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How equity is supported in the classroom for children with additional learning needs?

Introduction

This essay will reflect on how equity is supported for children with additional learning needs (ALN) with in contemporary primary education, focusing on the results I found during my placement experience. It is important that equity in schools is considered. Equality in schools is where the learning environment is diverse, differences are celebrated, every pupil is supported to achieve no matter what background they have and relationships between everyone are based on good values (Estyn, 2016). However, equity is a more recent factor that schools have to consider to be an inclusive environment, especially in schools that have pupils with additional learning needs (ALN). The OECD define equity as;  

general agreement that the aim of public policy cannot and should not be equality in the sense that everyone is the same or achieves the same outcomes – a state that appears to be both impossible and undesirable. Rather, a commitment to equity suggests that differences in outcomes should not be attributable to differences in areas such as wealth, income, power or possessions. 
(OECD, 2003, p. 5)

In hypothesis Wales’ national mission is to produce “strong and inclusive schools committed to excellence, equity and well-being” (Williams, 2017, p. 3). These definitions are relevant for children with ALN because each pupil will need different or extra support to achieve the best they can, not every teaching method is going to be effective for all pupils. Back ground, childhood experience or ALN will be considered when helping pupils reach their full potential, and with equal opportunities and equity in place pupils will achieve the highest standard (Welsh Government, 2017). Schools must practise fairness and inclusion for each pupil, for example each child must learn how to read for the school to show equality, they must give every pupil a book and the practitioner will teach the class as a whole. Equity is shown when a pupil receives the extra help they need to achieve reading the book for the first time and these are the experiences that will affect people for the rest of their lives to become successful and achieving adults in the future (OECD, 2008).

Literature Review

The Welsh legislation is currently being reformed for children with ALN, currently standing children with an ALN could be described to have special educational need (SEN). The legal definition for ALN is a child with learning, physical or sensory needs which makes learning more of a challenge and requires extra support to achieve their best (Dewis Cymru, 2020). The new curriculum in Wales encourages more diverse and equitable education so that children with ALN can get support in mainstream schools as well as SEN schools. Donaldson described the new Welsh curriculum for ALN learners as “a Curriculum for Life, uses a discourse of equity, equality of opportunity and inclusiveness, presenting good practice as that which supports the learning of all pupils” (2015, quoted in WISERD, 2017). Embedding these values into the new curriculum means supported learning for children with ALN will be easier to achieve in mainstream schools. High quality and equitable education have an overall effect on a child’s development and schools have a large role to play in the development process (NOTE, 2016). Linking this to Bronfenbrenner’s chronosystem, the last level in his ecological model which will be discussed in more detail later in this research paper, he describes how over a period of time children’s development can be affected by the community surrounding them (National Development Agency, 2016). Schools and educational environments are the factor in making children capable and achieving learners, this is outlined in Welsh legislation and policy which will now be discussed.

Policies

Independent Development Plan (IDP)

In Wales every child with an ALN from the ages of zero to twenty-five will have an IDP which will be personalised to themselves, these are important for schools and other agencies to read before working with the individual. However, legislation is currently changing to make it law for every child to have an IDP instead of a statement of education (Estyn, 208). The IDP will hold information about health conditions, behaviour and likes and dislikes, and where the child needs supporting the most. This information can help the child achieve the best they can in areas that can be better (Snap Cymru, 2014). IDPs can support pupils when going through transitional phases in their lives, for example from primary school to juniors or if they are changing school or teacher. Their new practitioner can read the IDP and know where the child needs extra support in order to achieve, they can also educate other pupils on the individual in order for the child to feel welcomed into their new classroom (Welsh Government, 2019). This way practitioners and peers can enhance equity with in the educational environments.

Equality Act 2010

It is important that schools follow guidelines and educate practitioners and pupils on the equality act 2010. The equality act has been put in place to make sure people are not discriminated against or treated differently for being who they are. It is law that you will still have the same opportunities to everyone else no matter what race, gender or disabilities and many other factors (Government, 2010). Schools follow this legislation to make sure children achieve the best they can whilst receiving an equitable practise and fair opportunities. Schools encourage celebration of diversity and practitioners have a duty to protect pupils from discrimination (Department of Education, 2014). Equality is a need for children when receiving a fair education that will help them develop into happy and healthy adults. The UN convention on the rights of a child (UNCRC) coincides with the equality act and states that article twenty-eight states that children are entitled to an education without being discriminated against and access to fair opportunities (UNICEF, 2020). Rights respecting schools support the equality act and article twenty-eight of the UNCRC by encouraging pupils to understand their rights. The school’s ethos will encourage children to respect other pupils and achieve equity.

