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This essay aims to explore Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and their role as a potential barrier to inclusive education. The structure will explore four contributing factors and examine policies and practices that work to remove or reduce these barriers to inclusion. Firstly, it is important to define some of the terms and concepts that will be used throughout. Inclusion, or inclusive education, is defined as a means of education that includes everybody, adapting to the needs of the individual learner (The Alliance for Inclusive Education, 2023) and not allowing for a loss of opportunity due to the individual’s circumstances (Disability Wales, no date). The Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994) also notes that inclusion is imperative for one’s human rights to be fully exercised, as is echoed in the legislation below. The Equality Act 2010 (Department for Education, 2014) prohibits schools from discrimination based on protected characteristics – for example, schools are not permitted to disallow pupils from attending based on such characteristics, for example race or disability. Nor are they permitted to enact policies that may lead to accidental exclusion of a pupil based on these characteristics. In a similar vein, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (UNICEF, 1989) makes reference to the ideals of inclusive education in Articles 28 and 29. Article 28 states that all children should have access to an appropriate education, making explicit reference to equal opportunities for all children. Similarly, Article 29 (UNICEF, 1989) and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) (UN, 1948) state that the educational opportunities received should be appropriately directed towards the fullest realisation of the child’s abilities and talents. It is also important to maintain an awareness that access or physical presence is not synonymous with inclusion – that it is not enough to simply have a pupil enrolled or in the classroom, rather that appropriate steps should always be taken to ensure true inclusion (Glazzard et al, 2015.). It could be argued, then, that only an inclusive means of education can adequately meet the directions of the UNCRC, Equality Act and UDHR, for example in providing equitable opportunities by taking steps to meet the specific needs of individuals.
ALN is defined, within The Additional Learning Needs Code For Wales 2021 (Welsh Government, 2021), as any learning difficulty or disability that results in a need for additional learning provision. It should be noted that recently, Wales passed the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act (Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018), which replaces the previous Special Educational Needs legislation and practice used pre-2018. However, England still operates on the Children and Families Act 2014 (Children and Families Act 2014), and therefore still uses the Special Educational Needs (SEN) terminology. 
Since the ALN act is a recent introduction and is limited to Wales, there are relatively few journal articles or books that reference ALN as opposed to SEN – therefore in research, unless specified within the text that the data applies specifically to SEN and cannot be extrapolated to encompass ALN, the term SEN has been taken to also apply to ALN. For clarity, however, only ALN will be used within the body of this essay, even in cases where the cited literature referred to SEN. The new ALN bill replaces the two terms of “SEN” and “Learning Difficulties and/or Disabilities” (LDD) with one term, and melds the two age groups, now covering the ages of 0-25 years. The aim of this is to create a more unified system that allows for easier transition for those affected (Welsh Government, 2018).
The first contributing factor that will be explored is attitudinal barriers to the inclusion of children with ALN within mainstream classes and schools (Losberg and Zwozdiak-Myers, 2021). Pit-ten Cate and Glock (2018) conducted a study which investigated teacher attitudes to pupils with ALN. They found that, in cases where teachers have prior awareness of a pupil’s ALN, they will tend to expect the pupil to perform less well than their peers who do not have additional needs. These negative expectations may not be totally unfounded, as on average, learners with ALN do evidence poorer attainment when compared to the remainder of the learning population (Welsh Government, 2018). However, Pit-ten Cate and Glock (2018) and Lozano et al (2022) also note that negative expectations can all too easily become a self-fulfilling prophecy. As Rubie-Davies et al (2020) note, finding that groups of students who were taught by an individual with high expectations for them would tend to have comparably higher attainment than those groups who were taught by a practitioner with lower expectations. Supporting Pit-ten Cate and Glock’s (2018) viewpoint, Dyson, Gallanaugh and Millward’s (2003) study into school practices found that teachers may focus exclusively on students who were almost within reach of a higher grade, with the rationale being that these pupils would be more easily supported to achieve results that would show improvement in terms of grade boundaries, which would reflect more positively on the teacher. Glazzard (2011) offers a similar perspective in his investigation into teacher and teaching assistant opinions in a primary school, as does Williams-Brown, Hodkinson and Jopling’s (2023) analysis. Their findings were that a relentless focus on results and standards can lead teachers to be resistant to the idea of inclusion in their own classrooms, owing to a worry that these pupils may act as a drag on overall standards (as evidenced by the lower attainment of pupils with ALN) despite their feelings toward inclusion in a wider context. Glazzard (2011) also suggests that teachers may find themselves unable to provide what they consider adequate provision for ALN whilst also meeting the needs of the rest of their class. He refers to the account of a teacher who totally refused to cater to the needs of a specific pupil before he even entered the class, citing her need to ready her Year Six class for SATs and stating that she would not be able to cope with the pupil’s ALN alongside exam preparation. In terms of policy tackling attitudinal barriers to inclusion of ALN, the ALN Code for Wales 2021 (Welsh Government, 2021) largely speaks to the improvement of expectations regarding pupils with ALN’s attainment, advocating for all practitioners and schools to develop a better understanding of the strengths possessed by students with ALN, as opposed to focusing on accommodations that they may need (Lozano et al, 2022).  For example, the Code (Welsh Government, 2021) makes specific mention of the role of the Designated Education Clinical Lead Officer (DECLO) in providing advice to schools, in order to help level practitioner expectations with reality. Whilst more realistic practitioner expectations may solve a portion of the problem, this strategy seems unlikely to resolve the fact that attainment for pupils with ALN is comparably lower than the rest of the school population (Welsh Government, 2018) – which, as demonstrated above, may be a significant contributor to practitioner attitude-based barriers for ALN inclusion (Glazzard, 2011. Pit-ten Cate and Glock, 2018.).
