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Proposed Research

	Proposed Title / Question (20 / 30 words):

	Does the ALN System Improve Learner Identification in Wales? Exploring Implementation and Key Challenges

	 Background & Context (approx. 500 words)

	Historically, the identification of children with additional learning needs in Wales was based on the Special Educational Needs (SEN) system (Webster & Blatchford, 2013). However, this framework has since been criticized for its inherent limitations. Knight et al. (2024) found that approximately 48% of learners born between 2002 and 2003 were classified as having SEN at some point during their education. Their research further revealed significant demographic disparities among SEN-identified learners in Wales: they were disproportionately male, white, from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds, and had lower school attendance rates. Additionally, factors such as lack of breastfeeding and being born later in the academic year were associated with higher SEN identification rates. These findings suggest that SEN classification may be influenced by a complex interplay of sociodemographic and developmental factors rather than purely educational needs. Furthermore, as the proportion of individuals identified with Special Educational Needs (SEN) increases, the likelihood of achieving national expected educational outcomes declines correspondingly (Knight et al., 2024). Knight et al. (2024) highlight two primary contributing factors: on the one hand, the education system’s weakness to mitigate the negative impact of SEN on learners’ educational attainment; on the other hand, the persistent nature of SEN, which exacerbates long-term unmet learning needs and their adverse effects on academic performance. These findings, drawn from two separate 2024 studies by Knight et al., may be regarded as pivotal rationale for transitioning from the SEN framework to the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) system.
In alignment with this change, the Welsh Government is implementing a significant education reform agenda, which includes the introduction of a new curriculum and a transformative support system for learners with ALN (Conn & Hutt, 2020). Knight and Crick (2021) further corroborate this perspective, noting that beyond these reforms—and as part of broader systemic changes—Wales aspires to establish an inclusive education system. The ALN system aims to identify all learners through collaborative ALN institutions to determine whether they require additional learning support (Welsh Government, 2023).
Considering the progress from SEN system to ALN system, and the ultimate purpose is to set all ALN learners under the updated system in 2025, Welsh government and educational institutions are still adopting with the changeover. Nevertheless, such transitions in education affect learners socially and emotionally as well as academically (Packer, Abbinett and Morris, 2022), and these scholars also indicated that transition experiences should be regarded as an on-going process rather than a one-off event. In recent years, the policy shift is ending based on the timeline set by the government, but various problems are also emerging, such as teachers should but are not seen as active agents of change (Conn and Hutt, 2020), and there are differences within and between policies and guidance documents (Knight and Crick, 2021). The existence of these problems may undermine the vision of an inclusive education system and increase uncertainty about the right to education of the targeted groups - learners with additional learning needs. Therefore, how to address these issues and find practical suggestions would be one of the critical focuses for this study.


	Aims & Objectives (approx. 250 – 500 words)

