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Teachers’ Perceptions of Implementing the Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales: Preparedness, Practice, and Policy Enactment
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	Introduction 
	The implementation of the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Code for Wales (2021) represents a substantial reform of the statutory framework governing provision for learners with additional learning needs, replacing the former Special Educational Needs system (Welsh Government, 2021). Rooted in principles of inclusion, equity, and learner rights, the reform seeks to promote person-centred planning, early identification, and strengthened multi-agency collaboration (Welsh Government, 2018). Teachers occupy a central role within this policy shift, acting as key agents in interpreting legislative requirements and translating them into everyday classroom practice. However, research on educational reform indicates that policy implementation is often complex and uneven, particularly where professional preparedness, clarity of guidance, and organisational capacity vary across school contexts (Ball, Maguire and Braun, 2012).

This study explores how teachers perceive the implementation of the ALN Code for Wales (2021) within their schools and examines how prepared they feel to deliver inclusive education under the new system. By foregrounding teachers’ professional perspectives, the research investigates how key requirements of the ALN Code are understood and applied in practice, including the development and implementation of Individual Development Plans (IDPs) and collaboration with multi-agency partners. The study seeks to identify the enablers and challenges shaping teachers’ experiences of reform implementation. Ultimately, the findings aim to contribute to scholarly debates on inclusive education and policy enactment (Florian and Black-Hawkins, 2011), while informing improvements to policy guidance and school-level support within the Welsh ALN framework.
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	Chosen method
	This study adopts a sequential explanatory mixed-methods research design to explore teachers’ perceptions of the implementation of the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Code for Wales (Welsh Government, 2021) and their perceived preparedness to deliver inclusive education under the reformed system. A mixed-methods approach is appropriate given the complexity of educational policy reform and the need to capture both broad patterns in teachers’ experiences and the contextualised meanings they attach to those experiences. Combining quantitative and qualitative methods enables the study to address its research questions in a comprehensive and methodologically robust manner.
The research is conducted in two distinct phases. The first phase involves the collection of quantitative data through a questionnaire distributed to teachers working in mainstream schools in Wales. This phase provides an overview of teachers’ reported preparedness, confidence, access to professional learning, workload implications, and experiences of multi-agency collaboration under the ALN framework. The second phase consists of qualitative semi-structured interviews with a purposive sub-sample of questionnaire respondents. These interviews seek to explain and elaborate on patterns identified in the quantitative data, offering deeper insight into teachers’ lived experiences of ALN implementation within their specific school contexts. This sequencing reflects the logic of an explanatory design, where qualitative findings are used to contextualise and interpret quantitative results (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).
The study is underpinned by an interpretivist epistemological stance, which assumes that reality is socially constructed and that knowledge is generated through individuals’ subjective interpretations of their experiences (Bryman, 2016). From this perspective, teachers’ understandings of the ALN Code are not fixed or uniform but shaped by professional identity, school culture, leadership practices, and structural conditions such as time, resources, and access to support. While the quantitative phase identifies patterns across participants, the qualitative phase prioritises meaning-making and explores how teachers interpret and respond to policy expectations in practice. This epistemological positioning is particularly appropriate for research focused on perceptions, experiences, and professional judgement rather than on measuring outcomes or testing hypotheses.
The chosen methodological approach is further informed by policy enactment theory, which conceptualises policy implementation as a dynamic and contextualised process rather than a linear or technical one (Ball, Maguire & Braun, 2012). Policy enactment theory emphasises that practitioners actively interpret, translate, and negotiate policy within the constraints and affordances of their working environments. This framework is especially relevant to the ALN reforms, which require teachers to exercise professional judgement in developing and reviewing Individual Development Plans (IDPs), collaborating with Additional Learning Needs Coordinators (ALNCos), and engaging with multi-agency professionals. A mixed-methods design enables the study to capture both the systemic patterns associated with ALN implementation and the nuanced ways in which teachers experience and enact these changes in everyday practice.