Pupil Inclusion and Pupil Support Act 2016

This document is aimed at schools and how to make education inclusive, equal and make sure children are supported with equity. It supports all children being included in opportunities to achieve the best they can through schools developing policies, culture and practise. Specifically, from a child with ALN rights, the mainstream school should include the pupil throughout education unless the school is not appropriate for the individual. However, if the pupil moves to a school for children with ALN the school needs to make sure they still have access to communication with peers from the mainstream school (Welsh Government, 2016). Inclusive practise means pupils will feel a sense of belonging within their school environment. The environment and classrooms must be friendly and appropriate for all children, and extra equipment for children with ALN. Participation for children with ALN is essential as well as access to every opportunity. These factors can help practitioners build school environments based on values and equity (Department of Education, 2014). However, this legislation does not always promote inclusion and equity due to common barriers in education. These factors can stem from individuals with different opinions on race, gender and disability that can cause bullying within peer groups. A common factor schools face is a lack of funding or pupils that live in poverty (Waterford, 2019). Interlinking values into the classroom ethos can benefit pupils understanding of celebrating everyone’s differences and strengthening peer relationships to overcome bullying to achieve equality and equity in school environments (Ledbury Primary School, 2019).


Welsh Government Support for Young People with Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in an Educational Setting

The Welsh Government formed a document called Support for Young People with ASD in an Educational Setting. This document provides advice and support based on previous research taken from school settings between 2013 and 2017 focussing on attainment, attendance, inclusion, equity, social and emotional development. The aim is for practitioners to use this report with their own experience and knowledge to help build on an equitable and inclusive school environment for children with ASD. Additionally, the report further supports improvement in communication skills and challenging behaviour, enhancing reading and maths skills, and feeling confident in a school setting with a healthy well-being. The guide goes into more depth of different interventions in Wales that can help children, care givers and practitioners for children ASD to achieve the best they can. The interventions and guidance of this document have been aimed at age groups zero to twenty-five although can be curbed for older learners to (Welsh Government, 2019). On the other hand, to produce this document members of the National Autistic Society contributed research and information, however the National Autistic Society published an article stating further action could be taken to ensure children with ALN are supported in educational environments. They express concern that the Integrated Autism Service in Wales outcomes have not been monitored well enough to show improvement of children’s lives, and further state that teachers need more training when working with children with ALN. The lack of evidence that the government has published show that the basic training for practitioners is given and could affect practise in schools (National Autistic Society, 2019).

Placement/ Activities

School A was a school specialised for children with ALN. The classroom this research was based on was key stage two all with ASD. There were six pupils in the classroom, with one teacher and three teaching assistants. Inside the classroom was a happy and friendly environment which offered support for pupils when they needed it. For example, there was a sensory room with in the classroom that could be used when needed. The classroom had a door which led to the yard, the yard offers a playground, sensory garden and forest school area for pupils to play and learn in (Estyn, 2013).

Methodologies

The research in this essay is based on a structured observation of how children with ALN are supported with equity in the classroom. The structured observation was taken through naturalistic data gathering in the classroom setting, this observation was chosen to ensure behaviour and reactions could be noted. However, unstructured observation took place at all times to develop the qualitive data. This data collection method was suitable for an educational setting as the research needed was gathered although unstructured was helped with understanding the experience and getting to know the pupils more (DeWalt and DeWalt, 2002).

Ethical Issues

Ethical issues that needed to be considered before this placement were written up in an ethics form and sent to whom it may concern. This included information regarding school As child protection officer, this is important information in case a safe guarding issue was to happen and lectures and advice on what to do if it did.  Wales child protection procedures (2008) ensures that everyone has a responsibility to safeguard children and illustrates guidelines that are relevant (Children in Wales, 2008). Additionally, it is crucial to consider the British Educational Research Association (BERA) guidelines before taking part in a placement. It covers advice on how to respectfully use observational research methods in school environments and stresses importance on keeping an inclusive attitude with all individuals. BERA puts privacy of communities at a high importance and state that all research should be confidential (BERA, 2018).

