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Additional Learning Needs (ALN) pertains to the requirements of children who need extra support to engage with education due to physical, cognitive, or emotional challenges. In early years and school environments, the assistance offered to children with Additional Learning Needs plays a crucial role in shaping their developmental journey and educational achievements.

The early years of a child's development are important, especially for children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN), as their educational experiences often depend on how good and available early interventions are (Florian, 2014). Even though the government has promised to support inclusive education, there are still big differences in the level of support provided for ALN children in both early years and school settings (Norwich, 2013). This literature review investigates how big the issue is, points out the systemic barriers, and highlights the gaps in the current support systems—setting the stage for the research project we’re proposing.

Children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) represent a diverse array of requirements, including autism spectrum disorders (ASD), speech and language difficulties, physical disabilities, and social-emotional challenges. As reported by the Department for Education (DfE, 2022), around 14.6% of students in England are recognised as having Additional Learning Needs. Despite ongoing policy initiatives, research suggests that significant gaps in adequate provision remain (Blandon et al., 2021). 

“Additional Learning Needs” is what people in Wales and other parts of the UK use to describe children who need that little bit more support than what's usually offered, whether that's because of learning, sensory, emotional, or physical challenges (Welsh Government, 2021). The Special Educational Needs and Disability (SEND) Code of Practice in England and the Additional Learning Needs Code in Wales aim to protect the rights of these learners (DfE & DoH, 2015; Welsh Government, 2021).

But things often don’t match up with the policy. Research shows that local authorities are very inconsistent in how they implement things, and many places just don’t have the resources or training to meet their legal responsibilities (Lamb, 2009; Byrne, 2020). This gap between what the policy aims for and what happens in the classroom keeps coming up in the literature (Barton & Armstrong, 2008).

Also, early years practitioners often feel unsure about identifying additional learning needs in early years without proper training (Lewis & Norwich, 2005; House of Commons Education Committee, 2019). This sets up a cycle where needs are overlooked, making things harder during important developmental stages.

Inclusion is a core principle of contemporary educational policy; however, attaining genuine inclusion continues to be a challenge. Booth and Ainscow (2016) contend that systemic obstacles frequently hinder children with additional learning needs (ALN) from fully engaging in mainstream environments. Furthermore, research indicates that when inclusion is inadequately executed, it can result in social isolation and academic underperformance (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008). It is essential to distinguish between mere physical inclusion and authentic participation, which encompasses social, emotional, and cognitive involvement.

While inclusion is a key principle in both policy and educational philosophy (Ainscow, Booth & Dyson, 2006), many children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) end up being excluded in practice—whether that's through formal specialist placements or informal “soft exclusions” like reduced timetables or frequent absences (Gill et al., 2017). Mainstream schools often find it tough to offer tailored instruction because of staffing shortages and large class sizes (Ekins, 2015).

Runswick-Cole (2011) suggests that inclusion often feels more like a buzzword than a real practice. Teachers might not have enough time, resources, or training to make learning environments more adaptable, especially in the early years where play-based learning is the norm and support for ALN often needs a more structured approach (Nutbrown & Clough, 2006).

Early intervention is essential for children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). As noted by Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2011), prompt support can enhance outcomes in language, cognition, and socio-emotional development. However, restricted access to early identification and intervention services, particularly in under-resourced areas, frequently results in delayed support (Glazzard & Dale, 2019). Such delays can have lasting effects on educational achievement and overall well-being.

Funding cuts have really affected support services for children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). In England, from 2015 to 2020, there were real cuts to SEND funding in many local councils (Long & Danechi, 2021). The same goes for Wales, where budget pressures have created gaps in services despite some statutory reforms (NAfW, 2020).

This lack of funding means there are fewer support staff, not enough access to speech and language therapists, and specialist teams are stretched thin (Webster & Blatchford, 2013; Boyle et al., 2011). Schools often depend on teaching assistants for ALN support, but their roles can be inconsistent, and they don’t always get the proper training (Giangreco et al., 2010).

Teachers are saying they feel unsure about how to support children with complex needs, especially in early years settings where the staff might not have specific qualifications in special educational needs (Lindsay et al., 2010). Even though the SENCO (Special Educational Needs Coordinator) role is meant to help with this, research shows that SENCOs are often overwhelmed and lacking resources (Curran et al., 2018).

On top of that, early years staff are struggling to find the right balance between inclusive practices and what's developmentally suitable, and they often don't have clear guidance to follow (Simmons & Bayliss, 2007).

Teachers are feeling unsure about how to support kids with complex needs, especially in early years settings where staff might not have specific qualifications in special educational needs (Lindsay et al., 2010). Even though the ALNCO, Additional Learning Need’s Coordinator role is meant to help, research indicates that ALNCO’s are often overwhelmed and lacking in resources, and support (Curran et al., 2018).

