

Key social elements that affect a pupil’s ability to access education. 

Education is a basic human right, yet whether we like it or not there are many things that affect a pupil’s ability to access education. Social inclusion is massively important, social inclusion is defined by word bank as “Social inclusion is the process of improving the terms on which individuals and groups take part in society” or more specifically “improving the ability, opportunity, and dignity of those disadvantaged on the basis of their identity” To be “socially included” means people are accepted for who they are, they experience a sense of belonging.  People who are socially included are more likely to be happier and healthier. All education settings should be socially inclusive, accessible to everyone; however, we know this definitely is not the case and there are many barriers to education.

I think this is massively important in relation to education, I have personally experienced throughout my time working in mainstream education and special needs education settings children’s access to education affected for different reasons. I am going to focus on how pupil’s ability to education is affected firstly by ALN, additional learning needs and physical illness and how this affects pupil’s ability to access education and also the education they receive, secondly poverty and low income and how this can affect pupil’s attendance to school and concentration, and coronavirus, and how the multiple lockdowns in recent months have affected pupil’s ability to access education and how they were taught.
I am firstly going to explore how ALN affect pupils’ access to education. The most common type of “SEN” (special educational need) reported in wales according to the 2019 census was General learning difficulties, followed by behavioural, emotional and social difficulties and them speech, language and communication difficulties. 22.2 percent of pupils were reported in this census to have ALN but only 12.7 had statements of SEN. I worked in a residential school for children with autism and feel I have seen those children’s education affected. ALN is defined on gov. wales as “A learner has ALN if he or she has a learning difficulty or disability which calls for additional learning provision (ALP)”. I believe children with ALN ability to access education is definitely impacted. I have seen first-hand children removed from mainstream schools and placed into “specialist” schools, but the argument is, is this the right thing?

Many “units” are being made in mainstream schools. This is the case in a primary school in Swansea including the school I currently work in, and although you could argue this is better than a specialist placement, the children are very much kept away from the other ‘neurotypical’ children. This massively affects their ability to be a part of society and interact with others, these children will possibly struggle later on in life to find jobs live independently and be a part of society because they have been kept isolated from other children.
I feel that children are moved to specialist units because their needs don’t meet that of what’s currently provided in schools, but why are children with ALN expected to meet what we offer, why aren’t we making adjustments to make what we offer suitable for all.  As well as ALN I have seen many children who display challenging behaviour and are possibly seen as “disruptive” excluded on multiple occasions, and refired to PRU’s pupil referral units, these pupils are then taught in these units rather than mainstream schools, often this is because without a diagnosis of ALN schools are not given extra funded so are therefore reluctant to put into place additional support for these children.
Children who are forced to access specialist schools are taught differently to children in mainstream schools, the specialist school I worked at children of age of up to 18 where taught nursery level skills, whereas I believe many of these pupils where capable of much more than this. Some of the pupils I supported where taught in their flat in the residential unit, rather than accessing classrooms and seeing other pupils, this massively impacted their social skills. A prime reason for delayed specialist education is delayed funding very often placements are granted or denied particularly in residential specialist settings based on budgetary considerations rather than consideration of pupils needs and abilities. Post-secondary education is also highly complex.
The additional learning needs transformation program is an act bought out by welsh government and it includes replacing the terms “SEN” special education needs and “LDD” learning disabilities or difficulties with “ALN” addition learning needs, this program requires and child with ALN despite severity is required to have a “IDP” individual development plan and will receive support called additional learning provision “IDP” this will be set out in their individual learning plan. This is different to England’s approach, England uses “EHCPs”, education health and care plans, however these are only put in place for those with complex or severe needs. Therefor those in England with less severe ALN, are slipping through net with no specific support plan in place.
Physical illness can also be a massive barrier to education, I work in a primary school, next year I am going to be based working with a child who has missed over 18 months of education due to having cancer. I will be supporting him to catch up with the other children in his class, see what areas he needs support in but most importantly ensuring he has fun and is able to enjoy being back in. school and spend lots of time socialising with his friends and teachers. Lack of ramps, lifts and other specialist equipment can also be a barrier, whilst schools are obligated to provide this it can take long periods of time, lifts can often be broken or out of action. I know often children with physical health needs can require nurses to be with them, I have witnessed this with a child who needed assistance of a nurse, he missed a lot of school due to poor organisation arranging this and staff being off sick.
A big barrier I see time and time again is punishment practises, children excluded from certain trips or fun activities or even play times and miss socialising due to bad behaviour, I think its massively important to consider what we use as punishments, things like losing golden time or 10 minutes of play rather than missing educational trips. And I definitely think in school punishments are better than exclusions or suspensions, I’ve recently been working with a child who has been excluded from trips and given days off, where the child has then been taken on days out with family and played his games consoles instead this then caused us massive difficulties as he then knew every time he was to hit another child he was able to have days off, spent doing lovely things at home, which has made his behaviour in school very difficult to manage and resulted in many more suspensions.
Poverty is a state or condition in which a person or community lacks the financial resources and essentials for a minimum standard of living. This is a massive barrier that affects pupil’s ability to access education. The UK is one of the world’s richest economy’s, however according to the national education union 4.3 million children still live-in poverty, and this number is rising. According to the NSPCC wales has the highest child poverty rates in the UK and urge the welsh government to take urgent action. Every council area in wales has at least 1 in 5 children living in poverty, the statistics are shocking and its scary to think how many of these children’s ability to access education is affected because of this.

