Review of Legislation, Guidance and Policies of Dyspraxia and Educational Inclusion

According to Reid et al (2015) Specific Learning Difficulties (SpLD) is a term used to describe a variety of challenges in the following areas: literacy, writing, numeracy, attention and movement. SpLD is an umbrella term used to describe several additional learning needs including attention deficit disorder, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), dyslexia, dyscalculia, dyspraxia and dysgraphia. It is important to note that SpLD’s are not always exclusive they often co-occur, and difficulties can overlap (Reid et al, 2015).

This essay will critically review the inclusivity of legislation, recommendations and policy on dyspraxia in education. Dyspraxia - also recognised as Development Co-ordination Disorder (DCD) - is “characterised by significant difficulties in both gross motor and fine motor co-ordination” and balance skills (Government Office for Science, 2020; Welsh Government, 2015). According to the Dyspraxia Foundation (2017) approximately 5% of the UK population have dyspraxia, which equates to around one to two learners in each classroom (Welsh Government, 2015).  Learners with dyspraxia often display issues in literacy, social communication, attention and memory (Government Office for Science, 2020). Evidence suggests that difficulties associated with dyspraxia and co-occurring difficulties may have a negative impact on a learner’s educational performance and attainment which can lead to poor further and higher education opportunities, vocational opportunities as well career and economic prospects (Harrowell et al, 2018). Dyspraxia can have a considerable impact on a learner’s ability to fully function and participate in everyday tasks and activities in the home as well as in education (Welsh Government, 2015).  

SEN Code of Practice

Currently in Wales Local Authorities, early years settings and schools are required to abide by the SEN Code of Practice – first issued in 1994 and then updated in 2000 – which has been in place since 2002. The Code of Practice provides statutory guidance regarding the identification, assessment and provision of Additional Learning Needs (ALN) in Wales, which would cover SpLD’s including dyspraxia. The SEN Code of Practice recognised that in order to meet the ALN needs of all learners they had to take a graduated approach (Swansea Council, 2019; National Assembly for Wales, 2015). According to the National Assembly for Wales (2015) this graduated response consists of three phases:
· Firstly, additional support provided by schools themselves (School Action).
· Secondly, additional support by schools together with the involvement of external agencies (School Action Plus).
· Thirdly, where deemed necessary, in accordance with a local authority, a statement of SEN which provides a legal entitlement to a specified package of support.

(National Assembly for Wales, 2015, p.1)

The information regarding identification, assessment and provision presented in the SEN Code of practice, offers a generalised approach to ALN. So, whilst the graduated response provides a useful guide for practitioners to follow in terms of assessment and the appropriate level of intervention, information regarding the identification and provision of dyspraxia or any other SpLD is significantly limited (Welsh Assembly Government, 2004).

ALN Reform

Furthermore, in 2014 a white paper outlining the new ALN reform in Wales – set to begin rolling out in 2020 – was published by the Welsh government (National Assembly for Wales, 2015; Welsh Government, 2020). The ALN reform is to replace the SEN Code of Practice due to it no longer being ‘fit for purpose’ (National Assembly for Wales, 2015). The three most significant changes in the ALN reform in Wales includes the use of the term Additional Learning Needs (ALN) rather than Special Educational Needs (SEN), in order to remove the stigmatising terminology (National Assembly for Wales, 2015). Also, unlike the SEN Code of Practice the ALN Reform will provide statutory guidance to further and higher education institutions. This means there will be a “unified legislative framework to support children and young aged 0 to 25 [in education] with ALN” (National Assembly for Wales, 2015).  Additionally, the ALN reform will replace the statementing process with an Individual Development Plan (IDP). An IDP will be provided to any “child or young person (0-25) with additional needs, who requires support that is ‘different or additional to that provided as part of the usual or differentiated curriculum’” (SNAP Cymru, 2014). The IDP will put the learner at the centre with an action plan to meet their individual needs. The IDP will be reviewed annually and will be easier to access and update than the graduated response and SEN statements which are currently in place under the SEN Code of Practice (SNAP Cymru, 2014). The ALN reform will encourage multi-agency working to ensure learners receive the necessary support to meet their needs and a seamless transition between different phases throughout their education (SNAP Cymru, 2014). 
Similarly, to the SEN Code of Practice, the ALN reform lacks information regarding the identification of specific additional learning needs such as dyspraxia as well as other SpLD’s. With that being said the ALN reform recognises the importance of identifying ALN at the earliest opportunity to provide the appropriate intervention to enable learners to achieve their full potential and combat the impact ALN can have on educational performance and attainment. In order to do this the ALN reform will focus on providing education practitioners with the skills, development and training to be “skilled and confident in identifying needs and deploying strategies to help learners overcome their barriers to learning” (Welsh Government, 2020). This is significant in creating an inclusive education for children with dyspraxia as it has been found that education practitioners lack an awareness of the difficulties associated with the condition and an understanding of the challenges learners with dyspraxia have, which leads to inappropriate support that doesn’t meet their needs and poor access to specialist services which are equipped to support learners with dyspraxia (Harrowell et al, 2018). However, through professional development the ALN reform should overcome this. The introduction of IDP’s should also be more effective at supporting the needs of learners with dyspraxia as the person-centred approach means that IDP’s will meet the individual needs of the child and young person, which ensures the support provided is appropriate and the emphasis on multi-agency working means that learners with dyspraxia will have access to services they require (Welsh Government, 2020). 

