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What are the Key Social Elements that Affect a Pupil’s Ability to Access Education?

Save the Children (n.d) state that “every child should be able to realise their full potential and grow up to build a better world.” Education allows children to grow and gives them hope to create a future for themselves (Save the Children, n.d). However, there are many barriers that can affect a child’s ability and rights to equal access to education in the United Kingdom. One of the key social elements that affects a pupil’s ability to access education in the United Kingdom is poverty, and this is what the essay will focus on. National Education Union (2019) argues that every school discusses child poverty and states that poverty is an epidemic. Westwater (2021) states that poverty is split into two terms, relative and absolute poverty. Westwater (2021) states relative poverty is “households with an income less than 60 per cent of the UK average (£29,600 as of last year)”, whereas absolute poverty is defined as “someone cannot afford basic essentials like food, clothing and housing.” (Westwater, 2021). However, the UK government also define absolute poverty as anyone receiving less than £15,660 a year (Westwater, 2021). 
People in poverty face discrimination and marginalisation according to Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2021), and this is known as social exclusion. GOV.UK (2001, p.2) states social exclusion is “the phenomenon where particular people have no recognition by, or voice or stake in, the society in which they live.” Research has identified a strong link between poverty and social exclusion (Pantazis, Gordan and Levitas, 2006). The Poverty and Social Exclusion Survey (Pantazis, Gordan and Levitas, 2006) highlights the nature and extent of deprivation in Britain. Turbull cited in TEDx Talks (2013) states that “we all have a deep need to feel included” and charities across Britain understand this link between poverty and social exclusion and aim to create a social inclusive society (Gov.uk, 2001). Social inclusion is the opposite of exclusion, meaning it enables communities or people to participate in society (Gov.uk, 2001). 
According to Pantazis, Gordan and Levitas’ (2006) there were more people living in poverty at the beginning of the millennium in Britain than any other time in British history. However, National Education Union (2021) argues that between 1998 and 2003 the government invested into strategies to tackle child poverty in Britain, although in 2010 the budget for this was scrapped along with additional changes to welfare system. This has led to more families and children fallen victim to the poverty epidemic (National Education Union, 2021).
Today, there are 1.3 million children under 5-years-old living in poverty in the United Kingdom (BBC News, 2021). Westwater (2021) states there were estimated around 14.5 million people in poverty, in Britain, before the COVID-19 pandemic, and during the pandemic this has now risen to an estimated 15 million people. 
Parker (cited BBC News, 2021) founder of Little Village Baby Bank, in London, set up her business to help provide for children and families that are struggling. Parker, cited in BBC News (2021) argues children under 5-years-old living in poverty do not have appropriate clothes for the weather, or the facilities and space for basic necessities such as learning to crawl or table to eat at. 
Burns cited in ITV News (2017) highlights these distressing situations and states that the breakfast club at their school, West End Primary School, has around 42 children to feed every morning. The school offers breakfast to the children for 10p, however Burns (cited in ITV News, 2017) states that some children hide in the playground because they do not have the money to afford cereal or toast. Weale (2019) argues that children who attend school that are hungry tend to develop anger, confusion, and tiredness, and all of which affect a child’s capability to learn. Benton (2008) confirms this stating that a child’s diet has significant effect on their development and cognitive function. Whereas, in Wales, the Welsh Government announced the breakfast club policy in 2004 (cited in BBC News, 2019) to provide free breakfast for primary school children. However, there is no legal requirement in Wales for school to run this scheme. ITV News (2017) argues that primary schools in Britain are at the forefront of poverty. Headteacher Tierney (cited in BBC News, 2019), states that his school in Blackpool identifies with this, as they remained open for the Christmas half term to provide food and shelter for those in need. 