Another barrier with a similar basis to the aforementioned attitudinal barriers is the potential for challenging behaviour within the classroom, which may lead to removal from the classroom or even the school itself. It is worth noting that not all pupils with ALN will exhibit challenging behaviour (for example: disruption or aggression (Southampton City Council, no date.)), but instead can be considered, for the purposes of this essay, as a subset of pupils with ALN (Burton and Goodman, 2011. Zdoupas and Laubenstein, 2022.). Here, challenging behaviour as a characteristic of a pupil’s ALN and pupils whose ALN specifically relates to their behaviour – known as Behavioural, Emotional and Social Difficulties (BESD) (Broomhead, 2013) will be considered under the single term “challenging behaviour”. Pupils who exhibit challenging behaviour tend to have significantly higher rates of exclusion (Cosma and Soni, 2019) and may be viewed as being among the most difficult sections of the pupil population (Scanlon and Barnes-Holmes, 2013). One reason for this could be, as described by Goodman and Burton (2010), that this challenging behaviour can prove to be a hugely disruptive force within the classroom, which will often impact negatively on the child’s peers (Orsati and Causton-Theoharis, 2012). Burton and Goodman (2011) suggest that schools and teachers may be reluctant or hesitant to admit pupils who exhibit challenging or disruptive behaviours due to fear of negative assessment outcomes. Similarly, Broomhead’s 2013 study of practitioner opinion found that practitioners from designated BESD schools felt that mainstream schools were also too quick to exclude based on this criteria. These findings could raise the question of whether pupils with challenging behaviour are really wanted in the mainstream. This potentially supports Scanlon and Barnes-Holmes (2013) assertion of an overall negative attitude towards pupils who exhibit challenging behaviour, and links back to the first barrier examined, those negative attitudes towards pupils with ALN. Policy regarding ALN-related challenging behaviour emphasises the importance of positive behaviour management, for example; an Estyn report on good practice relates how one school implemented a policy that focused heavily on fostering a positive culture that emphasises student achievement. As a part of this, the school has begun to prioritise involving parents and caregivers in communication. This more collaborative, person centred approach has the potential to foster much more positive relationships between the school and the learner. In turn it seems that these improved staff-student relationships have led to significantly improved behaviour from pupils, which could be attributed to a more well-rounded understanding between the parties (Estyn, 2018a). This learner centred approach is evident in other areas of education, including the new Curriculum for Wales. Senior staff involved in the implementation of this new Curriculum felt that it afforded much more scope for flexibility when meeting pupil needs, due to the inherent flexibility allowed to schools with regard to their curriculum. Given this new adaptability, schools now have significantly more autonomy to tailor activity and support to the needs of the pupil (Welsh Government, 2023).