As a result of the changes discussed, I strongly believe that the ALN reform being introduced in Wales will have a positive impact on the provision and inclusivity of education for learners with dyspraxia. 

Specific Learning Disabilities Framework

Despite the lack of guidance regarding the identification of SpLD’s specifically dyspraxia in the SEN Code of Practice and the ALN reform, the Welsh Government did release an SpLD framework in 2015 (Welsh Government, 2015). The framework provides information to education practitioners on SpLD’s, the indicators and difficulties learners present and strategies for practitioners to implement in the learning environment to support their needs. The purpose of the framework is to clarify terminology and definitions in regard to SpLD’s and create a source of clear and consistent guidance regarding the identification, assessment, provision and where appropriate signposting of SpLDs. Another reason for the development of the SpLD framework was the findings from research into the provision for dyslexia in Wales, carried out by the Welsh Government.  It was found that the identification, assessment and provision of dyslexia was inconsistent across schools in Wales, so the SpLD framework was implemented to change this. (Welsh Government, 2015). 

The SpLD framework provides clear and detailed explanations of the identification, assessment and provision process. However, the description of each SpLD is brief – particularly signs and indicators – meaning that you could not rely solely on the SpLD framework when identifying dyspraxia. 

The Durham County Policy Document on Specific Learning Difficulties (Dyslexia and Dyspraxia)

In Durham a countywide policy was developed in 2001 in response to the 2001 SEN Code of Practice. The purpose of the policy is to ensure learners with SpLD’s are identified and education settings are equipped to provide appropriate early intervention. A key element in this policy is the focus on the necessary training in order to develop knowledge and skills required to effectively support learners with SpLD’s with a particular focus on dyspraxia and dyslexia. In order to achieve this policy, it is accompanied by a training pack (Coffield and O’Neill, 2004). According to Coffield and O’Neill (2004) this includes: 
· Specialised support for schools, practitioners and learners with SpLD from qualified professionals (e.g., offer advice on the intervention of appropriate strategies and/or equipment).
· Training programmes provided by the Educational Psychology Service (EPS) and the Learning Support Service (LSS) give guidance on the identification, assessment and provision of education for learners with SpLD and the development of an inclusive whole school approach. 
· A variety of supporting resources and materials (e.g., specialist equipment). 

There is a clear framework which sets out all of this information and provides further detail (Coffield and O’Neill, 2004).

Whilst much of the above is now included in the ALN reform, the Durham County Policy on Specific Learning Needs was ahead of its time. This level of accessible support should have been put in place and been made available much sooner in Wales. 

Barriers to an Inclusive Education for Learners with Dyspraxia

Whilst teachers possess sufficient knowledge on inclusive education, there is a lack of understanding and awareness of dyspraxia among education professionals. This accompanied with additional factors such as a lack of resources due to funding (e.g., specialist equipment, teaching assistants) poor training and development opportunities create a barrier to inclusive education for learners with dyspraxia (Molloy, 2020). However, with the introduction of the ALN reform – which has received a package of support worth 20 million pounds – as well as an additional 9.8 million pounds specifically for the support of ALN for the academic year between 2020-2021, these issues should be improved greatly (Williams, 2021).



Conclusion

In conclusion, prior to the ALN reform legislation, guidance and policies on SpLD’s, particularly dyspraxia is lacking. As a result, many learners with dyspraxia are not receiving the appropriate support. There are also instances where learners with dyspraxia have been provided with the same provisions as learners with dyslexia, despite each SpLD having different needs (Harrowell et al, 2018). This highlights a lack of awareness of dyspraxia and the support required to meet their needs. As a result of this, learners with dyspraxia are not experiencing an inclusive education as they are not receiving the necessary or appropriate provision to be able to engage and participate in learning and everyday activities that take place in school. 

A recommendation to improve this would be to provide training for education professionals to have a better awareness and understanding of dyspraxia to enable them to recognise and identify signs of dyspraxia and implement strategies to effectively support learners and create an education which is inclusive and provides them with opportunities and future prospects. Additionally, I do believe that the ALN reform will better support learners with dyspraxia due to its person-centred approach (ALN reform). However, I would recommend that each LEA in Wales has policies in place for each SpLD in order to create consistent guidance for education professionals to ensure the process of identification and assessment of SpLD’s is clear and consistent. Also, when creating these policies, I would recommend that the LEA’s review the Durham County Policy on Specific Learning Difficulties as its detail and framework provides an efficient and effective exemplar (Coffield and O’Neill, 2004). 
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