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ECAD 6017 – Researching the Learning.
What, how, and why am I teaching?
An exploratory case study arising from practice (noticing) and investigated further through identified research tools. The assignment concludes with the identification of an intervention which can be piloted throughout Professional Teaching Experience and evidenced through reflection in the Professional Learning Standards. 

Research Context.
The aim of this research was to explore how Individual Development Plans (IDPs) support the social inclusion of Foundation Phase learners in mainstream primary schools. The study came from a need to address challenges in fostering inclusive school environments where all learners, including those with Additional Learning Needs (ALN), feel a sense of belonging and develop positive peer relationships. Social inclusion is a fundamental aspect of effective educational practice. Therefore, exploring the impact of IDPs aligns with my PLP, which emphasises enhancing assessment approaches and ALN-focused teaching strategies in accordance with the Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) standards.
The research was conducted at School X, an English-medium primary school, with an enrollment of 411 pupils as of 2024 (Swansea Council, 2024). According to Estyn (2023), 12.4% of learners within the school are identified as having ALN, highlighting the importance of inclusive education using effective strategies such as IDP’s to support students' integration.
The study explores perspectives from educators and learners, aiming to provide actionable insights into the practical use of IDPs in facilitating social inclusion. This aligns with the Welsh Government’s commitment to inclusive education under the ALN Act (2018). The research question guiding this investigation was: How do IDPs support the social integration of Foundation Phase Learners in mainstream primary schools? 

Literature Review. 
Literature on the potential role of IDPs in supporting social integration highlights key themes, gaps and their relevance to inclusive education. IDPs are personalised tools designed to address the specific needs of learners, often focusing on academic, social and emotional goals (Welsh Government, 2021). Their application had been explored in different contexts, but particularly in promoting inclusion for learners with ALN. This review evaluates existing research to understand whether IDPs effectively facilitate social integration, particularly for Foundation Phase learners, and identifies areas requiring further investigation. 
Mitchell (2014) highlights that IDPs can be used to personalise education for learners with ALN by outlining strategies tailored to their unique needs. IDPs have the potential to address barriers to participation and enable learners to build positive relationships within the classroom. For example, Mitchell (2014) suggests that IDPs with clear social objectives can help reduce feelings of isolation by encouraging peer interactions and collaboration. This aligns with the broader goals of inclusive education, which aim to provide equitable opportunities for all learners, regardless of ability. However, the extent to which IDPs specifically contribute to social integration remains an area for exploration, particularly in early education settings. 
In addition, Booth and Ainscow (2011) discuss the importance of fostering inclusive environments where all learners feel valued. They argue that inclusion is not only about physical presence in the classroom but also about meaningful participation and engagement. While tools like IDPs may support this process, Booth and Ainscow highlight the need for a systemic approach that addresses cultural, structural, and practice-based barriers. This perspective suggests that while IDPs may play a role in promoting inclusion, their effectiveness depends on how well they are implemented within the wider school context. 
However, despite their potential, IDPs do have their own challenges. Florian and Black-Hawkins (2011) point to inconsistencies in the development and use of IDPs across schools, often due to variations in teacher training and resource availability. They highlight that some educators focus heavily on academic targets within IDPs, in return neglecting the social and emotional goals that are equally important for fostering inclusion. This creates a gap between the intended purpose of IDPs and their practical application, raising questions about whether they are being utilised effectively to support social integration. 
Humphrey and Symes (2013) explore the role of peer support programmes in promoting inclusion, stating that such initiatives significantly improve social outcomes for learners with ALN. Their findings suggest that IDPs including peer-based strategies, such as buddy systems or group work, could enhance their effectiveness in fostering social relationships. However, the study also identifies inconsistencies in how these strategies are embedded into IDPs, with many plans failing to prioritise social goals. These findings highlight the need for further research into how IDPs can systematically support peer interactions, particularly in the Foundation Phase. 
Policy frameworks provide an essential backdrop to understanding the role of IDPs in inclusion. The Welsh Government’s Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 requires all schools to implement IDPs for learners with ALN, with the aim to ensure a personalised approach to education. This aligns with global frameworks such as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989), which advocates for every child’s right to inclusive education, along with the Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994), which emphasises the need for education systems to accommodate diverse learners. 
While these policies highlight the importance of personalised learning plans, they leave questions about how effectively IDPs address social inclusion. In particular, there is limited guidance on how to incorporate social objectives into IDPs or measure their impact on peer relationships and belonging. This gap is particularly relevant to Foundation Phase learners, who are in a critical stage of developing social and emotional skills. 
