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	Targets taken from 6014:
	How did I work on this?
	An example of this?

	1. Proofread assignment with greater care to punctuation.
	[bookmark: _Int_24jucvnn]Work was proofread by me and a trusted peer with fine attention to punctuation. I also received support on my punctuation skills in sessions prior to my assignment submission.
	[bookmark: _Int_4gWIyF7S]This assignment was proofread by myself and a trusted peer. The main target was my use of apostrophes therefore on page one my use of apostrophe in Maslow’s to show a possessive noun.

	2. Aim to explain all ideas in consistent depth.
	I did my best to ensure that all critical ideas were consistent in depth with one another throughout.
	Can be found with my criticality of theorists in the literature review i.e. Erikson and Vygotsky.

	3. [bookmark: _Int_UQb5irB2]Take care to work on targets set before submitting assignment.
	Reached out to support systems available at the university to develop my understanding of targets and how to improve for this assignment.
	Literature from the Welsh parliament (2024) used within the results/analysis of results and discussion was found within a study skills session.



 Research question: “How do social communication skills impact peer relationships for pupils with additional learning needs (ALN)?”
[bookmark: _Int_vb147vth]This case study addresses the question of: ‘How do social communication skills impact peer relationships for pupils with additional learning needs (ALN)?’ The aim of this study is to investigate how social communication skills affect the quality of peer relationships for pupils with ALN. By identifying challenges faced by ALN pupils and what schools are putting in place to support these challenges. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943) outlines that human develop is set in five stages of needs and argues that all stages must be met. Maslow’s third stage, ‘love and belongingness’ highlights how crucial social communication is to fulfil positive peer relationships (Maslow, Lewis, 1987). If a child does not meet the ‘love and belongingness’ stage then they could face psychological difficulties, such as: low self-esteem or social withdrawal, all of which can affect them negatively in adult life (King-Hill, 2015). Challenging theories such as Maslow’s becomes the rationale behind this case study. 
[bookmark: _Int_XRekaDtJ][bookmark: _Int_Keu8IcUl]In accordance with the British Educational Research Association (BERA) ethical guidelines (2024) the school, staff and pupils will be fictionalised to uphold anonymity. St. Buxton is a community school based in a deprived town in Pembrokeshire, with around six to seven hundred pupils. Approximately one fifth (20.74%) of the students attending the school have ALN, however with the new ALN reform (Welsh Government, 2022) this figure has significantly dropped due to new identification criteria. The research will be undertaken in the school's foundation phase class within the learning resource centre (LRC) dedicated to eight pupils with complex ALN. 
Social communication skills correspond to using language appropriately in social situations (Bishop, 1998). Children’s social communication abilities may offer a crucial basis for success when they begin in the education system (Ramsook, et al, 2020). Social communication does not necessarily need to be verbal communication as it can be nonverbal. Nonverbal communication refers to communicating with a person(s) silently, using no physical speech, for example: Physical touch or face and body movements (Phutela, 2015). Erik Erikson (1950) set out eight stages of social development, whereby he declares that children of the school age (6-11) should be in the ‘Industry vs Inferiority’ stage. At this age, ‘industry’ refers to a child’s competence while ‘inferiority’ refers to lack of competence, for example in academic achievement or peer relationships (Orenstein, et al, 2022). Although, Erikson's stages have been questioned in recent years due to its fifty percent validity success rate, suggesting that more research may be necessary to determine its applicability to the modern educational system (Samsanovich, 2021). In relation to the new Curriculum for Wales (2024), it now refers to stages of development since all children develop differently, and it is not applicable to categorise development as an age. 
Another theorist that shares a focus on social development is Lev Vygotsky (1978) and his sociocultural theory. Vygotsky (1978) had a firm belief that children do not develop on their own but through learning from one another (Taber, 2020). Vygotsky also introduced the zone of proximal development (ZPD) which is the difference of how a child can develop independently or with the support of a more knowledgeable other (MKO) (Student, F.C.M.E., 2024). Vygotsky (1962) shared how crucial communication is for cognitive development as it is the main source of transmitting information, and it is important for a child’s cognitive adaptability. However, criticism can be made on Vygotsky’s theory as the ZPD is not clear on the child’s existing competence and overall overlooks the child individual abilities (Ameri, 2020).