Children are unable to learn at school if they do not have suitable clothing, not had breakfast, or not even slept the night before states Wetherill (ITV News, 2017). Wetherill (cited in ITV News, 2017) also states that some children living in poverty do not make it school regularly. ITV News (2017) states that schools are more than just learning and argues that there are many other components in order to help children succeed with their education at school. Headteacher, Collingwood, (cited in ITV News, 2017) of Morecambe Bay Primary School in Lancashire, explains that their school has washing machine and washes pupil’s clothes daily in order to help provide for children where their families cannot.  All these components for daily life are basic essentials and unfortunately children living in poverty do not have them. Not having these basic essentials can create significant issues for a child, Weale (2019) acknowledges this, stating children that come into school with ill-fitting uniform or dirty clothes results in behavioural issues and anxiety. Tierney (cited in BBC News, 2019) claims that schools feel like they have become the fourth emergency service in the United Kingdom.
The socio-economic status in Britain is key when discussing poverty and sociological research based on empirical and theoretical knowledge allows us to interpret and identify poverty, as a result of social policy (Czibere, 2014). The functionalist theory of poverty according to Davis and Moore (1997, cited in Czibere, 2014) is that society is a mechanism and has natural form of hierarchical order. Czibere (2014) argues that society has allowed one another to differentiate members in their society and therefore have institutionalised inequality. However, Marx (n.d, cited in Omer and Jabeen, 2016) argues that society is built through social conflict, known as the conflict theory. The conflict theory shows that society is understood by its economic system, which consists of two main social classes; bourgeoise and proletariat (Omer and Jabeen, 2016). The bourgeoise have the means, economically and status to run the social institution, whereas the proletariat do not have the capability and are at the bottom of the social structure (Omer and Jabeen, 2016). 
The socio-economic status of Britain affects education and according to Marx’s social conflict theory (cited in Omer and Jabeen, 2016) educational institutions are provided for the bourgeoises. The bourgeoise, also known as the ruling class’ ideology, is disseminated by the education system, and forming the current situation. Marx (cited in Omer and Jabeen, 2016) argues that the current education system is reproducing the social classes. According to the Organisation of Economic Co-operation and Development (2001, cited in Hirsch, 2007, p.2) the United Kingdom “has one of the steepest socio-economic ’gradients‘ in education among similar countries.” The socio-economic situation in childhood which results in low or no qualifications into adulthood can circulate poverty across many generations (Hirsch, 2007). 
Westwater (2021) argues that the cause of poverty is due significant life events such as, illness in families and redundancy. However, most cases of poverty are due to structural issues such as rising living costs and gaps in the welfare system, and this creates a vicious cycle of hardship for people, argues Westwater (2021). People that have struggled to gain easy access to education and training can find it difficult to land secure jobs, meaning an unstable or low income (Westwater, 2021). Hirsch (2007) agrees, stating that child poverty is the cause of lack of opportunities for parents with low qualifications and low skills. 
The attainment gap for children living in poverty compared to those from more affluent families is significant and increasing according to the National Education Union (2019, cited in Weale, 2019). Poverty has damaging and lasting effects on children’s live and future opportunities, and “intensifies systemic inequalities” (National Education Union, 2021). Hirsch (2007) states children will have different experiences at school depending on their background and argues disadvantaged children will have less self-esteem and therefore feel like they have less control with their learning. Having less control over their learning can result in reluctant behaviour with the school’s curriculum, leading it to influence their attitude towards school (Hirsch, 2007). Low achieving grades and the risk of leaving school early is more prominent within different groups of students (Hirsch, 2007). Cassen and Kingdon (2007, cited in Hirsch, 2007) argue that boys outnumber girls and that children on free-school meals are more likely to be low achievers. Free school meals are provided to children from disadvantaged areas to ensure they have a healthy, balanced meal during the school day, to ensure children don’t go hungry and are able to learn effectively (Department of Education, 2018). 
