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Children and young people with disabilities have existed and been a part of society, across the world since the start of the human race. Yet the way in which these individuals have been viewed and treated has revolutionised. Demeaning words, such as ‘idiot’ and ‘retard’ were once actual labels used for disabled children within education. Early in the 20th century, children were categorised with a clear emphasis on inadequacy rather than being  judged on their prospective potential. 

This essay will begin with an introduction to the historical developments and legislation that have shaped special educational needs today, leading up to The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Bill and the draft Additional Learning Needs Code of Practice 2018. It aims to analyse and reflect on the policies and legislation that have both influenced and impacted on current educational reform. In parallel, it will discuss  the current changes within the educational reform and how the changes will impact on my own personal practice, empirically drawing on my knowledge and experience as a parent of a child with additional learning needs, an educator and a senior leader within a primary school setting. In addressing these issues, my essay will explore theories and practices of inclusion and my views will be synthesised within my conclusion.

In order to discuss the historical developments within SEN, it is important to identify what SEN means in Wales. The term SEN was initially devised in the 1970s by the Warnock Report (DES,1978). The Warnock report clearly emphasised that pupils with educational needs and requirements should be given priority over their disability or impairment. The current legal framework in Wales defines SEN according to the 1996 Education Act. It states that children have SEN if ‘they have a learning difficulty which calls for special educational provision to be made for them’ (Education Act, 1996).

Until 1870, the majority of children in the UK had little formal education. The curriculum in the 1870s mainly consisted of the three Rs (reading, writing and arithmetic). Also included was religious instruction, which was an intrinsic part of the school curriculum but was not compulsory. There were some additional lessons, for example, needlework for girls and carpentry for boys. During this time, there were institutions for children with all kinds of disabilities and they had little contact with society and the outside world. The 1870 Education Act created compulsory education for children aged between five and thirteen in England and Wales.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    According to the act, ‘mentally defective’ children were confined to infirmaries and workhouses and similarly, educable ‘imbeciles’ were confined to asylums. In the 1890s LEAs were expected to provide support for all deaf and blind children and this was seen as a significant development (Wall, 2011).


There were three main developments in education during the period 1902-1944. The Balfour Act (1902) which created Local Education Authorities, the Fisher Act (1918) which raised the school leaving age from 12 to 14, and the Hadow Reports (1923–31) one of which recommended school transfer at 11, so creating the idea of the primary school (Susan Shaw, 2011). The 1944 Education Act instigated the appointment of the Minister for Education and Ministry of Education. It also stated that LEAs should have regard to the need for securing that provision is made for pupils who suffer from any disability of mind or body (Wall, 2011). The act also brought about more formal recognition of intelligence testing through the introduction of the eleven plus. Furthermore, the act recognised ten categories of ‘handicap’ it was decided that disabled children were best taught in mainstream classes. Testing was used to group pupils and those deemed uneducable were placed in non-educational settings (Anne Brosay, 2012). The act took into account the whole child, an idea that is shared by the 2003 DFE document, ‘Every child matters’.It is suggested (David Bell, 2004) that the act focused more on providing specific schools than meeting the needs of individual pupils.

The Plowden Report of 1967 led to a radical revision of the primary curriculum. The two-volume document encompassed a range of progressive recommendations that primary 
education could choose to adopt. The report was heavily influenced by Jean Piaget (lead psychologist). Piaget argued that children develop at their own rate, through four stages of learning. Plowden argued that children should be left to develop at their own rate and do their own thing (The Economist Newspaper, 2018). It stated that ‘at the heart of the educational process lies the child’ (Plowden, 1967 p. 9). The report focused on a curriculum based on children’s individual needs and interests (Gillard, 2004) and the idea of child-centred learning first originated within the report. In chapter 21, the term 'slow learner' was substituted by 'educationally sub-normal'. At the heart of primary school education, today lie many ideas enshrined in the report, which we now take for, granted. Without realisation, teachers adopt methods, which Plowden instigated, and encourage the importance of child-led play and excitement through learning (Rebecca Watson, 2013). 

