Ecosystems of Educational Disadvantage: Supporting Children and Young People receiving Child Protection and Welfare Services in Ireland

Abstract 
Theoretically-informed focused commentary on the literature in this paper, considers the position of children and young people, as embedded within socio-ecological systems. The specific focus is on the educational disadvantage of children and young people susceptible to involvement from child protection and welfare services in the Republic of Ireland. To inform this, the utility of socio-ecological theory is emphasised, and from here, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory is applied toward  a more socially just and ecologically sensitive understanding of educational underachievement. Following a qualitative thematic review of literature, discussion addresses the question of what practitioners can do to promote the educational welfare of children and young people. The article is timely and necessary as existing evidence indicates that factors associated with educational disadvantage also increase susceptibility for involvement with child protection and welfare services. Yet, despite the compounded disadvantage this implies, little is understood about how these factors interact in practice. Overall, better understanding of educational underachievement is required, in the context of its negative and pervasive long-term effects, including decreased well-being, poorer health, and unemployment. 
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Introduction

This article presents an updated and theoretically informed review of literature on educational disadvantage of at-risk children and adolescents in the Republic of Ireland (ROI). As it stands, a small body of literature addresses educational disadvantage for children in care and leaving care, as well as care-experienced adults in Ireland (see Brady, 2017; Brady & Gilligan, 2019; Brady et al., 2019). Some expansion in policy attention to the matter of educational disadvantage is also evident (Brady, 2017). How best to address educational disadvantage of children and adolescents subject to Child Protection and Welfare (CPW) assessment and intervention, more broadly however, remains unclear. As such, the unique contribution of this paper to existing knowledge, lies in the amalgamation of bodies of literature on educational disadvantage and CPW. Towards informing this, critical commentary in this paper follows a socio-ecological theoretical orientation grounded in Urie Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory that progresses a more assertive social justice orientation.   
	The sustaining proposition of the paper is that better understanding of educational underachievement is required in the context of its negative and pervasive long-term effects, including decreased well-being, poorer health, and unemployment. Towards progressing this argument, counteracting educational disadvantage is framed as an ethical imperative. Within the purview of the international definition of social work are human rights and social justice, both of which concern educational disadvantage (Downes & Gilligan, 2007; IFSW, 2014). Social workers are therefore well placed and impelled in their work with marginalised children and young people to address educational disadvantage (Darmody et al., 2013). 
The paper proceeds in the following manner. First, there is a brief introduction to the nature of CPW work. Following this, the paper’s socio-ecological theoretical perspective and method of literature review are introduced. After this critical commentary on the literature embedded in ecological theory operates around emergent themes that are respectively: economic, family and social, cultural, school and individual versus societal factors. Concluding discussion is presented within an ecological framework. Finally, lessons learned for practitioners at the coalface of child protection and welfare are consolidated in the conclusion.  Overall the question of how these children and young people fare in comparison to their majority population peer group is prompted. The concern is fundamentally to combat educational underachievement as an enduring impediment to social prosperity (Darmody et al., 2013).  

  
Profile of child protection and welfare in the Republic of Ireland

Before proceeding further some starting facts and information are required. Of particular interest is detail about the nature of CPW services in the Republic of Ireland and the children and young people susceptible to service involvement. In this respect, Tusla, the Child and Family Agency is the independent State authority responsible for child protection and family support (Burns & McGregor, 2018, p.115). Within Tusla, the CPW service meets the agency’s statutory responsibilities in accordance with the Child Care Act 1991 and Children Act 2001. This includes promoting the welfare of children at risk (TUSLA, 2017a, p. 17). Whilst children of all backgrounds can become involved with CPW services, there are some characteristics and life experiences that increase susceptibility for this. Children First (2017) national guidance alludes to a number of these dispositions. Children with communication difficulties, children who live away from home and children with parents who are experiencing addiction are exemplary (DCYA, 2017, p.12). Children with disabilities in Ireland also experience heightened risk of abuse and neglect (Anonymised, 2019a, 2019b) whilst children of teenage parents are more likely to be admitted to care. Other factors may increase the likelihood of service involvement such as lower socio-economic status (Zilberstein, 2016). Incidentally, through poverty these children may also be predisposed to educational disadvantage (Cederberg et al., 2009; Conaty 2002; Millar, 2008; Montt, 2012; Smyth & Hannon, 2000; Weir et al., 2017). In entirety, social workers within Tulsa respond to referrals of alleged abuse and neglect of children through screening, assessment and intervention. At its core, the purpose of social work involvement is to adequately minimise risk of harm to the child and promote the child’s best interests (DCYA, 2017). With this in mind, what remains outstanding is clarification of the meaning of key concepts and terminology underpinning educational disadvantage. 

