


Introduction

Inclusive education is an educational style in which all the students in a class can fully participate in the lesson, they are all treated with respect and as valued members of the educational institution, and should benefit from high-quality education and enjoy full participation (Moriña, 2016). It is a basic human right and the source of a rightful society (Forlin, 2013). Under the Equality Act 2010 a person is considered as disabled if they have a long-standing illness, condition or impairment which reduces their capability to carry out daily activities (Gov.uk, 2010). A disability or illness should not stand in the way of a person accessing and getting an education (Gov.uk, 2010). There are policies being put in place to support disabled students and make sure they have the same opportunities as everyone else (Gov.Wales, 2022). However, disabled students still face discrimination and barriers to learning compared to their non-disabled peers. Disabled also people hold lower and less qualifications (Gov.Wales, 2018) than those without disabilities. Specifically in Wales disabled youth are often Not in Education, Employment or Training (NEET; Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2017). 

The aim of this research is to highlight the gaps in education and levels of qualifications held by those with disabilities compared to those without disabilities. And to explore possible reasons for the gaps (such as discrimination) and how they affect the learners, both in education and their lives. This research also aims to look at some possible solutions to bridge the gaps in education experienced by disabled students. Some of the solutions are organisational based while others are classroom based. 

The research questions are:
1. How effective are policies, and how well are they communicated?
2. How do policies support in practice?
3. Is there evidence of good practice improvement?
4. What benefits do students who access support see in policy? 

Literature review

Access to education in younger age groups is now more common for all people. Over the years the number of disabled people gaining qualifications has slowly increased (Fossey et al., 2015; Claiborne et al., 2010; Seale et al., 2015; Riddell and Weedon, 2014), as shown in Figure 1 (ONS, 2021a). Moreover, just under 7% of postgraduate students are disabled, this shows that some disabled students achieve a higher level of education than a degree (School of Advanced Study, 2016).
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Figure 1 Proportion of disabled people by highest qualification, aged 21 to 64 years old, UK, year ending June 2014 to year ending June 2021
However, there are still significant gaps between disabled and non-disabled people accessing education and gaining qualifications. This problem often starts at a young age as many disabled children are never enrolled in school (Male & Wodon, 2017), as shown in Figure 2. The children that are enrolled are disadvantaged in school and accessing education, and often learn less compared to their non-disabled peers (Male & Wodon, 2017; Goodall, 2018). These gaps lead to lower literacy level for disabled people (Male & Wodon, 2017), as shown in Figure 3. 
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In Wales, disabled youth are more likely to be NEET (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2017), and are more than twice (26%) as likely to have no qualifications compared to non-disabled adults (12%; Gov.Wales, 2018). Disabled people are almost four times more likely to be unemployed than those who are non-disabled before they are 30 years old (Gov.Wales, 2018). This is especially true with wheelchair users, who are less likely to find employment after their graduation (Gov.Wales, 2018). In 2021, the Annual Population Survey (APS) found that out of disabled people aged 21 to 64 only a quarter (24.9%) have a degree (or equivalent) as their highest qualification. This is significantly lower compared to 42.7% of non-disabled people (ONS, 2021a). However, 23.3% of disabled people have GCSE grades C and higher (or equivalent) as their highest form of qualification, in comparison to 17.4% of non-disabled people (ONS, 2021a). The biggest difference recorded is that of disabled people who have no qualifications (13.3%) compared to non-disabled people (4.6%; ONS, 2021a). This is further supported by reports which found that disabled students are more likely to drop out of universities in comparison to non-disabled students (Wessel et al., 2009; Quinn, 2016; Lombardi, Murray and Kowitt, 2016). Below Table 1 (ONS, 2021b) shows a difference in levels of qualification between disabled and non-disabled people; non-disabled people have more qualifications and at higher levels. The differences between qualification levels of disabled and non-disabled people in Wales compared to the rest of the UK is highlighted in Table 2; disabled people are less likely to have a degree compared to non-disabled people (ONS, 2021b). Lastly shown in Table 3 is the differences between levels of qualifications between those who are limited a lot or limited a little due to their disabilities (ONS, 2021b), the level of disability that affects the highest level of qualification held by the person with a disability. 
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Table 2 Proportion of people aged 21 to 64 whose highest qualification is 'degree' or have 'no qualification' by disability status and country
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Table 3 Highest level of qualification of disabled people aged 21 to 64 and their severity of impairment