In 1978, The Warnock Report shaped attitudes of the time and has marked a ‘watershed in the education of children with disabilities and has established the framework of a provision where the main elements are still in place today’ (Mary Warnock, Braham Norwich 2010). The act abolished labels and required schools to determine the ‘special educational needs’ and provide instruction specific to the child’s needs (Jon MacBeath, Maurice Galton,Susanna Steward, Andrea Macbeath,  and Charlotte Page). The report highlighted that categorising children with the same disability may not require the same level of education and support (Tony Booth, Will Swann, 1987). Furthermore, the document introduced new terms to identify groups of children with additional needs, hence moving away from the previous medical labelling of children. The unforeseen consequence was that the term SEN became the name of a single category which led to a series of difficulties. This is supported by Quarmby (2006) who suggests that the government has been using the term to describe a child in a wheelchair and a child with Aspergers.

The Journal of in-service training (Mel Lloyd Smith, 1979) suggested challenges to the principle message of Warnock in regard to teacher training. Changes in relation to the curriculum, funding and assessment for children with special needs, setting a clear agenda for rapid progress. The Warnock Report places great emphasis on the development of ‘awareness’ and ‘insight’ of teachers (Smith, 1979). He argued that the report had ‘stimulated widespread discussion’ and posed challenges to the training resources available to teachers, along with concerns about staffing and retraining. In parallel, observations were made by Smith that ‘increased awareness does not, of course automatically lead to improved practice…the main task must be the development of practical skills required for dealing with children who have special needs’ (Smith, 1979). 

It is argued today (Webster, 2018) that there has not been a more broad-ranging report since the Warnock Report. Its influence was recognised in the 1981 Education Act which included the duty to include children with special educational needs in mainstream schools. The definition of SEN broadened hugely and more children were required to be evaluated for SEN. The Act provided the following definition of SEN; ‘A child has special educational needs if he has a learning difficulty which calls for special educational provision to be made for him or has significantly greater difficulty in learning than the majority of children the same age’ (Education Act, 1981).  A report conducted by Parliament (2006) concluded that the Warnock Report and 1981 Education Act introduced the idea of ‘statements’ of SEN, annual reviews and an ‘integrated’ approach which later became known as inclusion. It also highlighted that no additional funding was made available for the new processes involved in both statementing and training.

The 1981 Education Act was surpassed by the Education Act of 1993, which represented a change in culture from previous practice by putting duty to the LEA to consult with and work alongside parents. It also laid the foundations for the Education Act of 1993 and 1996 along with the Code of Practice (Welsh Government, 2018). In 1988, the Education Reform Act introduced a ten subject curriculum and (Mittler, 2006) implied that the needs of children with special educational needs were ‘initially overlooked’ in an ‘avalanche of demands…each with its programme of study, attainment targets and multiple assessment procedures tied to key stages’. 

The Code of Practice came into effect in 1994 and since then, the rights and duties contained in the 1993 Act have been combined into part 1V of the 1996 Education Act (Rees, 2004). The code aimed to offer statutory guidance to schools in England and Wales on how to provide support and guidance to pupils with special needs. In 2001, a revised Special Needs Code of Practice was implemented (DFE, 2001) offering statutory guidance to schools, LEAs and Governors. It became effective from 2002 and all bodies including health and social services must adhere to the code (Rees, 2004). Fundamental principles of the Code include:

A graduated response (School Action, School Action Plus and Statemented).
Children with SEN should have their needs met within mainstream schools/early years settings.
Parents have a pivotal role in decision-making.
The views of the child should be represented.
Children with SEN should have access to a broad, balanced curriculum appropriate to their stage.

