Critically reflect on two key issues in contemporary education, drawing on placement experience and recent relevant literature.

In education today inclusion of minority groups in schools and provisions to additional learning needs are two key issue which are both heavily focused upon due to the increased conversation surrounding subject areas. Provisions to additional learning needs is also a key issue within education and something which was very evident within my time working within the primary school. With the (Department for Education, 2018) highlighting that there has been a rise by 14.6% in pupils with additional learning needs in just a year between 2017 and 2018 it is clear that this is something which needs to be examined. As numbers of pupils with additional learning needs rise it needs to be ensured that the government has the right strategies in place in order to successfully support these extra students. In my placement I was able to have an insight into how the school put strategies and plans in place in order to help these students. The school had to follow guidelines and policy in order to ensure that children with additional learning needs were being suitable catered for within the education system.
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My placement setting was a primary school in England in which I was able to work as a teaching assistant for classes reception through to year 6. This allowed me to work with a varied sample of pupils whom had a variety of different needs; also seeing the challenges with working with teachers who had varied ideals of pedagogy. The school informed me that there was a high percentage of students with additional learning needs. The fact that I was initially informed of this already suggests to me that there may be challenges which I would have to face when working within the school setting. However, working so closely with students with additional learning needs allowed me to see challenges or barriers that these children may face to have a fully inclusive educational experience and how the school was helping these students to overcome the barriers which are faced. 

Observations in which I made during my time at placement highlighted that it was clear that the teachers were trying their best to make the necessary adjustments needed for SEN students within the classroom with the relevant training that they had. However, at times even with these adjustments made, the students’ needs were not fully being met as best as possible. Upon reflection of many scenarios, there were some simple steps which could have been made by the school in order to avoid any inability to meet the students need. This in turn was inhibiting some of the students with specialist needs within the school to be gaining the most from their education. The school had to be sure that they were following policy and legislation in order to meet the needs of the pupils with ALN, but even so there were times when it seemed that the school could not meet the requirements made by certain policies. 

Firstly, the UK has the Special Educational Needs and Disability code of practice (UK Government, 2014) which tells us that the needs of the children with both SEN and disabilities are to be met just as the other pupils’ needs are met. The code of practice covers the area of SEN within schooling and gives guidelines on issues such as the curriculum, equality and inclusion and improving the outcomes for children with Additional Learning needs. (UK Government, 2014) states that ‘they must make reasonable adjustments…to prevent them from put at a substantial disadvantage’ this was something in which the school was very forward thinking in doing, usually putting the adjustments in place before any problem arose, which is the ideal situation for the pupil. If the steps are put in place before the child even realises that adjustments are being made for them this allows a better chance for the pupil to be able to achieve. 

However, within my time at the school there were some adjustments which were overlooked for students which were not following the SEND code of practice and therefore the school was being negligent to certain students. In one example the year 5 class I was working with had a weekly music lesson which was on the second floor of the teaching block. The music room was fully equipped with musical instruments, sound systems and screens, however Pupil A could not attend the music sessions as there were two flights of stairs to climb up and no lift. This excluded the pupil from the 1 and a half hour sessions each week and as a substitute to the lessons they would have to spend the time with a teaching assistant doing something of the pupil’s choice. 

Although previsions were made in order for the pupils’ main classes to be taught on the ground floor on the school, their education is not one which is fully inclusive due to having to miss the music lessons. This did not only affect Pupil A, but any teacher, staff or visitor who was unable to make it up stairs. This single act alone was not following the guidelines of the SEND code of practice as the pupil was not being allowed the same opportunities as their peers. Not only did this not follow the SEND code of practice, it also was not in line with the (UK government, 2010) equality act which elicits that a person cannot be discriminated or treated unfairly due to their disability. Although the school argued that previsions could not be made, when reflecting upon this, the music room could have been relocated and moved to the ground floor, due to their being no specific need for equipment or learning to be on the second floor. 