Key concepts and terminology

Key concepts and terminology of the paper surround children and young people’s experience with formal education. Within this, in circulation are numerous definitions of the term ‘educational disadvantage’ (Feeley, 2014). Kellegan (et al., 1995; 2001, p.5) perhaps offers one of the most developed bodies of work, defining the concept in the following manner:
	
‘A child may be regarded as being at a disadvantage at school if because of factors in the child’s environment conceptualized as economic, cultural and social capital, the competencies and dispositions which he/she brings to school differ from the competencies and dispositions which are valued in schools and which are required to facilitate adaptation to school and school learning.’  

Uptake of the term ‘early school leaver’ in this paper also needs clarification. The Education Welfare Act 2000 is core legislation on educational welfare in Ireland (Glendenning, 2012). Based on its conventions, early school leaving occurs before the minimum school leaving age of 16 years, or the completion of three years of post-primary education, whichever is the later. Early school leaving as a phenomenon is particularly prevalent for socially disadvantaged groups in Ireland such as Irish Travellers.  Moreover, early school leavers also tend to be male and from deprived geographical areas whilst inter-generational patterns of early school leaving have been well documented in the literature (NYCI, 2017; SCP, no date). Overall, both terms ‘early school leaving’ and ‘educational disadvantage’ are used in accordance with the explanations provided. What remains to be addressed are the origins and indicators of educational disadvantage, as critical concerns for child protection and welfare work. First, it is necessary to introduce the paper’s theoretical perspective. 


Theoretical perspective 

Traditionally assessment of at-risk children and young people in CPW has entailed a socio-ecological lens and systemic theoretical perspectives that locate human behaviour within social environments (Department of Health, 2000; Spratt et al., 2019). Here Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory has been hugely influential in CPW social work, providing a means to illuminate the embedded positioning of service users within wider interdependent systems (Bronfenbrenner 1979, 2005; Payne, 2014). Moreover, Bronfenbrenner’s work has been of seminal importance in addressing educational disadvantage, having co-developed in 1960s the Head Start programme in the United States of America which was replicated in the Sure Start initiative in Britain in 1998 (Burton, Pavord & Williams, 2014).  
At the core of ecological systems theory is the contention that the child’s immediate environment, lived experience and development may be profoundly affected by conditions and phenomena with which the child is never directly accustomed (Bronfenbrenner, 2009, p. 3). Moreover, proponents of ecological rationality have used it better understand the complexity of educational disadvantage (for example, Hanlon, 2005). Following the success of ecological reasoning, conceptual frameworks have been developed by scholars of social disadvantage. Lena Dominelli (2002), for example, presents a systemic map that productively resituates social oppression across ‘personal/individual’, ‘cultural’ and ‘structural/institutional’ lines (Dominelli, 2002, p. 6). A consequence of this work is assertion of the merit of ecological systems theory for progressing social work’s traditional mission of social justice (IFSW, 2014). This is because the embedded nature of social oppression is illuminated and as such, must be addressed not just in the micro-practices of social work but through macro-focused interventions for structural oppression and all that lies in between (Dominelli, 2002). 
In ecological theory, Bronfenbrenner (1979) provides a conceptual map in which the child’s immediate circumstances may be theoretically plotted across five nested strata, occurring at micro, meso, exo, macro and chrono system levels. Specifically, it is these layers moving forward that will form the bedrock of the paper. First there is the microsystem. This is the child’s immediate environment which contains people, groups and institutions most intimately connected to the child. Featuring here are the child’s family, teacher, classroom and oftentimes the social worker. Next, the mesosystem level accounts for overlapping interconnections between microsystems such as interactions between parents and teachers. This is second in order and is overarched by the exosystem layer that occurs yet farther afeild. Within the exosystem the child is not contained but is nonetheless affected indirectly. The exosystem is partly constituted by linkages between settings (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). A parent’s workplace, the child’s educational system or where relevant, decision-making bodies​ in the community such as the local Tusla Child Protection Office are exemplary here (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Finally, the macro-system level is the largest system and that which is farthest away. It contains indirect influences such as law, social policy and culture (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006;). Enacted across all former layers is the chronosystem level which refers to the passage of time. This may entail occurrences in the child’s immediate life such as moving home or societal change like economic recession or political conflict (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Overall, the child’s educational developmental trajectory incorporates all environmental levels, and thus the impetus for wide-reaching social work assessment. 
In extending these layers, Bronfenbrenner (2005) later developed the Process–Person–Context–Time model (PPCT). This emphasized firstly, the importance of processes over the life-course and of particular interest here are what he called ‘proximinal processes’ which are enduring forms of interaction in one’s immediate environment (Bronfenbrenner, 2005, p.180). Next, there are person factors. This refers to personal characteristics that are influential in social interactions. In terms of educational welfare these may include characteristics such as gender, motivation and intelligence. Context factors refer to the five system layers already introduced. Finally, time is concerned with micro, meso and macro levels and refers to the passage of time (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Overall, the PPCT model provides yet further insights, advantageous to understanding literature to follow. This is particularly the case as rather than being an individual behavioural and psychological circumstance, contemporary literature now recognises educational disadvantage to be a complex amalgam of factors which are socially and culturally constructed and not always under the individual’s control (Combat Poverty Agency, no date; Kellegan, 2001; Mortimore & Blackstone, 1982; OECD, 1992). 