The decision to adopt a mixed-methods approach also reflects the practice-oriented nature of an EdD, which values practitioner knowledge and seeks to generate research that informs professional practice and educational improvement (Costley, Elliott & Gibbs, 2010). By foregrounding teachers’ voices, the study positions practitioners as knowledgeable agents rather than passive recipients of policy reform. The quantitative phase allows for the identification of common challenges or areas of concern across settings, while the qualitative phase provides insight into how these challenges are experienced, negotiated, and sometimes resisted in practice. This combination supports the generation of findings that are both academically rigorous and professionally meaningful.
A purely quantitative approach would be insufficient for capturing the complexity of teachers’ experiences of ALN implementation, as it risks reducing professional practice to measurable variables without attending to context or meaning. Conversely, a purely qualitative approach, while rich in depth, would limit the study’s ability to identify broader patterns across school contexts. The mixed-methods design therefore offers a balanced approach, enabling both breadth and depth of understanding (Greene, 2014). This is particularly important given that the ALN reforms are relatively recent and still evolving, meaning that exploratory research can provide valuable insights to inform ongoing policy development and support mechanisms.
The sequential explanatory design is especially suited to the aims of this study, as it allows the researcher to use quantitative findings to shape the focus of qualitative inquiry. For example, if questionnaire data indicate lower levels of confidence in developing IDPs or difficulties with multi-agency collaboration, the interview phase can explore the underlying reasons for these perceptions. This may include issues related to training quality, role clarity, time pressures, or inter-agency communication. Such integration enhances the coherence of the research and strengthens the explanatory power of the findings.
Reflexivity is a key consideration within the chosen methodological approach. As the researcher may share professional experiences or contextual knowledge with participants, particularly within the Welsh education system, there is a need to remain critically aware of assumptions and potential biases. Reflexive practices, such as maintaining analytic memos and documenting methodological and analytical decisions, will be used throughout the research process to enhance transparency and rigour (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This is particularly important within interpretivist research, where the researcher plays an active role in knowledge construction.
In summary, the sequential explanatory mixed-methods design adopted in this study is well suited to exploring teachers’ perceptions of ALN Code implementation and their preparedness to deliver inclusive education. Grounded in an interpretivist epistemology and informed by policy enactment theory, the approach enables a comprehensive and contextualised examination of educational reform as it is experienced in practice. By combining quantitative and qualitative methods, the study captures both systemic patterns and individual professional experiences, aligning with the aims of an EdD and contributing meaningfully to research, policy, and practice in inclusive education in Wales.

in their own terms. This depth of insight would be difficult to achieve through quantitative methods alone


	1000

	Sampling
	 This study employs a non-random (non-probability) purposive sampling strategy to recruit participants who are directly involved in the implementation of the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Code for Wales (Welsh Government, 2021). Given the exploratory and practice-focused nature of the research, purposive sampling is appropriate as it enables the selection of participants with relevant professional knowledge and experience of ALN policy enactment, rather than aiming for statistical representativeness (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018). This approach aligns with the study’s research questions, which seek to explore teachers’ perceptions, experiences, and perceived preparedness rather than to measure prevalence or test hypotheses.
The study is conducted in two phases, and the sampling strategy reflects the sequential explanatory mixed-methods design. The first phase involves the recruitment of a larger sample of teachers for the quantitative questionnaire, enabling the identification of patterns in perceptions of preparedness, confidence, training, workload, and collaboration. The second phase draws on a smaller purposive sub-sample for qualitative interviews, allowing for in-depth exploration of how and why these patterns arise in practice. This staged approach supports the explanatory aims of the research by ensuring that qualitative data are grounded in and responsive to the quantitative findings (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).
Inclusion Criteria
Participants will be qualified teachers working in mainstream primary or secondary schools in Wales who are involved in supporting learners with additional learning needs. This includes teachers who have experience of developing, implementing, or reviewing Individual Development Plans (IDPs), collaborating with Additional Learning Needs Coordinators (ALNCos), or engaging with multi-agency professionals such as educational psychologists or local authority support services. These criteria ensure that participants are well positioned to address the research questions concerning policy understanding, implementation practices, and perceived preparedness for inclusive education under the ALN framework.