Families of children with additional learning needs often struggle to make sense of the support system. Many of them feel like they have to “fight” for the help they need, facing red tape, long waits for assessments, or even having their needs dismissed (Carter et al., 2009; Contact, 2020). Parents' opinions are frequently ignored when it comes to planning, even though working together is the ultimate key in the additional learning needs framework (DfE & DoH, 2015).

Parental engagement plays a crucial role in the effectiveness of Additional Learning Needs (ALN) interventions (Hornby, 2011). Nevertheless, parents often express feelings of exclusion from decision-making processes (Lamb, 2009). Consequently, fostering robust home-school partnerships is vital for providing comprehensive support. Furthermore, inclusive practices must consider the socio-cultural backgrounds of families, as these can influence their engagement and trust in educational institutions.

A common thread in qualitative studies is the emotional strain on families caused by inconsistent and reactive support systems (Palikara et al., 2008; Penfold et al., 2015).

Even though a bunch of studies highlight the issues with the Additional Learning Needs provision, there's not much recent qualitative research that looks at it from the viewpoint of early years practitioners. Most of the existing studies mainly focus on school-aged children or wider Additional Learning Needs categories. Plus, there's not a lot of research on how new laws—like the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018—are affecting practice in real life.

This study is here to fill that gap by checking out how early years and primary school practitioners view the support available for Additional Learning Needs children, especially given the current funding and policy situation. The findings could help shape future improvements in inclusive practice, training, and policy implementation.

The literature shows that Additional Learning Need children often don't get enough support in early years and school settings. Even though inclusion is promoted, there are real challenges—like funding, training, staffing, and delays in assessments—that lead to inequalities. This research aims to conduct a focused study based on what practitioner’s experience, hoping to offer useful insights into an important educational issue and help bridge the gap between policy and practice.




































This section outlines the methodology chosen for exploring the support available to children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) primarily in early years and primary school settings. The research adopts a qualitative approach to gain rich, contextual insights from the perspectives of those directly involved in providing support—practitioners and staff. The methodological choices are grounded in a constructivist paradigm, recognising the value of lived experiences and the socially constructed nature of education (Creswell, 2014).
The study will involve purposive sampling of early years practitioners, primary school teachers, and parents of Additional Learning Needs children within Carmarthenshire. Selecting participants with direct experience in Additional Learning support ensures the relevance and richness of the data collected.
A purposive sampling method is appropriate as it allows the researcher to select individuals most likely to provide insight into the specific research issue (Palinkas et al., 2015). This strategy is common in small-scale qualitative educational research (Ritchie et al., 2014) and is justified by the need to gather nuanced data from practitioners with direct experience of Additional Learning Needs provision.
Justification: Carmarthenshire provides a diverse educational landscape, encompassing both urban and rural settings, which allows for a comprehensive examination of Additional Learning Support across different contexts.
Interviews: Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with practitioners, educators, and parents to gather detailed insights into their experiences and perceptions. This method allows for flexibility in exploring emerging themes while maintaining a consistent framework across interviews. Interviews enable participants to express views in their own words and provide rich, qualitative data suited to exploring complex issues like Additional Learning Needs provision (Kvale, 2007). Semi-structured interviews offer flexibility while ensuring consistency across participants, making them ideal for capturing both expected and emergent themes (Bryman, 2016).
Observations: Non-participant observations in selected early years and primary school settings will be carried out to assess the practical implementation of Additional Learning Need support strategies. Observations will focus on classroom interactions, resource utilization, and inclusive practices.
Justification for Methods: Combining interviews and observations facilitates data triangulation, enhancing the validity of the findings. While interviews provide subjective accounts, observations offer objective insights into actual practices.
Alternative Methods Considered: Surveys were considered but deemed less suitable due to their limited depth and potential for low response rates. The chosen qualitative methods are more appropriate for capturing the nuanced experiences of participants.
Questionnaires were considered but ultimately rejected. Although useful for gathering broad data from large samples, questionnaires are limited in depth and are less effective in capturing the nuanced experiences and emotions of practitioners (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018). Moreover, open-ended responses in questionnaires often yield superficial data compared to interviews. Quantitative surveys could be integrated into a follow-up study for a broader overview of patterns and trends.
In contrast to structured surveys, interviews are better suited to understanding practitioners’ reflections, interpretations, and emotional responses—crucial in exploring challenges related to inclusion and support.
Additionally, response rates for practitioner surveys can be low (Punch, 2014), particularly in schools under time and resource pressures. Given the exploratory nature of this research, a qualitative, dialogic approach is more appropriate.
Triangulation involves using multiple data sources or methods to cross-validate findings. In this study, data triangulation will be achieved by comparing information from interviews and observations. This approach enhances the credibility and reliability of the research by identifying consistencies and discrepancies across different data sources (Denzin, 1978). In this study, methodological triangulation will be used by combining interview data with document analysis—specifically local ALN policy documents, school Additional Learning Needs reports, and inspection reports. This approach helps cross-verify findings and provides a more holistic picture (Cohen et al., 2018).  Triangulation also reduces researcher bias by cross-validating data sources, strengthening the trustworthiness of the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
A purposive sampling method is appropriate as it allows the researcher to select individuals most likely to provide insight into the specific research issue (Palinkas et al., 2015). This strategy is common in small-scale qualitative educational research (Ritchie et al., 2014) and is justified by the need to gather nuanced data from practitioners with direct experience of ALN provision.
Limiting the sample to one local authority enhances contextual focus, although it may limit the generalisability of findings. However, the aim of this study is depth over breadth—understanding the experiences of practitioners rather than producing statistically generalisable results (Mason, 2002).
By supplementing interview data with documentary evidence, the study ensures a more robust understanding of the context in which support is being delivered (Denzin, 1978). This approach enables the researcher to identify discrepancies between official policy and lived experience, a key theme in the literature.
All methodological choices have limitations. Semi-structured interviews rely on participants being open and honest, which may not always occur if they fear professional repercussions (Silverman, 2013). To mitigate this, anonymity and confidentiality will be assured (see Ethical Considerations section).
Additionally, the small and localised sample limits generalisability. However, transferability can still be achieved through rich description and contextual detail (Stake, 1995).
Time constraints and researcher positionality may also influence data interpretation. Reflexive practice, including journaling and peer debriefing, will be used to address these concerns (Berger, 2015).
The researcher must acknowledge their positionality within the study. As someone with a background in education, there is a risk of interpreting data through a personal lens. To maintain reflexivity, a research journal will be used to record assumptions, biases, and methodological decisions throughout the research process (Finlay, 2002).
Parental involvement is essential for the success of Additional Learning Needs (ALN) interventions (Hornby, 2011). However, parents frequently feel side-lined in decision-making processes (Lamb, 2009). Therefore, it is important to cultivate strong home-school partnerships to ensure thorough support. Additionally, inclusive practices should consider the socio-cultural backgrounds of families, as these factors can affect their engagement and trust in educational institutions.
This research employs a qualitative, interview-based methodology to explore the limited support available for ALN children in early years and school settings. By engaging directly with practitioners and triangulating findings with documentary analysis, the study aims to produce rich, credible insights. While the methodology has limitations, it is well suited to the exploratory and sensitive nature of the research question. This research adopts a qualitative approach, aligned with interpretivist epistemology. Qualitative methods are best suited for exploring how individuals make sense of their social world, especially when investigating sensitive and complex issues like ALN support (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).




