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According to the Welsh Government (2016) ‘Inclusion is a process through which all pupils access common opportunities in ways relevant to their needs, and which ensures that they fully belong to the school community.’ However, there are a number of barriers that can hinder or prevent children from learning and participating fully in educational environments and it is the intention of this essay to examine how these barriers can by overcome in Primary School Education in Wales in terms of both best practice strategies and legislation.  The Welsh Government Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2021c) advocates that a child centred approach is taken to ensure that a child’s rights and best interests are paramount, and that as far as practical, have regard for the child’s feelings, views and wishes.  To provide support to enable the child to make decisions whilst respecting and promoting their dignity, are values that are fully supported in the Social Services and Wellbeing Act (Wales) (2014). These basic children’s rights have been promoted by the Welsh Government in its commitment to the principles of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) since formally adopting UNCRC policy since 2004.  It endorses that:
children and young people aged 18 and under, have the right to be safe, to play, to have an education, to be healthy and be happy… 
· Right to non-discrimination (article 2)
· Commitment to the best interests of the child (article 3)
· Right to life, survival and development (article 6)
· Right to be heard (article 12)
         (Welsh Government, 2022)
In the Curriculum for Wales, Statements of what matters code (2021a) learners are encouraged to understand that a society that addresses and confronts racism, ‘understands the interconnected nature of economic, environmental and social sustainability; justice and authority’ and the need to contribute and live in an inclusive and fair world will help children develop their awareness of their own rights, feelings and needs and those of others. This is especially true as, according to Kanyal (2014), children are merely passive bystander in which adults, and more importantly teachers, are responsible for keeping them safe and to encourage and enable them to participate within their own environment without being driven by adult personal beliefs or agenda.  In order to protect children’s rights, the service provided by the independent organisation, the Children’s Commissioner of Wales’ Office, ensures that there is support and advice to children and their families if they feel that they have been treated unfairly. When considering inclusivity in education, there are many barriers to overcome: a child’s social and cultural barriers, like ethnicity, religion, poverty and family background including peer pressure.  A child’s personal, physical and practical barriers, including gender, physical mobility, language, affluence, childcare and ability to access educational resources.  More importantly are the barriers created by the attitudes that people have towards disability. These attitudes or beliefs can by described by two main models, the medical model and the social model (Parliamentary Health Service Ombudsman, 2015).  In this essay the barrier of disability, namely Additional Learning Needs (ALN) will be focused on through the lens of Welsh Government Legislation and best practice, and consideration for inclusivity for Additional Learning Needs students and removal of their emotional, physical, interpersonal and perceptual barriers.
According to the Equality Act (2010) the definition of disability is a person with ‘a physical or mental impairment that has a ‘substantial’ and ‘long-term’ effect on their ability to do normal daily activities’   Furthermore the Welsh Government under the Additional Learning Needs Code 2021, define Additional Learning Needs (ALN) as a person who has:
‘a learning difficulty or disability which calls for an additional learning provision’ whether that is caused by a medical condition or otherwise, which calls for an additional learning provision (ALP)’.   							           					       (Welsh Government, 2021b) 
There are many barriers faced by children with ALN both within schools and the wider community, many of which are due to society’s misperceptions of their needs. The common misconception is that disability is people with mobility difficulties or sensory impairments (Disability Rights Task Force, 1999), hence the use of the medical model of disability has become a principal barrier in itself.  The medical model focuses on the impairment as the cause of the disablement whether it is a physical, mental or sensory impairment and focuses on curing or alleviating the medical condition, thus branding the individual as a victim or helpless and therefore unable to fully participate in society.  Areas of the Equality Act 2010 reflect the medical model and focuses on what an individual cannot do in order to ‘fix’ the problem or provide services to alleviate the problem.  The social model however recognises that it is not the individual that is disabled by its impairment, but by the society who do not consider the individual’s needs. It is this social model that is generally preferred when considering disability as is has been created by disabled people and adopted by the majority of disabled people’s organisation.  It recognises that attitudes towards disability can present barriers and requires people to take proactive action to remove unnecessary barriers to inclusion. It also recognises that there are a wide range of health conditions, like epilepsy or asthma and mental health problems, ALN, dementia, depression or anxiety and therefore distinguishes between impairment and disability, concluding that disability is something that a person experiences and not that they ‘have’ a disability. It is the failure to appreciate the diversity of disabled people and failure to make reasonable adjustments that means that not all of them benefit equally from new policies (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2020). The First Minister, Mark Drakeford, at the Disability Wales Annual Conference (2022), highlighted the importance of the Social Model of Disability by emphasising that through Welsh Legislation ‘we’re ‘looking forward to continuing our work on the Disability Rights Taskforce and seeing the Social Model being embedded across Welsh Government’.
