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An investigation of an inclusive approach to supporting the needs of Looked-after Children
Introduction 
According to the Welsh Government (2018b) nearly a quarter of Welsh learners have some form of Special Educational Needs (SEN) and it is believed these learners achieve lower results in education than their peers. Research carried out by the National Assembly for Wales (2015) acknowledged that the current SEN model was outdated and a more consistent system to assess and support learners with SEN was required. To help combat this issue the Welsh Government passed the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 which is expected to take effect from September 2020 (Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018). This Act will result in the term Additional Learning Needs (ALN) replacing the term Special Educational Needs (SEN) (Welsh Government, 2018b).The Act is designed to strengthen the collaboration between educational practitioners and other agencies including social services and health services to create an Individual Development Plan (IDP) that will support learners to achieve their full potential (National Assembly for Wales, 2015). The commitment to equality in education is clarified in the Welsh Action plan 2017–21 (Welsh Government, 2017). Nevertheless, Holland (2018), the Children’s Commissioner for Wales, highlights possible gaps in relation to vulnerable learners which include disabled, looked after children (LAC) and children living in poverty. Newton (2018) agrees that there are several issues that will need to be addressed before the new educational system is introduced to ensure education improves for all children, particularly learners from a disadvantaged background.
In 2016 the Welsh Government produced a report that recognised that LAC children are at a disadvantage to their peers in education due to them requiring greater support with personal issues (Welsh Government, 2016). This is supported by Ferguson and Wolkow’s (2012, p.1143) research that ‘consistently shows that [LAC] score significantly below their peers on a range of school outcome measures’. Additionally, the Department for Education (2015) stated that, ‘Around 70% of looked after children have some form of SEN.’ Currently the Special Educational Needs Code of Practice for Wales states that, every child that the local authority ‘look after’ must have a Personal Education Plan (PEP) with details of their the special educational arrangements (Welsh Assembly Government, 2004). However, the draft ALN Transformation Programme at present specifies that ‘Only looked after children who have ALN will have an Individual Development Plan (IDP)’ (Welsh Government, 2018a).
The purpose of this assignment is to critically discuss an inclusive approach to supporting the needs of looked after children (LAC). The first part of this report examines the current literature. Then it discusses the strengths and weaknesses of the methodology used to collect the current data. Following this, the data will be critically analysed with support from theory and policies. Finally, it will discuss the relevance of the findings and any gaps that may require further research.
Literature review
Article 28 and 29 of the 1987 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states that, ‘Every child has the right to an education’ and that ‘Education must develop their personality, talents and abilities to the full’ (UNICEF, no date). 
The Welsh Government (2019b) is looking to develop an inclusive education system that meets the needs of all learners. Donaldson (2015) recognises that children with additional learning needs may have barriers to their learning. To tackle this issue a more inclusive structure of the new Welsh curriculum will see the introduction of progression steps so that each child, even those with an additional learning need, is able to progress at their own pace (Donaldson, 2015). Although Estyn (2018) welcome the changes set out in the Act and the new curriculum they have found that not enough schools prioritise training on SEN. They believe that schools should share good practice and develop a more inclusive whole-school approach (Estyn, 2018). 
Questions have also been raised about the possible gap in support for LAC in The Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Transformation Programme (Welsh Government, 2018a). According to Snap Cymru (2014) the Individual Development Plan (IDP) could replace the PEP. Currently, the Act states that only looked after children who have ALN will have an IDP (Welsh Government, 2018a). The Welsh Government (2018a) state that they are working with professionals to ensure the process and guidance regarding this part of the new system is appropriate. In 2010, the Department for Children, Schools and Families recommended that PEP should be developed within 20 days of a looked LAC entering care (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2010). Estyn (2018) believe that IDPs are vital in assisting children to achieve their full potential. Despite this, Estyn (2018) reported that the knowledge and understanding of SEN is variable amongst teachers across Wales. They go on to state that more teachers should use the suggested strategies found in the IDP to assist them in adapting their teaching approach, so that the needs of pupils with SEN are met (Estyn, 2018).

Estyn (2018) recognised that good practice in a whole school approach does exist in several schools. One such school is Darland High School in Wrexham which has adopted a more person-centred approach to planning, and this has resulted in improvements in both learner’s engagement and attitude (Estyn, 2018). This approach is similar to the views of constructivist Dewey (cited in Pound, 2014) who believed that planning should focus on the children’s interests, and work should be set to the appropriate level of their development. This more inclusive approach involving all children in the school could help eliminate the focus on certain groups of children that require support due to their personal circumstances. According to CASCADE, (2017 cited in Welsh Government 2017, p.21) LAC want to be acknowledged as individuals and not be defined by their status. They go on to state that the children want to be included in any decisions made about their education (CASCADE, 2017). Despite this the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE, 2019) believe that LAC are four to five times more likely to encounter emotional, behavioural or mental health difficulties due to their earlier experiences. They go on to say that local authorities need to ensure that effective interventions are provided to meet the individual needs of LAC (NICE, 2019).