Sampling for the Quantitative Phase
For the quantitative phase, the study aims to recruit approximately 50–100 teachers to complete the questionnaire. This sample size is considered feasible within the scope of an EdD project and sufficient to identify trends across key variables relevant to the research questions, including preparedness, confidence, access to professional learning, and experiences of collaboration (Bryman, 2016). Participants will be recruited through professional networks, school and cluster contacts, and local authority or regional communication channels, subject to appropriate permissions.
Efforts will be made to include teachers from a range of school contexts, including primary and secondary settings and schools at different stages of ALN implementation. This variation supports the transferability of findings by capturing diverse enactments of the ALN Code, thereby strengthening the study’s capacity to address questions about how policy is experienced across contexts rather than within a single setting.
Sampling for the Qualitative Phase
The qualitative phase will involve a purposive sub-sample drawn from questionnaire respondents who indicate willingness to participate in follow-up interviews. Approximately 6–10 semi-structured interviews are anticipated, with the final number determined by data saturation, defined as the point at which no new themes relevant to the research questions emerge from additional interviews (Guest, Namey & Saldaña, 2014).
Participants will be selected to reflect variation in teaching role, years of experience, and school context. This approach enables the exploration of similarities and differences in teachers’ interpretations and experiences of ALN implementation, directly supporting the study’s focus on understanding how preparedness and policy enactment are shaped by contextual factors.
Strengths and Limitations
A key strength of purposive sampling is its ability to ensure that participants have direct experience of the phenomenon under investigation, enhancing the credibility and relevance of the data. However, the non-random nature of the sample limits statistical generalisability. This limitation is addressed through analytical generalisation, whereby findings are used to develop insights applicable to similar educational contexts rather than to all teachers in Wales (Yin, 2018). Transparent reporting of sampling decisions supports this approach.
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	Ethics
	Ethical considerations are central to this study, which involves collecting data from teachers regarding their professional experiences of implementing the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Code for Wales (Welsh Government, 2021). The research will adhere to established ethical principles, including respect for persons, beneficence, and justice, in line with the guidelines of the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018). Ethical approval will be sought from the relevant university ethics committee prior to data collection.
Informed Consent
Informed consent will be obtained from all participants before their involvement in the study. Participants will be provided with a detailed information sheet outlining the purpose of the research, the methods of data collection, and their role in the study. The information sheet will also explain that participation is voluntary and that participants have the right to withdraw from the study at any stage without penalty. Consent will be obtained in written form prior to completion of the questionnaire and again before participation in interviews, ensuring ongoing consent throughout the research process (BERA, 2018).
Confidentiality and Anonymity
Protecting participants’ confidentiality and anonymity is a key ethical priority. No identifying information, such as participants’ names or the names of schools, will be included in the research outputs. Pseudonyms or numerical codes will be used to label questionnaire responses and interview transcripts. Any potentially identifying details will be removed during transcription to minimise the risk of recognition. This is particularly important given the relatively small professional communities within schools and local authorities in Wales.
Data Protection and Storage
All data will be collected, stored, and processed in accordance with the UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR) and the Data Protection Act 2018. Digital data, including questionnaire responses and interview recordings, will be stored on password-protected, encrypted devices accessible only to the researcher. Hard copies of consent forms will be stored securely in a locked cabinet. Data will be retained for a specified period in line with institutional policy and then securely destroyed.
Minimising Harm and Power Imbalances
Although the study is considered low risk, discussing professional challenges related to policy implementation may cause discomfort for some participants. To minimise potential harm, participants will not be required to answer any questions they find uncomfortable and may withdraw from interviews at any point. Care will also be taken to minimise power imbalances, particularly where the researcher may be perceived as a colleague or insider. Participation will not involve school leaders recruiting staff directly, reducing the risk of perceived coercion (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018).