Much of the existing literature focuses on the academic outcomes of IDPs, leaving their role in promoting social inclusion underrepresented. For example, despite his instrumental contributions in shaping how educators and school approach inclusion, Mitchell’s (2014) studies focus largely on the academic strategies embedded in IDPs. While Florian and Black-Hawkins (2011) discuss broader inclusive practices without delving into the specific mechanisms of IDPs. This lack of focus on social objectives creates a gap in understanding how IDPs can be used to foster social integration for learners with ALN.
Furthermore, while research provides general insights into the applications of IDPs, there is underrepresentation of their use in specific contexts, such as Welsh classrooms. The implementation of IDPs under the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 offers a unique opportunity to examine how these plans support social inclusion within a policy framework designed to promote equity. My research aims to address this gap by focusing on Foundation Phase learners in Wales, investigating whether IDPs effectively facilitate social relationships and belonging. 

Case Study.
A case study is a qualitative research method which explores a specific phenomenon, individuals, group or context in depth, focusing on its real-life setting (Yin, 2018). This method is rather valuable when the boundaries between the phenomenon and its context are not clearly defined, enabling a comprehensive understanding of complex issues. Case studies may be classified as intrinsic, instrumental, or collective, depending on whether the purpose is to explore a unique case, gain insight into a broader issue, or compare multiple cases (Stake, 1995). 
This research adopts a case study methodology as it offers a detailed exploration into the intricacies of educational settings. Yin (2018) suggests that case studies are ideal for addressing how and why questions, making them effective for examining complex phenomena such as social integration and the role of Individual Development Plans. 
A case study approach offers multiple advantages such as the ability to conduct an in-depth analysis and to capture the lived experiences of participants. A case study approach often involves multiple data collection methods such as interviews, observations and the use of literature to examine findings and enhance validity (Creswell, 2013). However, limitations of this approach include the potential for researcher bias and challenges in generalising findings due to the focus on a specific context or small sample size.
The participants in this study will be Foundation Phase learners in a mainstream primary school, alongside teachers, teaching assistants and an ALNCO. To ensure a representative sample. Purposeful sampling will be used to include individuals directly involved with or impacted by the IDPs to capture diverse perspectives relevant to the research objectives. 
Through the use of a case study methodology, this research aims to offer a rich understanding of how IDPs facilitate social integration, contributing valuable insights to education practice and policy. 

Research Methods.
To investigate how IDPs support the social integration of Foundation Phase learners in mainstream primary schools, a mixed-methods approach was implemented, incorporating observations, interviews, and questionnaires. This combination allowed for a comprehensive exploration of the topic by gathering both qualitative and quantitative data. Elements of the Mosaic approach were also used to enrich the understanding of young learners’ experiences. Each method was carefully selected based on its relevance to the research question and its ability to illuminate the key dynamics of social inclusion within educational settings.
Observation is a widely used research method in educational studies, particularly for capturing real-time behaviours and interactions. Creswell and Creswell (2018) state that observations are essential for understanding complex social processes, such as peer relationships and teacher interventions. For this study, observations provided direct evidence of how IDPs were implemented in practice and how they influenced peer interactions and staff strategies. A structured observation schedule was designed to focus on key elements, including peer interaction, staff support, the implementation of social goals, and overall inclusivity (Appendix 4).
The observation schedule combined structured and unstructured methods. Pre-defined categories were used to systematically code behaviours, such as sharing, collaboration, or exclusion, while open notes captured unexpected interactions or contextual details. This blended approach aligns with Robson and McCartan’s (2016) recommendation for combining systematic observation with flexibility to ensure rich and relevant data. The age of Foundation Phase learners influenced the design of the schedule, focusing on nonverbal cues, spatial interactions, and engagement levels, as younger children often express inclusion through body language rather than verbal communication.
Observation as a method has limitations. Behaviour can be affected by the Hawthorne effect, where participants alter their actions due to being observed (McCambridge, Witton and Elbourne, 2014). Researcher bias may also influence the interpretation of behaviours, underscoring the need for careful analysis. Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2018) suggest using observations alongside other data sources to ensure validity. In this study, observational data was triangulated with findings from interviews and questionnaires, addressing biases and providing a holistic perspective.
Interviews were another key method used in this research. Kvale and Brinkmann (2015) describe interviews as valuable for gaining insight into participants’ lived experiences and the meanings they attach to them. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with staff to explore their perceptions of IDPs and their role in supporting social integration. This approach provided a balance between structured inquiry and flexibility, enabling deeper exploration of responses and adaptation to participants’ viewpoints.