Method for review of literature 


A Critical Literature Review (CLR) was undertaken for this paper entailing identification and qualitative analysis of literature (Bryman, 2016). Search strings and Boolean operators were inputted into selected databases within a computer-based search of literature. Inclusion and exclusion criteria refined the results of initial searches. A grey literature search ensured comprehensive treatment of the subject matter (Bryman, 2016). For extraction of themes, an adapted version of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis was applied to the material. This entailed initial familiarisation with the material, followed by some hand coding of documents, and then the combination of sets of codes to produce themes which are subsequently named (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The research question for the CLR was: What are the factors that contribute to educational disadvantage of at-risk children and adolescents in the Republic of Ireland? Overall, rather than attempting to eliminate researcher subjectivity, the critical perspective of the researcher was used to inform the selection and interpretation of themes in line with an interpretative epistemological position (Bryman, 2016). 


Review of literature 

This article presents focussed commentary on the literature on educational disadvantage in the Republic of Ireland. The specific focus is on children and adolescents susceptible to involvement with child protection and welfare services. 
 As set out in the following, research and literature indicates predictive factors associated with educational disadvantage and early school leaving (Archer & Weir, 2005; Boldt et al., 1998; Downes & Gilligan, 2007; Feeley, 2014; Kellegen et al., 1995, Kellegan, 2001; Weir et al., 2017). These are numerous, interrelated and as varied as attending a school in Ireland with a high number of medical card holders (which refers to a form of means tested social welfare assistance), watching large amounts of television (Kavanagh et al., 2015; Weir, 2004) and having parents with low academic expectations (Fan & Chen, 2001; Jeynes, 2005). Whilst causality and association between these factors and educational disadvantage exists, it is also limited and qualified by other circumstances (Archer & Weir, 2005; Weir et al., 2017). Factors such as lower socio-economic status, for instance, are strongly associated with educational disadvantage (Weir et al., 2017). This does not, however, mean that children from this background will conclusively be disadvantaged in school. As observed internationally by the OECD (2012), some of the highest academic achievers come from disadvantaged backgrounds. Furthermore, principles of socioecological theory applied in the following reaffirm the literature in demonstrating that factors associated with educational disadvantage seldom operate in isolation (Downes & Gilligan, 2007; Weir et al., 2017). Within ecological theory there is an enmeshment of environmental factors and this is supported by evaluations demonstrating the success of multi-dimensional rather than one-dimensional interventions into educational disadvantage (Archer, & Weir, 2005; Labour Party, 2004). 
Finally, the scope of the review needs clarification. The review focusses on factors that contribute to educational disadvantage rather than its implications or child protection responses to it. The review is also timely and warranted on several accounts. Inclusivity and differences in resources and educational attainment for pupils continue to be a concern for education in the Republic of Ireland (Thornburg & Spires, 2009; Healy et al., 2011). Moreover, educational disadvantage is an ethical imperative as it remains interlinked with social justice and thus within the remit of CPW social work (Darmody et al., 2013).With this in mind, a number of themes are presented in the following. These are respectively: economic, family and social, cultural, school, and individual versus societal factors. An ecological theoretical framework also operates throughout toward recognising the enmeshed influence of the environment on the educational aspirations and undertakings of the child (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). 


