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Introduction

The learner's voice is a concept which has become increasingly popular within education systems globally (Walker and Logan, 2008). Wales’ commitment to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) has led to pupil voice and participation being encouraged within schools. Furthermore, the increasing level of inclusion within schools has resulted in the majority of learners with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) being integrated into mainstream classroom settings. This blog will attempt to discover how the learner voice of vulnerable learners, learners with (ALN) and their counterparts are being enhanced and promoted within the education system. The blog will comprise of four sections. These are: 

· The individual learner voice 
· The learner voice inside the classroom
· A whole school approach to the learner's voice 
· The learner voice, health and wellbeing


















The Individual learner voice 

Contemporary education has recognised the importance of the learner's voice with the advancement of learning within schools. This is supported by Logan and Walker (2008) who suggest that when the learner voice is encouraged learners develop their motivation, self-esteem and relationships with peers and educational practitioners. Therefore, because of this, some schools place the development of the individual learner voice as a critical component of a child’s overall education. Furthermore, Estyn (2016) suggest that there are links between learner voice encouragement and overall school performance. However, there have been some concerns raised over the potential pressure felt by schools and students who are encouraged to become a vital component of their education. This is supported by Logan and Walker (2008) who suggest that some school view mandatory encouragement of the learner voice as a potential burden to schools that are already extremely busy. 
One way in which the individual learner voice can be enhanced and supported is through Assessment for Learning (AfL). This is supported by Cambridge Assessment (2019) who suggest that (AfL) encourages the learner to become more engaged with their learning, resulting in improved learner attainment. However recent research by Browne (2016) found that (AfL) insufficient teacher training often has an adverse effect on (AfL) success. Although this may be the case, the Welsh government provides teachers with support and guidance on how to integrate (AfL) within schools to enhance individual learning. 
Through self-assessment teachers can support and enhance the learner voice as part of (AfL). Self-assessment allows learners to have a say on their progress as well as collaborate with the teacher to set clear and understandable targets. This is supported by the University of Reading (2019) who suggest that self-assessment promotes learning and improves student engagement. This is supported by the Welsh Government (2010) who state that self-assessment is an excellent method for teachers to enhance and support the learner voice. Bullock (2010) argues that self-assessment is too difficult for learners. However, Bullock (2010) also suggests that if learners are provided with guidance and support self-assessment can be an effective method to enhance the learner voice. Research by Lee (1999) also found that self-assessment opportunities are effective at promoting the learner voice of students with (ALN). 
When considering individual learners with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) in Wales, the learner voice has become a crucial component of the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act (2018) (Welsh Government, 2018). This Act signifies the intent by the Welsh Government on supporting and enhancing the individual learner voice of students with (ALN). The new Act provides learners with an opportunity to appeal any decision made over their education as well as offering student support to enable them to participate in decisions made over their learning. However, there have been several concerns raised over the (ALN) reform in Wales. This is supported by Duff (2017) who states that the reform is ambiguous and lacks clarity. Furthermore, the reform will see an increase in the number of learners requiring an Individual Development Plan (IDP). The possible repercussions of this are that individual learner’s may not feel like their voice is being heard, which in turn could adversely affect their progress in education. 
When considering the learner voice of individual vulnerable learners, the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act (2018) is of importance (Estyn, 2018). Vulnerable learners are children and young people who are at risk of poor educational outcomes. Through the new (ALN) act in Wales, vulnerable learners are now included within (ALN) resulting in them benefitting from the same level of support as well as opportunities to exercise their learner voice through decisions made on their education. However, Duff (2016) suggests that ambiguity and a lack of resources may have a negative impact on the level in which this support is offered in practice. Through inspections, Estyn (2018) are ensuring that collaboration and learner voice of students with (ALN) is being encouraged and taken seriously. 