Moreover, even when the school had adjustments in place for a pupil’s with additional learning needs there were certain cases in which I felt it may have been hindering instead of helping the child. In many situations it was clear to the class that the child was having adjustments made for them and within certain classes I began to see an attitude change towards the child receiving. For example; Pupil B had a diagnosis of autism and within my time working with the pupil they were beginning to become a challenge for the school in regard to their behaviour. Due to this an adjustment of being able to have a time out from the classroom for a ‘cool down period’; however, some of the other pupils in the class began to feel that this was unfair. They continued to make comments on the fact that pupil B could leave the classroom in the middle of a lesson, but they couldn’t, sometimes being quite hostile to the situation. 

After due consideration I questioned whether the fact the children were noticing this adjustment and it was alienating pupil B from the rest of the class was in fact inhibiting the pupils ability to form close friendships and in turn was having an even more adverse effect upon the behaviour seen in school.  (Department for children, schools and families, 2008) suggest that children with SEN are more likely to be subject to bullying than their peers. Unfortunately, this is something which I laid witness to within my time at the school with both pupil A and B reporting incidents of bullying. This led me to ponder if the school were effectively putting steps in place in order to protect children with additional learning needs; as there could have been more support and training in order to avoid discrimination against these children.  

(Department for children, schools and families, 2008) highlight the importance of a whole school approach when it comes to the education of additional learning needs and after spending time within a school, I feel could benefit this type of environment. If the school ensued time to create a programme in which the children within the school from entry level were taught about differences and diversity the pupils would be educated upon this and it would be normalised. Not only this, providing specialist training for the teachers would also benefit such situations; as teachers who are trained in additional learning needs would be much better equipped to make those adjustments in the best possible way for not only the pupil with ALN, but the whole class. 

Similarly, the pedagogy of the teachers when teaching pupils with additional learning needs can have a huge impact upon how successful a student’s time will be within a school. However with (The Teachers Union, 2018) reporting that in the past few years more specialist teachers and learning support staff have been cut and that sufficient training is not being provided in order to keep up with the demands of the jobs of a teacher; it is no surprise that schools are lacking in teachers who understand the complexity of additional learning needs.  (Speck, 2019) also reports that ‘four in five teachers say there are not enough staff in their schools who are appropriately trained to support pupils with SEND effectively’ only further shedding light on the need for focus to be put upon training within additional learning needs. This was a key issue I came across within my time in the school with many of the teachers whom I worked alongside suggesting to me they felt ill-equipped to effectively teach with such a high proportion of children with additional learning needs within the classroom. 

The instances I witnessed in where the teachers were trained in additional learning needs as a specialism, highlighted the fact that the teacher’s pedagogy could have a huge impact upon how well the pupil could excel within that setting. One of the teachers I worked alongside had previously been a learning support assistant and had also gained a masters in additional learning needs. The way in which she approached the fact that she had a classroom with a high proportion of children with ALN was that she believed it was a pleasure to be able to teach the children rather than a burden. In order to have a fully inclusive classroom she would put things in place such as a traffic light system on cards if children were feeling overwhelmed, different level ability work for the pupils and she ensured she worked closely with the teaching assistants and the learning support assistants in making sure they knew the best practice for the children. Therefore, the children with additional learning needs within her class would be able to receive this specialist approach which she had developed, however this was not a whole school wide attitude. 

The fact that some teachers were highly trained in ALN and others were basically trained caused inconstancies within the school. This elicited that there were some members of staff who were not well prepared to take on classes with high percentages of children with additional learning needs. This highlights that one class may be reciving a higher quality of education due to the level at which the teacher has been trained.  If training was school wide and rolled on a consistent basis these inconsistences in teaching could be avoided and the pupils would have a more reliable level of teaching. (Davis and Florian, 2003) highlight the importance of a one pedagogy for all rather than a specialist teaching style for children with additional learning needs. This suggest that it is far more beneficial to have an all-inclusive learning style than dividing the learners into smaller groups to deal with their specialist needs. After working in classes in which were divided into smaller groups in order to better deal with individual needs; I can see the benefit to this as the teacher and teaching assistants have a more one on one feel with the students. However, as previously mentioned this can cause a feel of division between the class, creating a sense of a non-inclusive environment. 

