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Learning Support Report - Part 1 
Inclusive education is a central priority within Welsh post-compulsory education and training (PCET), where widening participation and increasingly diverse learner populations require equitable, responsive and evidence-informed provision (MEDR, 2025; HESA, 2026). This aligns with national ambitions for a fair, inclusive and sustainable education system (Welsh Government, 2023; OECD, 2021). Practitioners across further education (FE), work-based learning and higher education (HE) must accommodate a broad spectrum of Additional Learning Needs (ALN), disabilities and complex learner profiles, reflecting sector-wide commitments to widening participation (HEFCW, 2022). This requires understanding individual needs alongside critical engagement with the legal, regulatory and policy frameworks shaping inclusive practice.
MEDR is intended to oversee funding, performance and national priorities across post-compulsory education and training (PCET) (MEDR, 2025) but does not undertake inspection. Instead, quality assurance in further education and work-based learning is carried out by Estyn (Estyn, 2023). This division of roles reflects the multi-layered governance of Welsh education, where accountability for inclusion is distributed across policy, regulatory and inspection frameworks, including the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018. While intended to strengthen oversight, this complexity can create challenges in achieving consistent inclusive practice (Norwich, 2014; Riddell and Weedon, 2014; Estyn, 2023).
The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 introduced a unified ALN system for learners aged 0–25, replacing the previous SEN framework and establishing Individual Development Plans (IDPs) to support continuity across transitions (Welsh Government, 2018; Welsh Government, 2021a). The ALN Code (2021) reinforces early identification, multi-agency collaboration and person-centred planning, reflecting a rights-based approach aligned with Article 24 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), 2006) and UNESCO principles (UNESCO, 2020). Although the ALN system does not extend formally into higher education, its principles influence inclusive practice within Welsh universities, where support is delivered through reasonable adjustments under the Equality Act 2010 (Universities Wales, 2020; Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC), 2022). However, the absence of a statutory ALN framework in HE creates inconsistencies in provision and accountability (HEFCW, 2021), reflecting broader structural differences between FE and HE (Riddell and Weedon, 2014). This highlights a tension between policy aspirations for continuity and uneven support across sectors, aligning with the social model of disability (Oliver, 1990) and inclusive pedagogy, which emphasise proactive design (Florian and Black-Hawkins, 2011; Hockings, 2010).
Learner agency is central to ALN reforms. Involving learners in decision-making promotes autonomy, particularly in HE where responsibility for accessing support shifts to the individual (Madriaga et al., 2010; Waterfield and West, 2006). However, implementation remains inconsistent. Norwich (2014) argues that policy is often aspirational, while Riddell and Weedon (2014) highlight structural and resource constraints. Estyn (2023) similarly reports variability in staff confidence. This demonstrates that inclusion depends on institutional capacity, practitioner expertise and organisational culture (Hodkinson, 2019; Fuller et al., 2004). The Equality Act 2010 identifies nine protected characteristics (UK Government, 2010), and learners with ALN may experience compounded disadvantage where disability intersects with socio-economic background, ethnicity or gender (Crenshaw, 1989; Collins and Bilge, 2016; ECU, 2017).
Institutions must make reasonable adjustments, including accessible materials, assistive technology and flexible assessment (Gravells, 2012; Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), 2015). However, this approach is often reactive, relying on disclosure and placing responsibility on learners (Riddell and Weedon, 2014; Shakespeare, 2018; Brown and Leigh, 2018). Compliance alone is insufficient. While the Public Sector Equality Duty requires advancing equality (Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC), 2021), achieving equity requires differentiated provision (Warwick-Booth, 2019). Over-reliance on individual adjustments risks reproducing inequality and limiting proactive, universally designed learning environments (Advance HE, 2024a; CAST, 2018). Although the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 and the UNCRPD position inclusion as social justice (Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), 2006; Welsh Government, 2025), disabled learners continue to experience fragmented support and poorer outcomes, particularly at transition points (Riddell et al., 2007; Carroll and Dockrell, 2012; UCAS, 2023). This suggests that legislative protection alone does not guarantee meaningful inclusion in practice.