The learner voice Inside the classroom

As previously discussed, the encouragement of the learner voice has become more prevalent within educational curriculums. Within Wales encouragement of the learner voice is part of the curriculum, this is concerning Wales’ commitment to article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). This is supported by Glyncoed Primary School (2019) who state that the pupil's voice is necessary for active participation in learning and overall wellbeing. Due to this is it necessary for the learner voice to be encouraged and enhanced within classrooms. When considering vulnerable learners and learners with (ALN) within Wales, their learner voice is promoted by the Welsh Government through the Learning and Skills (Wales) measure (2009). This policy enables learners to have flexibility and choice over the subjects they wish to study in school. This is highlighted by the Welsh Government (2009) who state that it is the responsibility of local authorities must take all reasonable steps to maximise the availability of courses. The implications of this on learners within classrooms is that they are being allowed to use their learner voice to get access to subjects that they wish to study. This is supported by Estyn (2018) who suggest that the measure enables vulnerable learners and learners with (ALN) to have access to a broad and balanced curriculum that enables them to overcome potential barriers to their learning. However, a review carried out by Colleges Wales (2011) found the effectiveness of the measure was inconsistent depending on the area of Wales, furthermore, citing school willingness to collaborate with local colleges as a significant barrier. Although there have been criticisms made about the measure, a review by Estyn (2018) found that the measure had increased the variation in the choice of courses made available to young learners.
Furthermore, an inquiry carried out by Colleges Wales (2011) found that the measure had increased learner choice drastically. Although there are inconsistencies with the effectiveness of the measure, there is sufficient evidence to suggest that It has enabled all learners including vulnerable and learners with (ALN) to have more choice over the subjects they study in Key Stage 4. This is an excellent example of how enhancing learner voice can have a positive effect on the education system in Wales. 
There are many ways in which educational practitioners can encourage learner voice. One way in which the learner voice can be encouraged within classrooms is through pupil participation. This is supported by the Welsh Government (2011) who suggest that a School Effectiveness Framework (SEF) enables learners to participate in all aspects of their learning. Ratcliffe (2014) supports this view and suggests that one method used within classrooms to encourage the learner voice is through a weekly debate. The teacher oversees the debate, but pupils are all allowed to discuss their views on the curriculum. The benefits of this type of activity are that they are inclusive as each learner gets an opportunity to have their voice heard. Furthermore, the structure of the debate adds a sense of value to the opinions of each learner. 
Through curriculum planning and specific subjects, teachers can enhance the learner voice. This is supported by Ratcliffe (2014) who suggests that some schools are involving their learners in the subject planning process. This is supported by The Academy at Shotton Hall (2019) who provide opportunities for learners to apply to become subject leaders. The successful pupils are allowed to develop schemes of work, homework projects and literacy initiatives. However, activities that promote the learner voice within the classroom need to be inclusive to be effective. This is supported NASUWT (2019) who state that a significant principle of the learner voice is that all activities must be inclusive and allow all learners to participate. Activities like the ones discussed immediately limit the number of learners able to participate.
Furthermore, when considering vulnerable learners and learners with (ALN) they often have barriers such as social and emotional issues which make it more difficult for them to be included in activities such as the ones discussed, this is supported by the Welsh Government (2011). North Yorkshire county council (2014) suggest that student surveys are a practical example of how teachers can enhance the informal learner voice within the classroom. The benefit of this is that all learners are allowed to participate and have their voice heard. Therefore, the activity is inclusive. Furthermore, surveys can be carried out through the use of emerging technologies, for example, Ipads which can lead to the development of learner digital competency. However, The Guardian (2016) argue that the data collected in surveys rarely leads to change or development and is a tokenistic way of integrating learner voice into an educational institution. Although this may be the case, recent research by North Yorkshire Country Council (2019) has found that surveys can develop learners’ attitudes towards their learning. Overall, classroom surveys are an inclusive tool for developing and encouraging the learner voice. 
A whole school approach to the learner voice 

