What are the key social elements that affect a pupil’s ability to access education?
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This assignment will attempt to highlight key social elements that serve as barriers to accessing education. Exploring issues of social exclusion, diversity within society as well as looking deeper into the theories, policies, and practices currently in place which aim to tackle these barriers.
One social element that has a tremendous, broad impact on a pupil’s ability to access education and their attainment throughout schooling is poverty. The term ‘poverty’ can be categorized in two ways, relative poverty, and absolute poverty. Absolute poverty is lack of biological necessities needed for survival; food, water, shelter, sufficient healthcare and sanitation. Whereas relative poverty refers to how much income a person would need to satisfy basic needs, it is more so income inequality.
 The Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) describes poverty as something that ‘affects millions of people in the UK. Poverty means not being able to heat your home, pay your rent, or buy the essentials for your children. It means waking up every day facing insecurity, uncertainty, and impossible decisions about money. It means facing marginalization – and even discrimination – because of your financial circumstances. The constant stress it causes can lead to problems that deprive people of the chance to play a full part in society.’ (What is poverty?, 2020). Or simply put; ‘Poverty is when your resources are well below your minimum needs.’ (What is poverty?, 2020). 
Through exploring this topic in lectures, it allowed me to reflect on my personal experience with relative poverty in my childhood. Growing up in a four-generation teenage single-mother family, on a council estate with no present father figure allowed me to relate and empathize with children who feel disillusioned with the education system as I felt that I could relate from a young age. Relative poverty is described as when a person lacks the minimum income needed to achieve the average standard of living relative to the society or culture that they live it. Relative poverty will fluctuate according to the needs of where they live, it is determined by not being able to keep up with their society’s definition of the standard of living. Poverty has more of an impact than just low income. People experiencing poverty will often be excluded and marginalized because of their situation. They may experience poor health, unemployment, inadequate healthcare, lifelong barriers to learning, culture and recreational activities. (European Commission, 2004,). 
This can have an adverse effect on a child’s ability to access education and their ability to reach their full potential during school. If a child is hungry or does not experience a happy, healthy, and encouraging home environment, how could they possibly be in the right mind frame to be present for lessons? Similarly, if their parental figure/s did not attend higher education or if they hold a negative opinion on the school education system, it is difficult for children to form their own positive opinion of school. It is difficult for this perpetuated cycle of poverty to break. Research shows that there is a strong statistical link between poverty and low educational attainment. Pupils from poorer families are more likely to have lower levels of attainment compared to other pupils. (Estyn, 2010). We also know that children in receipt of Free School Meals (FSM) are less than half as likely to achieve 5 A*-C compared to children not in receipt of FSMs. (Atkinson, 2009). This can be caused by children and their parents not believing the impact that their own actions and behaviours can have on their lives. They may believe that their life is already mapped out for them, and that no matter what effort they are doomed to live the same life as their parents; a life of struggle, poverty and exclusion. BBC Three’s social documentary; Poor Kids (2011). Follows the life of three young girls in England and their frank, honest accounts of their experiences with poverty. One part of the documentary which holds heavy significance is when Courtney, eight-years-old, talks with her friend who does not live on a council estate and who is not ‘poor’. Courtney says that her future… ‘Will have a lot of bad things and a few good things’ she also says ‘she’s [her friend] going to be richer when she’s older and I’ll be poor.’ This highlights the fact that children who grow up surrounded by poverty often feel that there is no escape from their situation and that it will continue into their adult life. This may hold true if they cannot achieve the grades necessary to continue to higher education. Or perhaps if they do achieve high grades despite their circumstance, they may be unable to afford university or need to go to full time work straight from compulsory schooling in order to financially support their family.