Economic factors

For Bronfenbrenner (2005), educational development across the life-course was a joint function of dynamic interplay of person and environment. Better understanding of educational underachievement, ecologically speaking, must therefore account for environmental factors and central here are identified economic components of educational disadvantage (Kellegan, 2001; Weir et al., 2017). Poverty significantly and conclusively contributes to educational disadvantage (Cederberg et al., 2009; Conaty 2002; Millar, 2008; Montt, 2012; Smyth & Hannon, 2000; Weir et al., 2017). Through the economic ecology of one’s educational trajectory this may be related to stress or a lack of resources for learning in the home and in the community and social class differentials (Duncan & Magnuson, 2005). Moreover, due to the principal of causality in ecological theory, problems related to economic stress and lack of resources in one environmental stratum such as exosystemic factors are not exclusively divorced from the microworld of the child (Bronfenbrenner 2005). Similarly, in ecological theory, economic loss in one’s wider social environment such as parental job loss rather than protectively demarcated from the child is immediately pertinent to their educational welfare, which literature in the following would seem conclusive of. 
Congruent therefore with an ecological perspective, economic factors are embedded and interweaved in the disadvantaged child’s social environment (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). School absenteeism, for instance, is more problematic for socioeconomically disadvantaged students. Truancy may also significantly impact upon educational attainment, relationships in school and student’s ability to keep up with peers in class (Morris & Rutt, 2004; Ready, 2010; Smyth et al., 2004). Consequently truancy is closely related to early school leaving (Boldt et al., 1998; Smyth et al., 2015). Moreover, indirect variables linked to poverty also undermine academic capacity in line with ecological systemic principles of causality. Research has shown that children from lower socioeconomic backgrounds are more likely to experience poor health (Bloom et al., 2006; Moonie et al., 2006). Similarly, marginalised children in Ireland such as children with disabilities are also more likely to be poor, suffer with poor health and encounter educational disadvantage (Author, 2017). Within this convergence of factors associated with poverty and educational disadvantage also reflects Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) theoretical premise that the child’s development is profoundly affected by occurrences in places far beyond which they are immediately present. Lack of sufficient welfare provision to cover excess costs of childhood disability at a governmental level is exemplary of this (Author, 2017).
In light of the practical utility of ecological theory that according to Gray, Webb and Midgley (2012, p. 129) is the most commonly used framework for organising social work assessment, it is arguable that comprehending the role of economic factors permits practitioners to better support families to counteract disadvantage. For this to happen, however, practitioners need to understand that educational disadvantage linked to economic factors unfolds across varied environmental system levels (Feeley, 2014; Weir et al., 2017). Four levels from Bronfenbrenner’s theory are particularly pertinent in the literature. These are the macrosystem influence of societal factors, exosystem variables in the community, the school within which the classroom is a microlevel factor according to Bronfenbrenner (1979) and familial factors which are also of microsystem scale (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 2005). Through exploring these further, a more environmentally sensitive and contextually inclined understanding of the economics of educational disadvantage may be achieved. 
Firstly, at a macro-societal level the manner in which government expenditure targets particular socioeconomic groups is contentious. Traditionally excess expenditure on third level education, for example, rather than primary education, disadvantages those social groups who have lower rates of university attendance (Healy et al., 2011). Moreover, countries that have accomplished positive educational reform have partly done so through changing income and living conditions based on social class differentials (Erikson, 1996). Important ecosystems variables enacted at community level also come into the fray. Children who attend school with affluent peers, for example, do better (Loftus, 2017; Weir et al., 2017; Whelan & Hannon, 1999). An evidence-based approach within governmental interventions has recognised the bias towards poor educational attainment within disadvantaged neighbourhoods (Feeley, 2014; Weir et al., 2017). Within this, the Scheme of Assistance to Schools in Designated Areas of Disadvantage, and later the launch (2005) of the DEIS scheme, have been some important State responses to educational disadvantage in communities (Kellegan et al., 1995; 2001; Combat Poverty Agency, no date). 
 Such indicators demonstrate that children living in poor neighbourhoods may be more susceptible to educational disadvantage.  In the DEIS scheme, for example, there are several criteria for schools to participate that relate to neighbourhood poverty (Archer & Sofroniou, 2008; Weir, 2006).  At a primary level the quantity of pupils eligible for free books is one income poverty indicator utilised (Archer & Sofroniou, 2008) whilst at a secondary level medical card data is gathered which also offers insight into income thresholds (Weir, 2006). When combined, literature supports ecological theory principles through identifying economic prosperity of the community and neighbourhood in which a child resides as integral to educational disadvantage.  
Notwithstanding the impact of community affluence, the third important level for practitioners to understand pertains to school factors which entail microsystem and mesosystem variables. Here income and resources are critical. The advantages offered in terms of subject choice, learning resources and extra-curricular activities by fee-paying private schools above less resourced public schools is one indicator of educational inequality (Whelan & Hannon, 1999). Furthermore, this interlinks with the fourth key area of economic disadvantage rooted in economic inequality: namely, familial factors within the child’s micro- and meso-system. Within this, mesosystemic variables such as income poverty and geographical impediments may prevent many parents choosing the best schools (Weir et al., 2017). In this sense, literature is clear that parental income is positively associated with educational attainment (McKeown & Clarke, 2001; Whelan & Hannon, 1999). Lower social class categories and lone-parent families were among lower affluence characteristic circumstances influential here (Smyth, 2017). 
In drawing to a close, through ecological theory understanding the dynamics of educational disadvantage improves child protection practice through insight imparted to practitioners. Educational disadvantage occurs across multiple ecological systems layers and therefore sophisticated, targeted and multi-part responses are neccessary (Darmody et al., 2013; Feeley, 2014; Weir et al., 2017). Practitioners who are aware of this can link families to necessary supports and services and raise awareness of the currency of formal education in the life-course trajectory. In this context, links between educational disadvantage and poverty are conclusive but by no means uncomplicated (Kellegan, 2001; Weir et al., 2017). The relationship between family income and children’s educational attainment may be non-linear and bound to other system variables beyond the microsystem. Maternal education level, for example, is a strong indicator of a child’s educational advantage. Whilst this advantage may be founded in parenting practices such as role modelling good literacy skills or genetic endowment, the mother’s education may also correlate to higher family income (Kellagan et al., 1995; Noble et al., 2015; Weir et al., 2017). Income in turn provides leverage for after school activities, paid tutelage, summer camps and other resources. Families that can afford quality childcare, for example, automatically acquire advantage in school readiness, increased language, literacy, and numeracy ability (Gormley et al., 2008; Ruhm et al., 2007; Weir et al., 2017). Overall, the indication is that enmeshed economic variables are of critical importance in understanding educational disadvantage and occur across all system levels within an ecological framework. 

