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Every individual has the right to an education under the Human Rights Act (1998) (UK Gov 2023a). However, equal access to education, and equal opportunities for all to achieve in education, mean very different things. This essay focuses on the ways in which both legal and regulatory policies, at both national and institutional levels, have worked to accommodate students with additional learning needs (ALN), referring to those with ‘a learning difficulty or disability’ (UK Gov 2022, p. 5). This focus aims to demonstrate, with a specific focus on post-compulsory education, how these polices have acted to promote inclusivity and provide equal opportunities for all to achieve.

Background:

The United Nations state that access to education provides individuals with ‘a passport to human development that opens doors and expands opportunities and freedoms’ (UN 2023a, p. 1). Whilst, under the Human Rights Act (1998) every individual has the right to this access of education (UK Gov 2023a), it is pointed out by Wearmouth (2022) that it is important to consider that some students experience difficulties (Wearmouth 2022). In fact, according to the Welsh Government, around 23% of learners in Welsh maintained schools, have a special educational need (Welsh Gov 2018). Wearmouth (2022) thus explains that it raises the question of how education can be made accessible to every student in a reasonable and fair way. For this, Wearmouth differentiates between equality and equity. Equality, referring to the promotion of fairness through treating all learners the same, and equity, meaning to provide, where needed, additional resources to achieve fairness (Wearmouth 2022).

National:

In an act to achieve equity, over the last few decades, the UK has made significant steps to protect, support, and include those who face additional learning needs in post-compulsory education. In 1995, the UK introduced its first legislation which acted to protect individuals from discrimination in several areas in society including education; the Disability Discrimination Act (Lewis 2020). In 2007, the UK signed the United nations’ document: Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN 2006) and then formally confirmed in 2009 (UN 2023b). In this document, it stated that parties must ensure that their education system is inclusive at every level, non-discriminatory, and that those with disabilities should be supported on an effective individualised basis to maximise their social and academic development. This is said to ensure that their talents, personality, creativity, physical, and mental abilities can be developed ‘to their fullest potential’ (UN 2006, p. 1). In addition, in 2010, the UK introduced the Equality act. This act is important as it laid down a legal framework for protecting individuals against discrimination in society (UK Gov 2023b). It therefore acts to legally protect anyone who has one or more of their stated nine protected characteristics, including disability. They define disability as a person who ‘has a physical or mental impairment’ (Equality Act 2010a, p. 1). Under chapter 2, part 6, of the Equality Act (2010), it states that further/higher education institutions must not be discriminatory against any student at the point of admissions, or during their studies. It also states that these institutions have ‘A duty to make reasonable adjustments’ (Equality Act 2010b, p. 1). By reasonable adjustments, they explain, that an institution must take reasonable steps to avoid disadvantages to those who are at substantial disadvantage, including changes to physical features and practices, and to provide auxiliary aids where appropriate (Equality Act 2010c).

Finally, in 2018, the Welsh Government introduced an ALN transformation programme for learners ages 0-25 and thus covers those in further education and those up to the age of 25 in higher education. This legislation/statutory guidance aims to create one unified system to help support learners with ALN through identifying and then addressing any needs quickly and providing strategies to help them overcome any barriers they face to learning. To do this, they have introduced a number of changes, including providing an ‘individual development plan (IDP)’ (Welsh Gov 2018, p. 3) to be created for each learner, replacing a combination of plans used prior (Welsh Gov 2018). These IDP’s explain the young persons’ ALN and the ‘additional learning provision (ALP)’ (Welsh Gov 2020, p. 4) that they call for. Unlike previous statements that are used, IDP’s are given to learners with an ALN regardless of the complexity or the severity of their individualised needs. Depending on a learner’s individual needs, and how these needs might change and develop over time, they can vary in both complexity and length (Welsh Gov 2020). Thus, creating one personalised profile for each student that can be used and reflected upon through that individual’s education.

Much of the legislation and policies described above is additionally reflected, and therefore reinforced, through the Welsh Government’s professional standards for further education. For example, they aim to ‘Value and promote diversity, equality of opportunity and inclusion’ (Welsh Gov 2017, p. 10) by advocating for inclusion, challenging discrimination, and embracing diversity (Welsh Gov 2017).