Ethical Integrity and Reporting
The researcher will ensure that data are analysed and reported honestly and transparently, avoiding misrepresentation of participants’ views. Findings will be presented in a way that reflects the diversity of experiences while maintaining confidentiality. Ethical integrity will be maintained throughout the research process to ensure that the study contributes responsibly to knowledge and practice in inclusive education in Wales.
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	Research tool(s)
	This study employs two primary research tools: a questionnaire and semi-structured interviews. These tools have been selected to support the sequential explanatory mixed-methods design and to enable the systematic collection of both quantitative and qualitative data addressing teachers’ perceptions of the implementation of the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Code for Wales (Welsh Government, 2021). The use of multiple research tools enhances the breadth, depth, and credibility of the study through methodological triangulation, strengthening confidence in the interpretation of findings (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).
The questionnaire is used in the first phase of the study to generate quantitative data from a larger sample of teachers, providing an overview of patterns relating to preparedness, confidence, training, workload, and experiences of collaboration. Semi-structured interviews are employed in the second phase to explore these patterns in greater depth, enabling participants to articulate their lived experiences and interpretations of ALN policy enactment within their professional contexts. Together, these tools enable the study to address its research questions in a coherent and complementary manner.
Questionnaire
The questionnaire is a self-administered online survey designed to collect quantitative data from teachers working in mainstream schools in Wales. Questionnaires are widely used in educational research due to their capacity to gather data efficiently from relatively large numbers of participants and to identify trends across responses (Bryman, 2016). In this study, the questionnaire provides a means of capturing teachers’ self-reported perceptions of ALN implementation across a range of school contexts.
The questionnaire consists primarily of closed-ended questions, including Likert-scale items, multiple-choice questions, and rating scales. These formats are appropriate for measuring perceptions of preparedness, confidence, and professional experience in a structured and comparable way (Cohen et al., 2018). Likert-scale items are used to assess levels of agreement with statements relating to training adequacy, workload implications, confidence in developing and implementing Individual Development Plans (IDPs), and the effectiveness of multi-agency collaboration.
A small number of open-ended questions are also included to allow respondents to briefly elaborate on key challenges or enabling factors. Although the questionnaire is primarily quantitative, these responses provide contextual insight and assist in shaping the focus of the interview phase, supporting integration within the mixed-methods design (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2018).
The questionnaire is distributed electronically using an online survey platform. This mode of administration supports anonymity, accessibility, and efficient data management and is particularly suitable for professional participants such as teachers, who may prefer to complete the questionnaire at a convenient time and location (Denscombe, 2017). Online distribution also facilitates wider reach across schools in different local authority areas.
Design and Piloting of the Questionnaire
Careful attention is given to questionnaire design to enhance clarity, validity, and reliability. Items are aligned directly with the research questions and informed by relevant literature on inclusive education, policy enactment, and professional preparedness, as well as key principles outlined in the ALN Code for Wales (Welsh Government, 2021). Clear and neutral wording is used to minimise misinterpretation and response bias.
Prior to full distribution, the questionnaire is piloted with a small group of teachers who meet the inclusion criteria but are not part of the main study sample. Piloting enables identification of ambiguous wording, technical issues, or overly complex questions, and allows estimation of completion time (Cohen et al., 2018). Feedback from the pilot is used to refine the questionnaire before data collection begins.
Semi-Structured Interviews
The second research tool employed in this study is semi-structured interviews, used during the qualitative phase to explore teachers’ experiences and perceptions of ALN implementation in depth. Semi-structured interviews are particularly suited to educational research that seeks to understand complex professional experiences, as they allow participants to express their views in their own words while maintaining focus on key research topics (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2015).
An interview guide is developed to ensure consistency across interviews while allowing flexibility to probe individual responses and pursue emerging issues. Interview questions are aligned with the research questions and informed by the questionnaire findings, enabling targeted exploration of areas requiring further explanation. Topics include teachers’ interpretations of the ALN Code, experiences of developing and implementing IDPs, perceptions of preparedness and support, and experiences of collaboration with ALNCos and external professionals.