The reason for those gaps could be due to the barriers and discrimination disabled students experience in comparison to those who do not have a disability (Girli et al. 2016; Shaw, Chan, and McMahon 2012; Matthews, 2009; Pennacchia, Jones and Aldridge, 2018). A report found that disabled students disclosed not feeling as confident about learning as non-disabled learners (Childcomwales, 2020). Barriers to learning are experienced a lot more by disabled students than non-disabled students (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2017). This is evident by the Disability Rights in the UK, where it is stated that children with Special Educational Needs (SEN) continue to perform worse than children without SEN (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2017). This could be because students with SEN are more likely to experience exclusion from school, and experience difficulties transitioning from school to Further Education (FE), and employment (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2017). Disabled learners also face major struggles in accessing Higher Education (HE; Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2017). The challenges encountered by disabled students’ risk their marginalisation from education, employment opportunities and even enjoyment of a normal social life (Gov.Wales, 2018). Almost half (45%) of disabled students stated that the problems they experienced in school was because of their disability (Gov.Wales, 2018). Therefore, if disabled learners experience difficulties in school, they might be less likely to want to continue their education. This could explain the gaps between disabled and non-disabled people achieving a degree or higher level of qualification. Moreover, a different report found that young people, aged 12-18, with disabilities were more likely to prefer learning from home and enjoyed not attending school during the Coronavirus lockdown (Childcomwales, 2020). Some even expressed desires to be home schooled permanently (Childcomwales, 2020). Reasons given for this included not getting any help from the teachers, being bullied, having learning disrupted by others and finding school stressful (Childcomwales, 2020). Barriers that disabled students face are visual, physical and hearing related accessibility limitations. However, over half of populations presume that disabilities are only physical, and 34% disagree that hearing loss is a disability (Gov.Wales, 2018).

Other barriers to education faced by disabled learners are due to their illnesses/disabilities. Such learners may miss a lot of classes because of poor health, regular medical appointments, hospital visits or recovering at home (Vic.gov.au, 2012; University of Oxford, 2022; Toller & Farrimod, 2021; YDRF, 2021). This can then lead to decreased academic performance and struggles to complete assignments on time, or even be able to attend exams. Students who experience such struggles might feel less motivated which could be another reason why less disabled learners, than non-disabled, continue their education. Especially as their conditions might be easier to manage at home than in class (Howe, 2021).

The Welsh Government decided to change the experiences and outcomes for those with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). Therefore, a fully inclusive education policy for all children and young adults was put in place. This means that regardless of students’ needs and backgrounds they have the right to an education (ALN, 2018). Due to this FE and HE institutions have a lawful obligation to eliminate any difficulties a student might encounter in education due to their disability (Advanced HE, 2020; Scope, 2021). The ALN Act has been created by the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 to support young people with ALN who are in school or FE (Gov.Wales, 2022). The ALN Act aims to support children and young people (aged 0-25) with disabilities, in accessing education (Gov.Wales, 2022). Under the ALN Act students with ALN will receive Additional Learning Provision (ALP) support which should be agreed on in their Independent Development Plan (IDP; Gov.Wales, 2022). The Act aims that when planning support and an IDP for a learner with ALN, the student is kept in mind and listened to about their needs, views, wishes and feelings (ALN, 2018).

