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INTRODUCTION;
This literature review looks at the transition in Wales from the special educational needs (SEN) framework to the additional learning needs (ALN approach with a focus on early years provision. This transition was rolled out between September 2021 and completed in August 2025. This represented one of the most significant educational policy changes in recent years. 
Presented through the Additional Learning Needs and Educational Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 (Welsh government 2018). This change of framework aimed to address concerns regarding inequity and inefficiency within the SEN framework. Central to the ALN framework is the development of a unified person-centred approach designed for learners to 25 using Individual Development Plans also known as IDPs and enhanced multi- agency cooperation (Welsh government 2021).

This review aims to give a fair and critical review of the literature that has been written on the transition from SEN to ALN to find how effective these changes have been and are they working in practice, looking at Welsh policy, academic literature and the ever updating research evidence. Firstly, the key arguments in the literature will be reviewed highlighting both the theoretical strengths of the reform and the challenges identified in practice. 
Secondly, the methodological methods will be looked at and used to evaluate the ALN system examining their limitations and the implication for assessing the policy's impact. Finally, the ethical considerations of the changes and research are explored focusing on issues of equity, inclusion, and participation.
While the ALN frameworks represent a progressive shift towards a more inclusive and rights-based education system, evidence shows that its success remains partial and uneven.

Although early evidence suggests improvements in areas such as person-centred collaboration, there have been significant challenges relating to implementations, resources, and consistency. Significantly, these continue to limit its effectiveness. Therefore, the change of framework from SEN to ALN could be seen as not a complete success but as an going changing or evolving process requiring sustained evaluation and development. 
The move from SEN to ALN systems in Wales represents a significant policy shift aimed at improving inclusion and equity within educational systems.

The new system was brought in to make support more joined up inclusive and person centred around and it applies to learners from birth to 2025 (WELSH GOVERMENT 2018, WELSH GOVERMENT 2021).
If we look at Maslow's hierarchy of needs, it tells us that children need to feel safe and secure and emotionally supported before the can really learn properly. (Maslow' 1943). That ties in well with early years practice especially for early years children with ALN who may need routine reassure and positive relationships before they are ready to fully engage in learning (Maslow 1943 WELSH GOVERMENT 2021). If we look at Piaget's theory, it explains that young children learn best through active experimentation rather than abstract teaching (Piaget 1952 knight and crick 2022). 
This is a really important change for early years because support needs are often identified at this stage and what happens early on can effect later life learning and development (WELSH GOVERMENT 2023 children's commissioner for WALES 2023).If we look at all theory embedded within the heart of Welsh policy is the importance of early years with the child at the centre and this holistic approach where children thrive and learn best in safe secure enabling inclusive environments.
This literature review sets out the question whether this transition from SENS to ALN has improved support in early years practice or whether there are ongoing problems with how it is being implemented (ESTYN 2023 WELSH GOVERMENT 2023).
RESEARCH QUESTION;
To what extent has the move from statement of special educational needs to the additional learning needs framework improved support for children within early years settings?