On a similar note to provisions made for students with additional learning needs, inclusion is another issue which is in the forefront of contemporary education; there are a range of different topics to look at when focusing on inclusion such as race, gender, social class, special educational needs with this this not being exhaustive. (Sage, 2007) suggests that the fact that inclusion seems to be more important within modern society is people are more inclined to celebrate their differences. There is more complexity to not only people but to minority groups; in the past these differences may have been something that people may feel that they had to try and hide or disguise. Alas, a generation of people who will defend and support an all-inclusive society has arose and this is highlighted more than ever within young people within the UK, which in turn has filtered through to the education system. 

As part of a minority group traveller children face challenges when it comes to education. (Department of Education, 2013) highlights the fact that in many generations of Travellers it is well known on the governments part that many Travellers either leave school with very few to none qualifications or do not finish schooling. From working within the school, I learned of a very high percentage of Traveller children whom attended the school.  Due to the nature of the Traveller students’ culture and upbringing, school is something which can be seen as a barrier for some students, ensuing that school is not the place that they want to be.  When referring to Traveller students in schooling (Derrington and Kendall, 2008) state that ‘up to 10,000 young Travellers are not even registered. Of those who did transfer to the secondary phase, a disproportionate number were excluded from school’ with such statistics it is clear there is an issue when it comes to not only keeping Traveller students in school, but actually ensuring they attend school to start with. 

In order for the school to work towards keeping the Traveller students in school and to become more inclusive towards traveller children there were certain adjustments which were made in the school for them. (Gateshead Council, 2016) highlights how children who come from a Traveller background can be moved with very short notice due to the nature of their parent’s work. This can happen very frequently throughout the year and is something which can cause further issues within their education. In order to keep disruption to a minimum for the pupils (The Department of Children, Schools and Families, 2008) suggests that adjustments must be made in order for the children to be kept within education. 

An adjustment which the school made was ensuring that all of the Traveller children’s paperwork were up to date and regularly maintained in light of being needed for a child’s transfer to another school. This would be updated more than a non-traveller student paperwork; however, it is a way in which the school can ensure all of the relevant information is being passed to the next school where the child will attend if moved. This is one small step which the school can make which has a huge difference to how well a child will integrate into the school. When on placement I was able to witness this challenge first-hand; as three siblings were transferring to the school halfway through the term. Due to their paperwork not being up to date by the previous school the transition into our school environment made it very difficult. I was surprised to see how much of a detrimental effect paperwork for the student not being in order had upon how easily the child was able to fit into the school; therefore, making the child not feel included within this environment. 

Something else which the government has in place in order to make adjustments for the Traveller students is the ability to have dual registration. (Department for children, schools and families) suggests that dual registration is an adjustment which is made for Traveller students in order for them to be able to be enrolled at schools even when travelling back and forth to places. Therefore, the student can easily move between the two schools with no complicated paperwork or lengthy process needed. This allows the transition to be as smooth as possible for the child and cause minimal disruption to the pupil’s education. Within my time at placement this is something which many of the Traveller families opted to do; moving the children in the summer term to a school where they would set up their work for the summertime. The system worked well from what I witnessed with the children having a settled life at both schools in which they had integrated themselves well into. 

While the school putting in previsions for the Traveller students allows them to be included within the school while still keep their cultural identity, it could also have a negative impact upon the children. In a study by (Sorin, 2006) it is suggested that even one major childhood move could have an adverse effect on the child to the point where it can have an impact upon the attainment of that child. Therefore, with the children with Traveller families moving around a lot, this could see a reason for the low attainment levels which are traditionally seen from the students. The fact that the families have the option to keep changing schools so often or having dual registration may see the parents of the children abuse this benefit that they receive; feeling that they may be able to travel more because of this. If there was a limit on the amount of times a child could change school throughout the school year this may see the family, consider more carefully about moving. However, with trying to solve these issues within educating traveller students, it has to be ensured that their cultural identity is able to stay intact. 