Results 

The findings in school A which promote equity in the classroom for children with ALN were based on two factors which are incorporated into everyday lessons in the classroom. School A made sure each child with an additional learning need was supported with equity and achieved learning to their best ability through a teaching programme called Attention Autism. Attention Autism consists of four stages which helps support and teach children with ASD how to focus on their attention, working in groups, improving social skills and communication (Davies, 2020). Stage one is based on engaging the children’s attention through tapping a beat on the bucket and repeating a clear and repetitive words to retain concertation of the pupils. Inside the bucket will be engaging objects and toys each specifically picked for a certain pupil to enjoy without touching just observing. It is important for the practitioner to gain attention from the pupils and be the lead. (Thomas, date unknown). Stage two focuses on the activity, continuing to be adult led and applying attention to the activity for longer using fun and messy play. Following this, stage three is a chance for pupils to re-engage in the activity, as they were discouraged to touch the toy in the bucket in the previous steps, this stage is a chance for the children who feel complacent in taking part to join in and take turn to touch and explore the toys. This step is crucial for pupils to be supported with emotional regulation skills and turn-taking. Finally, stage four allows children to learn how to focus attention on another task where they independently learn through an activity which has been designed for that individual child to help build the skills that they need improving. After this activity, the pupils will be asked to re-engage in the group session and show the other children the task they have been asked to carry out. As pupils start developing communication and social skills through the attention autism teaching method, practitioners can slowly make the sessions more challenging as the children progress (Centre for Autism, 2020). 

The other teaching method that practitioners in school A used to promote equity in the classroom for children with ALN was signing Makaton whilst speaking or singing and encouraging all pupils to do the same. Makaton signing is more commonly used in educational setting because it supports the English being spoken by the practitioner, encouraging pupils to use speech and sign naturally hand in hand (BBC, 2020). In school A during assembly’s and when pupils are singing together in class they will sign all the songs as well as singing them, Makaton is also used when asking questions or using phrases in the classroom and the school prayer is always spoken and signed in Makaton. For example, what is the weather today? Signs are placed around the school and in classrooms to remind and encourage pupils that they must use Makaton when speaking and this is inclusive for children who can only communicate through signing or find speech more difficult (Timbey, 2019). As well as signs being on displays and walls for children to see, visual timetables are used everyday day. Children can check in on the wall, state how they are feeling and use the visual timetable to see the order of the classroom activities for the day. 

In school A there were multi-sensory rooms for the children to sit in that can help sensory stimulation for children with ALN, these rooms include lights, smells, touch and sounds. These rooms can benefit pupils with multi-sensory experiences under their control (Altogether autism, 2017). Multi- sensory experiences can be important for children with ASD to help them with sensory overload and how to process the different senses they are experiencing (National Autistic Society, 2018). School A support these pupils further with regular activities being multi-sensory stories. These stories are aren’t just read to pupils, they are a sensory experience where every part of the story stimulates a different sense. This is a fun way for children to develop literature skills and start to become more familiar with different senses (Preece and Zhao, 2016).
School A specifically focussed their multi-sensory stories on fairy tales and one example they used was the three little pigs. The pupils then had the different materials of the houses which were straw, bricks and wood, when the wolf huffed and puffed the pupils had a balloon pump that blew in air in their faces and they also had a bowl of water for the cauldron that the wolf falls into at the end of the story. This example shows lots of different ways the senses were stimulated and developing literature skills at the same time. 

Discussion

When looking at supporting equity in education for children with ALN it is important to consider Booth and Aincow’s index for inclusion. Booth and Ainscow’s index for inclusion is a tripartite of producing inclusive policies, evolving inclusive and equitable practises and creating diverse cultures. When taking culture into account, the community and inclusive values which the schools hold will reflect on producing policies that show equity for all pupils. Policies can help support diversity and encourage participation for pupils to learn and feel accepted. The government will produce policies, which will be further looked at by local authorities and given to schools so that they can produce legislation tailored to the needs of the school children they support. Finally, these two factors can be seen in practise and the curriculum can be orchestrated for the learning needs of the pupils (2011). 

Examining more closely the practise dimension of Booth and Ainscow’s index for inclusion, school A reflect this through the attention autism program. It encourages equity by improving communication and social skills to create a more inclusive environment.  It gives children with and without ASD more confidence and improves on everyday skills. Davies started the attention autism program, she clarifies the method is designed to be fun and engaging, the activity uses typical autistic strengths like visual stimulus and memory skills to improve on skills which are more challenging like focusing attention and communication and social skills (Davies, 2014). When showing the children each toy, the practitioner is becoming a part of the excitement by using fun and emotional facial expressions which encourages children to spontaneously engage in the task (Rust, 2019). As the practitioner immerses themselves with in the toy it emphasises interaction through social play with the pupil and as the child observes more closely they can feel the practitioner hypothesises with the way they perceive the world. This can lead to children being more open with their communication and as the other stages move forward their attention lasting longer towards the practitioner (MacDonald, 2004). Rust describes that this adult led approach works well because the attention is shared between pupil and practitioner by taking part in the task together. The attention towards adults will build and it can also enhance language through the simple phrases and words being used throughout the activity (2019). As attention autism builds on concentration and attention skills, as well as communication skills it can lead to improvement in other classroom activities like cooking, storytelling and art skills (Drumbeat Primary School, 2020).