A study carried out by McEwen (2015, p.11) stated that in 2014 social, emotional and behavioural support was ‘the third highest primary need for children with special educational needs (SEN) in Wales.’ The Welsh Government (2016) acknowledges that the majority of LAC have had life experiences which can often cause erratic or irrational behaviour. They also recognise that providing emotional support for these children can have an impact on their educational experiences and attainment (Welsh Government, 2016). According to Pound (2014) the theorists Issacs and Steiner identified the vital role that the emotions of the learner have on their ability to learn. This idea is reinforced by The Children Act 2004 that encourages schools to take a holistic approach and consider the development of the whole child, not just academic achievements (ELSA, 2017). However, Leaver (no date, cited in Pound, 2014) understood that practitioners require support from other professional services when supporting children with issues that go beyond the classroom.
According to Young Minds (no date) ‘Wellbeing programmes in schools, can lead to significant improvements in children’s mental health, and social and emotional skills.’ Many schools across England and Wales recognise this and have had staff trained to take on the specific role of an Emotional Literacy Support Assistant (ELSA) (ELSA, 2017).  According to ELSA (2013) they provide training for teaching assistants in schools to help support pupils with issues such as emotions, anger management and social skills. Research carried out by Bowerman and Davies (2018) found that only eighteen percent of ELSAs that support children in care (CIC) feel they are skilled enough for the role. One of the ELSAs informed them ‘I don’t ask difficult questions as I don’t feel I’m trained to do so’ (Bowerman and Davies, 2018, p.3). Nevertheless, Bowerman and Davies’ (2018) report suggests that the majority of ELSAs felt that the support had a positive impact and progress was seen in the CIC behaviour, relationship with peers and staff. Despite this, McEwen (2015) states that no significant improvements have been found in the participating children’s self-esteem.
Timing and location of the interventions are another important factor to consider. The Welsh Government (2019c) acknowledge that there are growing challenges in mental and emotional health for children and the introduction of the Wellbeing area of learning is seen as fundamental. Kirsty Williams, Cabinet Secretary for Education, announced that more funding would be available for schools to adopt a whole school approach that focuses on children’s mental health and wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2019a).Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) (2019) agree social and emotional learning (SEL) is an essential approach that schools should adopt, but they recognise that to be effective schools will need to work together with other agencies in the local community, as well as the pupil's family. Another important aspect of a school's routine is assembly time. Mills (2016) believes that assemblies provide an opportunity for the whole school, Key Stage 2 or Foundation Phase to come together and consider moral and community issues. Estyn (2018) identified good practice in the whole school approach on wellbeing, undertaken at Ysgol Gymraeg Brynsierfel. This school provides classes for parents and utilises assembly time to discuss morals and promote a positive relationship ethos (Estyn, 2018).
McEwen (2015) agrees that the delivery of whole school approaches can be perceived as a more inclusive method, as they do not make children feel singled out. According to CASCADE (2017 cited in Welsh Government 2017, p.21) LAC do not want to be treated differently to their peers and some prefer not to be taken out of class for interventions. However, research by Fredrickson, Warren and Turner (2005, cited in McEwen, 2015) found that children felt more accepted when support was given in small groups. McEwen (2015) recognised facilitators may need to have a more flexible approach that responds to learners needs. Some individuals may require interventions on a one to one basis set in a private room to discuss sensitive and confidential matters, whereas others may require support on developing social and relationship skills, so interventions would have to involve small groups or take place in class (McEwen, 2015). 
Methodology 