Above all, the Code stated that children with SEN should have their needs met. It is important to consider that during this time, The Disability Discrimination Act was passed (1995) which introduced laws to protect disabled people from being discriminated against. This Act along with other legislation was consolidated under the 2010 Equality Act. The act required public bodies, by law, to make ‘reasonable adjustments’ (First Practice Management).

In 2004, ESTYN conducted a review of Statements in Wales. Alongside this review, the
Welsh Assembly Government and the Association of Directors of Education in Wales (ADEW) jointly commissioned research into the "Management of SEN in Wales," conducted by Cambridge Education Associates. As a direct result of the findings, the Welsh Assembly Government declared its intention to develop an Inclusion Policy (Davidson, 2006). In 2005, an important document entitled ‘Inclusion and Pupil Support’ highlighted the need for a whole school approach to inclusion. Some common themes and ideas were recognised, including the need to review the statutory assessment framework, to provide SEN funding support and guidance, improve SEN data and to ensure teachers have sufficient skills and knowledge to deal with SEN learners (Davidson, 2006).

In 2003 came some of the most import policies of the decade, initially,  The Every Child Matters paper which was followed by The Children's Act of 2004. Similarly, they aimed to ‘join up thinking’ of children’s services incorporating education, social care and health, according to Wearmouth (2012). Every Child Matters supported the theory that ‘pupil attainment and well-being go hand in hand’ (Cheminais, 2008). The Children’s Act made provision for the establishment of children’s trusts with a clear duty to improve five key outcomes for children; to be safe, healthy, enjoy/achieve, make a positive contribution and achieve economic wellbeing (Cheminais, 2008). It was widely felt that it made a significant contribution in looking at the holistic child.

Current arrangements for supporting children in Wales have been evolving at speed, with key strategic documents and legislation released that are all integral components for initiating and pushing change. These documents include The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal Act (2018), Education in Wales: Our national mission (2017) (Successful Futures (2015), ESTYN Framework: Supplementary Guidance: Additional learning needs (2018) and the government document for Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership (2017). It is important to note the reasons for the reform journey 
and within the OECD Document (2017) it suggests the disappointing results in the 2009 Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) initiated radical educational reform within Wales.

Since the last curriculum in 1993 was introduced, advances in technology have had an impact on what children learn and the way in which they access the curriculum. This has lead to the development of a whole new curriculum that was informed by Professor Donaldson’s independent review in Wales, entitled Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015). The 
curriculum identifies four core purposes that will have six areas of learning along with three cross-curricular responsibilities (literacy, numeracy and digital competency). Similarly, comparisons can be drawn between Donaldson’s views and the DFE document, Framework for the School Curriculum (1980) where both recognise the need for incorporating technology to support learning. Professor Donaldson recommends a learning 
continuum instead of key stages where progression steps where ‘schools, teachers, parents and carers need reference points for determining whether children and young people are making appropriate progress’ (Donaldson, 2015). It was observed that the differing philosophies within the foundation phase and key stages hindered progression and transitions. It is suggested that the curriculum will be ‘inclusive, with all children and young people making progress along the continuum regardless of any additional needs 
they may have’ (Donaldson, 2015). 
 
Currently, the legislative framework in Wales is undergoing a radical change which will, in turn, provide a new statutory approach to learning. Current data from Stats WALES (2017/18) suggests that over 105,000 (23%) school-age pupils in Wales are identified as having additional learning needs. The Additional Learning Needs and Tribunal (Wales) Act replaces the existing legislative framework in Wales, namely the 1996 Education Act and received Royal Assent in December 2018. The implementation will commence in 2020 and will have a phased integration over a three year period (ERW, Nov 2018). The act will ‘create the legislative framework to improve the planning and delivery of additional learning provision, through a person-centred approach’ (DFE, 2018). The current legislative framework for supporting children with SEN and learning difficulties and/or disabilities is based on a model that is over 30 years old and has been declared ‘not fit for purpose’ (DFE, 2018). 