Learners in PCET present with diverse, overlapping needs. Dyslexia affects literacy (Reid, 2016; Snowling, 2019), ADHD impacts attention and executive functioning (Farrell, 2006; Jansen et al., 2017), and autism influences communication and sensory processing (Crane et al., 2021; Anderson et al., 2017; National Autistic Society (NAS), 2022). Mental health conditions affect engagement and persistence (Fernando, 2010; UCAS, 2023; Universities UK, 2020). These needs frequently co-occur, reinforcing the need for holistic, inclusive approaches (Florian and Black-Hawkins, 2011; Norwich, 2013). Research shows that unmet needs reduce attainment, while inclusive provision improves outcomes (Riddell et al., 2007; Pino and Mortari, 2014; Thomas, 2021). Protective factors such as supportive relationships, inclusive teaching practices and belonging enhance participation (Barden and Caleb, 2019; Thomas, 2012). Educational resilience is therefore central to post-16 inclusion (Borrett, 2023; Ungar, 2018).
Models of disability shape interpretations of need. The medical model locates difficulty within the individual, while the social model highlights systemic barriers (Swain and French, 2000; Shakespeare, 2018). Rights-based approaches position inclusion as entitlement (Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), 2006; UNESCO, 2020). In PCET, barriers often arise from inflexible curricula and inaccessible assessment (Oliver, 2013; Hockings, 2010). Neuro-affirming approaches further challenge deficit-based assumptions by recognising neurodivergence as natural variation, reframing difference as diversity and promoting strengths-based practice (Walker, 2021; Chapman, 2021; Kapp, 2020). Intersectionality further illuminates how structural inequalities shape progression (Archer et al., 2003; Riddell et al., 2007), while unconscious bias influences decision-making (Kirwan Institute, 2015; Advance HE, 2020). Inclusive practice must therefore recognise the complexity of learner experience rather than reducing need to a single category or diagnosis (Booth and Ainscow, 2011; Ainscow, 2020).
Inclusive pedagogy responds proactively to learner diversity. Florian and Black-Hawkins (2011) emphasise extending learning opportunities to all learners, while Booth and Ainscow (2011) focus on identifying and removing barriers to participation. Effective inclusive strategies include scaffolded instruction, multimodal teaching and the use of assistive technologies (Petty, 2014; Reece and Walker, 2007; Jisc, 2022). Universal Design for Learning (UDL) further embeds flexibility through multiple means of engagement, representation and expression (Meyer et al., 2014; CAST, 2018). Foundational learning theories underpin inclusive practice: Vygotsky (1978) and Bruner (1966) highlight the importance of structured support, Maslow (1943) emphasises the role of wellbeing, and Bronfenbrenner (1979) recognises the influence of environmental systems. Bloom’s Taxonomy (Adams, 2015) supports progression through structured cognitive development.
Part 2 
Scenario 1 – Iwan
As a lecturer in Inclusive Education within the Centre for Childhood, Youth and Education at UWTSD, I recognise that Iwan’s circumstances present both an immediate welfare concern and a significant barrier to his engagement with the programme. Financial hardship is a well-documented structural barrier to participation in higher education, disproportionately affecting students from lower socio-economic backgrounds and first-generation entrants (Archer, Hutchings and Ross, 2003; Callender and Mason, 2017). In Wales, these inequalities are particularly pronounced: 28% of the population lives in poverty, the highest rate of any UK nation (Bevan Foundation, 2023). HEFCW (2023) further reports that students from low participation Welsh postcodes are more likely to experience financial stress, reduced study time and lower continuation rates, demonstrating how structural inequality directly shapes educational outcomes and progression.
Within Inclusive Education programmes, where sustained reading, reflective writing and seminar-based discussion are central, financial precarity can significantly reduce cognitive capacity, study time and sense of belonging (Thomas, 2012). First generation students often experience reduced cultural capital and uncertainty navigating university systems (Reay, Crozier and Clayton, 2010), which may compound feelings of exclusion. Behavioural research also demonstrates that poverty reduces working memory and executive functioning, narrowing attention and impairing decision making (Mani et al., 2013). This provides a clear explanation for why Iwan is falling behind despite strong motivation, highlighting that his difficulties are not individual deficits but responses to structural pressures.
My response must therefore be grounded in Welsh legislation and institutional frameworks. Under the Equality Act 2010 (UK Government, 2010), I have a duty to ensure Iwan is not placed at a substantial disadvantage. The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 (Welsh Government, 2015) emphasises prevention, equity and long-term wellbeing, requiring public bodies to work towards a “more equal Wales.” UWTSD’s Strategic Equality Plan (2024–2028) (UWTSD, 2024a) reinforces institutional responsibility to remove barriers to participation, while HEFCW’s Widening Access Policy (2023) (HEFCW, 2023) prioritises support for learners from deprived Welsh communities. These frameworks collectively demonstrate that addressing financial hardship is central to inclusive practice.