Children from a poor background can face difficulties accessing education because of a negative home learning environment. They may also be faced with intergenerational factors such as mirroring their parent’s aspirations or cognitive abilities. Additionally, if their parents have low expectations of them it would be difficult for a child to believe they can achieve more. If teachers or parents had higher aspirations for children in poverty they may apply themselves or push themselves to do better. (Williams, 2020)
In order to prevent this perpetuating cycle of poverty and low academic achievement, the Welsh Government released an education and deprivation programme; Rewriting the Future, raising ambition and attainment in Welsh Schools. The main ethos of this programme is the belief that ‘no child in Wales should be disadvantaged by poverty and inequality.’ (Welsh Government, 2014) This new practice was brought into fruition in order to improve the life chances of welsh children from impoverished backgrounds and to end the likelihood of their attainment being clouded by their background rather than their characteristics. The objectives of Rewriting the Future (2014). are: 
•	‘mitigate the impact of deprivation in the early years so that learners are ‘school ready’ and have well-developed early language skills
• engage families effectively in children’s learning and school life
• make all schools ‘community schools’
• better equip the school workforce to understand and overcome the challenges faced by learners from deprived backgrounds
• ensure that learners from deprived backgrounds access the highest quality learning and teaching 
•	provide high-quality digital learning experiences for learners to ensure they are equipped with skills to excel in the third millennium
• engender high aspirations amongst learners from deprived backgrounds
• raise expectations for learners from deprived backgrounds and ensure they meet those expectations.’ (Welsh Government, 2014). The four main points put in place in order to reduce the impact poverty has on education are high quality learning and teaching, early years intervention, high expectations and aspirations and family and community engagement. It is only fair that every child has equal opportunities in life, and the best possible start in education in order to reap the benefits that schooling has to offer. Building Resilient Communities: Taking forward the Tackling Poverty Action Plan (Welsh Government, 2014), have set targets to diminish the gap between poor pupils and those from a more advantaged background. This would break the cycle of disadvantaged youth continuing a disadvantaged path, but instead level the playing field, so to speak. Allowing to better individual children’s futures, improve families lives as it increases the accountability each person has in bettering their lives, and in turn it will improve local communities and society. 
Another social element that can greatly impact a child’s ability to access education is Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). Violence Prevention, 2020, describes ACEs as potentially traumatic events that happen during childhood. These can mean physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional abuse, or chronic stressors. These traumatic events will leave imprints on you as an individual and shape who you will become as an adult; how well you attain at education and what type of person you will be. Examples of Adverse Childhood Experiences are as follows; Experiencing a neglectful, violent or abusive household, having a person in your family commit or attempt to commit suicide, witnessing violence in your home, being exposed to substance abuse, instability within your household (parental separation or a parent being in jail) and a close family member having severe mental health issues.  (Preventing Adverse Childhood Experiences |Violence Prevention|Injury Center|CDC, 2020) ACE’s can have a detrimental effect on a child’s education, and in turn career prospects, but they can also be linked to chronic health problems, substance misuse in adulthood and mental illness. As a person’s number of ACEs increases, so does the risk of ‘Alcoholism and alcohol abuse, Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, Depression, Fetal death, Health-related quality of life, Illicit drug use, Ischemic heart disease, Liver disease, Poor work performance, Financial stress, Risk for intimate partner violence, Multiple sexual partners, Sexually transmitted diseases, Smoking, Suicide attempts, Unintended pregnancies, Early initiation of smoking, Early initiation of sexual activity, Adolescent pregnancy, Risk for sexual violence and Poor academic achievement.’  (Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs): educational interventions, 2020). These increased risks to health and well-being proves the correlation between ACEs and negative life experiences from childhood and deep into adult life. This cycle will often continue from child to adult and back to their own child or children. This cycle will often repeat itself across generations if ACEs are not prevented or dealt with. 
