Supporting your discussion with theory, research, and practice, critically reflect on how you would support an individual learner whose progress is being affected by specific barriers to learning during one transition period (horizontal or vertical).

The aim of this assignment is to explore the challenges and barriers individual children may face in education which may be caused by a transition in the students life. Transition can be defined in two kinds; vertical and horizontal (Kagan and Neuman, 1998:366). Kagan and Neuman (1998), describe vertical transition as a major change from one state to another such as nursery to school and only child to older sibling. While Kagan and Neuman also notes that horizontal transition is a less distinctive change and occur on a day-to-day basis, for example, home to school every day or a supply teacher instead of their usual teacher. This assignment is going to focus on a 7-year-old boy who is from a Gypsy Traveller community. The young boy travelled around the UK with his close and extended family before recently staying within the local town for the last 3 months with his family. One of the greatest struggles the child has is bullying from the other students in his previous schools as well as having consistent interruptions to his education through moving around the country. Moving from a home environment with his family and people he knows to a new school environment with a large class of children is a contributor to the students struggles and can cause him to be anxious coming into education and can be identified as a vertical transition for him as discussed by (Kagan and Neuman, 1998:366). This in turn has made coming to school difficult for the young boy as coming into the busy environment and being able to concentrate and make friends with children from a different background to himself. For the purpose of this assignment, the student will be fictionalised and known as ‘Student A’ following the current BERA guidelines and respecting the privacy of the student and family (BERA, 2024).

Student A has a unique lifestyle compared to others where he has travelled around the country within his Gypsy and Traveller community. Gypsies and Travellers are a group that are protected under the Equality Act 2010 under Section 9 (Equality Act, 2010). As a Gypsy, Student A has faced many barriers through his life in particular with social and emotional needs. To begin with, they are more likely to be affected by discrimination from others which can cause social exclusion in the community, with a recent survey displaying “45%” of people would not feel comfortable with a Gypsy or Traveller living next door to them (Hannington, 2023). This in turn can create barriers to accessing health care, work and education which has shown to have impacted Student A due to not feeling belonging and community. Student A finds coming to school difficult due to being often bullied for his background. Welsh Government (2023) conducted a consultation with stakeholders and support networks that work with Traveller learners and identified many different challenges including bulling due to race, cultural awareness and communication between the school and families. This shows some similarities between Student A and the wider community in Wales and that it is a recognised concern. Bullying can also have an impact on the inclusion of children in all aspects of life. In a study focusing on racism in Traveller communities, it was found that “70%” of respondents experienced discrimination in education with one respondent highlighting “Many kids used to verbally abuse me over being a Gypsy” (The Traveller Movement, 2017). This can cause some children to be anxious going into a situation which they are not familiar with like going into a new school and meeting new people. It could be identified that Student A is “anxious ambivalent” in the theory of attachment by Bowlby (Webber, 2017, p.319) as he lacks confidence coming into an unfamiliar environment without his parents. This can influence how the child reacts in class such as having separation anxiety coming into school and becoming dependent on the teacher however do not seek for help as they are unsure of the students opinions (Webber, 2017, p.320 and Watson and Ecken, 2018). According to research, it is important to make the transition period smooth for the student and it may be required to invite the parents in initially as a more knowledgeable other who can support them through the transition (Mcloed, 2024). It is emphasised by the Welsh Government (2016, p.32), that it is crucial that everyone is involved in the transition phase from home to school with stakeholders and organisations as well as how the child is supported throughout the process to ensure they are included. 