Even with certain provisions being made for the Traveller students within my time working closely with both Traveller and Non-Traveller students I personally witnessed problems which the children faced. Which made me believe that not enough was being done in order for the Traveller children to be fully included within the school. Many of the students had the mind-set that school was pointless for them and that their time could be better spent elsewhere. This was something which was stemming from the fact that many of their parents believed that the children would be better of learning the trade of the family rather than being at school. Therefore, upon reflection something which the school could have done in order to prevent this mind set was to set up an early intervention strategy from when the children join the school. This could involve explaining the importance of education to the children and providing them with the relevant knowledge in order to understand the prospects which can be gained. This could help to take away the negative connotations from schooling and increase the percentage of children who stay within school. 

Furthermore, both the attitudes from the staff and other students towards the Traveller students were one of concern. As reported by (Coyne, 2019) it has been seen that children within Traveller families feel that they have to hide their ‘Traveller identity’ as to avoid being bullied within the school environment. The school believed that by educating the teachers on Gypsy, Roma and Traveller communities it would put them in a better position in order to tailor, if need be, their approach with the Traveller students and families, in order to allow them to gain the most possible from their education. This can also help to get remove of any preconceived ideas or unconscious bias of Traveller families. Within the school I also witnessed a something which the school called ‘cultural exchange’ in which the children would teach each other about their cultures. This is a strategy which can be used in order to help the children celebrate each other’s differences and cultural differences be normalised. As a school which is so multi-cultural this is a idea which can help lead to a more inclusive and well-rounded community for all pupils and teachers within the school. 

Building upon the ideology of Traveller parents, there are some parents who choose to take their children out of school to travel across the world and spend time away from education which is sometimes known as world schooling. They would have to become home schoolers and do not have the same access to adjustments made as they are not a part of the Traveller community; these families would not have any support from the school and would be educating alone instead. (Riley, 2017) suggests how world schooling is the child will learn through travelling the world rather than being in school; with parents believing this is the best way for their children to learn. However, again these children do not get the same adjustments made for them and have the flexibility to return to schools as and when they are back in the country. This could be seen as being in favour of the Traveller children due to their ethnicity which in turn is positive discrimination. Therefore, the argument could arise that if it allowed for one then it should be allowed for all. 

It is not only Traveller students who face a non-inclusive experience within the education system. Black, asian and minority ethnic students are also at risk of being at a disadvantage within education with asylum seekers being largely at risk of disadvantage. (Advanced Higher Education, 2017) highlighted a difference of 77.1% of white students receiving a first-class degree compared to 61.7% of BAME students it is clear that there is a disadvantage for students who are BAME. Although this statistic focuses on higher education, the disadvantage may start earlier on in the pupil’s education and the lower grades within higher education establishments may be a reflection upon this.  However, upon reflection of my time spent working with pupils within my particular school, I found it difficult to uncover any example of non-inclusive practice in direct relation to BAME students within the school. That being said, with the school I was undertaking my placement being so diverse and multicultural, such an issue may not arise to the school having an inclusive feel. 

Both of the key issues of inclusion of minority groups in schools and provisions made for additional learning needs are something which are important within contemporary education. Not only is this clear from my time spent within a school setting within the UK learning about the barriers faced in education for both students with additional learning needs and students of a minority group.  It is also from the findings in both studies, policy and statistics which only further highlights the importance of the key issues mentioned. Upon my reflection of placement, it was clear that when looking at both of the issues the school had areas in which there was a lot of room for improvement and not all possible actions were being taken in order to tackle each issue which arose. However, it was clear that the basis of the improvements needed were being put in place and many of the problems were beginning to be solved. 
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