Moreover, the Welsh Government (2018) revealed that students with ALN record a lower academic achievement that the rest of the pupil population. The ALN code defines ALN as a person who has a learning disability or difficulty that requires more learning resources, regardless of the disability or difficulty being from a medical condition or something else (Welsh Government, 2022). In relation to social communication, children with ALN particularly those with language and learning disabilities struggle with communication skills, for example, starting and maintaining conversations with peers (Burns, 2020). This is reiterated by Spence (2018) as they speak on how important communication is to all aspects of development and outlines the different types of difficulties those with ALN may experience, these are: expressive language difficulties meaning children find it hard to form sentences and words, receptive language difficulties meaning children do not understand what is being said to them and autism spectrum disorder whereby children have trouble understanding and applying the rules of social communication. However, it is important to note that this is not the case for all pupils with ALN.
Peer relationships are imperative to childhood as it supports a child’s behavioural development and influences how a child acts in positive and negative situations (Pepler and Craig, 1998). This literature could potentially be seen as outdated however it is supported by more relevant literature such as Rubin, et al (2015) who suggested children learn social communication skills through peer interaction because their relationships with adults are not formed on understanding but obedience. The importance of peer relationships has been heavily highlighted for a number of years, theorist Piaget (1932) outlined that peer, and social interaction is crucial in order for children to learn. Although, like Erikson, Piaget’s theory has been criticised for its use of stages and overlooking the child’s individual cognitive development as not all children will develop at the same pace (Lourenço, 2016). Whilst this links with not only the Curriculum for Wales (2024) stage not age but is particularly relevant to ALN pupils who typically develop at a slower pace in comparison to other students (Conn & Hutt, 2020).
The work from Vygotsky (1978), Piaget (1932) and Erikson (1950) has built the foundation of social communication skills development in education. It has allowed for more recent studies such as Rubin, et al (2015) and Ramsook, et al (2020) to build their consensus on social development and peer relationships. Mixing these findings with literature from Conn and Hutt (2020) and Burns (2020) on social development difficulties for children with ALN has formed the basis behind the research question used in this case study. 
[bookmark: _Int_Gv3LuAo9]There are numerous definitions for a case study and has been described as a “contested terrain” (Yazan, 2015). However, Simmons (2009, p.21) defines a case study as a comprehensive examination of the intricacy and distinctiveness of a specific initiative, policy, organisation, program, or system in a "real life" setting from a variety of angles. It is described as evidence-led, research-based, and accommodating of various methodologies. The main goal is to produce a thorough understanding of a particular subject, program, policy, institution, or system to produce knowledge and/or inform professional practice, policy formulation, and civil or community action. In this instance the case study allowed the researcher to explore the research question using mixed methods which included pupil observations and interviews with teaching staff.
[bookmark: _Int_gIrKSaKR]Although a case study offers an array of strengths to research, Flyvbjerg (2011, p.314) contends that its ability to provide in-depth, specificity and influences results, is its primary benefit. Conducting research through a case study can also support the reliability of the data due to its real-life context (Baskarada, 2014). A case study also accommodates diversity through a mixed method data collection approach (Yin, 2003). Whilst a case study poses significant advantage to research, although in contrast Roulston and Shelton (2015) argue that case studies are less reliable due to being prone to researcher bias, for example observation bias. Bias occurs in all research and refers to the researchers' opinions influencing the gathering of data (Smith & Noble, 2014). This could lead to misrepresentation of data, where important findings may be overlooked. In this study the researcher will not know the children and will be forming their own opinion which will then be considered in relation to the staff, who do know the children, in their interviews. Another weakness to a case study is how they are typically conducted on a smaller sample size (Rahman, 2016, p.102). Implicating the data may not be a good representation to the wider population. 
This case study adopted a triangulation form of data collection, with the aim of strengthening reliability (Jentoft & Olsen, 2019). Triangulation is the combination of two qualitative data collection methods and to form the objective of the research. This case study adopted Flick’s (2011) triangulation of different qualitative methods: Semi-structured interviews and non-participant observation linking to the purpose of research (Appendix 7). Literature will also be used as a research method to collect data. The use of more than one research method and data collection source pushes for a more reliable outcome for the study (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).