The welsh government did introduce a £269m covid local support grant to help during the pandemic, however I believe the government should be doing more after covid as well, the statistics are heart-breaking, and the figures need to be reduced massively. The recent coronavirus pandemic has definitely increased the financial pressure on many low-income family’s so this is an issue that is definitely going to decline before it improves and lots of things need to be put in place for these figures to improve, A fifth of school’s report having set up good banks since March 2020.
Although education up to age 16 is “free” in UK cost of uniforms, transport to and from school, school dinners, books and essentials and school trips can very quickly add up, this can leave family’s stuck with the decision of whether to provide these items or not send children to school, which leaves them at risk of receiving heavy fines. Research has shown that 1 in 10 girls cannot afford menstrual products, and 137,700 children missed school because of period poverty in 2018, I personally believe this particular issue is one easily solved menstrual products should be able to be accessed for free, in schools, this would ensure children not only do not miss school but do not go without there essential items at all. I personally think the fact that these items are taxed as a luxury item in the UK is disgusting.
School meals in my opinion are shockingly overpriced. I know across wales there is quite a varying rate ranging between £2 per day and £2.50, this is between £10 and £12.50 per week, I think this is very expensive especially in my opinion based on the schools I have worked in, for the quality of meals, the threshold for free school meals is £7400 per year, this is exceptionally low, meaning any family with an income of over £616 is not eligible in wales for free school meals, the average rent in UK is £442, this is exceptionally low, I know there are campaigns for all children to receive free school meals in wales, I completely support this, it would encourage all parents in poverty to ensure their children go to school and will take one pressure of these parents. In England and Scotland free school meals are provided to children in reception, year 1 and year 2, and four boroughs in London provide free school meals to all primary aged children. However not in wales. However free breakfasts are provided to children if parents take them to school early for breakfast club. Wales is the poorest country across UK, and this is something I believe the government should put funding towards, making school lunches free to all primary aged children.
Poverty affects children’s physical and mental health, this affects their ability to access education and maintain a good attendance in education settings, stress, depression and anxiety are conditions people living in poverty are more likely to experience, as well as poor living conditions and poor diet again affecting physical health making children more likely to miss school. And massively affect their concentration whilst in school. Social stigma of poverty also has a massive affect, more than a third of teachers report children being bullied due to living in poverty, education around this topic to ensure children are accepting of everyone is definitely something that could help to improve this.
Children who have witnessed violence or experienced household stress are less likely to thrive in education settings due to their inability to handle stressful situations, this is more likely to occur in low-income households. This is something we are seeing more often in education settings. Children moving from one home to another and therefore moving schools can also negatively impact their education.
Children from low-income households are also more likely to struggle academically, working long hours means parents have less time to spend working with their children, reading to them, possibly not having resources or items such as books. Within families in poverty children will often take on part time jobs alongside education to try to provide within the family or even drop out of school early to work and provide an income.
The welsh government did bring out a child poverty strategy in 2015 with goals they aimed to reach by 2020 to lower poverty rates, we know now that this didn’t happen, and the figures have continued to rise, they have now bought out a new plan, child poverty income maximisation action plan 2020-2021, whilst I’m hopeful that statistics will improve, I think it’s unlikely I think more support should be provided through schools and local communities for poverty to really be tackled.
The recent coronavirus pandemic has affected children’s ability to access education, with school closures and learning being done from home, many schools had different approaches to this, there weren’t any strict guidelines on how work should be given, many children including my daughter just being given work packs to do at home, other children having online lectures taught through teams, these themselves have lots of barriers, some children don’t have internet or ICT facilities, and even resources to do work at home such as pencils, pens, scissors glue, parents may not have time to do work with children. 75% of children said during pandemic they spent less that 15 hours per week doing schoolwork according to a survey the survey showed a massive difference in all children’s learning with children spend a massively variable amount of time doing schoolwork. And a worrying 70% of children said their parents rarely or never helped them set tasks and the most used form of communication was via email not other verbal methods such as phone call or video call.
Not only have pupils not had adequate education during pandemic they were also unable to access schools or colleges and therefor missed out on the socialisation and support these offered, children didn’t get to mix with each other or their teachers, it’s also concerning that any safeguarding issues children often disclosed to teachers, or teachers where able to pick up on possibly went unseen during this period of time, 
This is something I found incredibly hard, I was working fulltime as the ALN school I worked in remained open, my daughter attended a day nursery, so I found it very difficult to find time to sit and do work with her, I’m sure many other parents must have been in this situation. Children have missed a lot of learning due to this pandemic, and could possibly still miss a lot more, its already clear that children have fallen behind, the other issues such as exams that were unable to be held, with estimated grades being given rather than students sitting exams many students are at a disadvantage. 
Finally, I believe that all children should be treated equally, or according to their needs, despite and social status, or any disabilities. I believe ALN does affect the ability for children to access education, I think that STF facilities in mainstreams schools should be more included and treated as a part of the school I believe this would massively improve children’s development particularly socially. And again, within specialist schools, I think children should be more socially included and their education plans more individualised. I think across all children with any ALN, need to be treated as individuals, this is something that is within wales additional learning needs transformation program, however I don’t think this is something that always happens.
I think more should be done to assist children living in poverty, and I know recently during the pandemic schools have done a lot to support parents in poverty. However I believe before and after coronavirus this support should still be available, no children should be negatively impacted by this, schools should be able to provide support with food, with educational supplies, schools dinners, school uniforms, school trips, menstrual items to all children in need of there, or they should give parents details of local charity’s which can help, because there are so many charity’s to support all of these things no children should need to go without or not be able to access education because of this. And lastly coronavirus, I think schools need to prepare for the possibility of another lockdown. And ensure all children have adequate equipment to be able to learn from home, and also have a consistent structured plan across all schools of how this should take place.
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