Coming from a Gypsy Traveller background where child development is not usually the forefront of their education at home can sometimes lead to delays in their development. Student A particularly struggles with his social development as he becomes anxious coming into school and struggles to feel like he fits into the community. To begin with, Erikson’s Stages of Psychosocial Development focuses on the importance of people going through various stages successfully to have a comfortable and content life (Maree, 2021). Focusing on stage 3, “Initiative vs Guilt” (Maree, 2021) the child should be able to create social interactions which are positive and confident and begin to understand the sense of initiative. However not having this exposure from Foundation Learning in social settings can cause an impact on their social skills throughout their life as well as having a lack of confidence which may lead to feelings of guilt when outside their community. It could be possible that Student A may not have as advanced social skills due to moving around a lot and being secluded to a degree from other children their own age to develop their psychosocial skills. On the other hand, it could be argued that this may not be the case as a child moves into adulthood. Levinson (1986) debates that Erikson’s stages do not give enough detail about how adult development can change and be much more complex than childhood. Their views can alter and as they become more exposed to different experiences as their social skills improve with learning and maturity, so it could be possible that Student A’s social skills may improve over time with experience. Contrasting both these views, Bandura’s Modelling and Observational Learning Theory, emphasises that learning can occur through observation. Through his research he found that children who observed aggression towards a doll from adults also displayed aggression while those who did not observe an adult being aggressive to the doll were less likely to display anger and aggression (Bandura, Davidson, and Davidson, 2003). It is also displayed that observational learning is becoming more influential in people’s long-term lives. This could possibly increase the likelihood of Traveller children imitating their family members and community which allows a limited exposure to social behaviours at parks, sports clubs and even libraries which are seen to be expected in education. This could lead to Student A not understanding social norms and possibly even how to speak respectfully. Contradictory, the Observational Learning has limited attention and does not account for cultural differences compared to Vygotsky’s social theory. Mcloed (2024) discusses that Vygotsky’s social theory pays particular attention that learning takes place through both social and cultural surroundings and a range of other factors. It is seen that Bandura’s theory looks at a more individual view of learning compared to how culture and social contexts can influence how behaviours can be displayed.

Student A struggles with a vertical transition particularly from a home environment to a new school environment. According to Kagan and Neuman (1998), a vertical transition is defined as being a large change in state which in this case is from home to school which is particularly more challenging as someone who comes from an ethnic minority. This transition is significant change for Student A as he has struggled with bullying in previous schools, however it can be implied that transition to school from an early age is one of the most important transitions for later school and academic success (Harper, 2016). Moving to a structured social space and environment such as a school from a caravan site and an unstructured day to day life can be difficult to adjust to according to Levinson and Sparkes (2005). Gypsy students may find it difficult to come into school due to bullying and discrimination because of their background (Welsh Government 2023 and The Traveller Movement, 2017). This in turn can affect Student A’s social skills with other students however, Welsh Government (2024) discusses that inclusive practice is a vital part of education and the classroom and that everyone is celebrated no matter their heritage and culture. In addition to this, some students may have different attitudes to how they perceive education as well as they may have different goals and ambitions compared to other students which could lead to feeling left out from friends this can lead to name calling and bullying (Carmarthenshire County Council, 2024 and Hannington, 2023).

Supporting the emotional and social needs of Gypsy and Traveller pupils is crucial for the ease of integration and feeling like they belong within the classroom. These strategies in line with the Curriculum for Wales, focus on creating an inclusive, welcoming classroom that fosters a sense of belonging or ‘cynefin’ that builds self-confidence and allows them to feel like they are included in the community (Welsh Government, 2020). One strategy that can build confidence with Student A’s social skills would be to start a peer support programme that would support his social integration into the classroom. Student A will be able to interact with peers on a one-to-one basis and talk about their similarities and get to know each other on a personal level. A study based on peer mentoring found that peer mentoring can have a positive impact on social skills and helped improve attendance which would be beneficial to Student A who often misses school (O’Hara, 2011). This can be linked to Bandura’s Social Learning Theory that learning takes place through observing others which could enhance social skills and behaviours and confidence in the classroom (Bandura, 1971). However, as it can be seen through Bandura’s experiment that children were modelling a negative behaviour which could lead to Student A being unintentionally reinforced with negative behaviours, this could affect his progress into integrating into the classroom which can have an impact on their level of trust and security as they continue to develop (Erikson, 1963). Additionally, Vaughn et al (2023), found that peer mentoring in the classroom not only helped inclusion but improved friendships from all backgrounds which made students feel less isolated and increased their sense of belonging in the classroom environment. This is a particularly important aspect in the Welsh Curriculum as it allows students to be included within their ‘cynefin’ and strengthens their relationships with students (Welsh Government, 2020). On the other, Karcher (2008) argues that peer mentors do not have adequate support and supervision from the programme the mentor may face challenges they are unsure of that could lead to ineffective interactions which could cause Student A to feel even excluded from others and potentially stop him coming to school. Counteracting this, Karcher (2008), discusses that peer mentoring can contribute to identity development for those from diverse backgrounds and that having supportive peer relationships can make students feel more connected in the school culture and encourage inclusion and belonging. Another strategy to make Student A feel included in the school environment could be to include parents and their community to promote inclusion in the classroom. When welcoming Student A into the classroom by showing interest in their home life and their culture can create a more welcoming and supportive environment for both the family and the school to support his development (Myers and Bhopal, 2009). However, some gypsy families may have had negative experiences within schools so may not trust them and prevent them engaging with staff and the school environment (Lloyd and McCluskey, 2008 and Office for National Statistics, 2022). In contrast, as a school, we can create an environment that explores and celebrates their culture by integrating their culture into the curriculum as well as hosting events and engaging with Gypsy, Roma and Traveller History Month in October to allow students to understand their culture as well as promote diversity and culture in the school and classroom environment (The Traveller Movement, 2023). Consequently, some gypsy learners may feel that teaching about their culture could lead to stereotypes being reinforced and result in other students no understanding their culture as effectively and could result in them feeling different from others rather than included in the community and could lead to discrimination (The Traveller Movement, 2017). Estyn (2024) discusses a school in Wales with a diverse community in the area known as Monkton Priory Primary School which has around 33% of pupils from a Gypsy Traveller background. The school also as discussed in this assignment the importance of community engagement and diversity as they continuously work with projects, including a Roma author, to engage the school community as well as promote breaking down barriers in learning. They have noticed through their projects that students have higher aspirations for life as well developing self-worth and confidence. This supports the literature of The Traveller Movement (2023) and Myers and Bhopal (2009) in creating a welcoming environment for all students including those from a diverse background like Student A. By including peer mentoring and including Student A’s culture into the classroom will allow them to improve their social skills and feel more included within the classroom environment with their peers.

