Evaluating the Implementation and Impact of the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Act 2018 on Inclusive Educational Practices and Policy Development in Wales
Abstract
This study critically examines how the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 (ALNET Act) has been implemented and how it influences inclusive education and policy development in Wales. The research explores the extent to which the Act’s person-centred, rights-based principles have been realised within schools and local authorities. Adopting a mixed-methods approach, it will gather perspectives from educators, learners, parents, and policymakers to assess both progress and persistent challenges. The study seeks to contribute to the refinement of inclusive educational practices and to inform future Welsh Government and local authority strategies for effective ALN delivery.
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Background and Context
The introduction of the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 (ALNET Act) represents a transformative moment in Welsh education. Replacing the long-standing Special Educational Needs (SEN) system, the Act establishes a unified framework intended to support learners from birth to twenty-five years, emphasising equity, early identification, and collaborative planning (Welsh Government, 2018). Its statutory companion, the ALN Code for Wales 2021, outlines clear responsibilities for educational institutions and local authorities in developing Individual Development Plans (IDPs) that place the learner and family at the centre of decision-making (Welsh Government, 2021).

Despite its progressive aims, evidence suggests considerable variation in implementation. Inspection reports and early evaluations highlight disparities in professional confidence, training, and inter-agency collaboration across local authorities (Estyn, 2023; Foster, 2022). Teachers and Additional Learning Needs Coordinators (ALNCos) often face substantial administrative pressures, with many citing uncertainty around interpreting the new statutory framework (Norwich and Eaton, 2022). Similarly, parents and learners have reported inconsistent communication and variability in access to appropriate support services (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2022). These findings indicate that while the ALN system aspires to a consistent national approach, the realisation of that ambition remains uneven.

The broader policy environment adds further complexity. The Curriculum for Wales 2022 and evolving teacher professional learning reforms aim to embed inclusive pedagogy across all learning contexts (Ainscow, 2020). However, simultaneous system-wide reforms risk overwhelming practitioners already navigating major structural changes. This intersection of policy initiatives underscores the importance of understanding not only how the ALN Act is interpreted but also how it interacts with wider educational transformation in Wales.

Consequently, this study will explore the alignment between legislative intent and educational practice, focusing on the lived experiences of those implementing and receiving ALN support. Through a critical lens, it will examine whether the Welsh approach is achieving its intended outcomes and how future policies might enhance equity and inclusion.
Aims, Objectives, and Research Questions
Aim:
To evaluate how effectively the ALN Act (2018) has been implemented across Welsh schools and assess its impact on inclusive educational practice and policy development.

Objectives:
1. To analyse how schools and local authorities interpret and operationalise the ALN Code for Wales 2021.
2. To evaluate teachers’ confidence, professional knowledge, and capacity to implement inclusive ALN practices.
3. To explore learners’ and parents’ experiences of the new ALN framework, focusing on engagement with the IDP process and access to provision.
4. To identify the systemic enablers and constraints affecting the consistency and quality of ALN delivery.
5. To propose evidence-based recommendations for enhancing inclusive education and refining policy implementation.

Research Questions:
Main Research Question:
• How effectively is the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Act 2018 being implemented across Welsh primary and secondary schools, and what impact has it had on inclusive educational practices and policy development?

Sub-Questions:
1. How do schools and local authorities interpret and apply the ALN Code for Wales 2021?
2. What are teachers’ perceptions of their preparedness, confidence, and professional learning opportunities regarding ALN delivery?
3. How do learners and parents experience the IDP process and multi-agency collaboration?
4. What institutional and systemic factors promote or inhibit effective implementation?
5. How can Welsh educational policy be strengthened to better realise inclusive practice?
Proposed Methodology
This study will adopt a mixed-methods approach to achieve a comprehensive understanding of ALN implementation. A combination of quantitative and qualitative techniques allows for both the identification of broad trends and the exploration of individual experiences (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2018).

Research Design:
An explanatory sequential design will be employed. The first phase will consist of a quantitative survey to capture general patterns of practice, followed by a qualitative phase to interpret and contextualise these findings. This structure ensures that qualitative insights build upon and clarify the statistical results, promoting methodological complementarity.

Participants and Sampling:
The quantitative phase will involve approximately 150 education professionals, including teachers, ALNCos, and senior leaders, across at least five Welsh local authorities. Participants will be selected through stratified sampling to ensure representation of different geographical areas and school types. The qualitative phase will include semi-structured interviews with 15 professionals, 10 parents or carers, and 10 learners aged 11–18 identified as having ALN. A purposive sampling strategy will be used to ensure diversity in experience and perspective.

Data Collection:
The survey will examine participants’ understanding of the ALN Act, confidence in applying the Code, access to training, and perceptions of resource adequacy. Interviews and focus groups will explore in greater depth how the Act’s principles are enacted in practice, the quality of multi-agency collaboration, and the lived experiences of learners and families. Relevant policy documents, Estyn reports, and local authority implementation plans will be reviewed to triangulate findings.

Data Analysis:
Quantitative data will be analysed using descriptive and inferential statistics (SPSS) to identify patterns across variables such as region, school size, and professional role. Qualitative data will undergo thematic analysis using NVivo, following Braun and Clarke’s framework for coding and interpretation. The integration of data will occur during the interpretation stage, providing a holistic understanding of implementation outcomes.

Ethical Considerations:
Ethical approval will be sought from the university’s Research Ethics Committee. Informed consent, anonymity, and data protection will be ensured in accordance with GDPR and the BERA Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (2018). Special attention will be given to safeguarding when working with minors and vulnerable participants.

By combining methodological rigour with critical analysis, this study aims to produce actionable evidence to inform policy refinement and strengthen inclusive educational practice in Wales.
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