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Social Inclusion in Practice

There is considerable unease in British society about the consequences of deprivation and the lack of social justice that this implies. If Britain is to become an inclusive society in which everybody has a stake and is able to participate then the most important task facing the Government is the ending of poverty and social exclusion (Gordon, et.al., (2000, p.71).

Gordon, et. al.(2009, p.9) further posit an international definition of poverty as a two-tier measure. The measure describes ‘Absolute poverty is defined in terms of severe deprivation of basic human needs. Overall poverty is a wider measure, including not just lack of access to basics but also lack of participation…’. The relationship between poverty and exclusion could be described as cause and effect but the chain of events could occur in either order.
Additionally, Human Rights theorist Martha Nussbaum developed the Capabilities Approach which has advanced the rights of women, the poor and people with disabilities.(Nussbaum, 2007). Whilst the approach was designed for political purposes it could also be applied to far wider causes for social justice including the field of education. It is portrayed by Nussbaum (2006, p.155) as a doctrine which ‘simply specifies some necessary conditions for a decently just society’. This approach has ‘a focus on what people can do - their capabilities’. (Frederickson and Cline, (2015, p.11). In essence, it espouses an all-inclusive society.
An alternative sociological perspective is revealed by Felder (2018) who ‘distinguishes between inclusion in an interpersonal and a societal sphere’. Whilst the spheres have a different context of facilitating inclusion ‘each sphere interacts with the other…’ so ‘…any distinction is rather artificial.’ (cited in Koutsouris, et.al 2020, p,181). As such, Koutsouris et.al. (2020, p.191) citing Felder’s views on inclusion (2018), supports the opinion that ‘it is possible to promote inclusion through legislation at the level of the societal sphere, but this becomes less effective for the interpersonal sphere’. Koutsouris et. al. (2020, p.180) concur that ‘this is because inclusion processes also operate at the level of everyday social interaction where policy has less influence’.          
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At the societal level, legislation in Wales in 2009 was underpinned by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) principles, of meeting the basic needs of the child to help improve ‘the life chances and opportunities of children and young people in Wales’. (Welsh Government, 2009, p.3). This correlates with Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Theory whereby children can fulfil their potential when their physiological, and psychological needs are met. Moreover, the UK Government defined social exclusion as more than attributable by poverty but as the denial of  ‘ …prospects and networks and life-chances’. Social exclusion was deemed to be ‘more harmful to the individual, more damaging to self-esteem, more corrosive for society as a whole…’ (Blair, 1997). Gray and MacBlain (2015, p.114-115) citing MacBlain et.al. (2015) support both UK and Welsh Governments with the supposition ‘that many young children are failing to have access to important life chances that will enable them, as they grow older, to develop their potential’. Indeed, Frederickson and Cline (2015, p.436) reveal startling statistics on exclusion ‘that in 2012/13 it was reported that children eligible for free school meals were four times more likely to be excluded’. This clearly demonstrates a correlation between poverty and exclusion.
To address the challenges of poverty and social exclusion, interventions will be discussed on promoting inclusion on an interpersonal and societal level. It will incorporate the theories of  Bronfenbrenner, Maslow and Bowlby along with corresponding UK and Welsh Government legislation and policies. The discussion will also examine the grave detrimental effects of poverty and exclusion on children in a primary school setting in Wales.
The said school lies in a close-knit community and in an economically disadvantaged area  boasting the provision of school interventions including a Nurture Group and  Friendship Club. The impact of social exclusion and poverty on a small group of children from mainstream, age 3-11 years, along with the intervention groups, will be explored.
The Samaritans Cymru (p.2019, p.14) report that ‘…children and young people are more likely to experience exclusion from school if they are experiencing social inequalities such as poverty, disability and/or exposure to adverse childhood experiences (ACEs)’. The effects of ACEs and poverty are apparent in some of the children attending the said schools’  Intervention Groups. The groups aim to address the social, emotional, and behavioural difficulties that the children experience, including feelings of loneliness and insecurity, low self-esteem, lack of confidence 
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and a combination of low level and significant challenging behaviour. The latter can potentially lead to exclusion from school which ‘can result in loneliness and social isolation…’ and as such ‘…can have a serious impact on physical and mental health’ reported by Samaritans Cymru (2019, p.7). This contradictory chain of events is explained by Samaritans Cymru (2019 p.14) as ‘The adverse effects of exclusion are often the very same factors which predicate exclusion in the first place’. There are a host of factors which engender these devastating effects and difficulties that the children experience but the overriding factor, in this school and the children attending this group, is poverty and deprivation. Jones and Walker (2011, p.36) agree that ‘It appears that social background is the overriding influence upon pupil achievement, employment and life chances’. There are a range of consequences that children and families, living in poverty, may endure including ‘fuel poverty, being unable to adequately heat their homes’, stresses at home leading to emotional and behavioural difficulties, low aspirations, the impact of stigma, bullying and not feeling respected, as reported by Welsh Government (2019, p.16). These are some of the impacts of poverty that eventuate educational and social exclusion.
