Social Inclusion and Equality
Social Elements that can impact a learner’s ability to access education
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Poverty, race, gender, disability, appearance, and social status are just some of the many social elements than can affect a person’s ability to access education. In today’s society, there are still many factors that have a negative impact on someone receiving education and reaching their full potential within education. This may not be obvious to some people but for others this is a tough reality. Some of the barriers to education learner’s face include discrimination, when they do not or cannot attend education because of fear or knowledge that they will be discriminated against. Whereas others are restricted from education due to a disability that cannot be facilitated for at the schools, colleges, universities and other teaching settings that are near to them. This is a recognised issue with different policies, procedures and legislations put in place to try to help the people in these situations retain an education. This includes the Equality Act 2010 which replaced several other acts that similar but for individual issues, whereas the Equality Act 2010 covers all elements. 

Poverty can have a significant effect on a learner’s education, stopping them from doing as well or even by preventing them from getting education all together. According to Child Fund (2018), poverty and education are linked and continues to be an ongoing cycle of individuals leaving education to look for work to help support themselves resulting in lesser, if any, qualifications and continued poverty for their children who are more likely to follow in their parent’s footsteps.  Parrett, W and Budge, K (2016), suggest that learners in poverty are at a disadvantage as they are less likely to afford resources that they need to complete work at home, such as a computer or access to the internet. They also say how children in poverty may not be as well-nourished and are more likely to live in substandard housing, effecting their capability to learn. The Child Poverty Group (2013) state that “By the age of three, poorer children are estimated, on average, nine months behind children from more wealthy backgrounds.” This gap seems to increase with age as statistics from the Department for Education show children who are on free school meals are estimated to be around three terms behind children from richer backgrounds by the end of primary education. By year nine, this increases again to five terms and at GCSE, children who receive free school meals achieve, on average, 1.7 grades below their peers from wealthier homes (The Child Poverty Group, 2013).

Even in today’s society, racism and discrimination is still happening, thus impacting on the education of non-white pupils and students. Anderson, M (2016) says how the stress of discrimination can add on to work stress, making students feel the need to succeed beyond what is expected of them by stereotyping white peers and leading to them have more unnecessary pressure. They state that the main victims of this is black and Latino learners. Within this article from The Atlantic, Anderson, M (2016) quotes Adam, E “If you don’t care, then you’re not going to feel as stressed in those academic circumstances, but obviously that [affects] your performance.” She talks about how this can be the attitude of some learners who are being discriminated against, they would simply rather give up as trying to prove everyone wrong becomes too difficult. She even argues that the students could start believing that they are not supposed to do well academically, as this “isn’t part of their identity”. These types of situations are also far more likely in schools where students of colour are the minority, according to Nittle, N (2018). Nittle explains how racism is just as real for primary and secondary children as it is in adult life, that especially when they are the minority. From research, she was able to find that these children are generally disciplined more intensely and singled out as being badly behaved, they are also far less likely to be considered academically gifted. This will put them at a huge disadvantage from a young age as they are made to feel less than and not expected to achieve as much as their white peers. 

Gypsies and travellers are another minority group whose education is lacking. According to Le Bas, D (2014), statistics were showing that approximately 60% of people from gypsy and traveller ethnicity have zero qualifications compared to 23% of the England and Wales population. This articles quotes various teachers of gypsy and traveller learners who have varied opinions on why they may be underachieving, one teacher suggests that it is due to persecution as well as racism, going on to say that the gypsy/travellers are too independent therefore not wanting to accept help from others. Whereas another teacher blames the gypsy and traveller children’s parents, that they do not see the importance of education and therefore do not encourage their children to learn. 