An online questionnaire was produced to help gain a deeper understanding of how schools support LAC, and to see if the support given differs depending on the local authorities the children are situated in. The information was gathered from primary schools located in three Welsh local authorities (LA). The questionnaire was then sent to all primary schools that the researchers had prior connections with during their teaching degree. The chosen authorities were Neath Port Talbot - who have a total of 330 LAC, Swansea- who have 520, and Bridgend- who have 385 (Stat Wales, 2018). The questionnaire was sent to a total of 12 primary schools; 2 which are located in Neath Port Talbot area, 6 in the Swansea area, and 4 in Bridgend. The purpose of the questionnaire was to identify what provision is available that promotes an inclusive environment, and whether the approaches used have any effect on raising the attainment of LAC.
Due to time, cost, ease of distribution, collection and analysing of data, a web-based questionnaire was the chosen method for the primary research supporting this assignment. Zohrabi (2013) states that more researchers are opting for this mixed method approach due to it being a simpler way to collect, analyse and interpret both qualitative and quantitative data at the same time. Furthermore, van Gelder, Bretveld, and Roeleveld (2010) believe that generally data quality improves when using web-based questionnaires due to respondents being automatically prompted to complete unanswered questions. They go on to state that data is easier to analyse and can automatically be transformed into graphs (van Gelder, Bretveld, and Roeleveld, 2010). Bälter, Bälter, Fondell et al (2005) support the use of web-based questionnaires and agree that the instant checking of incomplete answers and the ease of transferring data to an electronic format are advantages of using this method. However, they also highlight how response rates could be lower due to respondents requiring access to the internet, or leaving the questionnaire before completion (Bälter, Bälter, Fondell et al, 2005). The low response rate of web-based questionnaires, compared to the traditional paper and pen method, is a disadvantage also recognised by van Gelder, Bretveld, and Roeleveld (2010). They go on to state that this may be due to respondents being concerned with the safety and confidentiality of data shared (van Gelder, Bretveld, and Roeleveld, 2010). 
The web-based questionnaire that was created for this research included a combination of both open and closed questions. Cottrell (2014) states, that a questionnaire is a very flexible and quick way to collect a variety of both quantitative and qualitative data. Zohrabi (2013) states that the web-based questionnaire allows researchers the opportunity of including closed questions to gather quantitative data and open-ended questions that provide respondents a chance to give more details in the form of qualitative data. Bell and Walters (2014) agree that questionnaires are a useful way to gather both qualitative and quantitative information but believe researchers must carefully consider the organisation and wording of questions. Richards & Schmidt, (2002, cited in Zoharbi, 2013, p.254) also believe the way in which the researchers design the questionnaire is extremely important to ensure that the data collected is ‘valid, reliable and unambiguous’. Cottrell (2014) also recognises the wording of questions may lead to misinterpretation and as a result the respondents may give an irrelevant answer which does not provide the type of information that was expected.
In 2018 there were changes to the EU data protection rules through the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) (European Commission, 2018). According to the European Commission (2018) these rules were set to protect and empower all EU citizens by giving them greater control over their data privacy. It allows individuals to access any data collected on them and requires them to give permission before their data is shared (European Commission, 2018). Due to this change the British Educational Research Association (BERA) have also revised, expanded and updated their Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (BERA, 2018b). The University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) (University of Wales, 2019) recognises its obligations to ensure research by students is undertaken ethically and it adheres to Concordat to Support Research Integrity (CSRI).In order to ensure that the research was conducted in an ethical manner, an application for ethical approval was completed by the researchers and approved prior to commencement (Group file, appendix 54). The research proposal adheres to BERA (2018) guidelines, the Data Protection Act 2018, the Education Workforce Council (EWC) Research Guidelines, and the University Research Guidelines. An accompanying letter (Group file, appendix 51) was produced and e-mailed to all the schools who were participating. In the e-mail respondents were provided with the details of a contact person/s, should they require further information. They were also informed that all data gathered would be kept anonymous and told that they have the right to withdraw from the research at any time, if they wish to do so.