Interviews are categorised as a qualitative collection method due to typically being presented in the form of words (Seers, 2012). Interviews were selected as apposed to questionnaires due to allowing the researcher to delve deeper into interviewees views and opinions with a greater, richer response (Alshenqeeti, 2014). This was of high importance as it was deemed unethical to interview pupils with ALN due to 90% being non-verbal. Therefore, staff views are major source of information for this study. In support of this, the interview questions designed (See Appendix 4) consisted of seven open questions. Open ended questions such as Question 6 (See Appendix 4) are used in interviews for in-depth topic exploration, heightened understanding and to identify the meaning behind correlations found within research (Weller, et al, 2018). 
A common misconception in research is the misinterpretation from respondents and the lack of response rate. Interviews as a research tool is successful in a high response rate and avoids any misconceptions due to the interviewer being present to explain the questions being asked (Queirós, et al, 2017). The most commonly used qualitative method is an interview, however, insufficiency of transparency in question and sample selection remains a disadvantage (Young, et al, 2018). This means that results can be biased and not a true representation of the wider population due to poorly selected questions and interviewees. Moreover, semi structured interviews are effective in pre-planning and ensuring the interview process is firmly focused on the studies subject (Bryman, 2008). For example, Question 1 (See Appendix 4) links directly to what this case study looks to answer. Whilst pre-planning is a positive in terms of answering the main objective, Adam’s (2015) argues that the process behind this i.e. organising, preparing, composing and examining data is a time-consuming process, suggesting that other research methods may be more efficient when carrying out shorter researcher projects. Furthermore, conducting face to face interviews is considered more ethical due to the interviewer being able to identify discomfort/apprehension from respondents and offer a break to support them (McIntosh & Morse, 2015). Contrastingly, the interviewer's presence can intimidate participants into feeling like they have to answer all questions even when they do not feel comfortable to do so (Oltmann, 2016).
As well as interviews being a highly used research method, Jamshed (2014) argues that observation is equally as important to achieve in-depth understanding of a topic. Observations are a key source to obtain a perception of a particular environment or behaviour apposed to a viewpoint or report (Busetto, et al, 2020). The observations took place over a series of days within a foundation phase classroom specialised for pupils with ALN. After discussions with the class teacher an observation schedule was created (See Appendix 5) based upon the most ‘typical’ socially active sessions of the day. For context, the schedule was split into four parts of the learner's day: morning session, snack time, mid-morning session and lunchtime/outdoor session (See Appendix 5). Thomas (2021) outlines the need for keeping note on findings from observations, highlighting the importance of an observation schedule to keep record. The employment of a tick list was considered for the schedule however, the researcher is unable to identify what social interactions may occur beforehand.
Observation again is classified as a qualitative data source, and a benefit of utilising observation is its ability to not be copied (Eyisi, 2016). This further solidifies the credibility of using observations as a research tool. Although with this being said, one concern of using observation is the observer presence influencing how those being observed act (Durdona, 2019). This is reiterated by Gold (2017) whose research exclaims with observer presence new behaviours and actions occurred. An observation is first hand experience, which is the best way to comprehend human actions (Antwi & Hamza, 2015). Indicating that data collected is your own and you are not relying on others for a source of information. Arguably observation is one the easiest research methods to employ due to little preparation to carry out, however, it is not considered a method that could stand alone (Samaduzzaman, et al, 2014). Implicating that data gathered from observations would need to be supported by another data collection tool such as interviews to determine its reliability. With the barrier of being unable to speak with pupils direct, an observation allows to gather data directly from pupils non-verbally. In a non-participant observation, the observer is present but not actively involved and records notes as the interactions occur, the observer is not required to speak with participants (Busetto, et al, 2020). Contrastingly, a disadvantage of observation is a small sample size in which can be seen as not a true representation of the wider population. Whilst this can be justified, a larger sample size avoids errors in research and researcher bias (Taherdoost, 2017).
Yin (2015) outlines four main methods of data collection, two of which are observations and interviews, and he suggests that mixing these methods will increase standard of research. Literature as a third research method will weave in between all methods used in order to support and provide credibility to the findings. The inclusion of literature helps to contextualise findings and provide background and theory behind new research (Shaanika, et al, 2017). However, it is important to consider the over reliance on theory that may hinder the new findings coming to light from the study (Collins & Stockton, 2018).