The interview schedule included open-ended questions designed to encourage detailed and reflective responses. For example, participants were asked, "How do you use IDPs to support social integration in your classroom?" and "What strategies have you found effective for fostering peer relationships among Foundation Phase learners?" (Appendix 1, 2 & 3). These questions provided valuable insights into how IDPs are applied to learning and the challenges involved. Bryman (2016) emphasises the importance of open-ended questions in qualitative interviews due to their ability to generate in-depth and rich data. This flexibility allowed the interviews to delve deeper into staff practices and reflections, uncovering insights that might have been missed with more structured approaches.
Interviews also present challenges. They can be time-consuming to conduct and analyse, requiring effort to organise, transcribe, and interpret. Participants may provide socially desirable rather than honest responses, which Krumpal (2013) highlights as a risk when discussing sensitive topics. To mitigate this, participants were assured of confidentiality and the study’s non-judgmental nature. Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2018) state that building trust is essential for obtaining reliable data. Young learners were not directly interviewed, as they often struggle with articulating abstract concepts like social inclusion. Instead, their perceptions were accessed indirectly through observations and staff feedback.
Questionnaires were used to gather data from staff, offering a broader view of perceptions regarding IDPs and their role in social integration. Denscombe (2017) highlights their efficiency in collecting data from multiple respondents and quantifying attitudes, perceptions, and behaviours. For this study, questionnaires included a mix of Likert-scale questions, closed questions, and open-ended prompts (Appendix 8). However, the low response rate prompted the decision to exclude questionnaire data from the results.
The Mosaic approach further informed the research, especially in understanding Foundation Phase learners’ experiences. Developed by Clark and Moss (2011), it integrates participatory, child-friendly methods, such as drawings, photographs, and observations, to access children’s perspectives. While direct interviews with learners were not conducted, Mosaic principles informed the observation schedule, prioritising child-centred observations. For example, the study noted how children engaged with peers, classroom activities, and spatial dynamics to better understand their inclusion experiences.
The Mosaic approach is recognised for valuing children’s voices and using non-verbal methods suited to their developmental stage. However, interpreting children’s contributions, such as drawings or behaviours, can be challenging due to their ambiguity. Clark and Moss (2011) stress the need to contextualise these within broader behavioural patterns to draw meaningful conclusions. In this study, the Mosaic approach enriched observational data, offering deeper insights into how children experience social inclusion.
The mixed-methods approach facilitated a thorough investigation of the research question. Observations provided direct evidence of behaviours and interactions, interviews offered detailed staff perspectives, and questionnaires captured general attitudes before being excluded from results. Creswell and Creswell (2018) advocate for mixed-methods research to enhance validity by triangulating data from multiple sources. This approach was particularly effective in addressing the limitations of individual methods and producing a holistic understanding of IDPs’ role in supporting social integration.
Ethical considerations were central to the research process. Informed consent was obtained, and confidentiality ensured (Appendix 5 & 6). Observations focused on group behaviours rather than individual identities, safeguarding privacy. Bryman (2016) underscores the importance of ethical integrity, particularly when working with young children and sensitive topics like inclusion.
In summary, the research methods were carefully chosen to align with the study’s research question and the context of Foundation Phase learners. Observations captured real-time behaviours, interviews provided in-depth insights, and the Mosaic approach enriched findings with children’s perspectives. Together, these methods supported a comprehensive exploration of how IDPs promote social integration in mainstream primary schools.
Data Presentation and Analysis Methods.
To analyse the data collected in this study, a thematic analysis was applied to qualitative data from interviews and observations. This method was selected for its ability to identify patterns and provide detailed insights into how IDPs support the social integration of Foundation Phase learners (Braun and Clarke, 2006). While questionnaires were initially included in the research design, a low response rate led to their exclusion from the final results. 
Thematic analysis was used to systematically examine data from interviews with a teacher, teaching assistant and the ALNCO, as well as observation notes. According to Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis is effective for identifying, organising, and interpreting patterns within qualitative data. The process began with familiarisation, where transcripts and notes were reviewed multiple times to ensure a deep understanding of the data. Key themes emerged during the coding process, including peer interactions, the role of staff strategies, and the implementation of IDP social goals. These themes were refined to align with the research objectives. The findings were presented through thematic summaries supported by illustrative quotes and specific examples from the observational data. This approach ensured the results were grounded in participants’ experiences while providing meaningful context for analysis. 