The current term ‘special educational needs’ will be replaced by ‘additional learning needs’ and ALN will be ‘applied to a single legislative framework for all children and young people from birth up to the age of twenty-five’ (Duff, 2018). It has been suggested that the old SEN Code of Practice lacked real accountability and transparency

These ambitious changes will impact hugely on the inclusive practices within schools and the way in which children with additional learning needs are supported and viewed. The determination and commitment to radically reform whilst involving all stakeholders within the provision has been hugely welcomed yet is seen as ambitious. By replacing the term ‘special educational needs’ to ‘additional learning needs’ provides a more accurate description as surely all children are special? It has been argued that the ‘label has outlived its utility and should be allowed to pass into history’ (Williams, 2009 p6).

The Bill raises the profile of inclusion and as a parent of a child with complex learning needs and an educator, my hope is that by accepting and recognising differences as the Bill suggests, that this will lead to greater acceptance and inclusion within society. In 2005, Mary Warnock called for a ‘one firm conclusion’ and I feel that we still have an incredibly long way to go. As parents, we are always wanting the best for our children and want them to belong and develop to be the best that they can be. My unique position of being a parent, educator and ALNCo has allowed me to reflect on a range of levels and I have learnt that cooperation is far more effective than conflict, and I have also realised that the difference I can make to my own child can also be translated to support so many other children and their families along the way. 

In theory, multi-agency and cross-sector collaboration will benefit children with additional needs and their families as it would need to be facilitated by careful planning. From my experience as a parent of a child with additional learning needs, the capacity of many agencies to deliver and fully engage in the process is a huge concern. As a parent, I have self-funded both physiotherapy costs and private surgery for my son as the level of ongoing therapy needs cannot always be provided within constrained health care budgets. The current challenges of this are evident where many health care professionals are often unable to attend Annual Reviews, this is a concern as it is believed that a support network for planning provision is integral to the success of inclusion. There is a clear need for improved information gathering and sharing between agencies and the practicalities are concerning. Greater collaborative working is needed to implement the changes effectively and plans to support this thinking are being implemented. All Health Boards will be required to appoint a Designated Clinical Lead Officer (DELCO) whose role will be to coordinate the functions of the health board under the direction of the Bill. Guidance has been produced in the draft ALN Code of Practice (DFE, 2018).



‘We want to transform expectations, experiences, and outcomes for children and young people with additional learning needs’ (DFE 2018).

This statement is welcomed by including children and young people from birth to twenty-five in the new system. This is a positive, progressive move that is encouraging to see, clearly demonstrating the government’s commitment to improving transition. However, concerns have been raised as to whether the government can genuinely create a framework for young people aged from 0-25 as the system only applies to Further Education, post-school and not work-based learning.


Within school, there is a range of policies that set out guidelines and procedures ensuring equality. The policies take into account the rights of individuals and groups of children in school as well as considering the ways policies work to ensure equality and inclusion. Policies also pay particular regard to the values and practice which are part of school life. Inclusion is definitely now seen as the preferred and most beneficial approach to educating all learners. However, it has been observed that some teachers see inclusion as on ‘add on’ in a time where workload and administrative burdens bring an additional pressure. Discussions with colleagues working within Further Education Colleges would suggest that there is still a lack of clarity as to whether this would apply to all ALN learners accessing Further Education in receipt of an IDP or whether support will depend on the provision they access within their Further Education Institute. In addition, young people have been seen to drop out of provision and possibly re-enter, in this instance, who would be responsible for supporting the integration process?

Some teachers see IEPs as taxing and their practical usefulness is questionable in the classroom as they do not always inform practices. It is welcomed that all children and young people should be entitled to an Individual Development Plan (IDP) and that they should replace statements of SEN, statutory assessments, IEPs under the umbrella of School Action, School Action Plus. Loraine Petersen (2007) a leading education expert , suggests that many schools have already replaced IEPs and believes that ‘schools should use a format that works for them’. From my experience IEPS are documents created for children rather than with them and with limited involvement from the child. It has been observed that many schools have their own robust arrangements for assessment and monitoring and schools know their pupils best.