Children in poverty and the lack of school attainment is widely known, however, children from low-income families also participate less in out-of-school activities than those from more affluent families (Wikeley et al, 2007). Research conducted by Wikeley et al (2007) found that the lack of participation that children in poverty have with activities denies important learning experiences, developing relationships and may affect their engagement with learning in school. Findings state that children who have the opportunities to participate in activities gain more knowledge and understanding about themselves, as the learning they undertake through these opportunities allows learning to be active, they gain an understanding for rules and roles in learning and builds greater confidence and self-control (Wikeley et al, 2007). Wikeley et al (2007) research concludes that social relationships are key for children’s confidence which reflects back into the classroom. 
Early experiences of education shape a child’s behaviour towards learning and school (Hirsch, 2007). These behaviours can be recognised from an early age, Hogan’s (2007, cited in Hirsch, 2007) study in Northern Ireland found that boys between age nine and ten years that developed a negative association with school became disengaged with learning. The perceptions of school with boys aged nine to ten in Hogan’s (2007, cited in Hirsch, 2007) study differed between advantaged and disadvantaged pupils. Boys from advantaged schools when asked during Hogan’s (2007, cited in Hirsch, 2007, p.5) study, what school was like for them, and they responded with “it can be good to learn if they make things fun to learn” and “I don’t think there is very many bad things about school.” However, when boys from disadvantaged schools were asked, they responded with “I hate school, doing work and teachers shouting at me” and “if you don’t go to school, your Dad will go to jail.” Hogan’s (2007, cited in Hirsch, 2007, p.5) study concluded that children from a young age are aware of their social positions and the limitations it has on them in education.
However, Sutton et al (2007, cited in Hirsch, 2007) and Horgan (2007, cited in Hirsch, 2007) discovered through their research that children from both advantaged and disadvantaged backgrounds had strong beliefs about the importance of education. Therefore, showing that children’s negative attitude towards school was due to the lack of self-confidence to thrive within the social and education system. As previously stated, National Education Union (2021) acknowledges that the effects of low achievement and reluctant behaviour can result to negative effects into adulthood (Hirsch, 2007). 
Policy and government action is essential to tackle the growing epidemic of poverty. The United Kingdom have a statutory framework to safeguard children across the country, consisting of multiple acts (HM Government, 2018). The framework aims to safeguard and protect the welfare of children in Britain (HM Government, 2018), some of the framework will be discussed. The Children Act (2004, cited in HM Government, 2018) states local authorities should co-operate with other relevant bodies to ensure the wellbeing of a child is supported, this includes protection from neglect and harm. The act (2004, cited in HM Government, 2018) also states that the welfare and safeguarding is paramount of a child in any service. The Education Act (2002) ensures that the safeguarding and welfare of a child, of eighteen years and under, is met in educational institutions and collaborates with local authority. Independent schools follow similar regulations under the Education and Skills Act (2008, cited in HM Government, 2018). Through government laws and schemes, it clearly indicates the importance of multidisciplinary work to ensure the safeguarding and welfare of a child.
Free school meal policy (Department of Education, 2018) in England, acknowledges the importance of a healthy meal for children in disadvantaged areas and is recognised in the Education Act (1996, cited in Department of Education, 2018). Schools and local authorities have access to an Eligibility Checking System to establish as many children as possible that are eligible for the scheme, to ensure children and their families are supported during the school day (Department of Education, 2018). 
Another scheme to support disadvantaged families is Universal Credit (Department of Work and Pensions, 2015).  The aim of the policy is to enable claimants and their families to have more independence, and it applies to with no income or low income, making it more inclusive for people (Department of Work and Pensions, 2015). However, Banard (2019) argues the changes and support provided by Universal Credit has not gone far enough to help those in poverty. Banard (2019) argues the initial goals of Universal Credit was correct and simple, although there has since been cuts to funding which has resulted in flaws in the system.  