Family and social factors

Beyond exclusively economic influences on education, within Bronfenbrenner’s (2005, 1979) bioecological theory, the child’s development is not simply a linear matter to be readily understood. Rather, is arises from reciprocity and interchange between person, process, context and time (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). It is of interest that these variables are particularly illuminating in understanding the next thematic area of educational disadvantage, namely family and social factors (Feeley, 2014; Weir et al., 2017). Within the child’s microsystem, Tusla, the Child and Family Agency and Barnardos positive parenting resources advise that the home-life of a child or young person is best when it is intellectually enriching and emotionally supportive. Consequently, stresses such as homelessness negatively affect educational attainment (Loftus, 2017).  Microsystemic interactions for some children may include home lives tempered by stress (Action, 2015). In this context, educational advantage in the home takes various forms within which ecological process and time factors are key. These include social interactions that progress the child’s development over time within their homelife, more responsive parenting and less environmental stress (Dooly et al., 2009; Kellegan et al., 1995). Certain types of parental involvement with children such as conveying high academic expectations are also strongly associated with educational attainment (Fan & Chen, 2001; Jeynes, 2005). Alternatively contextual factors in the microsystem  such as books and toys as  well as use of the language(s) taught or used in schools are clearly advantageous (Dooly et al., 2009; Kellegan et al., 1995).  Literature also indicates that the pre-school years are particularly critical (Boldt et al., 1998; UNICEF, 2002). As a result of this, with respect to the ‘context’ aspect of the ecological environment, numerous targeted initiatives in the exosystem have been developed and implemented by Irish government. More specifically, the outcome of independent evaluations of these initiatives is clear: the quality of learning experiences in the early and pre-school years including parenting at home are integral to educational achievement later (McKeown & Clarke, 2004). 
In this circumstance, understanding of the origins and indicators of educational disadvantage is helpful for CPW practitioners. It is also important within this to account for the complexity and tenacity of family and social influences. Here, the chronosystem layer concerned with passage of time has important effects on the child’s development in relation to all other layers. Illustrative here is the intergenerational nature of family disadvantage. National longitudinal data from Ireland locates much of the formulation of children and young people’s attitudes towards education strongly within the realm of the family home (Williams et al., 2018). Related to this, the ‘cycle of deprivation’ as a concept refers to educational disadvantage of parents that may be passed down to children through, for instance, parents having insufficient parenting skills (Feeley, 2014). Where parents do not place value on education, their children may ‘inherit’ the opinion that education is unimportant. This opinion may in ecological theory act as a ‘person’ factor in the child’s disadvantage related to motivation and later translating into disruptive behaviour in school (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Kohn & Schooler, 1984). 
	Ecological theory may also explain why some children realise more educational potential. Here the notion of ‘proximal processes’ is illustrative and refers to person-environment and interpersonal interactions (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994, p. 569). The relationship between the school summer vacation and educational disadvantage is exemplary here. Review of literature by Weir et al. (2017) identifies many prospective reasons for disparity in educational attainment based on social class over the summer months. Proximal processes within this relate to varied attendance at scholarly summer camps and museum visits. This is concurrent to evidence that disadvantaged children may spend more time watching television at home over the summer with less reading time (Weir et al., 2017). Accordingly, increased television viewing time is associated with poorer educational attainment (Kavanagh et al., 2015). Moreover, father’s social class rather than education level, has a meaningful impact on their children’s educational attainment (Jaeger & Holme, 2003; Noble et al., 2015) Loosely allied to this, in the mesosystem level social characteristics of neighbourhoods may be a factor in educational disadvantage. Differences in rural and urban areas are apparent, as is the tendency for pupils from neighbourhoods with local authority housing to perform more poorly at school (Weir et al., 2017). The safety and appearance of the neighbourhood, resources such as quality childcare and out of school classes are also instrumental (McKeown & Clarke, 2004; Pratschke, 2002; Sampson et al., 2002). Yet, influence of the neighbourhood characteristics should not be overstated. In Ireland it remains the case that the majority of educationally disadvantaged young people may not live in disadvantaged areas (Kellegan et al., 1995). This points to the overall insistence of family and social influences related in ecological theory to the microsystem and proximal processes within it. The value of a socioecological lens for CPW workers is therefore evident in constructively interrogating these factors.

