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[bookmark: _GoBack]What are the key social elements that affect a pupil’s ability to access education?

In today’s society, education is one of the key social and cultural rights given to every child. Its role is paramount in tackling poverty, child labour, social exclusion, and moreover has the ability to support and nurture a child’s intelligence, and develop their personality, understanding of respect, life, and other people (Unichef.org.uk, ND).  

We are lucky in the UK to have a very robust education system which is freely available to all children up to the age of 18 years regardless of their background, race, culture, disability, gender and even social class. Compare this to a decade ago where education was only afforded to the privileged, thankfully much has changed. Before the turn of the 20th Century, education was determined by social class, and even in some countries, was determined by gender and colour. As a result, many children were socially excluded. 

Thankfully, the education system has changed and all children in the UK are now given an education, meaning that they are socially included. Social inclusion refers to the process of improving the terms of participation in society for people who are disadvantaged on the basis of age, sex, disability, race, ethnicity, origin, religion, or economic or other status, through enhanced opportunities, access to resources, voice and respect for rights’ (United Nations, 2016: 20). 

Social exclusion can be defined as a complex and multi-dimensional process. It involves the lack or denial of resources, rights, goods and services, and the inability to participate in the normal relationships and activities, available to the majority of people in a society whether in economic, social, cultural or political arenas. It affects both the quality of life of individuals and the equity and cohesion of society as a whole (Levitas et al, 2007). 

The UK Government define social exclusion as a shorthand term for what can happen when people or areas suffer from a combination of linked problems such as unemployment, poor skills, low incomes, poor housing, high crime, bad health and family breakdown (dera.ioe.ac.uk, 2001). It can be impossible to estimate the number of people or groups of people who are social excluded, however it is possible to give a scale upon the different types of social exclusion.  It is estimated that a fraction of one percent of the population is affected by extreme forms of multiple deprivation, this includes teenage pregnancy, being expelled from school and rough sleepers (deraa.ioe.ac.uk, 2001). 

It is noted that social exclusion can happen to anyone, but it is more predominant or common in certain groups. This can include, families on a low income, children that are in care, Gypsy Traveller groups, ethnic minority groups and even disabled people. 

The UK has a very diverse population made up of many different cultures. Even though these cultures are offered education, there are still some that are socially excluded.  
Taking into account what social inclusion and social exclusion is, the aim of this assignment is to discuss what key social elements can affect a child’s ability to access education. 


Gypsy traveller’s and the education system. 

Within the UK, gypsy travellers are a specific cultural group of people that are reported as being one of the most disadvantaged groups, facing higher inequality across several key social elements, such as, accommodation, health, employment and education and social prejudice (Hamilton, 2017). 

Even though Gypsy Traveller children are offered the same rights to education as every other cultural group, it has been noted that education is of paramount importance when addressing social exclusion with the community (Harding, 2014). Evidence suggests that Gypsy Traveller children have low levels of literacy and attendance in formal education and can be seen as social excluded (Wilding, 2008). Recent data has shown that Gypsy and Traveller children have a higher absenteeism and dropout rate than any other social group at every stage of education (Hamilton, 2017). Furthermore, only one in eight Gypsy traveller children attends secondary school in the UK (Harding, 2014). A recent Eystn report highlighted that only half of pupils from the gypsy communities go into secondary education after primary school (BBC.CO.UK, 2019). It is interesting to note that within the Gypsy Traveller community, primary education is valued and encouraged whereas secondary education is not (Wilkin, et al, 2009). 

It can be argued that Gypsy Traveller children are more likely to be categorised as having special educational needs, excluded because of their behaviour, leave school without formal qualifications and less likely to continue to secondary school (Hamilton, 2017). Wilding (2008) suggested if there was no law in sending children to school, most Gypsy Travellers parents wouldn’t do so. He suggests that this is because most Gypsy Traveller parents view the education system as catering to the norms, values, and practices of white middle-class pupils, such as a biased curriculum, low teacher expectations and their negative attitudes towards Gypsy Travellers, and a lack of understanding about the Gypsy Traveller community (Hamilton, 2017).  These so-called educational barriers, placed upon the Gypsy Traveller community, socially exclude the young children from gaining an education past primary level. Furthermore, the experiences of the parents themselves as young children in the education system can encourage this lower level of educational attainment. 

It is further understood that there is a level of structure within the Gypsy Traveller community. That is, young adults, from the age of 14, are expected to work, marry and become financially independent before legally being allowed to leave school at age 16 (Bhopal, 2011). Furthermore, boys are traditionally assumed to follow in their father’s footsteps, whilst girls take on domestic roles. Harding (2014) suggests that once a certain level of basic education has been reached, many Gypsy Traveller parents believe that their child has gained all he knowledge they need from the education system. Harding (2014) also suggests that allowing their children to progress beyond primary education into secondary education would de-skill their children, thus, reducing their integration into the Gypsy Traveller community and weaken their culture.  

As noted above, all these key elements and attitudes placed within the Gypsy Traveller communities enforce a social exclusion. However, in order to try and overcome these self-imposed barriers and to encourage and nurture a sense of social inclusion, especially within the education system, there are many systems in place that are available to assist and tackle the social exclusion of Gypsy Travellers.  

The Welsh Government published a paper called, Moving Forward, Gypsy Traveller Education (Welsh Government, 2008). This paper sets out guidance for local authorities to look at what provisions they can make to engage with the Gypsy Traveller communities across Wales to ensure that their children are not being social excluded and are able to access education. 

This paper reflects upon a commitment by the Welsh Government to ensure social inclusion of Gypsy Traveller children within education and draws upon good practice examples are drawn from current service provision in Wales and also from similar guidance documents produced for England and Scotland (Welsh Government, 2008). 

