Barriers to accessing mainstream settings for children with additional learning needs in Early years.
In early years education, inclusion is not only defined by accessing education but also involves access, achievement and participation, this is supported in the studies by Tan, Devarakonda, and Rothe (2025). The study highlights that uncertainty around the definition of inclusion and applying it in practice can make educational research difficult. This research is particularly relevant to children with additional learning needs accessing mainstream education, as a shortage of shared understanding can result in various schools providing different levels of support. 
This lack of consistent understanding can lead to a lack of consistency in practice. This is evidenced in research by Saxton et al. (2025), who found that differences in additional learning needs support and staff understanding resulting in inconsistencies in support for children, highlighting how inconsistency can be a barrier to inclusion.
Uk based studies by Ballantyne et al. (2022) identified multiple barriers to inclusion in mainstream settings such as insufficient staff training, limited knowledge from practitioners and difficulties in tailoring provision to accommodate the needs of learners. Despite the research taking place Scotland these barriers are relevant throughout education in the UK. Similarly, these same barriers are identified within Wales by Estyn (2024) which emphasises inconsistency in applying the ALN code and disparities in staff understanding and staff training. This aligns with the findings by Ballantyne et al. (2022) indicating that barriers such as limited professional knowledge and challenges in adapting the provision for learners are evident across the UK and not confined to one education system.
Another significant barrier to inclusion within mainstream settings are limited resources and funding for children with additional learning needs. Research by Perowne et al. (2025) highlighted that limited resources, time, space and staff reduce the ability to support children with additional learning needs resulting in children receiving unequal access to support. This is supported by The UK Education Committee (2025), which suggests that long-term funding shortages the rising demand for provision in additional learning needs provision have placed considerable strain on schools restricting their ability to deliver high quality and inclusive provision for all learners. As a result, this may lead to gaps in provision and support therefore hindering effective inclusion for children with additional learning needs in mainstream settings.
Barriers linked to attitudes to learning can greatly impact inclusion for children with additional learning needs in mainstream education. Research by Knight et al. (2022) found that despite many teachers expressing support for inclusive education this is not always evident in the classroom. The research found that some staff view children with ALN as different from their mainstream peers rather than being fully included. As a result, teachers may have lower expectations for these children and may be less likely to modify their teaching strategies to meet diverse learners needs. As a result, even with policy frameworks such as Additional Learning needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act (2018) which suggests that learning is to be tailored to learners' specific needs and that appropriate support needs to be provided. Attitudinal influences can act as a barrier to effective implementation. Therefore, the attitudes of practitioners play a significant role in achieving successful inclusive practice.
Curriculum and assessment factors can act as a significant barrier to inclusive education for ALN learners in mainstream education. Research in Wales highlights that structures of the standardised curriculum were not flexible enough to accommodate all learners (Conn and Hutt, 2020). In some situations, teachers may find it difficult to differentiate learning effectively to meet all learners needs, resulting in limited access to learning for children with additional learning needs (Welsh Government, 2025). Furthermore, assessment systems may not accurately reflect the progress of learners with additional learning needs as they often focus on standardised results (Department for Education, 2015). This means that a lack of flexibility and being able to adapt for all learners can cause the assessment system to restrict inclusion rather than support it.
Environmental and physical conditions can also create barriers to inclusion for children with additional learning needs in mainstream settings.  School settings are not always fully adapted to suit the physical and sensory needs of all learners. For example, overcrowded classrooms and noise, and limited access to calm and safe spaces can make it difficult for some children to fully engage in the learning, this type of environment can often make children with ALN upset or overstimulated. Research by the Welsh Government (2025) emphasises the importance of developing inclusive environments including increasing accessibility and providing sensory spaces in schools. However, inconsistencies in this type of provision mean that some learners are not being fully supported in practice (Estyn, 2024). In addition, reports underline the need for accessible buildings and appropriate resources to reduce barriers to participation (Children's Commissioner for Wales, 2024). As a result, if the environment is not adapted appropriately, the school setting itself may become a barrier to supporting fair access to education.