However, despite the ALN Act Childrens’ Commissioner for Wales report showed that disabled students were less likely to have been contacted by their school or college during the Coronavirus lockdown, compared to non-disabled learners (Childcomwales, 2020). This shows that the fully inclusive education policy fails as the disabled learners have not received the same level of care from the teachers as non-disabled students, and therefore are not getting the same access to education. The report also highlighted other ways in which disabled students are discriminated against. Some disabled learners admitted to feeling unable to ask their teachers for help when a subject feels difficult, and some admitted not getting any help from the teachers (Childcomwales, 2020). All these reasons could explain why disabled people continue to have lower levels of qualifications compared to their non-disabled peers. Receiving less support in education and experiencing regular barriers could explain why the levels of qualifications are lower for disabled learners. It could also clarify why fewer disabled people continue with their education. Lower levels of qualifications could stop disabled students from being accepted onto a course/program, stopping them from further pursing education. Besides negative school experiences could hinder disabled students’ desire to continue their education. YMCA (2022) research found a 30% difference in the wellbeing of those who had a positive experience in education, compared to those who did not. They further discovered that such experiences could have a lasting effect, which could lead to a lot of stress, confidence struggles and depression (YMCA, 2022, Goodall, 2018). Any learner who experiences such feelings is less likely to study well (causing them to have lower grades) or choose to continue their education (stopping them from achieving higher qualifications such as a degree. As established above, disabled students are likely to experience bullying in school (Goodall, 2018). Research found that experiencing bulling in school is likely to contribute to negative perceptions of learning (Pennacchia, Jones & Aldridge, 2018; Goodall, 2018). The reasons mentioned above could further explain the gaps in education between those with disabilities and those without.  


Methodology 

Action Research is a process of systematic analysis undertaken by practitioners to research their own practice (Bristol, 2021). In education Action Research uses a number of investigative, evaluative and analytical research methods to identify weaknesses or problems, which can be instructional, academic or organizational. This is done to help practitioners address the problems and find efficient and quick solutions (Great Schools Partnership, 2015). Thestart of the Action Research process is often looking at a situation or/and issue that a teacher/practitioner wants to change. So, the aim of Action Research is to create a change in a specific setting (Koshy, 2010), and empower practitioners through engagement with the research and suggestions (Meyer, 2000). 

For my Action Research project, I chose to look at the barriers to education faced by disabled students. Despite ALN legislations put in place in Wales (Gov.Wales, 2018), there are still many challenges disabled students face. Firstly, I thought about what my research questions could be to help guide me in what areas of disability and education I wanted to research. I decided on four research questions. The research questions are outlined in the introduction and focus on looking at policies that are currently put in place to support disabled students. I collected secondary data about gaps in education and discrimination experienced by disabled students. The data was collected through websites, journal articles and government published information. I used reliable sources such as the Office for National Statistics to make sure my data was up to date and trustworthy. I then interpreted the data by looking at the statistics, tables and diagrams which showed me that there are big gaps in levels of education and qualifications between disabled and non-disabled people. After my research was finished where I had analysed the data, I made some suggestions of changes that should be put in place to better support disabled learners in accessing and continuing to at education. 


Discussion/Recommendations 

The above statistics show that, despite the ALN Act, disabled learners are still discriminated against and let down by the education system in Wales. Therefore, it is necessary to design policies and strategies that support disabled students in any educational setting, and, in the case of HE, the strategies should encourage students to remain in the university and complete their degree courses successfully (Moriña, 2016). One way in which disabled students struggle is in accessing the support available. Despite a lot of HE institutions setting up offices to support disabled students (Moriña, 2016), research found that only 25% of students registered as disabled take all the support available to them (Addis, 2020). Interestingly, the research also found that 64% of disabled students believe they use all the supported provided. Yet, the data shows that out of all the support given less than half (43.5%) of it was used. The main reason for this was because the learners (43%) felt that the support was not suitable for them. Another reason for this was that the students could not access the support, either because there was no one available to help them or no one replied to their correspondence. Some students found the whole process too complicated (Addis, 2020). For this reason, it is important that educational institutions really make sure that students with ALN are supported. This means educational institutions should have disability support offices (Riddell, Tinklin and Wilson, 2004) with a trained staff member whose focus is to support ALN students. As the above research pointed out that a lot of students do not know of all the support available (Addis, 2020), it would be beneficial to have an initial meeting with the students to inform them of all the support available. It would also help the students to have a discussion about what the learners themselves feel is necessary and create the IDP based on those needs. This is because the research found students felt the support available did not meet their needs (Addis, 2020). The trained staff member should be the main contact for the ALN learner to avoid miscommunication or missed correspondence. A main person of contact should take into consideration students’ own personal tactics to deal with their struggles (Prowse, 2009; Morina, 2015). The student should also be offered help at any point in arranging the support, as this process might be stressful and difficult (Addis, 2020). Lastly, it would be a good idea to have a follow up meeting with the students after the first term, this way the IDP could be adapted according to the students’ needs. 