Furthermore, effective collaboration with stakeholders including the learner, parents, school staff and external agencies is essential for fostering an inclusive environment for Student A who is from a Gypsy background. In Wales, the Welsh Government’s Celebrate and Participate guidance (Welsh Government, 2023) it highlights the importance of working closely with the student’s families to foster an inclusive school environment and essentially bringing down barriers in their learning including behaviour, social skills, and attendance. The guidance focuses on how Gypsy learners participation and achievement can be encouraged through a supportive learning environment that has been created by becoming culturally aware and engaging with their families. A recent report by Friends, Families, and Travellers (2023) also highlights the need for schools and staff to address the challenges faced by Traveller children, including bullying and lack of representation in curriculum material. It was recommended by the report that within teacher training that teachers are made aware of Gypsy Traveller cultures and promote increasing representation within the classroom which can allow the students to feel a sense of belonging or ‘cynefin’ (Welsh Government, 2020) allowing them to become more engaged in the classroom environment. Furthermore, research conducted by the Anti-bullying Alliance (2020) stresses the need for school staff and agencies to work with the schools to prevent bullying and discrimination which has a significant impact of Gypsy Traveller students’ social and emotional well-being. The report discusses how school-based interventions that promote positive peer relationships and preventing bias by making collaborations with parents, staff, and external agencies for can create a safe and supportive learning environment.

To conclude, this assignment has emphasised the importance of working collaboratively with cultural sensitivity to support Gypsy Traveller learners, focusing on bridging the gap between their home environment and school environments. For Student A, engaging with their family and staff in the school is essential for creating a sense of inclusion and belonging in the classroom (Welsh Government, 2020). However, challenges like bullying and discrimination remains to be a significant barrier to Gypsy learners education as discussed by the Anit-Bulling Alliance (2020) and The Traveller Movement (2017). As teachers we must prioritise understanding a range of cultures within our classroom including Gypsy and Traveller cultures to maintain inclusion as well as build trust with the families (Welsh Government, 2023). It is crucial to develop strategies as a school and practitioners with families that maintain and address the social and emotional needs of Gypsy Traveller learners in line with the Curriculum for Wales which requires further support from policies and research to become and inclusive environment for all (Welsh Government, 2020). For other stakeholders, including external agencies this assignment has emphasised the need to address issues such as discrimination and bullying to support schools in inclusive strategies that includes making schools a community for all. In addition, this assignment has deepened my understanding of the educational challenges faced by Gypsy Traveller learners and their families and has emphasised the need to develop these areas within my own professional development. To better support Gypsy Traveller Learners and other diverse learners within my classroom, I aim to further research how to engage with the community on a range of levels as well as how to promote anti-bullying measures in line with the Qualified Teacher Status Standards. This will allow me to foster a classroom environment that respects and celebrates diversity but also promotes inclusion for all students to feel safe and secure in my classroom.
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