In conclusion, including learners with additional learning needs into mainstream education remains a fundamental priority in the Welsh education system. Despite this, several barriers remain that limit how effectively this goal is implemented. Inconsistencies in knowledge, understanding and communication, lack of resources, funding and negative attitudes in the setting can all influence the level of support available to learners. In addition, assessment and curriculum frameworks are not always flexible enough to meet the needs of diverse learners while unsuitable environmental factors such as overcrowding and lack of sensory resources and space can further limit learners' ability to engage and participate. Overall, these challenges highlight that improvements are needed in schools to make sure inclusion is fully effective. Teachers and support staff require better support, better training and have resources available to support all learners effectively. Schools should collaborate closely with families and external professionals to gain knowledge and support each other to meet learners' individual needs. By developing better understanding, learning environments and communication, children with additional learning needs can access an inclusive environment where they have support and be able to achieve their full potential.
The study looks at exploring barriers to accessing mainstream settings for children with additional learning needs in early years. In this study the sample included 4 mainstream class teachers, parents of children with ALN and an observation of a small group of children with ALN in the classroom. Using a variety of participants in this study can help gather a wider range of perspectives therefore helping to develop a clearer understanding of inclusion for ALN children in mainstream settings. 
Staff, including teachers and teaching assistants were chosen because they play an important role in providing support and work directly with learners. Whereas parents were included in this study because they can provide a valuable perspective into how effectively their child is supported in school and how well home-school communication is maintained. A small group of 6 children with ALN were selected for observation to ensure meaningful information is collected while also ensuring the study stayed manageable. 
A purposive sampling method was used in this study; a range of participants were used because of their relevant experience working with or looking after these children with ALN (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). This sampling method was used because it focuses on participants that could offer relevant information, therefore there was not an equal chance of being selected to participate resulting in this being a non-probability sample (Newby, 2014).  The study used a mixed methods approach, gathering information from feedback forms for staff and parents which included a mixture of closed questions and open-ended questions, giving parents and staff an opportunity to answer questions and explain their reasons in detail. Alongside children’s observations, this provided both qualitive and quantitative data (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). 
In addition, observations were used on the children to accumulate more data, the observation method used to support this was The Leuven Scale of Well-being and involvement which measured the engagement of the children and how comfortable they are in the setting (MacRae and Jones, 2023). This observation was unstructured allowing researchers to record events without following a checklist (Newby,2014).
Feedback forms were used in this research study to accumulate information from both staff and parents on the barriers to accessing mainstream education for children with additional learning needs (ALN). One advantage of using feedback forms is that they allow information to be collected from multiple participants in a quick and efficient way (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).  They contain open-ended questions which allow participants opportunities to explain their responses in more detail and closed questions which generate clear and measurable data, this allows them to collect both qualitative and quantitative data. Participants may also encourage participants to respond more honeslty and they provide a degree of anonymity (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).  
However, there are also some limitations to feedback forms. Participants may offer brief responses for open-ended questions which may reduce the level of information gathered. Also, it lacks the opportunity to for participants to ask follow-up questions meaning some answers may be unclear (Denscombe, 2021). 
As the use of feedback forms collect opinions from both staff and parents, they give a broader understanding of inclusion from different points of view. This can help highlight common challenges such as lack of support and difficulties in communication. Feedback forms are also easier to distribute; they can be on paper or digitally which may encourage greater participation (Creswell and Creswell, 2018).
However, there may be potential challenges to using feedback forms, particularly staff, as they may feel pressured to answer questions that meet inclusive practice expectations (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). There is also the possibility of a low number of responses which may limit how much data is collected and therefore affect the reliability of the research.
Observations are used in this study to examine how children with additional learning needs (ALN) engage in a mainstream setting. A major advantage of using an observation method is that researchers can view interactions and behaviours in a natural setting instead of relying on just the participants responses (Denscombe, 2021). This helps to gain a clearer understanding of how learners react and engage in their surroundings.
The observations in this research are supported by The Leuven Scale of Well-being and Involvement which assesses learners' emotional well-being and levels of engagement. The Leuven scale uses a 5-point system that measures a child's engagement to learning within the setting (Woods, 2016). Research by MacRae, (2023) highlights that a child’s involvement indicates the quality of the learning process.
However, there are various weaknesses to this method, observations are often time consuming and require close attention and detailed documenting. In addition, staff or children may alter their behaviour because they know they are being observed which may affect how accurate the results are (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).