LITRATURE REVIEW;
The move from the old SEN statementing system to ALN is a major shift in Welsh educational policy, the ALN needs and educational tribunal (WALES) act 2018 was introduced to create a more clear and consistent support system for learners with ALN from birth to 25(WELSH GOVERMENT 2018). The 2021 ALN code then sets out how this should then work in practice with a strong emphasis on person centred planning collaboration and early intervention (WELSH GOVERMENT 2021). 
This literature shows that ALN is not just a change in wording but a much wider attempt to change the way support is identified and delivered in Wales. 
A big part of this reform is focus on inclusion. Ainscow,m (2005) however argues that inclusive education is not just about placing learners with ALN needs in to mainstream setting but about changing system systems so that they respond better to diversity (Ainscow, m 2005). Within the Welsh government aims were meant to create a system that is more reflective and responsive than the old systems.Norwich,B (2013) notes that inclusion in practice always involves tension and dilemmas especially when practitioners are trying to balance individual needs with wider pressures such as times staffing and resources (NORWICH ,B 2013). This is especially important in early years settings where practitioners may want to support inclusion but still struggle with the practical demands of everyday workloads. Policy also shows that ALN is part of a wider political and social vision.  Taylor, c and power,s (2018) argue that educational policy in WALES often reflects bigger ideas around equity identity and social justice not just technical reform (Taylor c and Powers's (2018). This helps us to understand why ALN is rolled out as a rights-based system not just simply another framework. At the same time the Welsh governments own evaluation work suggest that the system is still developing and that implementation has not been completely smooth across all settings (WELSH GOVERMENT 2023). This gap between policy design and policy delivery matters, because it shows that having a new framework in place does not automatically mean that practice has improved. Official reports such as the children's commissioner for Wales has stressed how important it is to make sure the new framework works well for children and families in everyday practice, not just on paper (Children's commissioner for Wales 2023). ESTYN has also looked at how the ALN system is being implemented and has highlighted that there can be differences in how the reforms are understood and applied across settings (Estyn,2023). Much of this literature shows that ALN depends heavily on training support and consistency. SNAP Cymru also adds an important family facing perspective because it supports parents who are trying to navigate the ALN process which suggests that the system can still feel confusing and difficult for some families. Lorman's work on inclusive practice is also useful because it tells us that inclusion should be measured by outcomes rather than intentions alone (Loremen,T 2014). In other words, it is not enough to say that a system is inclusive, there also needs to be evidence that children are being supported well and are able to take part fully. That is especially relevant in early years settings where inclusion should be seen visible in children's communication, confidence wellbeing and engagement in learning. If a child is physically present in setting but still not receiving the support, they need then the system may be inclusive in theory but not in practice.
This is even more important in early years because young children depend heavily on close relationships routines and emotional security. The ALN framework is supposed to support this by encouraging earlier identification and more individualised planning (Welsh government 2021). 
However, as the wider literature on inclusion suggests good policy does not always lead to good practice (Ainscow,m  2005 Norwich b 2013) Settings need staff who understand the system are given enough time to work with families and the flexibility to respond to children's needs in a meaningful way. That is why early years is such an important place to study ALN because it is where the strength and weaknesses of the framework have the opportunity to be seen more clearly. 
Overall, the literature suggests that the ALN reforms in Wales are ambitious and based on ideas of inclusion, fairness and rights.
However the evidence from official reports policy analysis and inclusive education theory suggests that that the ALN reforms in Wales are ambitious and based on ideas of inclusion fairness and rights theory suggests that the implementation is still uneven and families may still face barriers when trying to access reports(Welsh government 2018; Welsh government, 2021 ; Welsh government 2023; children's commissioner for Wales, 2023; Estyn, 2023). That makes early years research a useful setting for research because it can show whether the system is working as intended for young children at the earliest stage of support.
Academic rational:
The main reason for choosing this topic is that the ALN reforms are a major policy change in Welsh education but there is still uncertainty   about how well the system is working in early years settings. The reform was meant to create a more inclusive and person centred approach for learners from birth to 25, so it is important to look at weather young children and their families are actually experiencing those benefits in practice(Welsh goverment,2023;children's commissioner for wales,2023). 
This research is also academically relevant for research as it fills a gap in the literature. A lot of the discussions around ALN focuses on policy design or school aged learners, but early years provision is different and often under researched (estyn,2023; Welsh government 2023). Young children rely heavily on relationships, routines, play and emotional security which means the way support is organised in this phase matters a great deal (Ainscow,2005; Norwich 2013). 
Inclusive education theory and official Welsh reports suggest that early years is the stage where the success or failure of the framework can be seen most clearly.
Researching methological considerations; 
Research methodology is the plan that guides a study and explains how information is collected analysed and understood. In academic research two main approaches are commonly used; quantitative and qualitative. Quantitative research uses numbers and statistics so is useful if the researcher wants to measure something, compare results or identify patterns. For example, tools such as surveys and questionnaires can show how many people support a policy or how often a problem occurs. Qualitive research by contrast focuses on people's views experiences and meanings and is especially helpful because it shows how the policy effects people in real life. Both methods are equally important because while quantitative research gives you the facts and figures the qualitive research gives you depth and meaning. They can be used together in mixed methodology e research.
However, the researcher considers that a qualitive approach is the best fit for this study because the research question is about experience, perception and impact rather than just numbers. This research aims to find out whether the move from Sen to ALN has actually improved support for young children in early years settings, so it makes sense to hear from the people who experience the system directly (Creswell and Path,2018; Braunan Clark, 2021).
Qualitive research allows participants to explain their views in more detail and gives space for issues to arise that may not be picked up in a questionnaire (Savin-Nader and Howell major, 2013).
A purposive sample would be the most suitable because the participants need to have direct experience of the ALN system. For this research that could include early years practitioners, ALN coordinators and parents of children with individual development plans. These participants would be able to talk about the ALN framework in a meaningful way because they are involved in it themselves (Cresswell and Pith 2018; Braun and Clark 2021;). This type of sampling is useful in small-scale educational research because the aim is to get depth and detail rather than generalise to everyone (Savin Baden and Howell major 2013). 
Semi- structured interviews would be a good research tool to use because they give some structure but still allow participants to talk freely.  A few main questions about ALN support, communication, pupil participation and confidence.  The researcher could also follow up if participants mention something important (Cresswell and Pith 2018). That is particularly useful in ALN research because parents and practitioners may experience the same system in very different ways, and semi structured interviews would allow for that to be expressed (Braun and Clark, 2021; Welsh government ,2021). A focus group could also work for parents if shared experiences are being explored but interviews might be better if the topic is sensitive or personal (Savin-Baden and Howell Major 2013). 
Research involving interviews with parents and practitioners in nursery setting about children with (ALN) must carefully consider potential bias to ensure findings are valid, ethical and inclusive. One significant issue is the halo effect where the researcher's overall impression of a participants unconsciously influences how their responses are interpreted (Thorndike 1920). For excample practitioners perceived as highly experienced or skilled in their field may be viewed as more credible than parents in unequal weighing of perspectives. This may lead to inaccurate conclusions about a child's needs or the effectiveness of support strategies. In addition, the hawthorn effect can occur when participants alter their responses because they are aware there being studied (Landsberger,1958). 
Practitioners may describe settings practice more positively during interviews to reflect expected standerds of inclusion, while parents may withhold concerns due to fear and judgement. These biases can reduce the reliability and authenticity of research findings. According to the Welsh government ALN code for Wales (2021), practitioners must adopt person-centered and collaborative approaches that value the voices of both children and families. Therefore, research methods must aim to reduce bias by using open ended questions triangulation of evidence and reflective practice to ensure all participants are represented fairly.
Furthermore, the principles of the United Nations convention on the rights of the child (uncrc,1989) enphasise children's rights to particapation and equality, highlighting the importance of conducting ALN research in ways that that avoid discrimination or subjective judgement. Overall recognising and reducing the effect of the halo and hawthorn effect is essential in producing trustworthy research that supports inclusive early practice and ALN policies. To reduce the halo and hawthorn bias the researcher could focus questions on specific examples rather than broad opinion. So instead of asking whether the ALN system is good or bad the question could focus on asking the participants for example was there a time when you felt involved in decision making or a time when support felt unclear, this should encourage them to talk about actual feelings rather than just general feelings. Triangulation will also help by comparing responses with policy documents and ALN guidelines which will make the research more balanced and trustworthy.
One limitation of qualitive research that it is subjective. Different people may describe the same process in vastly different ways depending on their own experience and their role in setting. Another limitation is that the sample will be quite small, so the findings cannot be applied to every early year's settings in Wales. Even so the method is appropriate because it will elicit answers to the researcher's question and will gave a detailed picture of how the ALN system is experienced in real life (Cresswell and Poth,2018; Savin-bade and Howell Major,2013).