Another suggestion for supporting ALN students would be to have the main person of contact inform the teachers/lecturers of the students’ needs and share the IDP with them. Despite the stigma around declaring a disability decreasing in the last 30 years (Couzens et al., 2015), some students might still worry about admitting their disability (Kilpatrick et al., 2016). Disclosing and discussing the IDP with individual lecturers can be difficult and stressful for learners, and so they can shy away from it (Moriña, Cortes-Vega, Molina, 2015), especially as research found that some disabled students were met with negative attitudes from the practitioners (Moriña, 2016). Some students also never access any support available to them as the students are concerned they are not recognised as disabled enough (Couzens et al. 2015). Another reason could be because lecturers might question their ability to continue education (Moriña, 2016) and so this could also stop them from discussing their needs with individual lecturers. Yet, help from staff who believe in the students has been listed as a supportive factor students would appreciate (Seale et al., 2015).

After an IDP is shared with the teachers, they are then expected to apply the adjustments to their classrooms and examinations (Mullins and Preyde 2013). Yet they may struggle to fully understand how to apply the adjustments successfully (Fossey et al. 2017).  It is rare for academic staff to have been trained in working with disabled learners (Fossey et al. 2017). This is noticed by the students who feel that the teachers are not well prepared to deal with their needs (Camacho, Lopez-Gavira & Diez, 2017; Morina, 2016). This can lead to learners not being supported enough in their learning (Osborne, 2018), and policies not being enforced (Morina, 2016). Therefore, it would be beneficial for the “main person of contact” to work with and support the teachers to help them adjust their teaching and classrooms accordingly to the needs of all students. 

As 10% of the UK population have dyslexia (Gov.Uk, 2017), and as it is the most common type of declared disability (Nolan et al., 2014), it is important to consider dyslexia when planning for ALN students. There are simple ways in which teachers can support students with dyslexia, such as using coloured paper and screen backgrounds (use dark coloured text on light - but not white - backgrounds) and avoid using italics or underlining (BDA, 2018). If coloured paper is unavailable teachers could have coloured overlays which help some with dyslexia (Exceptional Individuals, 2021). However, as mentioned above some disabled students expressed getting bullied for their disabilities. So, it would be beneficial if practitioners always used coloured paper, this way ALN learners would not be singled out. Coloured paper and overlays should be provided by the institution.

It is important that the practitioners make disabled students feel welcome and supported. Students should not worry about not being seen as not disabled enough or too disabled to be part of the class. Practitioners should understand that disabled students’ paths in life and in education can be very difficult (Morina, 2015; Christani, Revetti, Young & Larwin, 2015), and they have to invest more time and effort into their studies (Skinner, 2004). Disabled learners often admit that they feel they work harder compared to their non-disabled peers, this is because they have to manage both their studies and disabilities (Seale et al., 2015). Familiarising themselves with the learners’ IDP is an important way in which practitioners can support ALN learners. Disabled learners could benefit from practitioners having a private chat with them as there could be other ways in which they can support the student which might not have been added to an IDP. One way teachers can support disabled students is by understanding they may not always able to attend classes in person, as Christani et al. (2015) found that learner’s physical health accounts for 36% of attendance struggles. As poor attendance greatly affects learners’ academic performance (Christani et al., 2015), teachers should find ways to help a disabled student participate as much as possible even if they are unable to come in. The Coronavirus pandemic has proven that online learning is possible (Thompson and Copeland, 2020). Therefore, giving a disabled students the option to join classes from home, or recording sessions and uploading them online for the students, could be very beneficial. However, it is important to keep in mind that all students are different, and some might not feel that joining a session online is the best approach for them. Research found that during the Coronavirus lockdown some disabled youth admitted that not being able to see a teacher/tutor (or join a class outside of school) affected their learning (Childcomwales, 2020). This is why it is important that the lecturers take the time to get to know their ALN students and their specific needs. 