According to the Welsh Government (2011) a whole school approach is essential for integration and encouragement of the learner voice. Whole school approaches enable schools as a whole to commit to the same overall goals. This is supported by Estyn (2014) who found that inclusive school ethos and culture increased the level of student participation. The Welsh Government (2011) highlight that a whole school approach to pupil participation portrays a message of commitment to educational stakeholders that the learner voice is taken seriously within the school. However, there have been some criticisms made about the level of participation afforded to learners within schools. This is supported by Involver (2010) who suggest that some teachers feel that schools are over involving the learners in decisions. For example, there are cases where learners are being asked to participate in staff recruitment. However, there is little evidence to suggest that this is a common occurrence within schools. Furthermore, recent research by Estyn (2014) found that a whole school approach enabled learner voice participation to occur across the school, leading to increased motivation to learn as well as developed an enjoyment in learning. 
There are several strategies afforded to educational practitioners to develop and enhance the learner voice when a whole school approach is used. School councils are an example of a common strategy used in schools to increase learner participation. School councils are an example of a formal learner voice strategy. Pupil Voice Wales (2018) suggest that school councils enable learners to express views and suggestions and opinions on areas that are concerned with their education. This is supported by Shawley Community Primary School (2013) who outline that school councils benefit the whole school as well as developing essential skills in learners. However, school councils often tend to consist of one or two members per class or year group. This is supported by Shawley Community Primary School (2013) who state that one boy and girl are chosen to represent each year group. The implications of this are that the learner voice is being encouraged in a select few. This is supported by Perry (2011) who suggests that issues are surrounding the inclusivity of school councils. Perry (2011) highlights the issues surrounding the representation of vulnerable learners and learners with (ALN) in school councils. The National Autism Society (2018) suggests that school councils can become more inclusive by engaging vulnerable learners and learners with (ALN) as well as providing them with enough information and time to prepare to ensure that they receive the same opportunities as everyone else. 
Perry (2011) suggests that another the relevance of activities can sometimes be an issue. Perry (2011) suggests that school councils are effective when learners are asked to participate in decisions that affect their education. There have been criticisms made over the activities being tokenistic and irrelevant. Although there are issues surrounding school councils as a whole school strategy to enhance the learner voice, the majority of evidence suggests that they are effective at increasing learner motivation and participation. However, their effectiveness is reliant on the school’s commitment to ensuring that the selection process is inclusive and that the council represents the views of every learner. 
When considering the learner voice of vulnerable learners and learners with (ALN) a whole school approach can be an effective way of ensuring that schools are inclusive of the needs of every learner. This is supported by Gordon (2010) who suggests that the participation of vulnerable learners and learners with (ALN) through use of their learner voice can lead to schools adapting themselves to become more inclusive. Gordon (2010) expands on this and highlights that schools that do not promote the learner voice of those with vulnerabilities and (ALN) can adversely affect their educational experience and attainment. 
Through the use of emerging technologies schools can promote the learner voice. This is supported by Manca et al (2017) who suggests that emerging technologies are a useful tool for promoting the learner voice as well as increasing learner participation. There some ways that emerging technologies can be used by schools to promote the learner voice, for example collecting large amounts of feedback from learners as well as tools that promote collaboration between educational stakeholders, this is supported by Manca et al (2017). However, recent research by Bagon et al (2018) found that the level of digital competency within classrooms varies, therefore appropriate levels of support need to be provided to learners to ensure that use of emerging technologies is inclusive. Overall, the use of emerging technologies when promoting the learner voice can benefit all learners. Furthermore, recent research by Bagon et al (2018) found that emerging technologies had a positive impact on the engagement of learners with (ALN). 