Ethical considerations are fundamental in educational research, particularly when working with or researching around vulnerable populations such as young children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). This section demonstrates a critical awareness of the ethical responsibilities involved in conducting a study involving educational professionals and institutions that support ALN children. It explores consent, confidentiality, risk management, data protection, and adherence to ethical standards.

As the study involves educational professionals (teachers, teaching assistants, ALNCO’s), informed consent will be obtained in line with the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018) ethical guidelines. Participants will receive a detailed participant information sheet outlining:
    •    The research purpose
    •    Why they were selected
    •    Their rights (e.g. to withdraw at any point)
    •    How data will be used
    •    Anonymity and confidentiality assurances

Obtaining Consent: Informed consent will be sought from all adult participants, including educators and parents. For observations involving children, consent will be obtained from parents or legal guardians, and assent will be sought from the children themselves in an age-appropriate manner. No incentives will be offered, reducing coercion, and ensuring voluntary involvement.

While no children will be interviewed or directly involved, the research indirectly discusses their experiences. Therefore, indirect ethical consideration must be given to their dignity and privacy. Settings will not be identified by name to protect children’s identities. This follows the ethics of representation principle—ensuring respectful, anonymised portrayal of vulnerable groups (Alderson & Morrow, 2020). The researcher will also consult with educators to identify any additional signs that a child does not wish to be observed.

Participants will be assigned pseudonyms. Data will be coded and stored in encrypted, password-protected files. Any quotations used in the final report will be carefully edited to ensure that contextual clues do not reveal participant identity (Wiles et al., 2008).
Identifying information will be stored separately from research data. Findings will be presented in a way that protects participant identities and institutional anonymity. In cases where quotations are used, care will be taken to ensure that they do not reveal any personally identifiable details.
Participants will be made aware that participation is voluntary and that they can decline to answer questions or withdraw from the study at any point without penalty. To ensure participants’ comfort:
    •    Verbal reminders of this right will be given before and during interviews
    •    A cooling-off period (24–48 hours) will be offered after the interview for participants to withdraw their data
    •    No judgment or follow-up will be made if a participant withdraws

These practices help reduce power imbalances, particularly when interviewing staff in hierarchical institutions (Hammersley & Traianou, 2012).