Cultural factors

One of the primary concerns in this review is to address the multifaceted nature of educational disadvantage that the current literature alludes to. Beyond the bioecological lens, educational theories such as the rational choice perspective and conflict theories may aid scholars in this respect (Feeley, 2014). Specifically, the cultural component of educational disadvantage can be delineated through sociological theoretical work such as that of Pierre Bourdieu on concepts of habitus and cultural forms of capital when linked to Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) notion of proximal processes (Bourdieu, 1977; 1986; Feeley, 2014). According to Bourdieu (1986), families of higher socioeconomic status may hold cultural capital that they pass onto their own children after birth. Within an ecological framework, the literature indicates that cultural advantage within academic life is particualrly microsystemic. Teachers, according to Bourdieu, may react more favourably to a student with a shared cultural background (Bourdieu, 1977). Ecologically this occurs within proximal processes of interaction with the child. Practical implications of cultural capital also include ‘person’ factors such as the likelihood that children from more affluent backgrounds will make ambitious subject choices (Goldthorpe, 2007). Notwithstanding this, many empirical studies do not support the central influence of cultural capital on educational attainment (Feeley, 2014). Rather research tends toward recognition of the importance of other factors such as the child’s ability and parental education level in the microsystem and social class grounded in macrosystem structural opportunities (Dumais, 2006; Noble & Davies, 2009; Tzanakis, 2011). Notwithstanding this, awareness of culture still enables practitioners to critically account for its influence in the assessment of needs and within proximal processes of interaction between them and the child. This in turn helps to translate an ecological understanding of educational disadvantage into improved child protection and welfare practice. 

School factors

In ecological theory school factors are pervasive across all system levels. Within the school, key microsystemic factors include the child’s teacher and immediate classroom. Additionally, better support in mixed ability classes than segregation for children vulnerable to educational disadvantage is also apparent (Boldt et al., 1998; Smyth, 1999; Feeley, 2014). Alternatively, constituted by the mesosystem layer are the interactions between microsystems rather than another discrete space (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). The importance of parent-teacher communication is exemplary here, as is the interaction between the CPW social worker and teacher. Whilst the exosystem lies beyond the child’s immediate environment, it nonetheless influences it. Illustrative factors here are teacher training initiatives and school policy development linked to evidence that more subject choice, increased quality and quantity of resources, and formal mechanisms for pupil participation alleviate disadvantage (Feeley, 2014; Smyth, 1999). Pertinent also is teacher turnover rate and the restrictiveness of the examination system (Feeley, 2014). Finally, research spanning many decades demonstrates the utility and benefit of teachers who have high expectations of students which could be related to the way in which teachers were initially trained (see Brophy et al., 1974; Brophy, 1998; Ferguson, 1998; Good, 1987; Rosenthal & Jacobs, 1968; Weir et al., 2017). Beyond the exosystem, chronosystemic benefits include more experienced teachers and teachers that undertake appropriate professional development (Weir et al., 2017). Overall, whilst some initiatives are targeted at specific school factors, principles of ecological theory suggest a complex enmeshment of factors and therefore the potential for change in one area to unpredictably affect others. Smaller class size, for instance, contributes to academic improvement as evidenced in large scale meta-analytic research from the US as well as Irish sources (Glass & Smith, 1979; Shin & Chung, 2009; Weir et al., 2017).  Positive changes, however, such as to class sizes must be accompanied by appropriate changes in teaching style and approach to avoid unfavourable repercussions (McKeown & Clarke, 2004; Weir et al., 2017). Finally, Bronfenbrenner (2005) was not ignorant of the importance of the child’s early developmental years within which proximal processes such as nurturing expand the child’s potential. With regard to pre-schools, Weir et al. (2017, p.17) identify factors associated with effectiveness. These include microsystemic factors such as parental involvement; adult-child interaction; classroom organisation; as well as those factors emergent from the exosystem such as the quality of curriculum. Overall, variance in characteristics within schools and pre-schools are both substantial and of central relevance to educational disadvantage. 