My approach must also align with the Professional Standards Framework for Teaching and Supporting Learning in Higher Education (Advance HE, 2023). This requires a commitment to recognising the diverse circumstances of learners and actively reducing barriers to participation through inclusive and equitable practice. Responding to Iwan’s situation involves adapting teaching, assessment and support to enable meaningful engagement, while drawing on research-informed understanding of how financial hardship impacts cognition, participation and attainment. In doing so, I am enacting professional expectations to design inclusive learning environments, support student progression and make evidence-informed decisions that enhance student success. The Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership (Welsh Government, 2023) require practitioners to demonstrate care, collaboration and a commitment to equity. Responding with empathy and professional curiosity aligns with these expectations. My approach would be non-judgemental and sensitive to the stigma associated with financial hardship (Barden and Caleb, 2019). I would explore whether he is experiencing food insecurity or housing instability, as unmet basic needs constitute a safeguarding concern and directly affect learning.
With his consent, I would refer him to Student Services, including the Money Support Team, hardship funds and university Food Hubs. This aligns with Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs, which positions physiological and safety needs as foundational. I would also encourage engagement with wellbeing services, as financial stress is strongly associated with anxiety and reduced concentration (Richardson, Elliott and Roberts, 2017).
Pedagogically, I would adopt inclusive strategies informed by Universal Design for Learning (Meyer, Rose and Gordon, 2014) and inclusive pedagogy (Florian and Black Hawkins, 2011). Providing recorded lectures, structured resources and scaffolded tasks supports learners experiencing external pressures (Hockings, 2010). Breaking assignments into stages aligns with Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development, while trauma informed principles emphasise predictability and relational safety (Carello and Butler, 2015).
Externally, I would signpost organisations such as Citizens Advice Cymru, Turn2us and StepChange. Overall, my approach is holistic, proactive and grounded in social justice, integrating Welsh policy, institutional processes and inclusive pedagogy to sustain Iwan’s engagement and success.
Scenario 2 – Megan
As a lecturer in Inclusive Education within the Centre for Childhood, Youth and Education at UWTSD, I recognise that Megan’s disclosure highlights potential barriers to participation, learning and wellbeing even before she begins the programme. Anxiety is one of the most prevalent mental health challenges among students in Wales, with 44% reporting symptoms that impact their studies (NUS Wales, 2023). Megan’s long-standing anxiety, difficulty speaking in groups and challenges mixing with new people may significantly affect her ability to engage in seminar-based discussion, collaborative tasks and reflective activities central to Inclusive Education programmes, potentially limiting her sense of belonging and participation.
Her difficulties with concentration and maintaining attention, alongside possible dyslexia, indicate overlapping cognitive and emotional needs. A neurodiversity framework positions these differences as natural human variation rather than deficit (Armstrong, 2010; Doyle, 2020). A neuro affirming approach further emphasises validating Megan’s communication preferences and processing style as legitimate expressions of neurodivergence, challenging deficit-based interpretations and promoting psychological safety (Walker, 2021; Chapman, 2021). This aligns with the social model of disability, which locates barriers within educational environments rather than the learner (Shakespeare, 2018). Undiagnosed learners often experience heightened anxiety and difficulty accessing support (Madriaga et al., 2010), reinforcing the need for anticipatory provision.
Under the Equality Act 2010 (UK Government, 2010), UWTSD has an anticipatory duty to remove barriers before disadvantage occurs. The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 (Welsh Government, 2015) emphasises prevention and equity, while UWTSD’s Strategic Equality Plan (2024–2028) (UWTSD, 2024a–d) promotes inclusive practice and early intervention. The Welsh Professional Standards (2023) further emphasise care and learner wellbeing.
My approach must also reflect the Professional Standards Framework for Teaching and Supporting Learning in Higher Education (Advance HE, 2023). This involves creating supportive and inclusive learning environments that recognise and respond to diverse learner needs, particularly where anxiety and neurodivergence may affect participation. Designing flexible approaches to engagement, such as multiple modes of participation, demonstrates a commitment to inclusive curriculum design, while drawing on research into neurodiversity and cognitive load supports informed pedagogical decision-making. Facilitating early access to support services further reflects my responsibility to enable student success and foster a sense of belonging within the learning environment.
I would respond sensitively and refer Megan to Student Services, including Learning Support and Disability Services for screening and DSA guidance. Early support improves confidence and retention (Thomas, 2012). I would also signpost student wellbeing services and external organisations such as Mind Cymru and Student Minds.
