important and valuable to Gypsy and Traveller communities than secondary education (Fensham-Smith, 2009). The issue here is that basic numeracy and literacy skills among adult Gypsy and Travellers are considerably lower than the national average, therefore the quality of home education for children is likely to be poor as well as educational attainment (Cemlyn et al, 2009). Unfortunately, there are very few regulations around home education that can prevent this either as all you need to ensure is that you obtain permission from the local council and that the education is provided on a full-time basis, however, you “do not have to follow the national curriculum” (GOV.UK, 2020c). 

Furthermore, according to Cemlyn et al (2009) Gypsy and Travellers believe that “secondary education, is both unnecessary in relation to Gypsies and Travellers’ employment patterns and as undermining cultural cohesion” (p.99), and one thing in particular that contributes to both of these aspects is the curriculum. Many Gypsy and Travellers feel as though their language, culture and history is rejected in schools and unlike other cultures, it is not represented in the school curriculum (UK Parliament, 2019). 

Families have anxieties around the teaching of relationships, sex education, alcohol and drugs (Fensham-Smith, 2014). These subjects are taboo in Gypsy and Traveller communities and they believe that secondary schools expose children to them, which goes against their morals and values. To prevent parents taking children out of education for this reason, it would be useful to give Gypsy and Traveller parents the option to withdraw children from the teaching of these subjects for cultural reasons. 

Additionally, this idea that secondary education is useless in terms of employment patterns that Gypsy and Travellers follow is another issue that prevents children from accessing education. To overcome this, the curriculum needs to be adapted to compliment theses employment patterns, so that Gypsy and Traveller families can see the benefit of their children attending secondary school. The types of employment that Gypsy and Travellers are most likely to uptake are Elementary Occupations which include “farm workers, process plant workers, cleaners or service staff…, [or in] Skilled Trades…[which] includes farmers and those working in electrical and building trades” (Cromarty, 2019, p.69-70). This tells us that the acquisition of practical skills through the provision of “vocational and work-based learning” (Bhopal, 2010), would be more useful for Gypsy and Traveller children. 

Initiatives such as the “Learning Pathways 14 -19” (p.1) put forward by the Welsh Government (Welsh Assembly Government, 2004), is increasing the vocational opportunities available for children in secondary education, which will provide them with qualifications that help them to achieve future occupations by increasing their educational attainment and employability prospects, without affecting the adult roles they are expected to fulfil within their Gypsy and Traveller communities. For example, vocational courses in mechanics or agriculture mean that boys could receive qualifications which could lead to jobs that allows them to bring in income to support their families, and an income that has the possibility of being higher due to the additional qualifications they have achieved. Whilst girls who choose to fulfil their typical adult roles within the home, could still take vocational courses in subjects like health and social care and catering. As this will provide them with additional knowledge to support the health and wellbeing of their children and provide them with better literacy and numeracy skills to support their education (e.g. they will be able to help their children with their homework), whilst also providing them with qualifications that would help them get a job if they choose to do so. That being said it is vitally important that Gypsy and Traveller children who attend secondary education and are looking to take A-levels and then go on to higher education, are encouraged to do so (Derrington and Kendall, 2004; Bhopal, 2010; Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). Through doing this, it ensures that the curriculum also suits Gypsy and Traveller ways of life which could mean that parents are more inclined to keep their children in secondary education. 

Furthermore, another cultural factor that affects Gypsy and Traveller children attending school is mobility. Whilst most Gypsy and Travellers are settled, some still travel for work commitments and “cultural events such as traditional horse fairs” (Derrington and Kendall, 2004, p.45) and weddings. Despite the fact that Gypsy and Travellers can dual-register their children in schools so that they can still attend formal education whilst travelling. It still has a negative effect on their learning as it will be interrupted, and frequently moving schools makes it difficult to track and support progression (Fensham-Smith, 2014; Derrington and Kendall, 2004; UK Parliament 2019; Cromarty, 2019).

In conclusion, a lack of understanding of Gypsy and Traveller culture, values, morals and language within schools can lead to discrimination and bulling towards children. Gypsy and Traveller families also feel that it can undermine their cultural identities and lead their children to adopt different values and ways of life that conform with those of mainstream society and go against their own. This fear of discrimination and children losing their cultural identities through exposure to taboo subjects and a curriculum that is “unnecessary in relation to Travellers employment patterns” (Cemlyn et al, 2009), are significant factors as to why children are removed from schools. Whilst many initiatives are in place which aim to increase Gypsy and Traveller children’s ability to access education, it is clear that many barriers including discrimination and cultural factors still exist. However, continuing to take steps such as educating peers and teachers in school about Gypsy and Traveller culture, traditions and history, enforcing stricter policies in schools to ensure that all staff and pupils are aware that any prejudice, racial discrimination or bullying is unacceptable and will not be tolerated, making changes to the curriculum so that more vocational subjects are available to support the career patterns and provide the skills that Gypsy and Travellers need, providing additional support to children to prevent them from falling behind and building better relationships with the Gypsy and Traveller communities. Will all help to gain the trust of Gypsy and Traveller families, and reduce the anxieties they have towards formal education, and ultimately make it more accessible for Gypsy and Traveller children. Unfortunately, prejudice against Gypsy and Travellers has been deeply rooted and internalised by many people and institutions within mainstream society and until this changes, they are going to feel threatened and concerned for their children’s safety. However, if any institution within society can change this it is the education system. Prejudice and stereotypical views are often a result of a lack of knowledge, if the education system can teach new generations of the culture and history of Gypsy and Travellers in a positive way opinions will begin to and eventually change so that they are accepted the same way in which other ethnic groups are (Cemlyn et al, 2009; Welsh Assembly Government, 2008; Derrington and Kendall, 2004; Myers et al, 2010; Fensham-Smith, 2014). 
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