Linking school As example of practise from the index for inclusion, to the policy dimension. Legislation that is produced by the Welsh Government is crucial for schools to build on the way their curriculum is taught. Refereeing back to The Welsh Government Guidelines that Support for Young People with ASD in an Educational Setting, illustrated within the literature review, they specify on how to improve joint attention for children with ASD. Joint attention is when children can learn which direction adults are looking and improve on making eye contact and looking at the same object as the practitioner. It focuses attention on the same object or activity as the practitioner and teaches children how to take turns. Additionally, these sessions will take place regularly to improve the pupil’s skills, they encourage children to keep attention on one task, and improve social skills and communication (Welsh Government, 2019). Further linking these guidelines, to school A using the attention autism method, and the policy dimension in the tripartite for index of inclusion, all these factors interlink and build on equity being achieved for children with ALN. The last dimension to be discussed using research from school A is the culture dimension. Mitchell demonstrates why culture is an important factor in Booth and Ainscow’s index for inclusion. He begins with reviewing the bigger picture of inclusive education and states that every country opted to this right for children when the United Nations Convention of the Rights of a Child was signed. However, from the government to the practitioners working in educational environment, all teachers have a role to play when participating in commitment to promoting inclusive ethos and aim to celebrate difference and opportunity to achieve through equity (Mitchell, 2015). Referring to the smaller details within the community, school A show good examples on how to form an inclusive community, school and classroom ethos. The attention autism teaching method that is used, promotes equity being shown through sculpting the activity, toys or work sheets which are used to improve each child’s ability. Additionally, linking attention autism to improving social and emotional skills in pupils, coincides on practitioners using Makaton to support communication in the educational environment. Makaton is consistently used in school A which makes classrooms inclusive and equitable for pupils who have speech and hearing impairments. 

The index for inclusion hypothesises with Bronfenbrenner’s socio ecological model, the model consists of five levels. Starting with the microsystem which would be the child’s immediate family (Kilanowski, 2017), leading to the mesosystems which is the interconnects of the people around the child. For example, from an educational perspective this could be the relationships between the child’s parents and teachers. It is important that the relationship between the parent and teacher is positive for the child’s best interest and to support equitable practise. Following this is the ecosystem, which is two or more different environments that the child is linked to, this can be seen with different pupils, teachers and parents all having diverse backgrounds that can interlink into the curriculum to make lessons more inclusive for all pupils. Children that come from ethnic backgrounds can celebrate their diversity, culture and differences with other pupils in the classroom making them feel more included (Tissington, 2020). An example that can be used from school A is the constant use of Makaton throughout the school environment. This links with Booth and Ainslow’s index for inclusion as culture being a factor in supporting equity in schools. The Macro system is the most distant people that will have effect on the child’s development. These can be seen through different legislations and policy’s that will have effect on the child and making them feel included (Hanafin, 2009). These policies are illustrated in the literature review section of the research. As Mitchell previously described the laws of a country filtering down through each system and being viewed through teachers practise. Finally, the chronosytem demonstrates time, in the case of a child with ALN in school A this could be attention autism developing their attention, communication and social skills. It can introduce changing factors with in the child’s life for example, every year a child changing environment to a new classroom. All these levels must be recognised for a child to have positive development in the environment around them and support equality and equity being reached for the pupil (Oswalt, 2020).

Additionally, the Estyn report for school A demonstrates well-formed relationships between staff and pupils which leads to a diverse and well achieving atmosphere throughout the school. Pupils are more confident and enjoy taking part in learning new skills and curriculum. This community is also supported with a positive range of learning resources such as a sensory garden and outdoor forest school area (Estyn, 2013). Statistics of key stage two pupils in Welsh schools show that ninety five percent of pupils feel as if they have a voice, are listened to and respected, further ninety five percent of pupils feel as if schools deal with bullies well. It is believed that twenty two percent of pupils have ALN in Wales, and their needs are met through different methods, for example teaching assistants and specialist school like school A (Estyn, 2018). In Wales school are constantly evolving and improving on the equity pupils are receiving in schools, the new curriculum is important to consider in this process. School A show through the index for inclusion that they encourage all pupils to achieve following what the new curriculum encourages. When the three dimensions are used together, and schools use these factors to create an inclusive ethos, equity can be accomplished for children to achieve.


Conclusion 

In conclusion, this essay covers what equity in schools is defined as, how it can be achieved and policies that make it law, so it can be accomplished in all learning environments for children with ALN. When linking theories, to policy and practise it can be a beneficial way to break down teaching methods and look more closely at how they help children with equity and support their learning and social relationships. The research that has been presented throughout this paper has shown that schools in Wales are inclusive environments and encourage equity through values and rights respecting school ethos.
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