There are also many benefits to using observations in research, they support to develop a better understanding of inclusion in the setting particularly when recognising how ALN children engage in the setting. Using the Leuven Scale of Well-being and Involvement supports this observation by offering an organised and simple approach to measuring levels of engagement and therefore recognise potential barriers to learning (MacRae, 2023).
However, there are possible challenges when carrying out observations, as this observation uses the Leuven Scale and involves children, ethical considerations are necessary to unsure confidentiality for all the learners while also obtaining permission (NSPCC, 2023).
Triangulation is a research method that includes the use of more than one source of data to investigate the same research topic. It is used to compare findings and results to improve the reliability and accuracy (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). In this study triangulation is used by using a combination of feedback forms from both parents and staff and observations in the setting of children with additional learning needs (ALN). Using a range of data sources supports to gain a better understanding of the barriers to inclusion for learners as each approach offers a different perspective (Rossman and Rallis, 2016). This also strengthens the validity of the results by lowering the chance of it being biased which can occur when only one approach is used (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). 
Triangulation is useful when conducting educational research, particularly in this research topic as it enables researchers to compare responses from participants responses on feedback forms with what is observed in settings. For example, learners may not show high levels of engagement and participation in the setting whereas staff may feedback that learners are being offered full support to inclusion therefore improving reliability of the results (Mason, 2019). Overall, triangulation provides more in depth understanding and accuracy of results as it combines different perspectives through various data giving a more complete picture of the topic.
The Halo effect occurs when an overall opinion of someone influences a judgement on what they do and can influence observations. In this case, the halo effect could arise during the observation of children with additional learning needs, where a general impression is formed of a child which could influence how they judge the child’s behaviour (Nisbett and Wilson, 1977). For example, if a child being observed is often misbehaving, the researcher may score their involvement lower based on what they already know. This is especially important when using methods such as the Leuven Scale of Well-being and Involvement as it requires assessing engagement and well-being and personal opinions could affect the scoring and accuracy of the findings. However, measures can be put in place to reduce the influence of the Halo effect, in this study the scale is used to provide structure and reduce biased opinions (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). In conclusion, while the halo effect may influence interpretations of behaviour, the use of a structured method and having knowledge of it can help to reduce the influence and improve the accuracy of results. 
The Hawthorne Effect describes the process in which a person changes their behaviour because they are aware they are being observed. This is an important consideration when using observation methods in research. When observing children with additional learning needs (ALN) the Hawthorne Effect may occur if children are aware there is a researcher there observing them (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). For example, the accuracy of the results may be affected if children act more engaged or focused, in the presence of the observer than they normally would be. Research by McCambridge, Witton, and Elbourne (2014) highlights that people often change their behaviour when they are aware they are being observed. 
The Hawthorne Effect cannot be fully avoided; however, measures can be taken to minimise the effect it has. In this study, observations were made across a longer period, this helps the learners to familiarise themselves with the observer and become comfortable with their presence which can support them in behaving more naturally (Denscombe, 2021).
Overall, the Hawthorne Effect can influence behaviour during observations, but reducing the influence it has on learners and obtaining knowledge on it improves awareness and can help improve the results of the study.
Ethical Considerations
Ethics in research involves a set of ethical standards that guide the researchers in conducting their studies responsibly and respectfully, prioritising the well-being and safety of participants (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). Developing this understanding, ethical considerations are particularly important when research involves young children who are generally considered vulnerable due to their age and restricted ability to fully understand the context of the research and provide fully informed consent (The British Educational Research Association (BERA), 2024). 
BERA (2024) also emphasises that researchers are responsible for prioritising participants rights, dignity and well-being especially where this is unequal power .In relation to this study , gathering feedback from both staff and parents and observing a group of young children in an educational setting, multiple ethical concerns are presented. Observational research leads to concerns about consent and assent. Whereas feedback from parents and staff may be affected by expectations and differences in position. Therefore, the research must be carried out in a manner that is sensitive, clear and ethically appropriate. 
