
Social inclusion is the process of improving and developing levels of participation and acceptance for a more inclusive society, focusing primarily on individuals from disadvantaged and marginalised backgrounds. Through breaking various barriers, we continue to strive to enhance equal opportunities, access to said opportunities, resources, respect and most importantly a voice. Social Inclusion benefits society, through being socially included paired with less conflict, individuals achieve higher levels of wellbeing and happiness, which can lead to a positive impact on the economy. Without inclusion individuals are more likely to experience poor mental health and experience feelings such as low self-esteem, loneliness, and isolation. Thus, proving social inclusion to be an important determinant of health. Individuals diagnosed with a significant mental illness are among the most excluded in society. (Sayce & Maesey 1999; Sayce & Morris 1999 ; Sayce, 2000)
The 2020 global education monitoring report  on inclusion and education believes that education is strongest when it embraces diversity, where learners should not have to adapt to the system, instead education systems should adapt to their needs.  
When students do not feel welcome in school, they are less likely to learn, and this is everyone's loss.  However, rich, and poor countries too often educate some children apart - children who have a disability, speak a different language or those who are poor and disadvantaged, have been displaced.  
School design may favour some students over others as do many laws and policies and teachers are often ill-equipped to cater for students’ diverse needs.  Children may not recognise the way they are portrayed in textbooks, and some may not see themselves there at all – they receive the message that they do not belong.  Assessment testing sometimes follows a narrow vision of education and consequently some students leave education earlier than they should.  
These are complex problems to solve but a belief in the right to education is a belief in inclusion.  We are aware that children have different learning speeds and as a result they need a curriculum that is flexible, creative, and relevant.  How we prepare teachers matters and they must be given the tools and training to achieve a vision for inclusion, including the development of resources and support that can help the marginalized.  
I believe that better data on those left behind will help us reach them, because disadvantages often accumulate.  We cannot address inclusion one group at a time.  Redressing these disadvantages requires government funding and this must be equitable and targeted at individual specific needs.  Opening doors to inclusion in education requires a change in mindset in society so that education for all means education for everyone without an exception and achieving this is everybody's business.
What is inclusion?
The Welsh Government’s guidance on inclusion and support (2016) (2) defines inclusion as:
‘a process through which all pupils access common opportunities in ways relevant to their needs, and which ensures that they fully belong to the school community.’
The guidance stresses the importance of stakeholder involvement at all levels, from Governors, staff, pupils, parents and Local Authorities.  It focuses on the need for a curriculum that is inclusive to meet all learners needs irrespective of background and the responsibility on schools, particularly teachers to be aware of the inclusive agenda and equality issues.
The Teaching and Learning Research Programme in Wales (TLRP) (3) defines the term ‘social exclusion’ as being:
‘widely used by social policy makers to describe new and complex patterns of poverty and disadvantage which have emerged in post-industrial Britain’.
The TLRP also cites the ‘failure of school/college structures – curriculum, assessment, school organisation – to take account of the influences of the wider family and cultural environment on the progress and outcomes of learning’.  
What is clear from the review by the TLRP and that is the importance placed on schools in involving the community and families in creating a culture of improvement for the most disadvantaged learners.
Factors that affect pupils’ ability to access education
When evaluating social elements that affect a student’s ability to access education, there are internal and external factors to consider.  In examining the reasons for differences in educational achievement by social class, or by gender or by ethnicity, sociologists tend to look at either external or internal factors that influence a student's experience of the education system.  However, I would argue that quite often these reasons are not mutually exclusive.  
To be able to link a student's home life to the way they are treated in schools, requires identification of the external factors that influence different social classes, ethnicities, and genders.  One of the most obvious influences in social class and ethnicity are material factors.  The inability to afford books, poor housing, nutrition, and lack of stability, influences how a child is perceived in school.  Secondly, cultural background, including cultural capital and the cultural norms and values of groups, these, might influence a child's performance in the classroom.  
Linguistic differences are another external factor – languages predominately learned at home in the early years can put students at an advantage or disadvantage in school.  Furthermore, parental attitudes either based on social class, gender or ethnicity differ greatly and how might this influence a child's achievement and socialization?  
Racism in wider society is another key external factor impacting on achievement particularly on minority ethnic groups, but how does racist behaviour and wider society lead to disadvantages inside schools?  Finally, sub cultural attitudes, whether these be of parents or different social classes or of peer groups, might influence the aspirations of their members.  
From an educational point of view, if we are able to answer some of these questions, we are on our way to develop an understanding of what is needed to narrow the gap between those that achieve and those that do not.