Historically, the UK  Government recognised that ‘good schools don’t exclude pupils unless it’s absolutely necessary’…and ‘…we also need to acknowledge that this isn’t a problem that schools can solve on their own. They need the backing of parents and the community…’ asserted by Blair (1997). The Welsh Government (2019, p.23) and ESTYN concur ‘emphasising working more systematically with parents to support disadvantaged pupils’ and that the school should ‘Build positive relationships with parents’. This correlates with Urie Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory and the importance of building strong links with the family and wider community to work collaboratively in tackling exclusion. It is pertinent to draw this parallel  with  Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems detailed by Woolley (2018, p.44) who reveals that Bronfenbrenner suggested that ‘the process of human development…was influenced by an interaction between the individual and their environment’. It is the child’s microsystem and mesosystem with which the child has most contact and therefore most influences, including their family, school, and community. (Gray and MacBlain, 2015).Therefore strong links and relationships within these systems can have positive effects on the child’s development and needs. Aubrey and Riley (2019, p.153) further assert that ‘Bronfenbrenner identified that a change or conflict in any one layer will have a direct impact
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 on the other layers within the system’. The conflict of poverty and the resulting impact apply to many of the children in the Nurture group.
The basic psychological and physiological needs must be met for a child to fulfil his or her potential. This is according to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. Aubrey and Riley (2017, p.13) suggest that ‘the role of the educator must be to ensure that everything possible is done to ensure that learner’s physiological needs have been addressed’ although it could be suggested that this is more the role of home to meet the lower-level needs. However, the Nurture Group addresses the psychological needs of raising self-esteem, instilling feelings of belonging and security and providing a caring, nurturing environment. This is the priority of the groups’ objectives and can be achieved  with the use of the principles of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System  and Bowlby’s Attachment Theory. ’Bowlby…suggest that a child’s relationship with the main caregiver…is essential to a child’s social, emotional and cognitive development’ and ‘if attachments are not secure in the early years then this can have an impact on the child’s ability to form bonds and maintain relationships in later life.’ (Aubrey and Riley, 2019, p.155). This potential or actual lack of security can have a detrimental effect on the child’s ecological system and the strength of the interrelationship between home and school.
Therefore, ‘School-based approaches based on attachment theory can be illustrated with the example of nurture groups…’ the purpose of which is ‘Creating a classroom setting in which elements of home and school interact.’ The home area is  recreated to offer the ‘provision of food, comfort, close physical contact, consistent care and support…sensory exploration’   reported by Frederickson and Cline (2015, p. 461) citing (Boxall and Lucas 2010:8). The  Nurture Group offers the children the opportunity of these experiences which they may have missed out on at home and can therefore support the children’s social, emotional, and behavioural development. When a Nurture Group is introduced to the school, parents are invited to attend an information meeting about their child’s involvement in the group and to show how and why the group is run. The Welsh Assembly Government (2010, p14)  recommend  that ‘It is crucial that parents and carers are informed and involved in the running of the nurture group’ as this can engender positive relationships with families. The school must always have an open-door policy to keep parents involved and updated on their child’s progress. This is a process that is embraced by the said school to create and maintain strong links within the child’s ecological system.
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An evaluation for provision of nurture groups for children in England reported that ‘nurture group pupils were found to have made greater improvements on total behaviour problems, pro-social behaviour and … attainment levels’ revealed by Frederickson and Cline (2015, p.462). Similarly, Nurture U.K. (no date, p.2) report that in Wales ‘Children and young people attending nurture groups have been shown… to have significant gains in academic attainment…  and an improvement in pupils’ behaviour and improved social skills at school and at home…’ and crucially have proven to ‘… ‘significantly reduce exclusions’.
Whilst poverty is considered one of the most significant barriers to inclusion, there are other barriers including children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). Some of these children, critically, lack social skills and as such can experience social exclusion.
This can be exemplified in the classroom and on the playground when children and peers have their own individual perspectives on inclusion. These values could be inherent or influenced by the child’s environment which correlates with Bronfenbrenner’s’ Ecological Systems Theory. For example, a child might be included in the lesson with appropriate differentiation but not included in the playground; or included by some of their peer groups but not by others’ (Koutsouris et. al., 2020, p.191). Interestingly, the social relationships of peers and practitioners can promote a contrasting effect of inclusion and exclusion within the same setting. Koutsouris et. al.(2020, p. 182) supports this view ‘that although total inclusion or exclusion are conceivable… it is more likely that people will experience some sort of combination of inclusion and exclusion in their social relationships’. Goepel et. al. (2015, p. 33) recommend that ‘to create an inclusive learning environment it is important to enable children to develop skills which allow them to interact with others’. Furthermore, ‘to tackle such concerns as friendship’ targeted interventions can help develop social skills and ‘emotional intelligence’ and as such create an inclusive ethos. Fittingly, Koutsouris et.al. (2020, p.191) suggest that ‘perhaps what we need is ‘education for inclusion’.