Having Adverse childhood experiences usually stems from a negative home environment. It is important to know that children, especially young, impressionable minds, need a nurturing and enthusiastic household in order to feel worth in their own actions and believe that they have power over their own destiny. Children from abusive households, whether it be verbal, emotional, physical, or sexual abuse that they encounter, will suffer from damaged self-esteem, feelings of shame and worthlessness as well as perhaps feeling untrusting of adults, therefore they may not believe that teachers have their best interests at heart with no hidden agenda. A common theme with children who have suffered abuse is them adopting a self- destructive attitude. This is an attempt to gain control over their life as they may feel completely out of control of it. They may begin to seek out the same negative and abuse relationship that they had with their parents in romantic partners as it is the only norm that they can relate to. This would lead children to feel disenchanted for school and that it is a ‘waste of time’ It is essential that from a young age that every child feels power in their presence at education in order to foster accountability, hard work and ultimately qualifications. McDowell (2017). Found in her research that children who had multiple ACEs were less likely to do required homework and less likely to care about doing well at school compared to children who did not have ACEs. Cook et al (2015) also found that ‘a history of maltreatment is associated with lower grades and poorer scores on standardized tests and other indices of academic achievement’ and ‘Maltreated children have three times the dropout rate of the general population.’ Whilst considering ACEs impact on education it is important to note that having a negative relationship with a parent or parents would lead to not having a sound understanding of positive relationships and communications, you would be lacking these basic socialising skills. This would potentially mean that children would find it difficult communicating with both peers and teachers and find it nearly impossible to form happy, strong friendships and relationships. This development would lead to isolation within the school network and perhaps even bullying for not being able to immerse themselves with others the way everyone else can. This would make school a negative place for children with ACEs and reflect their negative homelife, leading them to participate in anti-social behaviours such as truancy or repeating negative behaviours that they have seen. 
Children with ACEs struggle academically for several reasons. They do not receive encouragement to achieve and actively participate in school, they will not have a healthy home environment in which to do schoolwork and they may suffer socially and behaviourally from detrimental examples growing up. Additionally, children with ACEs struggle with participation in schools, excelling academically, communication, language development and high attendance. (The circular impact of ACEs, education, and long-term health - CDV, 2018) 
Through researching ACEs it is abundantly clear that unfavourable childhood experiences leads to underachievement in schools and a perpetuating cycle of abuse and negative adult experiences. The saying ‘Prevention is better than cure’ is abt, but is it possible to prevent Adverse childhood experiences from happening and their negative results? One way in which this is possible is by ensuring that every child experiences a positive, warm, encouraging, and inclusive school classroom environment this is ‘vital to fostering positive health outcomes among those who face major ACEs such as Childhood Domestic Violence (CDV), abuse, neglect or other forms of toxic stress’ (The circular impact of ACEs, education, and long-term health - CDV, 2018) It is important that each child is encouraged to stay in education for as long as possible and that success and hard work is praised. 
The Centre for Disease Control and Population (CDC) have discourages strategies that actively decrease the occurrence of ACEs and the widespread affect that they can have for individual children, for families and for communities and society. The first is to Strengthen economic support to families through encouraging the workplace to adopt family-friendly policies and by strengthening household financial security. This could diminish any abuse that results from economic stressors resulting from families being unable to work. Another strategy is to protect social norms that protect against violence and adversity. This would be done through approaches such as ‘Public education campaigns, Legislative approaches to reduce corporal punishment, Bystander approaches, Men and boys as allies in prevention.’ (Preventing Adverse Childhood Experiences |Violence Prevention|Injury Center|CDC, 2020) This is put in place to tackle the mindset and beliefs behind those who abuse children. The CDC also notes the importance of ensuring each child gets a strong start in life, through rich childcare opportunities and early childhood visitations. These strategies aim to educate and teach invaluable skills through ‘Social-emotional learning, Safe dating and healthy relationship skill programs, Parenting skills and family relationship approaches’. (Preventing Adverse Childhood Experiences |Violence Prevention|Injury Center|CDC, 2020)
It is effective to prevent these ACEs from occurring initially, through education and reformed social policy. However, it is essential that treatment is actively available for those who do suffer as a result of ACEs and that help is available to diminish the negative affect that ACEs can have on life. 
To conclude, there are many complex elements that can serve as barriers towards children accessing education. They often overlap and it is difficult to determine cause and effect as barriers often stem from barriers. (Poverty being a main example). 
It is clear to the writer that poverty and ACEs result in poor academic possibilities and attainment. It is deplorable that class and financial limitations would impact a child’s life so deeply, but we know this to be fact. 
It is essential that we become knowledgeable of these privileges some people have and the additional barriers that many may have to overcome at the very start of life. Circumstances outside of a child’s control, such as finances or home environments should not negatively impact their learning. It is important that schools and governments address these issues and implement essential legislations to overcome these adverse life experiences. 
“It is easier to build strong children than to repair broken adults.” ~ F. Douglas
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