Similarly, internal factors should be linked to external factors.  We must consider teacher-student interactions; such as labelling or stereotyping.  Questions such as – what is the initial judgment of a student based upon?  Is it their ability or is it an external factor?  When analysing pro-school and anti-school subcultures we need to think about the external impact of this behaviour.  Whereas with students who are pro-school and more likely to end up in their career of choice, what happens to students in anti-school subcultures?  What do they end up doing?
Setting and streaming is another internal factor that influences achievement but what the external factors that might influence whether a student is placed in the top set or the bottom set?  
The organisation of teaching, learning and assessment is another internal factor with concepts such as the feminisation of education and the lack of male role models having an impact on achievement rates of different genders.  But why has education become feminized?  What does looking at external factors such as the rise of feminism or the lack of traditional male role models tell us about the organization of teaching and learning?  Finally, the content of the curriculum – who decides what children learn?  Do schools have control over what they teach or are other external agencies in control of curriculum content?  Each of these questions helps to develop a view of the bigger picture and challenges facing education and the key internal and external factors affecting educational achievement.
Consider linguistic differences and language development. This usually happens at home and according to Bernstein in Class, Codes and Control (1971), there are two different codes, the restricted code and the elaborated code.  Whilst middle-class students are more likely to use both at home, the working class are a lot more likely to speak in a restricted code only.  Now this is an external factor, but once you move into the school and see that the language used takes the form of the elaborated code, through teachers, through textbooks and examinations, it becomes an internal factor.  This demonstrates that it is difficult to separate external and internal factors when looking at achievement.  Who is to blame for working class achievement in this instance?  Is it the parents who have not taught their pupils the elaborated code or the school for having the elaborated code in its dominant language over the past few years.
A second example is labelling.  While labelling is clearly a product of the interactions between teacher and students, an internal factor, how does the teacher arrive at the label in the first place.  A teacher may label a student based upon having taught an elder sibling who was troublesome, they may also label them based upon their appearance if they do not fit in with the idea of the ideal pupil.  This could be influenced by external factors such as material factors.  Similarly, a student could be labelled as “stupid” because they were unable to concentrate in class which could be an impact of poor nutrition.  Again, this shows how difficult it is to separate internal and external factors.
Another interaction between internal and external factors is what Bourdieu (1977) refers to as the role of the habitus, the tastes and attitudes of a student which is usually developed through home life.  If the habitus of a student clashes with the middle-class habitus of education this has an impact on their in-school behaviour.  As a school looks to impose its cultural framework onto students.  
Another example is curriculum content.  Subjects such as English and history will have content that has been taught across generations, for example Shakespeare and Henry VIII, and parents of a higher social class may have greater awareness or engagement with those topics and be able to pass their knowledge on to their children.  So, the external factor, parents’ knowledge, has an impact on in school behaviours – middle class achievement.  
The internal and external interactions are evident not just in social class but also in ethnicity and gender.  Teachers views of a student's ability or behaviour could be influenced by stereotypical views of that social group.  It is stereotype that Chinese students excel and so are placed into higher sets whilst negative media stereotypes of working-class black Caribbean and white boys mean they are more likely to be viewed negatively and disciplined harshly.  
In terms of gender, male role models are often betrayed based upon physical attributes rather than intellectual ones, which does not encourage young boys to engage in education but rather in sports.  This is another example of the external influencing in-school behaviours.  
Finally, anti-school subcultures are an in-school factor, but their collectivist and fatalistic nature, for example, Willis's ‘Learning to Labour’ is seen as a replication of working-class sub cultural attitudes, a theme examined by Hyman (1967) who wrote an article about this called ‘The values of systems of different classes’, where he argued that the value system of the lower classes creates ‘a self-imposed barrier to an improved position’.  Furthermore, Sugarman (1970), related certain aspects of middle and working class sub-culture more directly to differential educational attainment, an external factor.
For interactions between internal and external factors, look at gender.  Traditional gender roles that develop at home are instrumental, and expressive roles are replicated in schools, with male science teachers replicated in socialisation of boys into building and construction, whilst female teachers are more likely to teach expressive subjects and those that deal with humanities.  
Teachers’ expectations of boys and girls will change based upon social changes and wider society.  Greater expectations on girls have come about with the rise of feminism and expectations of boys have dropped due to the crisis of masculinity.  Finally, the feminisation of education and in school factors leads to more boys pursuing careers away from education, which shows how internal factors influence external careers which leads to less educated role models in society particularly male ones.