Institutional:

Many of the policies made by the higher/further educational institutions mentioned in this essay follow instruction from legislation and policies described above, specifically the Equality Act (2010). Gower College Swansea, for example, states to be committed to providing additional support to their learners in accordance with the Disability Discrimination Act (1995) and the Equality Act (2010). They therefore state ‘If learners have an identified learning difficulty or disability, the College will make reasonable adjustments to provide the support needed to help them achieve their learning goals’ (Gower College Swansea 2013, p. 3). They offer a range of support including, but not limited to, one to one dyslexia support, provision of laptops/ assistive technologies, and student services. Once support is in place, the college seeks to continuously review the effectiveness of those support measures and make any necessary changes (Gower College Swansea 2013). Thus, they aim to ‘remove or minimise disadvantages experienced by people due to their protected characteristics’ (Gower College Swansea 2022, p. 2). Upon induction to the college, in addition, all staff members undertake training in Equality and Diversity (Gower College Swansea 2022).

Policies made by University of Wales Trinity St David (UWTSD), are also influenced by the Equality Act (2010). They allow, for example, assistance dogs on campus to act as an auxiliary aid; recognising the support they can provide their owners in terms of hearing difficulties, diabetes, epilepsy, and physical mobility issues in an act to help support learners’ health, wellbeing, and safety during their time at university (UWTSD 2022a). In addition, upon admission to the university, they follow legislation from the Equality Act (2010) not to discriminate and to consider its applicants based on their merits using the same criteria for admissions for all applicants (UWTSD 2023a). They furthermore offer students additional support through student services’ Wellbeing support (UWTSD 2023b), support for learners with learning difficulties with, for example, 1-1 tutoring support, and those with disabilities by making reasonable adjustments in order to meet their needs and thus overcome any difficulties they may face (UWTSD 2023d).

Megan:

The setting which I have chosen for this scenario is that of higher education, specifically, UWTSD, teaching Sociology. As Megan has no official diagnosis of mental health, I would firstly direct her to the UWTSD’s free Wellbeing services. Here, I would inform her that after completing a form, they have a range of professional, confidential, and student-focused services which would work to help her better understand specifically what it was that she was experiencing and help her to decide how she would want to manage that impact on her studies (UWTSD 2023b). I would inform her of the kinds of support that these services could provide, including ‘Counselling, Wellbeing Advice, Specialist Mental Health Mentoring, and support to access external services where needed’ (UWTSD 2023c). Furthermore, I would advise her that the wellbeing team would also work with her to establish if there were any possible reasonable adjustments that the university could make for her study, help her communicate these to the university clearly and ensure they are effectively working (UWTSD 2023c).

I would then inform Megan that the university’s student services also offer information on, and an initial screening test, for dyslexia if that was something she would be interested in investigating further. Following this, appropriate support can be offered to her depending on the results, including funding opportunities and tutorial support (UWTSD 2023d).

Furthermore, I terms of teaching strategies, I would inform Megan of the digital technology platforms I have incorporated into my lessons. Through incorporating such digital technologies as ‘Nearpod’ into my lessons, I would explain that she would still be able to contribute to the lessons without speaking out in class. Thus, combining professional standards to include technology into my lessons to build a more inclusive environment (Welsh Gov 2017). In addition, I would inform her that the lesson slides would also be made available for her to read on Teams, so that if she found it hard to concentrate in class, they would be available for her to revisit in her own time. Finally, I would inform her that I can rearrange the seating plan for the class and sit her with someone that she already knows (if applicable).