[bookmark: _Int_IACsiKbt][bookmark: _Int_J4hMA7sc][bookmark: _Int_d9Gxhffn][bookmark: _Int_kKubmPbm]To report the data found from this study, a thematic analysis will be carried out. Thematic analysis can be defined as the process of finding, examining and explaining themes from qualitative data (Clarke & Braun, 2017). Braun & Clarke (2006) produced a series of six parts to thematic analysis, these are as followed: 
1. Familiarise yourself with the data.
2. Produce initial codes.
3. [bookmark: _Int_tc2an98X]Look for potential themes – Braun & Clarke (2019, p.593) after revisiting their six stages have altered this stage to ‘generating initial themes’ as themes are not found ‘in’ the data as such. 
4. Review themes found.
5. Define what the themes mean.
6. Write these findings up.
Maguire & Delahunt (2017) breaks down what each step means, step 1 refers to taking the qualitative data and reading over it several times to understand what the data is showing us. Therefore, responses from the interview questions (See Appendix 4) and observation notes were read thoroughly. Step 2 indicates the grouping of different data into similar and significant forms. Step 3 may crossover with step 2; it refers to finding themes that occur from the data and organising them into different categories. Braun & Clarke (2019) identify themes differently in all research scenarios and can vary from summaries to split meanings. Consequently, after creating initial codes the data was then grouped and categorised into overarching themes (See Appendix 6). Step 4 points to understanding the themes created, do they coincide with the research? Step 5 again identifies the themes and what they are trying to say. Finally step 6 outlines the write up of data for example in this case study the analysis of results. 
Whilst thematic analysis was chosen due to its flexibility, limitations have been identified on its potential researcher bias as all data themed and interpreted has been made by the individual carrying out the research (Riger & Sigurvinsdottir, 2016). As previously highlighted by Smith and Noble (2015) bias is present in all data collection methods and can influence results based on opinion. Whilst accepting this as a potential risk to research, it was mitigated by the production of an observation schedule (See Appendix 5) to ensure findings are not opinion based and are reported as and when they occur. 
Ethical considerations were carried out through the completion of an ethics form (Appendix 1) abiding with core ethical guidance documents such as BERA (2024) and the Education Workforce Council (EWC) Code of Conduct (2024) and UWTSD Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice (2022). In accordance with these guidelines participants’ confidentiality and anonymity were given ethical consideration, to be precise: no names were recorded for either research method (interviews/observation) and all of the collected data was kept on the university’s multi authentication, fire walled One Drive system. Findings from this data were/will not be discussed outside of this case study. To uphold professionalism outlined within the EWC code of conduct (2024) interviews were held in a private, safe space in the school such as an office or classroom. All participants have the right to find out findings from this study therefore, feedback will be given on request in an appropriate method.
For the research methods discussed in the ethics form (Appendix 1) and in-line with the BERA (2024, p.13) guidelines on consent, voluntary informed consent was provided at the start of the study by participants. Interviewed staff members completed consent forms (See Appendix 2) prior to the interview taking place. Continuous assent was obtained by reiterating that participants have the right to withdraw from the study at any time and confirming their willingness to continue. If by any reason participants are unable to completely understand the research and their role within the research, the researcher must negotiate their consent with a close, reliable representative (BERA, 2024, p.14). Therefore, due to vulnerability of selected pupils observed with 90% being non-verbal an overriding consent form (See Appendix 3) was completed by the school staff for the observation to take place. Pupils were not asked any questions relating to the case study due to discussions with the school where it was deemed not ethically appropriate. Supporting pupils with ALN leads to a more cohesive community, which is one of the seven aims of the Well-being of Future Generations Act (Welsh Government, 2015) as it helps to build a more inclusive curriculum. 
In line with the thematic approach, the data was analysed by identifying themes from the qualitative interviewee responses and observations from the classroom. From this data, four themes were apparent: Social communication difficulties, Peer relationships, Emotion and behavioural responses, and Interventions and strategies that have been put into place (See Appendix 6). One of the main observations made were that 90% of pupils were completely nonverbal. Nonverbal learning disabilities such as selective mutism, makes it harder for a child to process visuals, spatial perception and use appropriate social cues (Mammarella & Cornoldi, 2014), this correlates with theme one (See Appendix 6). The data suggested pupils found it difficult to communicate with one another verbally and nonverbally, specifically they were unable to hold eye contact. They were also displaying expressive language difficulties with staff members, highlighted by Spence (2018), children were unable to verbally communicate basic needs such as going to the toilet. This means pupils are failing to build peer relationships which is a crucial factor in supporting social and cognitive development (Rubin, et al, 2015). 