Consent and Assent
Informed consent is essential in ethical research, assuring all participants are aware of what the study entails before agreeing to participate. BERA (2024) emphasises that involvement in the research should be voluntary supported with clear, understandable information. While the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD), (2022) highlights the need for researchers to protect participants and be open and honest about the research process. There are various levels of consent needed within this research study as it involves collecting feedback from staff and parents and observations of young children in an educational setting. Approval from the educational setting will need to be gained initially for research to take place to confirm the research is approved and suitable for the setting and participants (UWTSD, 2022). In addition to this, parental consent will need to be obtained, providing information on the study, who will be involved, and the rights of the participants using written consent forms. Assent will be obtained through age-appropriate explanation as young children may not fully understand participating in the study (BERA, 2024). There will be opportunities for children to demonstrate their approval of the study, recognising discomfort or withdrawal will be treated as an indication of not wanting to participate.
The right to withdraw at any time is an important part of educational research. Participants will be made aware that themselves or their child can withdraw from the study at any point (BERA,2024). During this study, children will be monitored during the observations, to recognise any signs of behaviour that may show them wanting to withdraw from the study. In accordance with UWTSD (2022) it will clearly be made aware to participants that the removal of data cannot be performed once it has been made anonymous and included in the research highlighting that consent id treated as an ongoing process throughout the study.
Openness 
Openness and transparency are key aspects of ethical research, ensuring all participants are given fully informed information regarding the purpose of the study and how it will be carried out (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). BERA (2024) emphasises the importance of voluntary participation with clear and full understanding of the nature of the study. Aligned with UWTSD (2022) that stresses the obligation of researchers to maintain full honesty and openess throughout the research process.  As part of this study, parents and staff will be fully informed of the research aims through information forms which will also include how feedback will be gathered, the rights of all participants, the observation process and how the information will be stored and used.
As young children are involved in this study, information will be presented to them in a manner that is age appropriate to ensure they understand the research process (BERA, 2024) This is especially relevant when undertaking observations as young children may not fully understand the research they are involved in, emphasising the importance of assent and openness during the study (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). Maintaining openness throughout the study supports trust, prevents confusion and encourages voluntary participation (BERA, 2024).
Confidentiality and anonymity
Confidentiality and anonymity within educational research are considered ethically important as it ensures participants privacy and personal information are protected. BERA (2024) emphasises the importance of valuing and protecting participants rights while UWTSD (2022) highlights the researcher's responsibility of keeping participants information secure and safe. Throughout this study, participant confidentiality will be protected by ensuring all data collected through feedback forms and observations is kept confidential and restricted to the researcher and their supervisor.
 To protect participants anonymity, children, staff and parents will be assigned participant codes, such as Child A, Staff A, Parent A and a pseudonym is to be used for the setting. Any details that could identify participants such as names and unique attributes will be removed to reduce the risk of participants being identified.
Risks
Identifying and reducing risks is a key aspect of ethical research, especially when working with children. BERA (2024) stresses that researchers must protect all participants from harm while UWTSD (2022) highlights the importance of managing potential risks effectively. This corresponds with The United Nations (UNCRC) article 3 which states that the best interests of the child must be considered in all the decisions that concern them.
Within this study, children may face several potential risks. As observations are used in this study potential risks may include children behaving differently or experiencing discomfort while being observed. To reduce the risk of these, observations will take place in an environment that is familiar to the children and ensuring the observations have little disruptions as possible (BERA, 2024). Young children may have a limited understanding of their participation in the study therefore assent will be assessed throughout the observation process through verbal and non-verbal signs, if children show any signs of discomfort, observation will be promptly stopped. This ensures children are protected through the research process and their well-being is prioritised (BERA, 2024).
There are also risks to parents and staff and this study includes providing feedback. They may feel influenced in their responses due to expectations or differences in authority. This may lead to staff or parents providing answers they think are more acceptable rather than honest (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).  By assuring anonymity in all feedback can reduce this risk and by clearly stating there are no correct or incorrect responses. This is based on ethical guidance that ensures aprticipants take part voluntarily and are protected (BERA, 2024).
The researcher may also encounter risks including the risk of safeguarding issues or experiencing an emotional impact. To manage these risks, researchers must follow safeguarding procedures and raise any concerns to the safeguarding officer in the setting (BERA, 2024; UWTSD, 2022). The researcher will ensure they remain professional throughout the study and avoid taking on responsibilities beyond their professional role (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).
Finally, the university may face potential risks, this can include a breach of data or inappropriate conduct. These risks can be reduced by gaining ethical approval, following guidance from the University and ensuring all data is safe and protected throughout the study (UWTSD, 2022).
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