Results
The results of the current study showed that all respondents of the questionnaire currently support or have supported LAC within the last two years. This shows they all have recent experience of supporting LAC. Even so, two thirds of them have not seen an increase of LAC in the same period. Eighty three percent of the respondents confirm that LACs in their school have a Personal Development Plan (PDP). Many of the respondents stated the PDPs provide information on the type of support the child requires to help them progress. A few also recognise the importance of the PDPs being regularly reviewed and updated to ensure progression and avoid deterioration.  However, not all the LACs have a PDP due to an ALD. 


Figure 1: The chart above shows that over eighty percent of schools that the respondents work in currently provide a Personal Development Plan (PEP) for Looked After Children (LAC). It is also clarified that the PEPs are provided to LAC without an ADL.



Figure 2: The chart above indicates that two thirds of the respondents have not noticed an increase of LAC in the last two years. 
The respondents also clarify that not all the LAC they support have an ADL. Emotional, behaviour and basic skills were just some of the other areas of support that the LAC required. The current study found that there was a variety of interventions used by the schools to support LAC. 100% of the respondents confirm that they use the Emotional Literacy Support Assistant (ELSA) programme as an intervention in their primary schools. All the respondents have noticed the positive impact that the interventions their school provides has on the LACs in relation to their academic attainment, relationships with peers, relationships with adults, behaviour and emotions. Also, many of these interventions were provided by teaching assistants, and only 50% of the schools asked stated that they have a specialist intervention trained adult. All of the schools stated that their staff have undertaken Child Protection training yet none of them have confirmed that ELSA training was provided to or completed by their staff.

Figure 3: The chart above shows there are a variety of interventions available to support LAC and 100% of the schools in which the respondents are located use the ELSA programme. 

Figure 4: The chart above shows that the respondents have noticed an improvement in the LACs academic attainment, relationships with peers, relationship with adults, behaviour and emotions after attending an intervention programme.

Figure 5: The chart above shows that all of the responding schools provide their staff with Child Protection training. None of the schools stated that their staff had received ELSA training even though all of them provide ELSA support to LAC.

It can also be seen that the location of these inventions differs in each school with a large amount taking place in a specific intervention room. Furthermore, following the session, the facilitator provides verbal feedback to the class teacher regarding the child. The interventions taking place outside of the classroom may not be considered inclusive because the children are removed from the classroom and could feel singled out. However, it is equally important to recognise that some interventions may not be appropriate for a classroom setting either, due to issues around sensitivity and confidentiality. The current study gathered information about when these interventions occurred to find out if support was available when needed by the LAC, or if the interventions were at specific times. The results of the current study found that over half of the interventions occurred during non-core subjects maybe this is because these subjects are perceived to play a less important role than core subjects. The positive was that none of the interventions took place during assembly or break times which are usually times when the whole school or year group are together. 

Figure 6: The chart above shows that no interventions occur during assembly or break time, and that nearly 70 percent of interventions occur during non-core subjects.