In Estyn’s thematic review of how ‘effective schools support disadvantaged and vulnerable learners’, it is clear that the most successful schools place the wellbeing of these disadvantaged pupils at the heart of everything they do.  They do this by creating a vision and ethos underpinned by a nurturing environment where students feel able to express themselves in a positive way and where they feel safe and secure in terms of who they are.
In an interview I undertook with Andrew Williams, Headteacher of Radyr Comprehensive school in Cardiff, it was apparent that the challenges are very real.  Mr Williams cited the lack of funding as being a real barrier for improving learning for the more vulnerable pupils.  He raised his concerns regarding the impact of Covid on the progress that pupils have made to date and cited that the school’s evaluation of progress had suggested that more able students had continued to progress at the expected rate but students of lower ability and particularly from less supportive backgrounds had regressed, thus widening the gap of achievement between both sets of students.
However, Mr Williams acknowledged that Welsh Government had provided additional and much needed funding under the ‘Recruit, recover, raise standards: the accelerated learning programme’ agenda, which had allowed the school to increase its staffing in the key areas of literacy, numeracy and wellbeing.
The key this success is schools knowing the families they serve and knowing them well.  Mr Williams commented that his school relentlessly pursues working with families in a non-judgemental way, working openly and positively with the child at the centre of all decision making.  What is clear is that successful schools recognise and understand the barriers disadvantaged learners face and work with them to develop their resilience, self-confidence and happiness and do not just focus on the challenges that pupils face, but identify individual pupils’ interests and talents, and build on these positives.
However, Estyn in their case study of good practice in supporting disadvantaged and vulnerable learners commented that despite the additional funding for schools, those pupils entitled to free school meals (eFSM) still perform less well than others.  Therefore, how schools use the Pupil Deprivation Grant (PDG) has to be a key focus of scrutiny when schools are inspected, and schools need to be held to account in ensuring the funding they receive is allocated to those pupils in most need.
The challenge that schools face is measuring the impact of the PDG and other support grants due to the fact that they provide just one piece of the educational jigsaw that schools use in the achievement agenda. Estyn make it clear that schools that support their vulnerable and disadvantaged pupils successfully, track the wellbeing of individual pupils carefully to identify individuals that require appropriate support.
At the heart of the success in breaking down barriers to learning.  Research suggests that classroom teaching has the greatest influence on pupils’ learning of all education factors and that high-quality teaching and learning impacts the greatest for disadvantaged students.
Andrew Williams at Radyr Comprehensive commented that they support their vulnerable and disadvantaged pupils successfully by having staff track the wellbeing of individual pupils carefully.  This helps them to quickly identify individuals or groups of students that need additional support, and to help them address barriers to their engagement in school.  
The key question then is to ensure that schools have strong arrangements in place to ensure the most disadvantaged students attend school on a regular basis supported by a well-structured wellbeing provision that is bespoke and meets the needs of the individual learner.  
All staff in schools need to clearly understand the needs of the most vulnerable learners, whether it be academic, social or emotional. Catering for these students cannot be a ‘one size fits all’ approach.  Raising awareness with staff and providing suitable training is key to its success.
As will all students, staff need to have high aspirations for all students included those that are disadvantaged with a high-quality learning curriculum that engages them and entices them to attend school every day and the importance of having positive and trusting relationships with parents, the local community and with specialist services to meet the needs of students and their families is paramount. 
Whilst it is important to identify individual pupils and groups in need of support to assist them in addressing potential barriers, school leaders also need to recruit staff who understand the importance of nurturing students through the building of positive relationships.  This is part of the culture in any school and school leaders have a responsibility to provide that vision for other staff to follow and buy in to.
When universal public schooling emerged in the 19th century a static, standardised curricula prepared students for jobs.  In the 20th century the purpose of education expanded to include individual fulfilment and new disciplines were added.  Looking forward, education systems now aspire to implement flexible dynamic curricula that recognise the differences between individual students providing the tools for all students to realise their full potential in an uncertain future.  
Schools are no longer closed off from their surroundings but are hubs of collaboration continually contributing to and being influenced by their wider role in the community. What might the future of education look like for students who are disadvantaged.  One would hope that Governments, Local Authorities and schools recognise the work that needs to be done in closing the attainment gap between these students and those considered more fortunate.  
In Wales, the Welsh Government recognises that to support schools deliver a quality educational provision for the disadvantaged, it has to provide the appropriate guidance and funding for schools to move from statement to action.  Only time will tell whether there will be a positive impact on outcomes for these groups of learners and the life chances it creates for them once they leave school.
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