Trustworthiness was a key focus throughout the analysis. Credibility was supported by triangulating data from multiple sources, including interviews and observations, to ensure consistency and reliability. Transferability was addressed by providing detailed descriptions of the school environment and research methodology, allowing others to assess whether the findings are applicable to similar settings. Dependability was ensured by maintaining a clear record of research decisions, making the process transparent and replicable. Confirmability was achieved by reflecting on potential researcher bias and taking steps to remain objective, following the principles outlined by Lincoln and Guba (1985). This approach to data presentation and analysis ensured a thorough, transparent, and dependable interpretation of the findings, enhancing the study’s credibility and importance.

Ethical Considerations.
Ethical considerations were addressed throughout this research to ensure that the rights, dignity, and well-being of all participants were protected, in line with the ethical standards of the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2024). The study adhered to key principles, including informed consent, assent, confidentiality, and anonymity, as well as addressing potential unconscious bias.
Participants were fully informed about the purpose of the research, what their involvement entailed and their right to withdraw at any stage without explanation. For staff, consent forms were provided and signed (Appendix 5 & 6), while pupil assent was treated as an ongoing process to ensure they remained willing participants throughout (BERA, 2024). 
Confidentiality and anonymity were maintained by using pseudonyms for both individuals and the school, referred to as “School X”, ensuring no identifiable information was shared. All data collected was securely stored within the University’s One Drive system, which is password protected and requires authentication, and anonymised in line with the Data Protection Act (2018). 
To minimise unconscious bias, the research design used purposive sampling to select participants based on their direct involvement with IDPs, aiming for diverse perspectives. Ethical considerations were outlined in the ethics form (Appendix 7), which detailed the steps taken to mitigate risks, uphold fairness and maintain integrity. 
These measures collectively ensured the study adhered to high ethical standards, providing a respectful and inclusive approach to exploring how IDPs support the social inclusion of foundation phase learners. 

Results.
The results from the interviews and observations conducted within School X has provided valuable insights into how IDPs support the social integration of Foundation Phase learners. The findings highlight both the effectiveness of IDPs in fostering inclusion and the challenges faced in their implementation, offering a comprehensive understanding of their impact on learners and the school environment. 
Interviews with the ALNCO highlighted the strategic role IDPs play in supporting social development. The ALNCO explained that IDPs establish measurable social goals, including turn-taking, initiating conversations, and responding appropriately to peers. These goals often alight with frameworks integrated within the school, such as SCERTS (Social Communication, Emotional Regulation, and Transactional Support) ensuring tailored support for each learner (Laurent and Prizant, 2009). Regular person-centered planning meetings involving teachers, TAs, ALNCOs, parents and specialist teachers were described as critical to reviewing progress and refining strategies. This collaborative approach reflects inclusive education principles outlined by the Welsh Government (2018), which emphasise multi-agency involvement to support additional learning needs effectively. 
Teachers noted that IDPs were essential for ensuring accountability and consistency in addressing learners’ social needs. They shared examples of how IDPs guided lesson planning, with specific activities designed to foster peer interaction and confidence-building. However, they also highlighted that the success of IDPs heavily depends on consistent implementation. Observations confirmed this, revealing instances where IDP goals were underutilsed during classroom activities. For example, in a Nurture group session, a provision for students with ALN implemented within School X’s Foundation Phase, students were encouraged to participate in a group singing activity. But, when one student refused to engage, staff did not attempt to redirect or adapt the activity. While the group structure allowed for smaller, focused interactions, such missed opportunities indicate that IDPs need to be actively reinforced during real-time activities.
The TA interview provided practical insights into the implementation of IDPs, particularly within Nurture group settings. They described their role in delivering targeted interventions that focused on cooperative play and social interaction. Observations showed that these interventions helped learners build confidence and practice essential social skills in a controlled environment. However, Tas expressed concerns about insufficient training and limited time to engage deeply with IDP goals, particularly when negative peer relationships disrupted group dynamics. For instance, the division of a Nurture group due to interpersonal conflicts reduced opportunities for broader peer engagement. These findings align with Florian and Black-Hawkins (2011), who argue that resource limitations and inconsistent staff training are common barriers to effective inclusive practices. 