Training issues have been highlighted as the Bill involves multi-agency capacity building. I believe that training should include general disability equality training as well as focusing on person-centred planning. In some settings, it has been observed that newly qualified teachers have lacked any diverse training in identifying and supporting children and young people with additional learning needs.

The Bill will allow for pupil's voice and will also incorporate the views of the parents. Person Centred Planning Reviews are a strong feature of the Bill. The management of these reviews will be dependent on training and multi-agency working. My opinion is that the greater focus on a child-centred approach will give further effect to The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 2016) by ensuring the right to all children to receive a truly inclusive education.

Concerns have been raised about the capacity of the current workforce and workload of the school's Special Needs Co-ordinator (SENCo). The Bill envisages ALNCOs being able to cope with the rise of approximately ’15,000 statements to over 100,000 IDPs’ (Duff, 2017). Maintained schools, nurseries and pupil referral units and Further Education Institutes are required to have a designated Additional Learning Needs Co-ordinator (ALNCo).  Local authorities will also be required to appoint an Early Years ALN Lead Officer. Their role will be to ‘coordinate its functions in relation to children under compulsory school age’ (ESTYN, 2018). 

Specialist expertise in creating and delivering the IDPs will be essential to the Act’s success and the quality of an IDP will rely on the expertise within schools, colleges or further education colleges and the assessment of additional learning needs. Training and delegated resources vary hugely from school to school and this aspect of the creation of IDPs is concerning. Additional concerns are raised regarding the lack of IDPs in apprenticeships and professionals await further guidance in relation in this area. As a parent of a child with additional learning needs, the working partnership between parents and school concerns is worrying as the quality of the IDPs, their assessment and provision will be the responsibility of the school. In addition to this, the relationship between schools and Local Authorities. 

‘Where disagreements about the contents of the appeal cannot be resolved at the local level, the Bill will ensure that children and young people entitled to an IDP (and their parents in the case of those that are under the age of 16 years) will have a right to appeal to a tribunal’. (ANON, 2019)


Inclusion can vary from school to school, county to county and from the community to community. It is recognised that inclusion can present as a huge challenge to some teachers but it has been observed that a substantial amount of teachers are effectively overcoming this hurdle. In my school, inclusion is part of our ethos and not just scripted into a policy. Our recent ESTYN inspection praised ‘the school’s outstanding work on developing a culture of inclusiveness has over time helped to embed a sense of equality, tolerance and respect throughout the school’ (Estyn, 2018). We were invited to write a case study where our success was celebrated and our challenges highlighted. 

Our school identifies a higher than an average number of pupils with additional learning needs at 54%. We have worked effectively and consistently to develop network links with another setting, highly trained staff who implement a range of interventions who both attend and host training events. The school is affiliated with ‘Team around the family’ and works with an effective multi-agency approach including the development of trusting relationships with parents, grandparents and carers. 

As a direct result of the Donaldson review (2015), we reflected on our school learning environments. Did our classrooms allow a more flexible approach to learning able to support a range of learning styles? Recent provision developments within the school have included our ‘Learning Lounge’ which is a community resource that also benefits from learning zones which include flexible seating options. Our learning Lounge is used for training, ‘drop-in’ sessions along with intervention sessions. Coffee mornings are a vital event where external agencies are invited as guest speakers along with extending invites to Governors along with key members of our community. The Learning Lounge also has sensory decoration including ‘calm down cubby holes’ and textured walls, providing a safe haven for vulnerable pupils. 

Donaldson’s influence was one of the main catalysts for the school’s approach and pedagogy to innovating our curriculum by allowing our pupils to lead their own learning. This has led to children confidently making informed choices about how and what they learn, giving them ownership over their own progress and learning. Similarities can be drawn to Donaldson and the non- statutory skills framework from 3-19-year-olds (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). On reflection, it was this document that initiated staff discussions about child-led learning that now link into the twelve pedagogies outlined in Donaldson’s review.
 