A third potential barrier affecting the inclusion of children with ALN is a lack of practitioner knowledge about ALN and scarcity of training available to those practitioners to enable them to manage the impacts of ALN in the classroom (Broomhead, 2013. Florian, 2008. Ross-Hill, 2009.). Schools or Local Education Authorities (LEAs) may exclude or even refuse to include pupils with ALN on the basis that their teaching staff do not have the necessary skills to provide for these pupils (Florian and Linklater, 2010. Runswick-Cole, 2008.). Warnes, Done and Knowler (2021) also find that not only are teachers generally lacking in the appropriate training and knowledge, they have limited support at their disposal within the classroom. As Dyson, Gallanaugh and Millward (2003) note; teachers may not be able to enact adequate change when they are lacking in support. Similarly, Estyn (2018b) found that there was far too much variability in terms of teacher knowledge of ALN, and that not enough schools prioritise ALN training for the entire school – this in turn led to inconsistencies even within individual schools themselves. However, Florian and Black-Hawkins (2011) note that it may sometimes be school or inspectorate policy that becomes the limiting factor in regard to inclusion. They recount how ability level differentiation was seen as a positive by the Ofsted inspectorate, although ability grouping has not always been found to be positive in terms of inclusion (Ireson and Hallam, 1999). This indicates that teachers alone are not always able to overcome educational structures that do not enable inclusive education to be prioritised (Florian, 2008), although they may be well-placed to enact individual change (Runswick-Cole, 2008). Brennan, King and Travers (2021) suggest that a lack of continuity exists between knowledge of ALN and what can be done in practice in order to support inclusive pedagogy, a sentiment echoed by Losberg and Zwozdiak-Myers (2021) who suggest that actual inclusive practice may suffer when teachers begin to feel underprepared, irrespective of their previous good practice. On a similar note, Florian and Black-Hawkins (2011) argue that specialist training is not an absolute necessity, and that lack of teacher self-belief is a contributing factor to the issue, as Florian and Linklater (2010) previously suggested. Their argument here being that it is important to focus on commonality of experience between all pupils, and that previous teaching experience is still relevant in matters of ALN support. In terms of its policy for training, in 2022, having recognised the need for additional teacher training to ensure that the new ALN act was deployed with a minimum of disruption to learners and practitioners, the Welsh Government ran a consultation. This considered the possibility of adding another national in service training (INSET) day for the following three academic years, and recommended that the additional days be used exclusively for the priorities noted within the consultation (Welsh Government, 2022a). Estyn also recognises the need for additional training for practitioners, providing several examples of schools which organise staff training well. These schools tend to engage in whole-school, specialised training, with their Additional Learning Needs Coordinator (ALNCO) usually working with the leadership team of the school in order to develop best practice (Estyn, 2020). As previously discussed, it seems a positive that the need for additional training has been recognised and steps have been taken to provide for this. However, since the need for training was present prior to the introduction of the new ALN bill (as shown by the research cited), it remains to be seen whether these steps will adequately fulfil the additional need. 
The final topic to discuss here is the impact of whole-school dependency on teaching assistants (TAs) support of the education of pupils with ALN in mainstream schools. It should be noted that in general, practitioner opinion of the role of the TA appears to be positive, with the support from an additional adult within the classroom being viewed as deeply important (Glazzard, 2011.) in meeting the needs of every child within the class (Warnes, Done and Knowler, 2021.). Mulholland and O’Connor (2016) suggest that classroom collaboration between teacher and TA is an indispensable feature of effective inclusive practice. However, as both Groom and Rose (2005) and Losberg and Zwozdiak-Myers (2021) note, the role of the TA does come with some implicit challenges, and these difficulties should be carefully considered regarding TA deployment in ALN support. Ofsted notes that whilst TAs are often used in the support of pupils with ALN, their presence may interfere with truly inclusive practice (Runswick-Cole, 2008.). Saddler (2013) explains how pupils may develop a dependency on the TA, even to the extent of learned helplessness, which is unlikely to be helpful to the pupil in the long term (Glazzard, 2011. Burton and Goodman, 2011.). In support of the hypothesis of TA dependency, Webster, Blatchford and Russell (2013) explain how pupils who receive the most TA support have significantly less engagement with their class teachers, and make less progress toward academic goals than similar students who receive less TA support. Glazzard (2011) specifically argues that an excess of one-to-one time with a TA can actually be damaging to the pupil’s academic achievement, and could be said to thwart ideals of inclusion, for example, in instances where children are removed from the classroom some or all of the time in order to be taught separately by TAs. It seems that the role of the TA in situations involving pupils with ALN has become closer to instruction than perhaps was originally intended, and therefore the preparation and training received by TAs for this particular role is likely to be woefully lacking (Bowles, Radford and Bakopoulou, 2018. Losberg and Zwozdiak-Myers, 2021.) One viewpoint which partly explains this phenomenon (aside from the aforementioned benefits of classroom collaboration (Mulholland and O’Connor, 2016.)), also concerns low expectations of pupils with ALN (Glazzard, 2011.). Various policies introduced with the intention of raising academic expectations for pupils with ALN have been discussed previously. Most notably the ALN Code for Wales 2021 (Welsh Government, 2021), which recommends in-school support and advice for all school staff directly concerned with education, which, in conjunction with the TA deployment advice provided for school leaders (Welsh Government, 2022b) may prove to be a powerful measure for achieving inclusion. 
In conclusion, the barriers towards ALN inclusion discussed within the body of this essay are largely attitudinal or expectations based. Whilst there are some factors that may at first appear insurmountable, potential solutions to each contributing barrier have been identified and discussed. Whilst inclusion of all learners in mainstream education is generally viewed as the ideal, there is not an absolute consensus that this can be achieved in practice. However, there is an ongoing process within the Welsh Government that is working to be able to bring practice in line with theory and legislation. 
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