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Flement 1 — PowerPoint slides

What challenges do
learners face In
Welsh educo‘nonol
settingse

BY DARREN LEE EVANS

Personal barriers that
Welsh educational
learners face are:

Language barriers

Low self-esteem and confidence

' Additional Learning Needs (ALN)

Anxiety and mental health

Emotional regulation needs




Systemic barriers in Welsh
educational setting

» * Poverty and deprivation

» * Attendance and
fransport issues

» * Staffing and funding
pressures

» * Access to specialist
support

% pupils persistently absent at different thresholds by year group and country
A tracker dary schools, 03Sep'21 to 24Jun'22 *

39.7% This graph shows the percentage of
148% . 5 2 secondary school pupils who are
— — - persistently absent in England and Wales.
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We can also see that absence increases
as pupils get older, particularly in Years 10
and 11. This suggests that as academic
15.6% 5oy, 102% 509 pressure increases, some learn:
c o N e— .
30%+ 40%+ disengage or struggle to att & o
sessions missed by pupil
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*Year 11 data to 27May'22 to avoid distorting impact of study leave

(Ffteducationdatalab.org.uk, 2025)




Curriculum policy in Wales

Curriculum for Wales (2022)
ALN Code for Wales (2021}

Pupil Development Grant
(PDG)

Wellbeing and inclusion focus

The purpose of
assessment is to support
the progression of each

individual learner in
relation to the 3 to 16
continuum.

Vygotsky — Social Development

Vygotsky Scaffolding

Out of Reach Zone Can Not Do i
Zone of Proximal
Development (ZPD)

Zone of Actual
Development Can Do Alone |
(zAD)

Learning is socially constructed
through interaction

Development occurs through
guided support

Zone of Proximal Development
(VARD))

Adult guidance and peer
collaboration are essential

Strong links to inclusive, learner-
centred practice




Bronfenbrenner — Ecological
Systems Theory o

Learners are influenced by mulﬁ;;Ie systems, not just school
The systems include -

Microsystem: family, school, peers

Mesosystem: links between home and school

Exosystem: parents’ work, services
Macrosystem: culture, poverty, education policy

(Bronfenbrenner 1977)

©
(Study of the Mind, n.c

Bowlby and Ainsworth —
Attachment theory

Secure relationships support
emotional regulation

The propensity to make strong EOI’Iy experiences affect 'h’US1',

emotional bonds to particular

individuals [is] a basic component of behaviour, and |ec|rning
human nature
» Types of attachment
» Secure attachment — confidence
and resilience

Insecure atfachment — anxiety,
avoidance, behaviour challenges




Role of Teaching Assistants

Build trusting relationships to help
pupils feel emotionally safe

Support learners with ALN/SEND
and low self-esteem through
consistency and care

Reduce anxiety by using empathy
and positive reassurance

Scaffold learning and celebrate
small successes to build
confidence

Model calm behaviour and
emotional regulation in daily
interactions

Conclusion

Learners face complex challenges
Barriers are personal and systemic

Strong relationships and expertise
are key

Holistic support helps learners
thrive
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Slide 1

Hello my name is Darren Evans and today I will be presenting a presentation on what
challenges learners face in Welsh educational settings. Learners in Wales experience a wide
range of personal, social, and systemic barriers that can affect their wellbeing, engagement,
and ability to thrive in school. These challenges may include emotional regulation
difficulties, additional learning needs, mental health pressures, and wider factors such as
poverty, attendance, and access to support. By linking theory, policy, and my own classroom
experience, this presentation will highlight why understanding the whole learner is essential
to supporting inclusion and success in Welsh education.

Slide 2

In Welsh educational settings, pupils face a range of personal barriers that can affect learning
and wellbeing. Emotional regulation difficulties and anxiety often present as poor behaviour
or disengagement. Low self-esteem can reduce confidence and participation, particularly for
vulnerable learners. Many pupils also have Additional Learning Needs, which require
consistent, tailored support to prevent gaps in progress. Language barriers, including for
pupils learning through Welsh or English as an additional language, can further impact
understanding and a sense of belonging. These barriers frequently overlap and must be
addressed holistically.