The ALNCO also identified challenges related to the integration of Nurture group learners into mainstream classrooms. Observations indicated that learners in the Nurture group have minimal interaction with their mainstream peers, aside from informal moments during shared snack times. Teachers and Tas acknowledged the importance of the Nurture group in creating a safe space for learners to develop foundational skills, but they recognized the need for structured activities that bridge the gap between Nurture and mainstream settings. Booth and Ainscow (2011) emphasise that meaningful social inclusion requires participation across all aspects of school life, not just within specialized interventions. This disconnect suggests that while IDPs effectively guide targeted support, their broader impact on whole-school inclusion is limited without deliberate integration strategies. 
Despite these challenges, the findings demonstrated multiple successes. Teachers highlighted how IDPs facilitated collaboration among staff and stakeholders, ensuring that social goals were prioritised for learners who might otherwise be overlooked. The ALNCO noted that IDPs had raised awareness about the importance of social development alongside academic progress, leading to a positive shift in school-wide practices. TAs appreciated the clarity of IDP goals, which allowed them to focus their efforts effectively during interventions. Observational data supported this, showing that activities aligned with IDP goals often led to meaningful peer interactions and improved confidence among learners. 
Workload pressures were a recurring theme in the interviews. Teachers and TAs identified a need for additional staff training and resources to support the consistent implementation of IDPs. The ALNCO echoed these concerns, pointing out that administrative burdens often limited the time available for staff to review and act on IDP targets. This reflects Mitchell’s (2014) argument that successful inclusion requires sustained investment in resources and professional development. Without sufficient support, the effectiveness of IDPs in promoting social integration may be significantly limited.
Finally, the findings also revealed that IDPs played a role in shifting the school’s culture towards greater inclusivity. Teachers, TAs and the ALNCO noted that IDPS encouraged staff to view social development as an integral part of education, rather than an add-on to academic learning. The collaborative approach of person-centered planning meetings and the staff’s willingness to adapt their practices demonstrated their commitment to addressing learners’ individual needs. However, achieving inclusive practices throughout the school requires addressing systemic challenges, including resource constraints and the limited integration between Nurture groups and mainstream classrooms.
 

Conclusions.
In conclusion, the methods used to collect data, such as thematic analysis of interviews and observations, were reliable within the context of this study. These methods provided in-depth insights into how IDPs support social integration in Foundation Phase learners. However, the exclusion of questionnaires due to low responses highlights a limitation in data collection suggesting the need for alternative approaches, such as focus groups, in future studies.
This study focused exclusively on Foundation Phase learners, which provided valuable insights into early social integration but limited its scope. Expanding future research to include Key Stage 2 learners could offer a more comprehensive understanding of how IDPs support social development across different age groups. 
While the methods worked well in this context, the findings may not be generalized to other schools as factors such as staff training, resources, and school demographics may vary. Future research could address this by including a larger sample size across multiple schools and adopting a longitudinal approach to examine the sustained impact of IDPs on social integration. 
Furthermore, this study aligns with the Professional Standards by promoting inclusive practices (Professional Values) and fostering evidence-based approaches to teaching (Professional Knowledge). Further development of research skills will support reflective practice and contribute to creating more inclusive and effective learning environments. 

Recommendations. 
Based on the findings, recommendations are proposed in order to enhance the effectiveness of IDPs in supporting social integration for Foundation Phase learners.
Firstly, the Nurture provision should be prioritised by creating stronger links between the Nurture group and mainstream classrooms. Structured activities, such as peer mentoring schemes or collaborative play sessions could foster broader social networks and promote a sense of belonging. To support this, the Nurture group requires a more secure and dedicated space that ensures a calm, consistent environment for learners to develop social and emotional skills. This secure space would provide stability and help reduce barriers to participation in the wider school community. Additionally, the Nurture provision should be prioritised within the school’s budget to ensure sufficient resources, including appropriate staffing levels, materials, and training opportunities. By investing in these areas, schools can better integrate Nurture group learners into mainstream activities and create a more inclusive, supportive environment that benefits all students. 
Secondly, staff well-being and professional development must be prioritised. Providing training on strategies to actively reinforce IDP social goals and manage group dynamics is essential. Additionally, reducing workload pressures by streamlining administrative processes or increasing staffing levels would allow teachers and teaching assistants more time to focus on implementing IDP objectives effectively.
Finally, the findings highlight the potential for further research into the long-term impact of IDPs on social integration. Expanding the study to include learners in Key Stage 2 could provide a broader understanding of how social goals develop over time and the effectiveness of IDPs across different age groups. These recommendations aim to build on the current study and foster a more inclusive and supportive school environment.
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