As academic staff are likely to be untrained at working with disabled learners (Fossey et al. 2017), training and/or online guidance should be provided for the practitioners (School of Advanced Study, 2016) through their educational institution. This would greatly benefit the staff and the students, as the staff would have better awareness of what their responsibilities towards students with disabilities are. This should aim to raise awareness and understanding of the staff’s responsibilities towards students with disabilities, provide practical examples of the support disabled students should receive from the staff to reach their full academic potential, and provide sources of supporting information (School of Advanced Study, 2016). Such guidance should inform the staff of what reasonable adjustments are and how they can be applied within the teaching space and make their teaching accessible for all. It would also be beneficial for the guidance to have a brief description of different disabilities and how best to support them (for example, avoiding bright artificial lights around autistic learners). This way the practitioners could easily refer back to the guidance. Ideally, the staff would attend mandatory training sessions which would give them a good understanding of disabilities and what struggles students face in everyday life. The training would also allow the lecturers to ask questions and seek direct support if they struggle with supporting their learners. By providing guidance and training the educational institutions could easily support disabled learners while they could work to put other support (such as online learning) in place. Moreover, such training can help normalise disability for the lecturers who might be unfamiliar with it and the barriers learners face (Dirth & Adams, 2019). 


Conclusion

This research found that despite the Equality Act 2010 (Gov.Uk, 2010) and the ALN Act (ALN, 2018), disabled people still face barriers and discrimination when accessing education. These problems often start at young age (Male and Wodon, 2017 Goodall, 2018), and can have a long-lasting effects on individuals (YMCA, 2022, Goodall, 2018; Pennacchia, Jones & Aldridge, 2018), such as, stopping them from continuing their education. This shows that the current polices are not very effective and they are not communicated well. It also shows that the policies do not support disabled students well in practice, since many disabled students still struggle accessing suitable support. Based on the research, there does not seem to be evidence of good practice or improvement. Lastly, the research concludes that the students who access support do not see the benefits of the policy. However, those research questions cannot be fully answered as there is evidence of more disabled people now obtaining qualifications (Fossey et al., 2015; Claiborne, Cornforth, Gibson & Smith, 2010; Seale et al., 2015; School of Advanced Study, 2016). This could suggest that the policies have some effect and some effect in supporting disabled students. Yet, more people overall now continue their education and gain higher levels of qualifications (ONS, 2021b). Therefore, at the moment it cannot be known if the qualifications gained by disabled people are due to the policies or due to a general rise in people continuing education. Further research could investigate the reasons behind disabled people gaining higher qualifications and continuing their education. This would provide further answers to my research questions. 

Finally, some suggestions have been made to further support disabled learners, both in the classroom and educational institutions. Despite the ALN Act, practitioners are often untrained in dealing with and supporting disabled students and following a student’s IDP. The main suggestion of this research is to provide more training for the academic staff, to understand the extent of learners’ disabilities and how best to support them. 
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[l Table 1: Highest level of qualification of people aged 21 to 64 by disability status
k2l UK, year ending June 2014 to year ending June 2020

Disabled Non-disabled
GCSE grades C GCSE grades C
Degree or Higher — GCE Alevelor "0 igher or Other No qualfication | Dedree or Higher GCEAlevelor 4 higher or Other. No qualification
squivalent oducation  equivalent qualfication quivalent  education squivalent qualifcation
equivalent equivalent