Confidentiality will be maintained by anonymising:
    •    Individual names
    •    School or setting names
    •    Local authority identifiers
Data Protection: All data collected will be stored securely, with access restricted to the research team. Personal identifiers will be removed to maintain anonymity.
Anonymization: Pseudonyms will be used in all reports and publications to protect participants’ identities. Care will be taken to ensure that contextual details do not inadvertently reveal participants’ identities.
Schools and early years settings will be anonymised in all published work, reducing reputational risk. While findings will be shared in aggregate, no identifiable school-level data will be disclosed. This is crucial when discussing sensitive topics like lack of support, which could implicate institutions.

Participant Risk: The research poses minimal risk to participants. However, discussing experiences related to ALN support may evoke emotional responses. Participants will be informed of support resources available to them. 

Although participants are adults and professionals, discussing deficiencies in ALN support could cause emotional discomfort or fear of institutional reprisal. To reduce this risk:
    •    Participants will be reminded of their anonymity
    •    Questions will be phrased sensitively
    •    A debriefing will be conducted after interviews
    •    Participants will be offered the opportunity to review transcripts

Emotional risk is minimised by creating a safe, supportive interview environment and by adhering to professional ethical codes (BERA, 2018; British Psychological Society, 2021).

The researcher may encounter emotional stress, particularly when hearing distressing experiences regarding the challenges of supporting ALN children. To mitigate this:
    •    Reflective journaling will be used for emotional processing
    •    Supervisory support will be sought where appropriate
    •    Interviews will be scheduled with adequate time for debrief and rest

Researcher safety will also be maintained by conducting interviews in public professional spaces or online, and not visiting participant homes or private locations (SRA, 2016).

Ethical approval will be sought through the university’s research ethics committee. The research will comply with institutional policies on data protection, consent, and safeguarding. No reputational or legal risks to the university are anticipated, as all participants are adults and institutions will be anonymised. However, care will be taken to ensure research is conducted with academic rigour and integrity (ESRC, 2023).

The research will fully comply with the UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR, 2021) and the Data Protection Act 2018. The following measures will be taken:
    •    Data Storage: Data will be stored in encrypted digital formats on secure servers, in compliance with the Data Protection Act 2018 and the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR).
    •    Identifiable data will be separated from transcripts and stored securely
    •    Consent forms will be stored in a separate, secure file
    •    Audio recordings will be deleted after transcription and accuracy checks
    •    Data Retention: Data will be retained for a period specified by institutional guidelines, after which it will be securely destroyed.

Only the researcher and university supervisor will have access to raw data.

Participants will have the right to:
    •    Access their data
    •    Correct factual inaccuracies
    •    Request withdrawal of their data prior to anonymisation
    •    Ask questions about data storage at any time

A clear data privacy statement will be provided alongside the consent form.

Researching within educational settings involves inherent power dynamics, especially when the researcher has a background in education. Participants may feel pressure to provide “acceptable” answers or protect their institution. The researcher will use:
    •    Neutral, non-judgmental language
    •    Assurance of anonymity
    •    Reflexive journaling to check personal biases

Being a practitioner-researcher requires heightened ethical awareness and ongoing reflexivity (Sikes, 2006).

Ethical Approval: Ethical approval will be sought from the university’s ethics committee prior to commencing the study, ensuring that all ethical considerations are thoroughly reviewed and approved. 

Although children with ALN are not direct participants, the study centres on their educational experiences. The researcher will strive to ensure respectful, accurate, and non-stigmatising representations. Quotations will be selected with care to avoid reinforcing stereotypes or deficit narratives (Baglieri et al., 2011).

Access to schools and early years settings will require permission from headteachers or setting managers. Written approval will be sought, and gatekeepers will receive a summary of the research aims, their role in facilitating access, and reassurance that their institution’s anonymity will be preserved.

Gatekeepers will not be allowed to select participants directly, ensuring voluntary and unbiased recruitment (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018).

Findings will be shared with participants and gatekeeper institutions in a summary report. The full research will be submitted to the university but will not be publicly disseminated without participant and institutional approval.

If findings are published in the future, further consent will be sought. Ethical dissemination ensures respect for contributors and avoids potential misuse or misrepresentation (BERA, 2018).

This section has outlined the ethical framework underpinning the research project on ALN support in early years and school settings. Through careful attention to consent, confidentiality, risk reduction, and responsible data management, the research will be conducted in a manner that prioritises the well-being, dignity, and rights of all involved. Adherence to institutional and national ethical standards will ensure that the project contributes meaningfully—and ethically—to the field of inclusive education.
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