Discussion
The current study found that only 83% of the responding schools provide LAC with a PEP (Figure 1). This result differs from the Welsh Government recommendations that state all LAC should have a PEPs developed within 20 days of them entering care or a new school (Welsh Government, 2015). It must be clarified that the current study did not give the respondents the opportunity to state if different plans were used to support the LAC educational needs. A recent report by Estyn (2018) found that several schools are taking on a whole-school approach which focuses on person-centred planning. More information is required to find out what plans are used instead of PEPs in the schools that do not provide them. 
Respondents of the current study confirmed that some of the LAC do not have an ALN. This is similar to the statistic provided by the Department for Education (2015) who found that around 70% of LAC in the UK have an ALN. Due to the wording of the current study’s online questionnaire a direct comparison of the percentage of LAC with an ALN could not be made. Although, respondents of the current study do give details of how the PEPs are used to support and improve the LAC learning. They state that the PEPs provide staff with information on what educational and emotional support the LAC should receive. This is similar to Estyn’s (2018) report that acknowledged that a well-structured IDP will identify what areas a LAC needs assistance in and offer strategies as well as a more holistic approach that the class teacher can adopt to help the LAC reach their full potential. 
Respondents of the current research disclosed that not all of the LAC have a PEP specifically to raise their attainment level. One of the respondents claimed that none of the LAC they currently support have an ALN and some of the LAC are defined as more able and talented. Other respondents in the current study confirmed that many of the LAC are in need of support with developing their social, behavioural, and emotional skills. Likewise, current research by the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE, 2019) discovered that due to their earlier personal experiences LAC are four to five times more likely to encounter emotional, behavioural or mental health difficulties than their peers. 
The current study found that a variety of interventions are provided to support LAC, with the most popular focusing on supporting children to deal with their emotions. All of the schools in the current study confirmed that they implement the ELSA programme (Figure 3). Every respondent noticed an improvement in the LAC’s academic attainment, behaviour, emotions, and relationships with peers and staff following intervention sessions (Figure 4). This is in line with Bowerman and Davies’ (2018) research study which highlights the positive impact interventions can have. However, Bowerman and Davies’ (2018) research focused solely on the impact of ELSA on children in care. On the contrary, the current study did not focus on the individual effects of each intervention- data was gathered about the overall effect of all the interventions. Therefore, it is not clear from this study exactly what is having the positive impact- whether it is the ELSA, any particular other intervention, or a combination of the interventions.
The current study did not gather information on the effect the interventions had on the participant’s self-esteem. Nevertheless, recent research by McEwen (2015) found that there was no noticeable improvement in self-esteem for the children participating in the ELSA programme. 
The current study recognised all of the responding schools provide ELSA to support LAC, but none confirmed that their staff have had the appropriate training (Figure 5).  This is in contrast to information provided by ELSA (2017) who state that many schools in Wales have staff trained to take on the specific role of an Emotional Literacy Support Assistant. Recent research carried out by Bowerman and Davies (2018) also found that staff providing this intervention do not feel that they are skilled enough for the role. 
Respondents of the current study reveal that no interventions occur during assembly or break time, and that nearly 70% of interventions occur during non-core subjects. However, the current study’s online questionnaire did not ask the respondents what inclusive whole school approaches they used. Yet, according to Mills (2016) assemblies provide the ideal opportunity for a whole school approach in regards to moral and community issues. This view is supported by the research undertaken by McEwen (2015) which suggests that whole school approaches can be a successful way of ensuring that children do not feel singled out. Furthermore, this is supported by Estyn (2018) who identified good practice in a number of primary schools which are utilising their assembly times to discuss morals and promote a positive relationship ethos. 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, the purpose of this assignment was to critically discuss an inclusive approach to supporting the needs of LAC. Existing literature and data from the current study was critically analysed and compared. Firstly, it was found that although the Welsh Government recommends that all LAC should have a PEP, the current study found that only 83% of the responding schools provided them. However, the results were not clear because this study did not give respondents the opportunity to clarify whether any other plans were provided. Secondly, this study discovered that some LAC did not have ALN, unfortunately, the wording of the question in the current study did not allow for a direct comparison to the statistics provided by the Department for Education. However, this study and the literature agreed that PEPs are valuable in ensuring the holistic needs of LAC are adequately met. Thirdly, it was recognised that LAC may have different experiences to their peers, and that this could find them in need of additional support in developing their social, emotional and behavioural skills. However, this is not necessarily a reflection on their academic ability. Next, it was acknowledged that interventions have a positive impact on the social, emotional and behavioural skills of LAC. However, this study did not focus specifically on ELSA, therefore could not be directly compared with the literature found. Furthermore, in the current study none of the respondents stated whether their staff had received ELSA training, whereas the literature discussed how some staff still did not feel skilled enough despite having received the training. Lastly, Estyn (2018) recommend that a whole school approach is taken to promoting an inclusive and holistic attitude towards education, as this appears to be the most fruitful way of gaining positive outcomes.
It is important to understand that every individual has a unique combination of needs and that the culture and society they are located in also plays a key role. Therefore, school communities need to learn from each other and share good practice to find what best fits them and each of their individual pupils. 
Future research could focus on finding out how successful each of the individual interventions are in terms of the effect they have on pupils, that is, what specific area of the child’s development each intervention has an impact upon.
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Lexia	Toe by Toe	Catch up numeracy	Nuture 	Emotional Literacy 	Thrive	Positive Play	Buster Bunny	Speech and language	0.1666	0.33300000000000024	0.33000000000000024	0.67000000000000048	1	0.16600000000000001	0.16600000000000001	0.16600000000000001	0.16600000000000001	Type of interventions

Percentage of schools


 Improvements seen in LAC after attending an intevention
Never	Academic Attainment	Behaviour	Emotional	Relationship with peers	Relationship with staff	Sometimes	Academic Attainment	Behaviour	Emotional	Relationship with peers	Relationship with staff	66	50	33	33	33	Often	Academic Attainment	Behaviour	Emotional	Relationship with peers	Relationship with staff	17	33	50	50	50	Always	Academic Attainment	Behaviour	Emotional	Relationship with peers	Relationship with staff	17	17	17	17	17	Area of improvement

Percentage of  respondant


Training that staff recieve to support LAC
Column1	Trive	Emotion Coaching	Positive Play	Child Protection	Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)	Impact of experiences on behaviour and attitude to learning	Invisible walls training from barnardos 	0.17	0.17	0.17	1	0.66000000000000014	0.5	0.17	Name of training programme
Percentage of responding schools
Timing of intervention
Column1	Assembly	Break time	Lunch time	Core subjects	Non core subjects	Any time require	In the afternoon	0	0	17	33	66	33	17	Time of the school day that interventions occur

Percentage of schools

Schools that provide a Personal Development Plan (PEP) for Looked After Children (LAC)
Percentage of schools asked that provide Personal Development Plans (PEP) for Looked After Children (LAC)	Provide a PEP for LAC	Do not provide a PEP for LAC	0.83330000000000004	0.16660000000000022	
Increase of LAC in the last 2 years 
Increase of LAC noticed in the last 2 years	Not really noticable	Noticed some increase	Increase is very noticable	0.66666666666666663	0.16666666666666666	0.16666666666666666	
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