Individual versus societal factors

The final theme, drawn out from literature on educational disadvantage of at-risk children and adolescents relates to individual and societal level factors. These are dealt with together for the purpose of illustration and contrast. Also emphasised in the following is Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) conclusion that the child’s macrosystem and microsystem are profoundly interconnected. Within this, it is important that CPW workers account for both factors to work anti-oppressively (Dominelli, 2002). Here the social justice orientation of ecological theory lies in its propensity to illuminate societal and structural disadvantage helping to avoid placing undue individual accountability on children, young people, and families for educational underachievement (Darmody et al., 2013; Dominelli, 2002). 
Firstly, individual factors relate to the ‘person’ dimension of the ecological model and often lie at the microsystemic level (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Gender, disability, religious, linguistic and minority ethnicity, for example, are among seven key factors in a typology of educational disadvantage identified by Ross (2009, p.16). Focus will be on those particular characteristics and experiences that research demonstrates are less advantageous for some children within the schooling system (Feeley, 2014) such as being a member of the Irish travelling community (Boldt et al., 1998; NCYI, 2017; Watson et al., 2017). More broadly, children’s ethnicity or primary language is also a common factor in educational disadvantage (Cederberg & Ligard, 2008; Tozzi et al., 2008; Vrabcova et al., 2008; Williams, 2009). Similarly, disadvantage of children with special educational needs is dependent upon the nature and severity of their impairment (National Disability Authority, 2017). 
Arguably for the child, a sense of being not good enough can be internalised that devalues their sense of individual worth and confidence. Yet ecologically the social worker can illuminate the culpability of complex environmental factors beyond the individual child (Bronfenbrenner, 2005), and anticipate, plot and addresses risk factors. Variables such as age, family mobility and retention (being held back) are identified in published guidelines by the School Completion Office (SCO) (no date) for identifying children at risk of early school leaving. Research identifies, for instance, teacher-student interaction as strongly related to student’s attitudes to school (Cohen et al., 2009; Crosnoe et al., 2004; Smyth, 2017; Martin & Dowson, 2009). Similarly, interventions into educational disadvantage such as the Education Matters programme, were founded on tackling characteristics of disadvantaged pupils (Loftus, 2017). These include a dislike for school; lacking confidence; experiencing bullying and poor relationships with teachers (Loftus, 2017; Weir et al., 2017). Ecological assessment goes beyond an inventory of these factors, however, to permit synthesis of the degree of interrelation and casualty of factors in a child’s life from the micro- to the macrosystemic level.  In doing so, biology may remain instrumental but not exclusive to improved understanding. Some researchers perceive academic ability based in intelligence, for instance, to be pathological.  More specifically, the claim is that children will genetically inherit intelligence and whilst social and environmental factors are influential, they can do little to allay a biological bias toward poorer intellect. Social pathology therefore perceives academic ability as an inherited trait (Leathwood et al., 2008; Herrnstein & Murray, 1994).
Overall, individualised perspectives on educational disadvantage contrast starkly to broader societal, political and sociological viewpoints. Bronfenbrenner (2005) emphasised studying the child in many environments to understand development which in CPW may be enacted in such ways as access observations and home visits. Despite this, beyond the intimate microsystem, macro concerns such as persistence of social class differentials must not be alienated from immediate social presentations given the certainty that “education can be an agent for social transformation” (Healy et al., 2011, p.176). Whilst updated literature reviews have since been conducted (Archer & Weir, 2005; Feeley, 2014; Weir et al., 2017), Boldt et al.’s (1998) review on educational disadvantage in Ireland emphasises the influence of religion as one factor. Moreover, within political influences (Ross, 2009), government expenditure on education is also contentious. Compared to other OECD and EU countries, for instance, Irish expenditure on primary education has arguably been meagre. More recently, a welcomed increase in attention and expenditure on early education is the legacy of awareness raised about its importance (Healy et al., 2011) which partly stems from hubs of scholarship such as the Educational Disadvantage Centre at Dublin City University (Downes & Gilligan, 2007). In its entirety, educational disadvantage remains a complex phenomenon operating both at individual and societal levels. 


Making change for the future

Thus far, the intention has been to furnish critical commentary on the literature on educational disadvantage of at-risk children and adolescents in the Republic of Ireland doing so through the lens of ecological systems theory. In looking to the future, critical discussion on the implications of the literature, for practitioner’s seeking to make change happen is both warranted and outstanding. In the following, systemic environmental layers from ecological theory provide a framework to distil parting messages.  


The microsystem 

Integral to the child’s immediate microsystem are those people, institutions and groups closest to their educational development (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Foremost, it is here that the CPW social worker seeks to intervene to capture their child’s voice and envision their lived experience. Within the varied intricacies of work with disenfranchised children and young people includes troubling indications of variance in values. More specifically, existing evidence suggests that professionals and carers may hold low expectations of the ability of children and young people involved in CPW services and in State care (Brady, 2017; Cameron et al., 2011). Yet, as alluded to in the former review having teachers, parents/guardians, and indeed social workers who hold high expectations is one of the strongest indicators of academic success (Weir et al., 2017). As a starting point therefore, the promotion of higher educational standards in microsystemic interactions is critical. Specially, this needs to occupy a priority position on the agenda for young people in receipt of CPW assessment and intervention.

The mesosystem 

Whilst it may be the case that higher standards in the microworld of the child are needed, ecological principles would dictate that this alone will not be enough. Former review of literature also highlights the importance of mesosystemic interactions such as teacher-parent communication and social worker-teacher connections (Weir et al., 2017). Yet, it is also foreseeable that practitioners must prioritise the protection of children from immediate harm and accede to a benchmark of ‘good enough’ rather than optimum parenting (DCYA, 2017). Of course, formal education is also not the pathway to success for everyone. Nonetheless, the proposition is that through conducting assessments CPW social workers encounter windows of opportunity to strengthen favourable mesosystem links when liaising with teachers and parents. By fostering better communication and co-working between parents and teachers, CPW workers stand to augment the child’s educational potential long after they have departed. 