Pedagogically, I would adopt UDL (Meyer et al., 2014), offering multiple participation methods such as written responses, small groups and online forums. Structured delivery and advance materials reduce cognitive load (Sweller, 2011). Accessible practices should be implemented without waiting for diagnosis (Pino and Mortari, 2014). This aligns with Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivist theory and Bloom’s revised taxonomy (Anderson and Krathwohl, 2001). However, reliance on self-advocacy may disadvantage students with anxiety, highlighting tensions between inclusive ideals and institutional systems (Riddell and Weedon, 2014). Without systemic change, barriers may persist despite inclusive practice.
Overall, my approach is proactive, inclusive and student centred, embedding support within both teaching and institutional practice (Thomas, 2012; Kahu and Nelson, 2018).
Scenario 3 – Dafydd
As a lecturer in Inclusive Education within the Centre for Childhood, Youth and Education at UWTSD, I recognise that Dafydd’s cerebral palsy, partial sight and fatigue may create barriers to participation, access and assessment unless support is proactively planned. I adopt a rights based, non-deficit perspective, drawing on the social model of disability, which locates barriers within environments rather than individuals (Shakespeare, 2018). This aligns with Welsh Government commitments to equity and participation.
Under the Equality Act 2010 (UK Government, 2010), UWTSD has an anticipatory duty to make reasonable adjustments. The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 (Welsh Government, 2015) reinforces this by emphasising prevention and long-term wellbeing. UWTSD’s Strategic Equality Plan (2024–2028) and Accessibility policies promote proactive inclusion (UWTSD, 2024a–d), while the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership emphasise care and equity (Welsh Government, 2023).
My approach must also reflect the Professional Standards Framework for Teaching and Supporting Learning in Higher Education (Advance HE, 2023). This involves proactively designing accessible learning environments and anticipating barriers that may affect participation, rather than responding only after difficulties arise. Embedding inclusive pedagogical approaches ensures that teaching, learning and assessment are accessible to all students, while maintaining academic standards. Supporting Dafydd’s autonomy and independence reflects a commitment to respecting learners as individuals, while applying evidence-informed strategies ensures that adjustments are both appropriate and effective in enabling full participation.
My initial approach would be a supportive discussion, acknowledging Dafydd’s desire for independence. With consent, I would refer him to Student Services, including Learning Support and Disability Services, and support access to Disabled Students’ Allowance (DSA) for assistive technologies such as voice to text and screen magnification (McNicholl et al., 2021).
At an institutional level, I would ensure accessible environments and consider fatigue, a commonly overlooked aspect of cerebral palsy (Seyhan Bıyık et al., 2022). Flexible timetabling and pacing are essential.
Pedagogically, I would embed inclusive practice using UDL and inclusive pedagogy (Meyer et al., 2014; Florian and Black Hawkins, 2011). Accessible materials and recordings support participation (Croft, 2020; Firat, 2021). Bruner’s scaffolding supports pacing, while Bloom Taxonomy supports progression.
Assessment design would avoid privileging speed, offering flexible formats. However, institutional constraints may limit full implementation (Hockings, 2010).
With consent, I would liaise with organisations such as RNIB, Scope and Disability Rights UK. Overall, my approach is collaborative, enabling and rooted in inclusive design, focusing on transforming systems rather than adapting the learner.
In conclusion, Inclusive education within Welsh post-compulsory education and training is underpinned by a robust legislative and policy framework, including the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018, the Equality Act 2010 (UK Government, 2010) and the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 (Welsh Government, 2015). However, the effectiveness of these frameworks is contingent upon consistent and critically reflective implementation in practice. 
Learners present with complex, intersecting needs shaped by disability, mental health, socio-economic inequality and prior educational experiences, challenging deficit-oriented interpretations and reinforcing the need for social and rights-based approaches that locate responsibility within institutions rather than individuals (Oliver, 2013; OHCHR, 2006). Inclusive pedagogy and Universal Design for Learning provide practical mechanisms for anticipating diversity and embedding accessibility, supported by theoretical foundations that recognise the interplay between cognitive, social and emotional dimensions of learning (Florian and Black-Hawkins, 2011; Meyer et al., 2014). Nevertheless, persistent tensions between policy and practice, including reliance on self-disclosure and variability in reasonable adjustments, highlight the limitations of compliance-driven approaches and the need for systemic cultural change (Hockings, 2010; Riddell and Weedon, 2014). Ultimately, meaningful inclusion requires a sustained commitment to proactive, evidence-informed and learner-centred practice, where educational systems are transformed to ensure equitable participation, progression and success for all learners.
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