It is interesting to note, that section 4.2 of the Moving Forward – Gypsy Traveller Education paper, sets out to ensure adequate provision is in place to accommodate Gypsy Traveller children. The section states that, ‘ Each LEA is currently required to include, within its Single Education Plan (SEP), a strategy for pupils with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). This should include children from Gypsy and Traveller communities, and the plan should focus on raising achievement for these pupils through appropriate support. It should also address the monitoring of progress and outcomes for pupils with additional learning needs, including Gypsies and Travellers. It is important to remember that Gypsy Traveller pupils have additional learning needs in the sense that they are vulnerable to underachievement and that this should not be confused with having SEN (Welsh Government, 2008). 

Previously I discussed that Gypsy Traveller parents view the current curriculum with a sense of distrust. This barrier, which in turn can social excluded Gypsy Traveller children is address in the Moving Forward paper. It specifically calls for Local Authorities schools to build strong relationships with Gypsy Traveller children and their families and to focus on promoting equality which in turn can reduce barriers to education. This equality aims to emphases an anti-bullying, anti-racism and equal opportunity policy. Through this it can raise the profiles of the Gypsy Traveller community and in turn encourage a social inclusion. 


Are disabled people socially excluded?

The term disability, as defined in the Equality Act 2010 is given to any person who has a long term physical or mental impairment that has a ‘substantial’ and ‘long-term’ negative effect on their ability to do normal daily activities (Gov.uk, nd). This impairment can, in some instances, prevent them for attaining the same opportunities as people without disabilities. It can be argued that people with disabilities are not offered the same life chances and therefore this can lead to a sense of social exclusion (Debenham, 2018). Furthermore, there is ample evidence that disabled children are less valued members of society than able-bodied children. It is also noted that children who are disabled face other challenges such as discrimination, abuse, bullying, appeasement, communication issues, and in some cases a lack of family support (Middleton, Stevenson, 1999). 

All these key factors can lead to a child’s inability to access essential education and therefore can limit the child in attaining their full potential. Moreover, these key factors that many disabled children face, can lead to a higher level of social exclusion. Sadly, society can create many problems and barriers for children with a disability. Some of these barriers are unavoidable, such as a lack in family support and too often are living in poverty. Furthermore, it has been noted that even children who have access to support can also feel socially excluded due to few opportunities to participate in sport, culture, and leisure activities (DOH, 2001).

A report by the Department of Education (2017) found that only 14% of children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) studying at Key Stage 2, reached the expected level for reading, writing and maths, in contrast to children without SEND who attained 62%.  This is quite a stark difference and highlights that there are potential key barriers which can prevent children with disabilities attaining the same level of education.  

Far too many young children born with disabilities face challenges that some mainstream abled children would may take for granted. Education being one mainstream barrier. Children who should be able to be taught in a mainstream school with abled children can be denied this opportunity as the school staff don’t feel equipped to meet the range of needs to support the child. Furthermore, families can face varied levels of unacceptable support from their school, local authority and health services (Department for Education and Skills, 2004). 

There is also a slight correlation between children who have a disability and poorer health. Some children may have a medical condition which can hinder their access to education.  Some poor children, that require constant medical conditions, who can be hospitalised for up to several months and even years, are by default, socially excluded. Furthermore, children how have ongoing medical conditions, but are still able to attend school, staff themselves can be the barrier as they may be unsure how they can require the skills to give pupils the support they need from administering medication to even intimate care (Department for Education and Skills, 2004). 
	
However, much has changed over the past decade with steps being taken to ensure greater integration amongst mainstream society for children with a disability.  One major step was the passing of the Equality Act 2010. This act served to ensure that all education providers and employers must make reasonable adjustments, provide support and make things accessible for people with a disability, thus creating a sense of social inclusion. For children who are disabled, this means developing the skills needed to live an independent life and integrate into mainstream schools (Debenham, 2018). For children, social inclusion of paramount importance. It allows them to develop themselves as an individual, gain the essential education they need which in turn can allow them to become integrated into mainstream life (Debenham, 2018). 

The UK Governments White Paper, Valuing People, set out aims to encourage social inclusion and self-planning for children with disabilities to lead independent lives and to form relationships with different groups of people (DOH, 2001).  The White Paper, made clear implications for all children with a disability to be socially included and to reduce segregation. However, the report does state that this implication needs to be ‘considered within the context of a rapid decline in special school provision and concerns about whether 'ordinary' schools are able to provide a fully inclusive environment’ (DOH, 2001). 

To boost the above, and tackle the key issues of social exclusion children with a disability face, the Welsh Government (2019) developed a policy, based upon the United Nations Convention on the rights of the Child (UNCRC) which gives specific consideration to children and young people in that they have the right to play, be safe, have an education be healthy and be happy. In order to ensure that the above is meant and children are not socially excluded, the policy sets put four key elements: 
1. Right to non-discrimination
2. Commitment to the best interest of the children 
3. Right to life, survival and development
4. Right to be heard 

Conclusion:
It is clear that social exclusion can be detrimental to a child’s ability to learn and attain the best they possibly can. These barriers, through no fault if their own, can be put in place simply because of their culture, such as Gypsy Traveller children, or because of a disability. 
Although Education is of paramount importance for children, it is also clear that in order to tackle these issues to try and reduce as much social exclusion as possible, there needs to be a greater focus on trying to include children or integrate them into mainstream education. 

As much as Governments try to tackle these barriers by developing White Papers and Acts, a there isn’t a one-size fits all approach and there is still a need to ensure that more multi-agency working is developed to ensure a closer cohesion between protected groups, such as gypsy travellers is met. 
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