Social Exclusion in Education.
This essay will critically evaluate the factors which can put groups and individuals at risk of exclusion in an educational setting, linking theories and evaluating policies currently used in educational settings. Bronfenbrenner devised a theory on ecological systems. According to Aubrey and Riley (2019) he viewed the environment as an essential component in human development. He was an advocate for family values and his work had an impact on social policy in the 1960’s. He believed there were several influences on human behaviour and therefor there is no simple answer to inclusion. His theory includes 5 levels of external influences which build the bigger picture. Education, along with family and community are part of the microsystem layer. How children interact with the people in their microsystem affects how they grow. A positive relationship between home and school is likely to have impact on a child’s development, Schools play an essential part in tackling child poverty according to the welsh government. According to Tackling Child Poverty in Wales (no date) The welsh government promotes the importance of school and home partnerships in order to improve the learning outcomes for disadvantaged pupils. Research suggests that targeting disadvantaged children through good quality schooling can have a huge impact on their educational achievement and attitude towards education. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of a Child (UNCRC) sets out rights for all children under the age of 18. The rights cover all aspects of a child’s life. The convention was brought into the United Kingdom in 1992. Article 28 states that “every child has the right to an education. Primary education must be free and different forms of secondary education must be available to every child” (UNICEF, no date). Ruth Levitas devised a theory with three overlapping discourses of social exclusion. They show how social exclusion is used within the political process, within the three discourses. Factors such as, living in poverty, additional learning needs (ALN), young carers and looked after children (LAC) can all influence social exclusion. Social exclusion happens when certain groups of people in society are made to feel isolated and unimportant. Factors can also be multidimensional where one individual may experience several factors. The author will look specifically at LAC children, the factors that lead them to be socially excluded and what interventions have been put place to reduce the impact of this. 
“Under the Children Act 1989, a child is legally defined as ‘looked after’ by a local authority if he or she is provided with accommodation for a continuous period for more than 24 hours, is subject to a care order; or  is subject to a placement order” (Department for Education, 2020). 
According to the Welsh Governments statistics for Wales, the number of LAC children in Wales on 31st March 2019 was five thousand one hundred and sixty. Children who are ‘looked after’ face risk of being moved not just from home to home, but sometimes counties and often schools. Lack of consistency in education plays a factor in social exclusion as children who are moved must start over, this effects how the for relationships with peers and adults. “Children in the care system may have had frequent moves and may be lacking in confidence and motivation because of their circumstances. They are at high risk of underachievement and exclusion” (Tackling child poverty in Wales, 2012). According to the NSPCC (2020) breakdowns in placements can have a detrimental impact on a child's emotional wellbeing and mental health. When this happens, it prevents the individual from forming relationships with adults who could help protect them due to their negative life experiences. Many children in the care system have previous experiences of violence, abuse or neglect. Some even find it hard to form friendships, which leads to exclusion in school. “Research suggests that when looked after children are compared with children in the general population, they tend to have poorer outcomes in a number of areas such as educational attainment and mental and physical health” (NSPCC, 2020). 
There are several reasons why looked after children may have poorer outcomes in education and a lower rate of employment in adult life. This could be due to them having adverse childhood experiences (ACEs). These are traumatic experiences that impact on children throughout their lives. “For every 100 adults in Wales 47 have suffered at least one ACE during their childhood and 14 have suffered 4 or more” (Public Health Wales, 2015). According to Public Health Wales (2015) evidence shows that chronic traumatic stress alters how a young child’s brain develops, resulting in individuals who are always prepared for further trauma. This can cause a child to be distracted in school and therefore have poor educational attainment. There is a strong link between people who experience ACEs exposing their own children to ACEs, referred to as the ‘cycle of violence’. Therefore, preventing ACEs will not only benefit individuals but future generations across Wales. The study concluded several aims in order to break the cycle of ACEs in Wales. These included investment in child and parent support in order to better equip parents and care givers with skills to avoid ACEs and a focus on the development of social and emotional well-being in the child. “Experiencing ACEs means individuals are more likely to perform poorly in school, more likely to be involved in crime and ultimately less likely to be a productive member of society” (Public Health Wales, 2015). “Individuals living in areas of deprivation are at greater risk of experiencing multiple ACEs” (Public Health Wales, 2015). Bronfenbrenner stresses the importance of the relationships between, for example school and home, the stronger the connection between these the better outcome for the child, something that the Flying Start programme tries to develop. The Flying Start programme was introduced to target deprived areas in Wales. According to Flying Start (2014) the programme includes free part time childcare for children aged 2-3, along with parents having access to parenting programmes and an enhanced Health visiting service. According to statistical first release (2019) 70% of parents took up structured parenting courses, accessed through the flying start programme.