July 2013 to June 2014 159 856 19.0 220 13.0 216 319 0.7 214 205 04 72
July 2014 to June 2015 169 858 194 227 12.4 1938 333 10.0 209 197 02 69
July 2015 to June 2016 17.9 85 19.6 2311 123 18.7 3456 9.6 207 194 0.1 66
July 2016 to June 2017 193 85 19.8 234 119 17.2 357 03 208 1902 88 62
July 2017 to June 2018 201 88 19.7 231 113 17.0 36.1 01 210 190 87 62
July 2018 to June 2019 218 20 195 232 104 16.1 380 88 20.4 184 84 6.0
July 2019 to June 2020 230 88 198 233 0.0 15.1 30.7 89 204 18.1 76 54
Unweighted sample 2019/20 5552 2416 5,240 6.190 2,489 4261 33,036 9,116 19,208 17,623 6932 5488

Source: Office For National Statisitics - Annual Population Survey

1. This analysis was restricted to those not currently enrolled on a course.

Table 1
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%

July 2019 to June 2020 July 2018 to June 2019
Unweighted

Unweighted

Estimate (%) Estimate (%)

sample sample
Degree 23.9 4,161 224 4,429
England No qualification 13.9 2.769 15.0 3,374
o Degree 182 583 19.6 139
Disabled No qualification 17.8 539 17.0 320
isa sootand Degree 20.4 651 206 708
No qualification 19.8 633 21.4 804
Degree 13.5 157 13.1 660
Northem Ireland "0 aiification 28.8 320 20.2 599
England Degree 401 25,238 387 28,336
No qualification 5.1 3,722 5.6 4,836
Degree 355 3,197 333 1,194
Wales N
Non-disabled No qualification 5.9 597 6.3 74,363
sootand Degree 386 4,143 358 4,504
No qualification 7.0 797 8.0 1,020
Degree 352 1,358 322 3,396
Northem Ireland "0 aiification 9.2 372 9.7 725

Source: Office For National Statisitics - Annual Population Survey
1. This analysis was restricted to those not currently enrolled on a course.
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%

July 2019 to June 2020 July 2018 to June 2019

Unweighted Unweighted

Estimate (%) Estimate (%)

sample sample
Degree or equivalent - Limited a lot 6.3 1,602 5.9 1,686
Higher education - Limited a lot 3.3 931 3.2 1,027
GCE A level or equivalent - Limited a lot 7.7 2,071 7.7 2,378
GCSE grades C and higher or equivalent - Limited a lot 10.5 2,883 10.1 3,200
Other qualification - Limited a lot 4.6 1,211 5.1 1,549
No qualification - Limited a lot 10.1 2,883 10.7 3,434
Degree or equivalent - Limited a little 16.8 3,950 15.9 4,250
Higher education- Limited a little 5.5 1,485 5.7 1,731
GCE A level or equivalent - Limited a little 121 3,169 11.9 3,460
GCSE grades C and higher or equivalent - Limited a little 12.8 3,307 13.1 3,750
Other qualification - Limited a little 5.3 1,278 5.3 1,499
No qualification - Limited a little 5.0 1,378 5.4 1,663

Source: Office For National Statisitics - Annual Population Survey
1. Sum of percentages of the two severity groups (limited a little and limited a lot) equals the overall percentage of the disabled population |
with that level as their highest qualification. As such, this table refines Table 1 by showing the division of severity levels within the disabled
population.
2. This analysis was restricted to those not currently enrolled on a course.

100%
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Figure 1: The proportion of disabled people with no qualification decreased
between 2014 and 2021, while those obtaining degrees has steadily
increased

Proportion of disabled people by highest qualification, aged 21 to 64 years old, UK, year ending June 2014 to year
ending June 2021

———— Degree or equivalent = Higher education === GCE A level or equivalent
———— GCSE grades C and higher or equivalent = Other qualification

——— No qualification

Source: Office For National Statistics - Annual Population Survey
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