Ethical considerations to research of ALN in early years. 
The researcher will adhere to the British Educational Research Association, 2024, BERA guidelines. This research involves parents, practitioners and potentially information about young children so ethical care and responsibility is particularly important Because the topic is
about additional learning needs, some participants may be talking about personal or emotional experiences which means the study must be planned in a way that protects them from harm and respects their rights. The main ethical issues in this research are informed consent, confidentiality, rights to withdrawal, risk management, and data storage (Anderson and Morrow 2011).
Informed consent is really important. All adult participants should be given clear information about the study so they understand what it is about, what they are being asked to do and how their information will be used. This should be written in plain language so that it is easy to understand.
Consent should not just be treated as a one-time signature at the start but on-going rolling consent where it is explained to participants that they can ask questions or choose to stop at any point or withdraw. If children were to be involved directly their views should also be considered in an age-appropriate way, although they should never be pressured into taking part and would be asked to give their assent (Beta,2024; Alderson and Morrow ,2011). 
The right to withdraw is equally important participants should be informed clearly that they can choose to withdraw participation without giving a reason and without effecting the relationship within settings. This is especially important in context of early years settings and research because families may feel unsure about speaking openly if they think their comments could affect support for their child. Making the process voluntary and clear takes away that pressure and worry (Bear 2024).
Another important consideration is confidentiality. Early years settings are often small, so there is the very real possibility of identification even if names are not used. For that reason a researcher could change details or assign pseudonyms or numbers and keep settings locations or specific circumstances around the participants anonymous, This is especially important in ALN research because even a small amount of detail can make a child or family identifiable (Alderson and Morrow, 2011).
Risk management is also a consideration here for the participants university and researcher. For participants there is a risk of emotional discomfort if they are asked to talk about difficult experiences with the ALN system. To help reduce these interviews should be carried out sensitively and participants informed clearly that they can stop and start at any time. For the researcher hearing difficult stories may be emotionally demanding so supervision and support would be important. For the university, the main concern is making sure the research follows ethical rules and guidelines and no one's personal information is put at risk. (Bera 2024; Alderson and Morrow 2011).
Data storage and legal compliance are also important aspects to be given great consideration. All data should be stored securely and handled in line with the Uk GENERARAL DATA PROTECTION REGULATIONS and the DATA PROTECTION ACT 2018. 
This means recordings and transcripts should be kept on password protected, secure systems and only accessed by the researcher and, where necessary, the supervisor. Any paper notes should be stored safely and destroyed when they are no longer needed. Data should only be kept for the length of time required while adhering to university and settings policies and then deleted or shredded properly. Because this research may involve sensitive information about children's support needs, sensitive data handling is especially important (INFORMATION COMMISSIONERS OFFICE 2018).
Overall, the ethical approach to this study must show respect, care, and responsibility. By thinking carefully about consent, withdrawal, confidentiality, emotional wellbeing and data protection, the research can be carried out in a way that is both safe and professional (BERA, 2024; ICO, 2018).
CONCLUSION,
This research sets out to question if the move from the SEN framework to the ALN system has improved support for young children in Welsh early years settings. The literature suggests that that the reform has strong inclusive aims, but implementation may still be uneven, and further research is needed to understand how it is working in practice (Welsh government 2021; Welsh Government, 2023 Estyn, 2023). A qualitive methodology supported by triangulation and strong ethical safeguards would be an effective way question. (BERA, 2024; Cresswell and poth,2018).
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