An intervention offered by the school to counteract social exclusion and to offer education for inclusion is a Friendship Club. It is available during break time for children who lack social awareness and understanding and can benefit from play and social skills sessions facilitated by a practitioner and other children with a social awareness.  Whilst this is valuable free time for children there are immense educational benefits for the social, emotional, and behavioural development of the child which in turn can help promote inclusion. Furthermore, the
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 intervention does not just support the non-academic development of the child but it can indirectly improve academic development which is described by The Welsh Government (2012, p.38), ‘As the emotional literacy of the children improves, they are more ready to learn and have greater success in class’.
As already eluded to poverty is deemed as one of the biggest causes of social exclusion and as such,
[bookmark: _Hlk48223728]… remains one of the greatest social problems challenging Britain, and reducing social exclusion is at the heart of Government policy. The current Government has declared its determination to eradicate child poverty, and the UK has an international commitment to substantially reduce poverty over the coming years (Gordon, et.al, 2000, p.5).
This was the intention of the UK Government in the year 2000 during the Blair Office. Moreover, Prime Minister, Tony Blair (1997-2007) of the UK Government defined social exclusion as more than attributable by poverty but as being ‘about prospects and networks and life-chances’. He deemed it to be ‘more harmful to the individual, more damaging to self-esteem, more corrosive for society as a whole…’ (Blair, 1997). Consequently, the Equality Act 2010 sought to tackle Socio-economic disadvantage under the Labour Government. ‘However, this was removed by the subsequent Conservative administration’ (Woolley, 2018, p.15).

Legislation in Wales, 7 years on, continues to employ their previous policies based on principles of the UNCRC with emphasis on promoting inclusion and meeting the physiological and psychological needs of the child. Welsh Government (2016, p.14) guidance stipulates that ‘A key aspect of the local authority’s role must be to work with schools to promote positive whole-school approaches and to support individual pupils to avoid exclusion’. This updated policy and guidance demonstrates that inclusion remains at the forefront of the Welsh Government’s objectives on poverty and inclusion. ‘A whole-school approach involves all parts of the school working together and being fully engaged and committed to make positive change’. The parties of the partnership include school governors, all school staff, parents, carers, and the wider community (Welsh Government, 2019).
Notably, both governments reveal differing priorities in legislation whereby the UK Government places emphasis on reducing social exclusion and the Welsh Government  gives
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 prominence to promoting inclusion. Although the rhetoric is contrasting, by the same token they both strive for the same outcome.
However, Nussbaum (2007, p.16) exposes flaws in society’s attitudes to inclusion with a juxtaposition of “By whom are society’s basic principles designed?” and “For whom are society’s basic principles designed?” Nussbaum offers this thought-provoking question which refers to the people who have the most need for a just society but are excluded from the choosing process of basic principles. She surmises that ‘The fact that they are not included in the group of choosers means that they are not included in the group of those for whom principles are chosen.’ Notably, Woolley, (2018, p.1) supports this concept revealing that ‘The UNCRC (1989) outlines how children and young people should be enabled to have a voice and to express their views and  opinions…’ and as such ’…are involved actively in the educational organisations in which they find themselves.’ There is a conflicting perspective revealed by Jones and Walker (2011, p.34)  that children are considered  ‘too immature to fully understand what exercising their rights means’. However, ‘… children have a right to express a view as soon as they can form one’  supported by Alderson (Jones and Walker 2011, p.34 quoted in Welch, 2008).
Children who are excluded from school are vulnerable to social exclusion, offending and educational underachievement which may increase the risk of poverty in adult life.(Welsh Government, 2012). This is congruent with and explained by Goepel et. al. (2015, p.162) ‘If parents themselves have been disadvantaged and are without qualifications…they are likely to be in no income or low-income sections of society’ and as such ‘…children are less likely to gain good qualifications…and so the perpetuation of disadvantage continues’. 
‘A whole-school approach involves all parts of the school working together and being fully engaged and committed to make positive change. It requires partnership working between governors, senior leaders, teachers, and all school staff, as well as parents, carers and the wider community’ along with Government legislation (Welsh Government, 2019). All parties must work together to bring an end to this devastating cycle of poverty, deprivation and exclusion. Woolley (2018, p.16) reveals that ‘Many of these terms appear to be used interchangeably’ and there is ambiguity about the sequence of the cycle. But whatever  the mitigating factors are, there is no ambiguity about the damaging impact of poverty on the child, so prominence must be given to bringing this perpetuation of disadvantage and social exclusion to an end.
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