The learner voice, health and wellbeing

There have been links made between the promotion of the learner voice and the development of health and wellbeing in learners. This is supported by Estyn (2017) who found that pupil participation and encouragement of learner voice has a direct impact on the overall wellbeing of learners. Furthermore, Estyn (2016) suggest that learner voice participation in schools should include decisions on learner health and wellbeing. This is supported by Griebler et al (2017) who suggests that learner participation is essential in developing health and wellbeing within schools. One way in which the learner voice can impact health and wellbeing is through a whole school approach. This is supported by Heads Together (2019) who suggest that there is a direct correlation between a whole school approach to the learner voice and increased learner mental health and wellbeing. There are several ways in which through a whole school approach, learners can participate in the promotion of their health and wellbeing. Recent research by Bardi et al (2014) supports this view and suggests that role-play activities are effective strategies for utilising the learner voice to promote health and wellbeing.
Additionally, Heads Together (2019) suggest that there many activities that promote the learner voice with health and wellbeing. For example, circle time enables learners to communicate and discuss their opinions. The benefit of an activity like circle time is that it is inclusive as it allows all learners to participate in the activity. Furthermore, the activity allows learners to discuss in a non-threatening environment (Heads Together, 2019). 
The commitment by Wales to promote health and wellbeing through the learner voice is evident in the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (2015). The act's aim is to develop a healthy and sustainable Wales. Through this Act, the Welsh Government has provided a platform for young people to discuss ideas and collaborate to promote and develop health and wellbeing in Wales. One way in which schools can combine the learner voice and promotion of health and wellbeing is through school activities. This is supported by the Health Education Partnership (2012) who suggest that school initiatives like “Health Ambassadors” enable schools to combine the learner voice and health promotion. “Health Ambassadors” is an initiative that encourages learners to communicate health advice to educational stakeholders, for example, pupils, teachers and parents. The benefits of this type of activity are that it promotes health as well as showing commitment to the importance of the learner voice. However, initiatives like the one discussed often involve a handful of pupils per year group; this is supported by the Health Education Partnership (2012). Although activities such as this have benefits, promoting the learner voice of a handful of students results in many students not having the opportunity to participate. Overall, there is an active link between the learner voice and the promotion of health and wellbeing. However, activities used by schools often require a small number of learners leaving a large number unable to participate. Therefore, it is essential for schools and educational practitioners to take the needs of every learner into account when promoting the learner voice to ensure that the activities are inclusive.  
When considering vulnerable learners and learners with (ALN) it is crucial that their learner voice is promoted to ensure that their health and wellbeing is prioritised within the school. Learners with (ALN) or vulnerabilities are at a higher risk of exclusion, bullying and exclusion for peers than their counterparts (Snap Cymru, 2019). Recent research by Horton (2017) found a direct link between bullying and mental health issues. The implications of this are that schools must be active in reducing the level and impact of bullying on their learners with (ALN). This is supported by Contact (2019) who suggest that circle of friends is a practical activity which supports learners with (ALN) who have been bullied.
Furthermore, circle of friends enables learners with (ALN) to interact with teachers and parents and develop their social and communication skills. However, Barshay (2018) suggests that schools often do not do enough to prevent bullying. Additionally, activities used by schools are often ineffective at preventing bullying and supporting those who are victims of bullying (Barshay, 2018). However, in Wales, the Government have awarded schools the power to take appropriate action against bullying (Welsh Government, 2011). The Welsh Government (2011) expand on this and suggest that a whole school approach is the most effective way to prevent learners with (ALN) and vulnerable learners from being bullied. 
There is evidence to suggest that bullying is a significant factor in a learner’s health and wellbeing. There are arguments over whether schools are doing enough to support learners with (ALN). However, in Wales, there is evidence to suggest that schools are using a whole school approach to tackle the problem of bullying, specifically regarding learners with (ALN). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Conclusion

In conclusion, modern education has prioritised the promotion of the learner voice within schools to enhance learning. There is a significant amount of evidence to suggest that whole school approaches effectively enable an equal level of learner participation across schools. There is sufficient evidence to suggest that school councils enhance the learner voice. However, there are questions over whether they are fully inclusive. However, when concerning the development of the individual learner voice, (AfL) enables a good level of participation between the teacher and learner and significantly enhances the learner voice. When concerning vulnerable learners and learners with (ALN) the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act (2018) will enable them to use their learner voice to benefit their education. Within the classroom, there is evidence to suggest that emerging technologies enable teachers to enhance their pupil's voice inclusively. However, there have been arguments made over the need for support for learners who are not as capable of using technological devices. Overall, the majority of evidence suggests that the learner voice can benefit the learner and the school. There is a significant effort from the Welsh Government to enhance the participation of learners with (ALN) through a new (ALN) reform as well as a push for whole school approaches to learner voice. However, there is inconsistency on the level of commitment which needs to be addressed.
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