Semi-structured interviews are particularly appropriate for exploring sensitive or nuanced issues such as workload pressures, professional confidence, and tensions between policy expectations and practical constraints. They also enable examination of contextual factors, including school culture, leadership, and access to resources, which are central to understanding policy enactment in practice (Ball, Maguire and Braun, 2012).
Conduct of Interviews
Interviews are conducted either face-to-face or via secure online video-conferencing platforms, depending on participant preference and practical considerations. Each interview lasts approximately thirty to forty-five minutes, allowing sufficient time for in-depth discussion without placing excessive demands on participants. With informed consent, interviews are audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim to support systematic analysis. Participants are reminded of their right to decline questions or withdraw at any stage.
Alignment with the Mixed-Methods Design
The combination of questionnaires and semi-structured interviews aligns closely with the sequential explanatory mixed-methods design adopted in this study. The questionnaire provides an initial overview of teachers’ perceptions, while interviews enable deeper exploration and explanation of quantitative trends (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2018). This integration strengthens the explanatory power of the research and supports a nuanced understanding of ALN implementation.
Strengths and Limitations of the Research Tools
A key strength of the chosen research tools is their complementary nature. Questionnaires enable data collection from a wider sample, while interviews provide rich, contextualised insights into teachers’ experiences. Together, these tools support triangulation and enhance trustworthiness (Greene, 2014). Limitations include reliance on self-report data and potential researcher influence during interviews. These are addressed through careful design, piloting, transparency, and reflexive practice throughout the research process. Overall, the selection and deployment of these research tools are appropriate to the study aims and context, enabling systematic, ethical, and coherent data generation that supports robust analysis and meaningful conclusions about teachers’ experiences of ALN reform in Welsh mainstream education and inclusive professional practice context.
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	Data analysis method(s)
	This study employs a mixed-methods approach to data analysis, consistent with the sequential explanatory design adopted to explore teachers’ perceptions of the implementation of the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Code for Wales and their preparedness to deliver inclusive education. Quantitative and qualitative data are analysed separately in the first instance and subsequently integrated at the interpretation stage to provide a comprehensive and coherent understanding of the research findings.
Quantitative data generated through the questionnaire are analysed using descriptive statistical techniques. Responses to Likert-scale items are coded numerically and analysed to produce frequencies, percentages, and measures of central tendency and dispersion. This approach is appropriate given the non-random sampling strategy and the exploratory purpose of the study, which seeks to identify patterns and trends in teachers’ perceptions rather than to make statistically generalisable claims (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). Analysis focuses on key areas aligned with the research questions, including perceived preparedness, confidence in implementing Individual Development Plans, access to professional learning, workload implications, and experiences of multi-agency collaboration. Findings are presented using tables or charts to enhance clarity and accessibility.
Qualitative data generated through semi-structured interviews are analysed using thematic analysis, following the six-phase framework outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). Interview transcripts are read repeatedly to achieve familiarisation with the data, before initial codes are generated and applied systematically across the dataset. Codes are then reviewed and grouped into broader themes that capture shared patterns of meaning relating to teachers’ experiences of ALN implementation, perceived enablers and barriers, and professional agency. Thematic analysis is particularly suitable due to its flexibility and its capacity to support rich, interpretivist analysis of participants’ accounts.
The final stage of analysis involves the integration of quantitative and qualitative findings. Qualitative themes are used to explain and contextualise patterns identified in the questionnaire data, strengthening interpretation through triangulation (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2018). An audit trail is maintained throughout the analysis process to enhance transparency, rigour, and reflexivity. Reflexive notes are used to consider the researcher’s influence on interpretation, and illustrative quotations are selected to represent participants’ voices accurately while maintaining confidentiality. This systematic approach supports validity, coherence, and ethical integrity across both phases of the mixed-methods analysis process.
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	Conclusion
	This study has outlined a coherent mixed-methods methodology designed to explore teachers’ perceptions of ALN Code implementation in Wales. Through aligned design, sampling, tools, ethics, and analysis, the study provides a rigorous, ethical, and practice-focused framework capable of generating meaningful insights to inform inclusive educational policy and professional practice development.
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