Dafydd:

The setting which I have chosen for this scenario is a further education setting, specifically Gower College Swansea, teaching Sociology. According to the Equality Act (2010), Dafydd has a recognised disability as his cerebral palsy is a physical impairment which adversely affects him long-term, and therefore has a lasting impact on his day-to-day activities (Equality Act 2010). In Gower College Swansea’s ALN (2013) policy, they commit to the implementation of the duties described in the Equality Act (2010), and therefore act to make reasonable adjustments for students in order to ensure every learner is included and supported to ‘achieve their learning goals’ (Gower College Swansea 2013, p. 3). After speaking to Aiden Spiller (2023), Gower College’s Learning Support Manager, I would be able to offer Dafydd a range of options. Firstly, to ensure physical access to classrooms, the college has previously moved classrooms from higher level floors to the bottom floor. This is something I would inform Dafydd of that I could easily do with our lessons. This is a reasonable adjustment as, for my subject teaching sociology, I will not be needing specialist equipment e.g. science equipment. In addition, I would also inform Dafydd that I will arrange the seating plan so that he is sitting near the front of the class. This ensures he is not trying to get through any tight or narrow spaces with his crutches and is less likely to trip on any bags left around by other students. Furthermore, I would also inform Dafydd that as the Tycoch campus’ library is on a higher-level floor, access to books can be found online and he can also book to borrow a book from the library and a member of staff can organise to bring it to him (Spiller 2023). 

Furthermore, from speaking to Aiden (2023), I would also inform Dafydd that the college has funding for him to be provided with a laptop if he does not have one himself. Staff members, in addition, can also help him to change settings on that laptop to make the device more suitable to his needs e.g. changing colours/font size. Additionally, I would inform Dafydd that the college can provide him with an LSA to take notes for him in class if he gets tired of making notes himself. This, however, I would explain can be organised so that the member of staff is not sitting next to him and therefore other students in the class would not know why that member of staff is in the room. This meaning that Dafydd can therefore maintain his independence. Finally, I would inform Dafydd that these measures will be reviewed consistently over the time of his studies to see how everything is going and to make any adjustments if needed (Spiller).

When teaching Dafydd, I personally would also consider my teaching strategies within the classroom. Suggesting to Dafydd that I can provide him with handouts of the lesson PowerPoint slides in a font size he could see and read clearly. This further demonstrating professional standards through planning and delivering effective teaching, supporting learners, and advocating for inclusion (Welsh Gov 2017).

Lastly, when the ALN Reform Act (2018) fully takes shape, I would additionally look at his IDP to gain more of a picture of what Dafydd had previously had in place, and to take on any suggestions if within my control (Welsh Gov 2018).

Alys:

The setting which I have chosen for this scenario is that of higher education, specifically, UWTSD, teaching Sociology. As Alys is pregnant, this is a protected characteristic under the Equality Act (2010) (Equality Act 2010). UWTSD (2022b) state that ‘becoming a parent or caring for a child should not, in itself, prevent any student from succeeding in their studies’ (UWTSD 2022b, p. 3). They therefore aim make reasonable adjustments ‘to enable the student’s continuation of study’ (UWTSD 2022b, p. 7). Following guidance from UWTSD’s (2022b) policy statement, I would be able to inform Alys of a number of options that are available to her. I would first explain to her that I would need to pass this information on to either the Programme Manager of my subject or a supervisor. Consent to pass this on would be asked for first. From here, I would explain to Alys that she would then have a discussion with that member of staff to discuss the likely impact of the pregnancy on her studies; i.e. whether an interruption of studies is needed, or just having time out from her studies, depending on the timeline of when the baby is due. They would also discuss a timescale for her return, whether she would be able to sit her exams, and a schedule for her assignments. As Alys has indicated that she would like to continue with her studies, I would inform her that there are various measures that the university can put into place to enable her to continue with her studies including, allowing time off so she can attend medical appointments, arrangements for catching up on any missed classes and the option of applying for extenuating circumstances for assessment deadlines/ exams. I would also inform Alys that she should meet with a member of staff regularly to assess how well the support measures are working and to make any further adjustments if needed. Upon return to her studies, I would inform Alys that the university can offer her support in helping her reintegrate into her studies, but that she must inform a member of the Sociology team when she is ready to come back to her studies, and to notify registry. All of this information, I would inform her, would be discussed with her, and an agreed upon action plan would be written up, so that she could also have a copy (UWTSD 2022b).
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