Slide 3

Alongside personal challenges, there are significant systemic barriers within Welsh
education. Poverty and deprivation can affect pupils’ readiness to learn, access to resources,
and overall wellbeing. Attendance and transport issues—particularly in rural areas—can limit
consistent engagement with school. Staffing and funding pressures place strain on schools’
ability to provide timely, individualised support. In addition, limited access to specialist
services, such as educational psychology or CAMHS, often leads to long waiting times,
delaying early intervention for pupils who need it most

Slide 4

This graph shows persistent absence rates among secondary school pupils in England and
Wales. Absence is consistently higher in Wales across all year groups, with a sharp increase
in Years 10 and 11. This suggests that as academic pressure and wider life challenges
increase, some learners struggle to attend consistently.

From a TA or ELSA perspective, this highlights the importance of building trusting
relationships, offering emotional support, and working closely with families and external
agencies to reduce barriers to attendance and help pupils feel safe, supported, and ready to
learn.

Slide 5

Education policy in Wales places a strong emphasis on inclusion and wellbeing. The
Curriculum for Wales (2022) focuses on developing the whole child, not just academic
outcomes, through its four purposes. The ALN Code for Wales (2021) strengthens learners’
rights by promoting early identification, person-centred planning, and shared responsibility
across education and health services. The Pupil Development Grant supports schools in
reducing the impact of poverty on learning. Together, these policies reflect Wales’s
commitment to equity, wellbeing, and inclusive practice.

Slide 6

Vygotsky’s concept of the Zone of Proximal Development explains how learners progress
best when tasks are appropriately scaffolded. If work is too difficult, learners become anxious
or disengaged. If it’s too easy, they lose motivation. Effective support means meeting learners
where they are and gradually reducing help as confidence grows.

Slide 7

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory helps us understand systemic barriers. Learners
are influenced not only by school, but also by family, community, and wider social factors
such as poverty, housing, and access to services. These external pressures can significantly
affect attendance, behaviour, and attainment, even when schools are doing their best.



Slide 8

In Welsh educational settings, one key challenge learners face is emotional security. Bowlby
and Ainsworth’s attachment theory helps explain why some pupils struggle with emotional
regulation, trust, and behaviour in school. Early attachment experiences shape how children
respond to relationships, authority, and learning environments.

Learners with secure attachment are more likely to show confidence, resilience, and
engagement, whereas those with insecure attachment may experience anxiety, withdrawal, or
challenging behaviour, particularly during transitions or periods of pressure. In classrooms
across Wales, this can impact attendance, wellbeing, and access to learning, highlighting the
importance of emotionally supportive relationships alongside academic support.

Slide 9

Together, these theories show that learning does not happen in isolation.

A pupil’s ability to learn is shaped by their relationships, emotional security, developmental
readiness, and the wider social and environmental factors in their lives. Learning is therefore
not just about cognitive ability, but about how safe, supported, and understood a learner feels
within their environment. Bowlby and Ainsworth highlight that secure, trusting relationships
are the foundation for learning — pupils need to feel safe before they can engage.

Vygotsky reminds us that support must be matched to the learner’s developmental stage, with
adults scaffolding learning so pupils can progress with guidance.

Bronfenbrenner shows that wider influences such as family, poverty, school systems, and
community all shape a pupil’s ability to learn.

The implication for practice is that TAs must balance emotional support with skilled
intervention, while also remaining aware of the wider systems affecting each child.

Slide 10

As a TA my role is rooted in building trusting relationships, so pupils feel emotionally safe in
school. Consistency and care are especially important for learners with ALN or low self-
esteem, as they help create a sense of security. By using empathy and positive reassurance, I
can reduce anxiety and support pupils to stay regulated. Scaffolding learning and celebrating
small successes helps build confidence over time. Modelling calm behaviour and emotional
regulation in everyday interactions also supports pupils in developing their own coping
strategies. This approach directly supports the Curriculum for Wales, which places wellbeing,
inclusion, and the development of confident, resilient learners at the centre of education.

Slide 11

In conclusion, learners in Wales face complex challenges that are shaped by both personal
experiences and wider systemic factors such as poverty, attendance, and access to support.
These barriers do not exist in isolation and can significantly impact a learner’s wellbeing,
engagement, and progress. Strong, trusting relationships, alongside skilled and informed
practice, are central to supporting Welsh learners effectively. By taking a holistic approach
that reflects the values of the Curriculum for Wales — focusing on wellbeing, inclusion, and
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developing confident, capable learners — schools, TAs, and all other significant other adults
can help ensure that learners feel supported, valued, and able to thrive both academically and
emotionally. Thank you for listening.
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