Our child-centred ethos is embedded where One Page Profiles are completed by all children to personalise care and support. All children are special and all children have needs and learning preferences. These are working documents that are continually updated throughout the year. Staff have also created One Page Profiles and they have proved successful in allowing staff the opportunity to share information that may support their career aspirations, medical needs, ways to support their well being etc 

Pupil's voice has attained a high profile in recent years and since the introduction of the ALN  Bill and it has certainly influenced the way in which we have involved our pupils in the school, including pupils with additional learning needs.Teacher, pupil conferences have also been developed and have proved particularly useful when supporting children with additional learning needs. These are one to meetings with each pupil, three times a year to discuss targets and the children have the opportunity to pick their own target which is not necessarily education. Teacher-pupil conferences allow a professional dialogue with pupils to discuss any issues or concerns that the pupil may have and also provide time to reflect on current attainment and potential barriers to learning. Pupil's voice is strong in our school and the views of all learners are listened to, including the views of our pupils with additional learning needs.

As a parent of a child with additional learning needs, there has been a no bigger influence on my philosophy of education than Baroness Warnock. Her 1978 Report sparked legislative change regarding inclusion and radically developed our thinking about the way disability was seen. This view is echoed by Suzy Leather (2003) who stated that ‘rarely can an individual have had so much influence on public policy’. However, Warnock’s modified views in recent years have shocked many experts and lead professionals. Warnock’s biggest shock was her admission that ‘statementing’ failed and she declared the need for something better to best fit the evolving needs of learners with additional needs. In 2005, Warnock created a pamphlet, which called for a complete reprisal of legislation. My interpretation of Warnock’s change of heart suggests that inclusion is valid but not at all costs, Warnock stated ’I was never happy about the inclusion of children with severe autism in schools….it’s not working today’ (Mckie, 2005). I believe that it is not morally right to force a child into a mainstream setting for the sake of inclusion but where possible, I believe a child is best educated within their local community.



My beliefs, views and vision of special needs education have been shaped not only by legislation and practice but by the amplification of my personal journey of having a child with additional learning needs. For many families, inclusion is more than embracing equality and integration - it’s accessing a right to be included in society and in a community. Inclusion can be directly affected by attitudes and approaches and a clear belief is needed that barriers can be broken down and change can challenge progress. These values can be shared and nurtured and that’s when authentic inclusion really happens, often naturally. As a parent, my observations of authentic inclusion have happened within my own home. My experiences offer great hope for a future generation and with supportive, committed legislation in Wales, we will pave the way for a diverse and inclusive Wales. It is possible for differences to be recognised and valued and success can come in many forms, measured not just by academic progress (See Appendix 2 for an example of authentic inclusion). 


To conclude, evidence suggests that radical change is needed in Wales if we are to meet the needs of our rising numbers of pupils with additional learning needs. I believe, that where possible, children should be educated in a school within their own community as education can prove a powerful tool for developing social cohesion. Issues of family and community are very relevant today and parallels can be drawn by the new ALN Bill and the Every Child Matters initiative (Cheminais, 2009) both focusing on integration and family involvement.

As we move into a period of dramatic reform, I’d ask the reader to consider the reflective question ‘What if it were your child?’                                                          
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Appendix 1
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Video 1 

 Watch the back children. The child being carried by his sister has Cerebral Palsy. It’s an example of authentic inclusion which wasn’t planned for and happened naturally in a dance class.
This video shows the same child who attended the Iron Man kids event to ‘watch’. He asked to join in and despite having his wheelchair with him, he insisted on completing the race. It shows the desire of children to be included.


Video 2
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Video 1 Permission has been gained to include the children in video 1 and the video has been shared on social media.
Video 2 - The child in this video is my own child. The video has been shared on social media.
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