The exosystem

The exosystem refers to social settings that do not immediately involve the child but nonetheless impacts upon them (Bronfenbrenner, 2005), and as such thorough and wide-ranging social work assessment will be impelled. The argument is, that treating immediate presenting concerns without accounting for exosystem variables is both ineffective and potentially oppressive. The circumstances that prompt a child protection response, for instance, are often also associated with decreased educational attainment. Homelessness (Scanlon & McKenna, 2018), being a teenage parent (Riordan, 2002), substance misuse (Morgan, 2001), and domestic violence (Lloyd, 2018) all give rise to concerns for child welfare and educational disadvantage. Similarly, as can be expected literature suggests that experiences of abuse and neglect may undermine academic capacity (Berridge, 2007; Brady, 2017). It is therefore conclusive that the circumstances of at-risk children and young people often conflict with educational progress. Yet, it remains the case that educational disadvantage has long lasting implications for later life such as related to poverty, health and well-being (Smyth & McCoy, 2009). Social workers at a grassroots practice level are therefore impelled to recognise education as an agent of social transformation and a conduit for life-long positive change (Darmody et al., 2013). In doing so, exosystem variables must not be neglected in what can often appear to be more immediate individual problems.

The macrosystem 

Second to last in the hierarchy of layers is the macrosystem. Here cultural context and socio-economic status are among pertinent concerns. Families may be involved with CPW services for many years, such as in cases of neglect that are longstanding, stable and deemed to be lower risk (DCYA, 2017). Working to minimise educational disadvantage with these families presents many opportunities. At a structural level, for instance, empowering families to negotiate wider systems and institutions that may operate in oppressive and discriminatory ways can be transformational (Buckley, 2003). In turn this helps to destabilise and transform macrosystemic cultural oppression. Linking a family to a Special Education Needs Organiser (SENO), for instance, to advocate for additional supports and services may be the difference between a young person with learning difficulties remaining in a high-quality mainstream setting and moving to a special education school. This is of the upmost importance, as educational disadvantage is not only a matter of concern for educators, but rather, the onus is placed firmly on those charged with promoting the best interests of children. Here CPW workers can through raised awareness and persistence make a meaningful difference.

The chronosystem 

Finally, within ecological theory the passage of time within the chronosystem layer captures the importance of persistent patterns and transitions over the life course. Within Tulsa the Child and Family Agency, social workers use the Signs of Safety approach as a strengths based national child protection framework for assessment (Tusla, 2017b). Through this approach, once an adequate level of safety is reached, the intention is not to linger in family’s lives but rather to expediently empower families to function independently or with the necessary support services (Turnell & Murphy, 2017). During their limited exposure to families, however, it would be remiss for social workers to disregard the potential for more advanced educational attainment to feature as a buffer in the lives of children and young people long into the future (Brady, 2017; Darmody et al., 2013). Social workers may encourage the pursuit of the child’s aspirations and development of academic interests that can have longstanding effects. This is meaningful as research into high achieving care-experienced people evidenced that a good relationship with their social worker was among ten important contributory factors (Martin & Jackson, 2002). In this context, social workers are well placed to ignite change that is socially just and destined to endure long into the future. 



Conclusion 


Emily Logan during her time as the Ombudsman for Children, articulates that for children in care “the focus is often on matters relating to their safety, protection and welfare. While work to identify, highlight and address shortfalls in this area is vital, we should be mindful not to overlook or neglect other significant areas of these children’s lives. One such area is their education” (Darmody et al., 2013, p.3). Notwithstanding this, children may also be involved in child protection and welfare services for many years and never be admitted to care. Whilst parents are the rightful and natural overseers of their children’s education, social workers do offer support, guidance and information (Brady, 2017; DCYA, 2017). Through this, social workers remain faithful to their traditional social justice mandate in seeking to empower children and families to make choices that are right for them (IFSW, 2014). Resonating with these sentiments is the foreword of Children First (2017) national guidance by Minister Catherine Zappone (DCYA, 2017, p.iv). It claims that while ‘we must strive to protect children and young people from harm, it is equally important that we do not restrict them from taking all of the opportunities that life has to offer. It is in all our interests to see our children reaching their full potential.’ In this context, the present paper offered focussed commentary on the literature on educational disadvantage of at-risk children and adolescents in the Republic of Ireland. The specific focus was on children and adolescents susceptible to involvement from, or in receipt of, child protection and welfare services. In looking to the future, educational disadvantage must remain a matter of priority for those charged with the welfare of children and young people in Ireland.
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