	This comprehensive study seeks to thoroughly investigate the operational challenges, and systemic inefficiencies present in the current process of identifying children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) within Welsh evolving educational landscape (Conn and Hutt, 2020; Knight et al., 2024). As the nation transitions from the established Special Educational Needs (SEN) framework to the newly implemented ALN system, significant gaps in policy implementation have emerged that warrant detailed examination. The research will pay particular attention to three critical dimensions that directly impact identification effectiveness: the practical application of policies at institutional levels, the equitable distribution of necessary resources, and overarching systemic coordination challenges across different educational stakeholders.
The primary research aims centres on conducting an in-depth analysis of these multidimensional challenges to develop actionable strategies for enhancing both the precision and timeliness of ALN identification processes. By systematically evaluating current shortcomings and identifying best practices (Knight and Crick, 2021), this investigation aims to contribute meaningful insights that could inform future policy refinements and practical implementations within Welsh educational framework.
The first objective involves conducting a thorough assessment of existing barriers that hinder efficient ALN identification. This includes examining administrative bottlenecks that result in prolonged assessment waiting periods (Edwards, 2022; Thomas and Parr, 2024), as well as investigating how funding limitations at various institutional levels affect the consistent execution of identification protocols (Richards et al., 2023). Special consideration will be given to regional variations in resource availability and their impact on identification timelines (Thomas and Parr, 2024). For the second objective, the research will undertake a comparative analysis between formal ALN policy guidelines and their practical interpretation and application in school environments. This examination will focus particularly on frontline implementation challenges faced by teachers and ALN coordinators, including variations in professional understanding of identification criteria and inconsistencies in applying assessment procedures across different educational settings (Conn and Hutt, 2020). The third objective entails a comprehensive evaluation of systemic inefficiencies that permeate the ALN identification process. This analysis will incorporate recent scholarly findings, including Knight and Crick's (2021) work on policy documentation inconsistencies, while also investigating how resource allocation patterns and management practices create operational bottlenecks (Conn and Davis, 2023). The study will pay special attention to how these systemic factors disproportionately affect certain demographic groups or geographic regions. The final objective focuses on translating research findings into practical recommendations. By giving evidence-based suggestions will specifically target three improvement areas: enhancing the accuracy of identification procedures through standardized protocols (Packer, Abbinett and Morris, 2022), reducing processing delays through optimized resource allocation, and ensuring equitable access to support services for all identified ALN learners regardless of background or location.

	Proposed Methodology (approx. 500 words)

	This study uses a mixed-methods approach (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018) to examine how schools in Wales identify students with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). The research combines number-based analysis with in-depth interviews to get both the big picture and detailed understanding of current challenges. This dual approach makes the findings more reliable and valid (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). 
For the number-crunching part, the study aims at accomplishing two main things: First, it looks at government records (Welsh Government, 2023) about how many students get ALN support and how long the process takes. Simple statistics help spot patterns in this data. Second, surveys go out to ALN coordinators and teachers in different Welsh schools. These questionnaires use standard rating scales (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018) to measure people's views about the identification process. 
The qualitative component of this study employs semi-structured interviews to gain a nuanced understanding of the experiences and perspectives of those involved in the ALN identification process. Researchers will conduct one-on-one interviews with ALN experts, schoolteachers, and parents. These semi-structured interviews will explore their real-world experiences with identifying students' needs, the challenges they face, and their perceptions of the effectiveness of the new ALN system. Example questions will probe their understanding of ALN identification criteria, their experiences with implementing the new policies, and the resources they find most helpful. In addition to interviews, the study will also review relevant school documents and policy papers to examine how the formal rules and guidelines translate into practice. This document analysis will provide insights into the consistency (or inconsistency) between policy and implementation. Potentially, a select number of detailed case studies will be conducted to illustrate specific examples of what's working well within the ALN system and where the system encounters obstacles. These case studies will provide rich, contextualized accounts of the ALN identification process in action. The study incorporates strong ethical protections throughout its design (BERA, 2018). All personal information remains strictly confidential, with participants receiving clear explanations about the research before agreeing to take part. Individuals retain the right to withdraw at any time, and all schools and students are assigned pseudonyms to protect identities (BERA, 2018). Careful consideration goes into selecting participants to ensure diverse representation. Schools are chosen from various regions across Wales, representing different sizes and student demographics. The participant pool includes experienced ALN coordinators, classroom teachers from multiple grade levels, and school administrators involved in policy decisions, creating a balanced mix of perspectives (Knight and Crick, 2021).
The analytical approach combines quantitative and qualitative data effectively. Statistical analysis reveals broader patterns and trends, while interview responses provide deeper explanations for these findings. Systematic comparison of both data types highlights areas of agreement and divergence (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). This comprehensive methodology successfully addresses all research objectives while maintaining rigorous standards. The balanced integration of statistical evidence with real-world accounts strengthens the study's validity (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). The research design maintains sufficient flexibility to incorporate new insights that may emerge during data collection while consistently maintaining focus on the core research questions (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).
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