National Curriculum Strategies for Inclusion

Inclusion in schools is one of the most important attributes a school must offer, as they follow the National Curriculum guidelines. Every school must offer equal education for every individual child, and must always value the child’s background, race, ethnicity, and ability. There are many strategies implemented within the National Curriculum; all of which are in place in order to ensure that equal opportunities are created and have the best resources to provide inclusion to every child. There are many inclusion barriers that children face around the UK – schools have the responsibility to understand the child’s needs and ensure that there is no discrimination or injustices within the school. In this essay, poverty is one of the main aspects that will be explained and will have strategies implemented to ensure that every child has the best education possible. The strategies include free school meals, breakfast clubs, uniform grants, EMA (Educational Maintenance Allowance) and online learning schemes. Each of these will be followed by a critical analysis of the methods stated. 
Poverty affects four million children in the UK. Nine children in a classroom of thirty live in poverty, and there has been an increase of 107% of children receiving food in emergencies this year (Children Society, 2020). Alongside this, Covid-19 has had a huge effect on unemployment, mental health and, the closure of schools; which creates an even bigger crisis within schools. 
Schools have strategies to help children living in poverty to have the best education and resources that will benefit them. One of these strategies is that of free school meals. Free school meals are offered when children have guardians with combined annual net earnings of under £7400 or less, receive income support, job seekers’ allowance, state pension credit, child tax credit, or can be claimed by applying through the local authority which utilise an eligibility checking system.
 This is an important strategy in schools as it is a child’s human right to be protected and to stay healthy in schools. “Transitional Protection” (Welsh Government, 2019) was introduced to ensure that free school meals eligibility was not lost due to new rules that were implemented into the programme. This included that any child that was eligible before 1 April 2019. This meant that children would be covered for free school meals until 31 December 2023 – this stays even if circumstances change or if the child is no longer eligible by the criteria. Schools understand that poverty affects a lot of children. The inclusion of free school meals enables children to have a hot meal whilst at school, which benefits their health, promotes a healthy lifestyle, enables the child to never go hungry, and tackles the barrier of poverty. Children can also have their free school meals given on a card system that shows on the paying system to staff, but not seen by children. This can be topped up by all children, which shows all have an equal card system, and are not singled out. In recent years, children having free school meals has had a stigma attached to the process and some refused the meals, therefore, it was important that the schools squashed the stigma and educated the children on how poverty can affect children. The free school meals also gives the children their required daily five fruit and vegetable intake and the correct vitamins and minerals. This is vital as it links to the development of the child as they’re growing up. Additionally, having healthy eating habits benefits the child through their lives, and have been finding learning in schools easier due to having the correct nutrition. Unhealthy foods have also been linked to worse behaviour in schools and have a negative effect on the child’s learning experiences. Children with a healthy lifestyle tend to have a higher learning performance, better health and well-being, and have higher motivation to achieve. It has been criticised by the Economic Affairs as an “enormous bad use of public money” as the free school meals scheme cost the government £600 million. The Taxpayers’ Alliance also criticised the scheme as a “conference gimmick”, this is purely a criticism for the Conservative government and have just taken the scheme from a taxpayers’ perspective. Personally, the free school meal scheme is a substantially positive strategy that has helped many children using the National Curriculum and helps all ages, background, race and ethnicity. It promotes the face that every child is equal and deserves the same rights and that a meal is not a privilege, but an essential.  
Another important strategy is breakfast clubs in schools. This is linked to the many benefits that children gain through free school meals but additionally have more benefits also. The breakfast club enables children to get to school so that parents are able to get to work on time, and provide the children with extra care before school. This enables children and parents less stress to get to school and time and gives the child a happier start to the day, and gives them the opportunity to eat with friends in a safe environment. 
Some children may come from an abusive household and the breakfast club provides them with a friendly environment that they can enjoy. Furthermore, children are also given the opportunity to be given activities, play time, exercise, or homework when the breakfast time is over. This gives children the time to explore different activities with friends, keep fit and healthy or to catch up on homework if they have not got the most suitable household to do it in. Another benefit of the breakfast clubs is that having a good breakfast can improve the child’s concentration throughout the day, improve attendance (as the child is already in the school),  improve performance achievements, and have overall good behaviour (School Food Trust, 2008). This strategy is inclusive as it benefits all children, and is also free for all. This tackles poverty as children are entitled to free breakfast club, and this also helps the guardians who are finding employment or on low income, have free childcare if they have to go to work. This also enables children to try new foods, and reduce food waste at home. However, it has been criticised that children may not want to eat breakfast at home and only eat breakfast at school. This can be concerning as the child needs the nutrients for the day at the weekends, or when they are not attending school. This could also encourage poor behaviour in the mornings when the child is not attending breakfast club and start the day negatively. Furthermore, the jump from breakfast club/no breakfast club as the child transitions into a different year group may give them a negative relationship with breakfast/ positive relationship depending on the child. This scheme does not discriminate and children from any background, household, race and ethnicity can join breakfast club and has proven to have the most positive attributes of the schemes. Additionally, children with ALN can also join breakfast clubs and are always well-facilitated as it is in the school environment. This gives children with ALN the freedom to be safe, and to explore breakfast club without fear as they have relationships with their friends and also the breakfast club teachers/ staff. This could also help children with autism socialise with peers and make new friends in the spacious breakfast club environment as it is inclusive for all. The activities in breakfast clubs are optional and cater for every child’s ability and can be used within a group or individually. This also gives children time in the morning to reflect on homework, or work that has already been taught. This also gives them time to socialise before school starts which starts the school day positively and gives children the motivation to succeed for the day. This is a very important scheme and is implemented thoroughly around primary and secondary schools in the UK and has more benefits than negatives, and is inclusive for all. (Front Public Health, 2015)
In Wales, another strategy used to provide children living in poverty an inclusive and equal lifestyle is the Pupil Development Grant. This grant was introduced in 2005 and provides children with £105 to buy essentials that are needed for school (Gov.uk, 2020). This includes school uniform, sports kits, school equipment, and other essentials that children may need for their learning. School uniform is one of the key aspects that makes every child equal in school, as every child is disciplined to wear the same clothes in order to have no discrimination or prejudice. Teachers can also take disciplinary action if the child does not wear the correct uniform or repeatedly not conform to the uniform rules. This grant ensures that all children have the money to ensure that they confide in the uniform rules, without struggling to pay for the uniform. The grant had been heavily criticised and explained that the grant was “barely sufficient to buy a full uniform and PE kit.” (BBC News, 2018). This was explained after the Welsh Government cut the uniform grant as the cost of uniform had been “reduced”. The grant was also criticised as uniform is expensive and believed that the grant would not cover all of the expenses with a large number of guardians visiting clothing banks for uniform. In contrast to this, some lower-income families denied the grant as they believed that their “pride” stops them from allowing the school to buy their children’s uniforms. Schools have now taken the decision to cut more non-uniform days as "Uniform is a way of avoiding social stigma because they all look the same." (BBC News, 2018) And eliminates any class division in clothing. Thus, the uniform grant us a controversial strategy that has positives and negatives.
The Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA), introduced in 2004, is another strategy that enables children to tackle poverty and to enable them to have equal opportunities within education. This programme is for 16 to 18 year olds that continue their education after secondary school. This enables them to gain £30 a week which is paid every two weeks. This is implemented in schools to ensure that the child has enough money for school supplies or money to help them with learning. The child’s household income must qualify for the EMA criteria to be accepted to be eligible for EMA. (Student Finance Wales, No Date). This criteria is for EMA is provided the pupil is doing the ‘eligible’ course, the household income is below a certain level and the child must be a UK citizen. EMA is only paid if the child does a certain number of hours of schooling a week, this encourages the child to have high attendance as it can affect if the child gets paid or not. This gives the child an incentive to go into school and thus makes them higher achievers. This also gives children living in poverty an equal chance to education and have the same opportunities that a child not living in poverty would benefit from. (Student Finance Wales, No Date). Research has been shown that ‘attainment at GCSE and A-level increased by 5 to 7 percentage points – and by more for disadvantaged groups like Asian and black young people and those living in the most deprived neighbourhoods” (Institute for Fiscal Studies, 2007) (The Guardian, 2008). This is a positive attribute to the scheme as it explained the motivation for further education as lower-income households were encouraged through the payment of EMA and were more likely to stay in school once their compulsory education was over.
[bookmark: _GoBack]During COVID-19, online learning is being implemented to ensure that children can have their teaching from their own homes. This has many complications but also has a lot of benefits. Many children living in poverty can experience a smaller household that lacks quiet areas that they cannot work in. Furthermore, children may not have the current equipment, such as a computer to work at. Schools have been trying to ensure that children have enough support through regular communication with parents. This may be negative as some children may come from abusive households. The well-being of children is vital during the COVID-19 crisis and some children have been appointed well-being officers within the schools to create a safe and understanding space and to build a relationship during the tough time. This is applicable for a child of every background, race and ethnicity and no discrimination is made during the process of being appointed an officer. The schools may also apply a grant for children during this time to help with online learning and activities. The child’s development and learning is a key, and the COVID-19 crisis may hinder the child to their full learning potential, but the online learning scheme is essential to the child’s ongoing learning. A study has shown that children in highest-income families spend 5.8 hours on online education, over the poorest-income families of 4.5 hours. (IFS: Institute for Fiscal Studies, 2020). This may cause children living in poverty a disadvantage to learning as they may not have the correct facilities. Children can apply for learning grants to ensure that they have all the relevant equipment and facilities to learn and the school will try as best they can. Online learning has also been criticised for the lack of communication from pupils and teachers and have not been working collaboratively throughout the process of learning. The online learning also has children being prone to procrastinate more as they are in the comfort of their own home and not being supervised through lessons. Children can also browse on the internet during learning sessions and not even be listening throughout the learning presentations. The online learning scheme may not provide the skills that practical learning in a classroom may and the children may miss out on the socialising aspect of learning. Children with ALN may not have the right learning facilities during online learning as there is no face-to-face contact during the learning. This can have a negative effect on their well-being and mental health as well as their learning. As COVID-19 is an ongoing virus, the effects of online learning has not been researched enough to know the full potential that online learning can offer. The online learning scheme is a continuing programme that will be used in many education settings and must ensure that is used properly to guarantee the child is getting the best learning experience.
In conclusion, schools that follow The National Curriculum have implemented many strategies that are inclusive to all children. Free school meals, breakfast clubs, uniform grants and EMA are all largely still used within the education system today. All of these strategies bring positive and negative feedback, although the positives outweigh the negatives in my personal opinion. The COVID-19 crisis is still not over, therefore, the research for online learning hasn’t fully been able to understand the long term effects that this has on a child’s education and learning. However, short term, the online learning tools have both positive and negative attributes that can help/ hinder the child’s learning and development. The online learning scheme can also cater for every child at any ability regardless of age, gender, race, background or ethnicity.
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