Bevan Foundation (2021) and Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2021) are working collaboratively to find new solutions to poverty in Wales and the rest of the United Kingdom, known as the anti-poverty strategy. Winckler and Trickey (2014) state that tackling poverty is of high political importance in Wales and is vital as the nature of poverty is changing. According to Winckler and Trickey (2014) when tackling poverty, the definition of poverty needs to be clear in order to have the correct affect. Butler and Rutter (2016) argue that publicly funded childcare system can help reduce poverty, with early intervention. The findings of Butler and Rutter (2016) conclude that the United Kingdom falls short in terms of flexible and readily available childcare and support for children and families. Allowing affordable and flexible access to childcare can allow parents to work, study and train to gain more opportunities (Butler and Rutter, 2016).
In Wales, the Welsh Government (2017) recognised this and introduced the Flying Start scheme, providing free childcare for children under the age of four years in disadvantaged areas. The Welsh Government (2017) are aware of the impact on poverty on children’s development, health, and the links into poor outcomes into adulthood. Flying Start (Welsh Government, 2017) has a multidisciplinary approach to tackle poverty and provides health service, access to parental support and speech, language, and communication support, as well as free childcare. The aim of Flying Start (Welsh Government, 2017) is to support and identify any needs of a child and their family through early intervention. The health support given to children and families in Flying Start, is built upon the health service of Healthy Child Wales Programme (Welsh Government, 2017). The Healthy Child Wales Programme and Flying Start (Welsh Government, 2017) offer three intervention levels in terms of health: universal, enhanced, and intensive. This allows a range of individual needs of children and families to be met.

Bradley and Howes (2020) argue schools endure many challenges when it comes to poverty, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. National Education Union (2021) states that 55% of their members, in a recent survey have seen an increase in child poverty at their school since March 2020. Closing schools across Britain due to the pandemic has meant children in school that normally rely on free school meals, five days a week, have needed to be fed at home, meaning additional costs for their families (Westwater, 2021). Spielman (n.d, cited in Westwater, 2021), Ofsted Chief Inspector announced the attainment gap prior to the pandemic between advantaged and disadvantaged children was significant and getting worse, however, the pandemic will only widen the gap. Child hunger has been one of the largest issues during the pandemic in Britain, resulting in many supermarkets across the country offering vouchers for food and campaigns led by Rushford (n.d, cited in Westwater, 2021) to fight for the extension of free school meals into the half term holidays. However, Westwater (2021) argues this was not fully successful as some of the free school meals provided were not adequate for children. Hawking (2021) argues that although the end of the pandemic is in sight in terms of vaccine roll outs, the social security system needs to be strong to provide to support people through the next stage. One method Hawking’s (2021) suggests is to convert the cost of free school meals into payment for the families where pupils are still working from home in England. 
“Poverty is holding too many children and young people back, limiting their life chances and creating barriers around their access to education” states National Education Union (2021). Reducing poverty is complex and has no easy answer or solutions. However, “a vision, commitment and a plan” is needed to tackle poverty, states (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2021). Maddison (2020) suggests the government in the United Kingdom to create a social security system that offers continued support to children and families, especially in regard to effects of the coronavirus pandemic. Offering the support will help ease financial stress on families that already have low incomes or even lost their jobs due to the pandemic. Enabling families and children access to opportunities and experiences within education, their attitudes towards school and learning would become more positive, supported by research conducted by Sutton et al (2007, cited in Hirsch, 2007) and Hogan (2007, cited in Hirsch, 2007). 
Meyer (cited in TEDxTalks, 2016) states “human infants are born the most vulnerable mammals on this planet” and that children need a connection in order to thrive. Children understand when they have a sense of belonging, as well as understanding when they do not (Meyer, cited in TEDxTalks, 2016). Meyer (cited in TEDxTalks, 2016) reinforces the study of Hogan (2007, cited in Hirsch, 2007) in showing that children are aware and understand social structures and where they belong in society. All children should feel included and “every child has the right to quality education and learning” (UNICEF, n.d).
Government laws and schemes such as Flying Start (Welsh Government, 2017) recognise the importance of collaborative and multidisciplinary approach, and Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2021) acknowledges this. Joseph Rowntree Foundation suggests that tackling poverty involves everyone, such as the media, businesses, citizens, communities, policymakers and even people in poverty. 
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