Gender will also play a main role in a person’s educational success, with the gender gap being a well-recognised issue. According to the Department for Education and Skills (2007), the gap emerged in 1988 in favour of girls and had since increased. However, the gap differs in each subject, the gap in English is quite wide whereas the gap for Maths is smaller and becomes smaller again for Science. Even so, this also stated that girls are more likely to gain higher grades in their GCSE’s whereas boys are more likely to leave school with grades below a C, or even with no GCSE’s at all. BBC News (2015) says that girls across the world have a higher chance of achieving higher exam results, hence more likely to gain places at university. Although, they have provided other possible reason for this than simply, girls are better. They suggest that teachers could be at fault. Based on a study by the OECD, they say girls are given higher rewards compared with boys with on par ability. It was also suggested that teachers have more leniency when marking girls work, possibly due to girl’s being better behaved and more enthusiastic about learning. 

There are various barriers for disabled children and young people when it comes to education. This is an issue which is constantly trying to be resolved however some people are still struggling for access to a good education because of their disability. One of the main issues is finding a facility near to home that can accommodate their disability and provide the necessary resources. This can be expensive hence some settings simply do not have funding. Bartley, J (2017) discusses these issues along with other barriers whom his disabled son, Samuel, who suffers from spina bifida, has had to face. He says that “schools are finding it difficult to be inclusive in part because of pressures on their budgets.” In a shocking statement, he says that in just five years, the number of children becoming home schooled has increased by 57%. This is both due to families being unable to find accommodating schools or are stuck on a waiting list “1,000 children with recognised needs are waiting for a school place.” 

Obesity is a growing issue within society today, with approximately one in five children leaving primary school in the UK being classed as overweight (Donnelly, L, 2017). Some studies carried out on school children in America suggest that obesity is connected to poor academic attainment (Smith, R, 2012). This is due to the health complications that being overweight can involve such as high blood pressure, cholesterol issues, diabetes and so on as these can affect their ability to learn.

Children who have a visible disfigurement, but are otherwise equally as active and intelligent as their peers may also have issues within education. This is due to bullying and isolation. Neustatter, A (2015) talks about a young boy who was full of life and happy within his school environment whilst in reception but experienced a completely different school life as he got older and the other children began bullying him and leaving him out due to a facial disfigurement after he was born with a cleft lip and palate. Situations like these leave children feeling lonely and completely disinterested in learning, left not wanting to attend school at all. They become withdrawn and distressed which impacts on their ability to learn and achieve. 

Some children are born with a higher or lower expectation for education simply based on their family’s social class. This means that a child will have better chance of doing well in school if their parents have professional and managerial jobs than children whose parents are unemployed or in low paid roles (Shepherd, J 2010). This article even argues that social class will have a bigger influence on a child’s education than good parenting, especially between the ages of five and seven. The History Learning Site (2015) reinforce this by stating that working-class children are achieving lower attainment than the children who come from middle class families. However, they suggest, from research, that the reason for this is not that working-class children are not as bright, but because less is expected from them. This article also says that the system is biased and better suited to children from, specifically white, middle class homes, meaning working-class children and ethnic minority children must work harder to access good education. 

All these barriers have not gone unnoticed and there are provisions in place to attempt to support these people to receive education. One main legislation for this is the Equality Act 2010. When this act was introduced, it replaced nine prior legislations against discrimination for better understanding, this helped school leaders and governors to understand their own responsibilities for tackling discrimination within education. The Department for Education, (2014) states that the Equality Act 2010 protects discrimination against sex, race, disability, religion or belief, sexuality, gender and pregnancy or maternity. They also state that this act applies to all schools, maintained or independent as well as academies and maintained or non-maintained special schools. According to the Centre for Studies on Inclusive Education (2013), the act describes four ways of discrimination, these are; direct discrimination, indirect discrimination, discrimination arising from disability and failure to make reasonable adjustments for disabled people. 

As stated, there are many various social elements which can affect a person’s ability to access education, and have good attainment throughout education. These people who are discriminated against in their educational settings are treated unfairly, made to feel different and end up at a disadvantage compared to their peers. This is simply because of how they look, where they are from, who they are associated with, a disability they cannot help or just because of who they are. Due to the Equality Act 2010, situations like this are no longer permitted and it is against the law to discriminate against someone because of their gender, race, sex, sexuality, religion or belief, age, marital status or because they are pregnant. However, this remains to be the case is some places. 
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