“Research suggests that quality early years care leads to improvements in children’s development in later years. Children who attend quality early years settings are more independent, concentrate on their play for longer and, on entry to school, are more co-operative and better prepared for the challenges they meet” (Flying Start, 2014).
The programme not only provides the child with high quality experiences to aid their development but also educates and supports their parents. Although not all LAC children access the flying start programme the policy was put in place to educate and support parents which in turn could reduce the number of children who are ‘looked after’. Bronfenbrenner believed in a holistic approach to child development, with each layer playing a part in their development into adulthood. A holistic approach with children who are looked after is not always easy although it is extremely important due to the number of agencies involved with the individual. Flying Start allows professionals to work closely with children and families who access the provision in order to aid the development of the child and better equip the parents working holistically. When children move further into their education journey, to ensure the holistic approach is still being used, each child has a person centered review (PCR). PCRs were introduced in wales in 2006 as a way of allowing each learner to be actively involved in the plan for their education. According to The Person Centered Reviews toolkit (2015) PCRs allow all parties to be involved in the decision making about a child’s future, this links again to the holistic approach that Bronfenbrenner promotes in his theory. In my setting PCRs are invaluable and allow all parties involved with each child to be part of the same meeting and work together for the best interests of the child. If children are not functioning well, they are unable to learn, this will affect their future. “Education has an important role in combating social exclusion: as a recipient of increased public funding, as a means to cultural change, and as a preparation for employment” (Thompson, 2011). Watt and Jacobs (2000) explain the three discourses suggested in the theory by Ruth Levitas, the redistributionist discourse (RED) This identifies poverty as the main cause of exclusion. Moral underclass discourse (MUD) identifies lack of morals in an individual and therefore their behaviour excludes them. Social integrationist discourse (SID) emphasises the importance of employment and being paid in order to be socially included. Evidence shows that children who are classed as LAC are more likely to have emotional, social and behavioural difficulties. MUD links an individual’s behaviour as a form of exclusion, it is seen as the individuals own fault that they become excluded. In my setting we have taken on a whole school THRIVE approach. The thrive approach aims to tackle 
“the issue of school exclusions, the Thrive Approach now offers a whole-setting approach to supporting the right-time social and emotional development of all children and young people. As a result of implementing the Approach, children and young people are better placed to engage with their learning and with life” (THRIVE, 2020).
[bookmark: _GoBack]Thrive sees behaviour as a form of communication. If children’s emotional and social needs are met, then the unwanted behaviour will stop. According to THRIVE (2020) the approach is based on research from attachment and child development theories focusing on the deep and emotional bond that is important to have with others. It uses this to show the importance of trusting relationships between adults and children supporting optimal social and emotional development. This would benefit a child who due to being looked after may have lacked strong and loving relationships with adults. SID promotes employment in adults and believes social exclusion arises from lack of employment. According to Evans et al. (2017) LAC children and young people, when compared with others are educationally disadvantaged and are half as likely to gain a university degree or the equivalent. This could be due to several different factors, including a disruptive home life, lack of family support or even their own social, emotional or behavioural difficulties. The government initiative Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) was introduced as an incentive for young people to continue their education when they leave school. They are paid up to thirty pounds every fortnight providing they attend school or college, depending on household income. When a LAC child leaves school they become a care leaver, as long as a care leaver meets the requirements of the school or college they do not have to provide any financial information to receive EMA, therefore making it easier and more likely for them to continue education. According to Bolton (2011) there have been a series of studies carried out specifically to look at the impact of this policy. An assessment carried out in 2005 concluded that EMA had increased participation of 16-year olds by an estimated five and a half percent. There was a greater impact with students who had low levels of attainment when leaving school. The setting in which I work uses EMA to promote attendance within the sixth form. The young people want to receive their money as the incentive, but it does ensure they only receive it if they attend. RED was largely the approach of the labour government with a push to getting families out of poverty. The idea of taking from the rich and giving to the poor to eradicate the cycle of generations of families living in poverty by providing equal opportunities. Something that the EMA grant encourages in young people to better themselves by staying in education. Several aspects shape us as individuals, from how we are brought up to how we are seen within society. Therefore, inclusion is a complex matter to embed, there is not just one cause. “In all three discourses, education has an important role in combating social exclusion: as a recipient of increased public funding, as a means of cultural change, and as a preparation for employment” (Thompson, 2011). 