Continuing in regard to peer relationships, the second theme (See Appendix 6), pupils were not necessarily excluded from peers but rather chose to self isolate themselves. When pupils did choose to communicate and build peer relationships it was typically in the form of physical touch and smelling. All of which are typical symptoms of Autism due to the sensory hyper/hypo-activity (Arnold, 2021). Another key finding was that peer relationships were commonly formed between teaching staff and pupils as apposed to pupil and pupil. It is important from an educational and social point of view that staff and pupils share a positive relationship (Evans, 2022). A suggested reason behind this from an interviewee to question 5 (See Appendix 4) was that pupils see staff as more trusting compared to their peers, this is due to them being more understanding and considerate of their needs. 
Whilst pupils with ALN displayed difficulty communicating, they also would become upset or frustrated when they were not being understood by others. This links with the third theme of emotion and behavioural responses (See Appendix). Majority of pupils would display symptoms of anxiety such as crying, pulling their own hair or wetting accidents all signs of tension in the nervous system (Dacey, et al, 2016). Pupils would also display emotional distress through frustration which would commonly result in them hitting staff or other pupils, screaming or running away from the classroom. This can be described as a fight or flight response (Cannon, 1929), which refers to a response made from feeling under ‘threat’ from emotional distress. This can either be a ‘fight’ response which can result in hitting or a ‘flight’ response which resulted in attempts to run away. Interviews and observations found that these responses are still classified as forms of communication from the pupils. 
Finally, the final theme drawn upon was interventions and strategies (See Appendix 6) put into place to support pupils with social communication skills and peer relationships. The reoccurring finding from this theme was how much the school have already put into place. Sensory, soft play and immersive rooms are all accessible on site, which are important to meet the additional needs of pupils (Garzotto, et al, 2020). However, the main consensus is how important nonverbal methods are amongst the classroom in supporting communication. Some of the nonverbal methods identified were core boards, basic need cards, visual timetables and language modelling. Visual aids are imperative to making things in the class easier to understand alongside a form of communication (Shabiralyani, et al, 2015). Whilst this means the school are informed on how to cater for social communication difficulties, research found from interviewee responses that staff felt unqualified. In terms of ALN, sometimes staff members can be relied on to ‘interpret’ what they feel is appropriate as apposed to receiving specialist guidance (Welsh Parliament, 2024). This could also imply that while St. Buxton is equipped with resources and appropriate interventions, specialist guidance may be needed to support staff’s understanding on ALN.
The conclusions drawn from this case study suggest that the qualitative data methods of interviews and observation used would be considered reliable within the context of the study. They provided rich and in-depth data to answer the research question highlighting their validation of use. The findings from this case study can be classified as genuine as they are not based solely upon an opinion of the researcher. To expand on this, data was representative of a multiple job roles and responsibilities within the school but not enough for generalisation. The data found is not generalised as findings can not be accounted for in every school or every pupil with ALN. This study could be copied and carried out in a different school however, the findings will differ due to this being based on one classroom. In future research, employment of mixed methods would be appropriate, this case study relied on qualitative data alone and the inclusion of quantitative data can support a wider understanding. This case study links with a number of the professional standards but in-particular leadership by leading colleagues, projects and programmes by taking responsibility for self and approaching staff to ask for their participation in interviews.
St. Buxton already employ a variety of strategies and interventions to support social communication skills and peer relationships. However, in light of the research above an intervention St. Buxton could employ to address social communication barriers for ALN pupils is training staff and teaching pupils British Sign Language (BSL). BSL refers to its own language of visual gestures, it is put together by using visual movements of hands and other parts of the body including facial expressions as a form of communication (Deuchar, 2013). In 2004, the Welsh Assembly Government (2019) officially declared BSL as its own language. The Curriculum for Wales (2024) also declares to create a curriculum that is ‘accessible to all’, and training and teaching BSL supports this aim and pupils with ALN, whose verbal communication may be impaired. This also addresses the gap of specialist guidance, as specialist training from expertise in BSL gives staff a guided and supported method of communication. BSL will not only support pupils with ALN but an array of students, for example English as an additional language (EAL) learner’s or pupils/families with hearing impairments. 
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