Education plays a huge part in the reduction of social exclusion. “The best defence against social exclusion is having a job, and the best way to get a job is to have a good education” (Thompson, 2011, p. 786). Everyone is entitled to an education, although there are factors that affect an individual’s readiness to learn, all children receive the same opportunities when in school but their behaviour or support at home can affect a child’s view or attitude towards school. “Education remains the primary opportunity for success and well-being in life” (Rogers and Freiberg, 1994, p. 334). The childhood experiences we endure have significant impacts on the adult we grow up to be, the choices we make and the drive we have for us to succeed will determine what life we live in the future. Bronfenbrenner also recognised that “some of the processes which make us human were breaking down in modern society” (Aubrey and Riley, 2019, p. 150). LAC children face several childhood experiences before being removed from the family home by the local authority, most of them experiencing abuse or neglect. Abuse and neglect have lasting effects on an individual. According to the joyful heart foundation (2019) everyone has their own response to the trauma of abuse. Abuse can have a long-lasting effect including anxiety, depression, low self esteem and difficulty building relationships. When a child has difficulty forming relationships with peers and adults, they will more likely become excluded and feel alone, leading to emotional and social difficulties, which can impact their future. “The social and emotional skills we develop as children impact on many of the things we care about in adult life, including adult physical and mental health, employment, and life satisfaction” (Chowdry and McBride, 2017). Flying start bridges the gap in development that some children may miss out on before starting school, as well as building relationships and developing connections which enhances the child’s mesosystem. Flying start has many benefits for both parents and children. Setting them up for the best possible start in life in order to reduce social exclusion and future risks of living in poverty. However, the programme is only offered to deprived areas which limits who can access the intervention, this does not seem a fair way of deciding who needs it. There are high income families living in deprived areas which also access the flying starts programme. There are several reasons that children and young people can be socially excluded, these have been recognised and researched and policies, such as the ones discussed in this essay, have been put in place to reduce the impact this has on children and young people. Although there are programmes in place now to reduce social exclusion, this is still happening to people of all ages. Individuals need to feel supported and empowered in order to have the drive to succeed. Levitas provided 3 elements in her theory, poverty, an individual’s lack of morals and unemployment. She believed that they all have an impact on social exclusion. These are generally a result of the experiences an individual face as a child. Children who are looked after are statistically less likely to be employed as adults because of the ACEs they experienced as a child and the impact that has had on their mental health and life in general. Fronting the challenge projects (2020) understands the reasons for a child’s behaviour may be due to ACEs. THRIVE does not require the adult to know the reason behind the behaviour in order to meet the needs of the individual. The adult works with what the individual needs now and helps them to develop better relationships and healthy stress management systems to increase their ability to learn and improve their social and emotional development, by providing strategies and activities to help fill developmental gaps. Providing them with the tools they need to become capable, self- assured and resilient individuals, what is needed for everyone to succeed. Exclusion leads to feeling disempowered whereas inclusion leads to feeling empowered. Exclusion can have a lasting effect on an individual and affect them in adulthood. Which is why the successful polices set out by the government are so important. Children and young people who feel socially included are more likely to enjoy school and participate, therefore achieving and reaching their full potential.
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