A key area to overcome these barriers is changing mindset and attitude towards disability through legislation and inclusion within education. Theorist Piaget, acknowledged that the child’s voice is central to its learning experience and through using the general principals of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (1989) child-centred child framework for the development of services to children, the Welsh Government’s approach to Inclusion for ALN students through legislation can be seen as ground-breaking.  The new Curriculum for Wales aims to provide a platform for education to be inclusive in both teaching content and delivery to differentiate and cater for individual needs.  A key piece of legislation used as the principal document giving statutory guidance to public bodies in Wales, is the ALN Code for Wales 2021. It aims to ensure that children’s full potential is achieved by identifying their ALN early and addressing it promptly. (Welsh Government 2021b). The ALN Act and wider ALN Transformation Programme has transformed the old systems for special educational needs (SEN) in schools and pupil referral units (PRU’s), and Learning difficulties and/or disabilities (LDD) into a new unified system from September 2020. It covers all children regardless of how complex or severe their additional learning need is, and as it refers to children and young people (up to 25 years old) who for many reasons experience barriers within education to prevent them achieving their full potential, it now incorporates a whole spectrum of needs from autism, adhd, dyslexia, dyspraxia, physical disabilities to anxiety, depression and other mental health issues (Department for Education, no date).  Under this system each child with an ALN will have a legally binding Individual Development Plan (IDP) which describes their additional learning needs, the Additional Learning Provision (ALP) needed and the outcomes of what they would like to achieve. More importantly it provides a record in which to monitor the child’s progress and encourages reviews. It is a flexible plan that allows for changing circumstances and needs and will vary in its complexity and length in operation (Snap Cymru, no date).  The mandatory IDP template includes a one-page profile for the child to highlight their personality, wishes and needs (Welsh Government, 2022) and this supports the requirement of the ALN Act to consider the feelings or both the child and parents. By using person centred practice (PCP) with regular person-centred reviews (PCR) then greater participation and positivity between the child, parents and staff is encouraged along with a feeling of ownership of any decisions made. Bronfenbrenner’s theory of Ecological Systems supports this person-centred approach in that a child's development occurs when it contains multiple environments or systems, namely parents, school and external agencies that interact and constantly influence each other in the best interests for the child. The new reforms in the ALN system introduced by the Welsh Government clearly has the potential to create an inclusive education but as highlighted by Knight and Crick (2022), if there is a lack of consistency between the legislation, values and practical delivery of new diversity and change model, then there will be challenges moving from policy to practice.  It is imperative to communicate clear and consistent information in order to promote teachers’ understanding and support regarding ALN.
The strategies that schools’ use are fundamental to breaking down the barriers that affect students with disabilities and the school’s ability to support them by making adjustments and modifications to its teaching, so that they can participate in all daily activities and lessons as an equal participant. This is a true measure of inclusion. Having an inclusive ethos in a school, with all levels of teaching staff being well resourced, aware of current legislation and good practice regarding ALN, is paramount to the success of inclusivity.  A well-trained staff in collaboration with careful planning of effective, personalised ALN interventions, will scaffold a child’s learning and a positive, tolerant approach will encourage co-operation, communication, discussion and a more constructive way to consider feelings and objectives, a social modelling theory promoted by theorists Vygotsky and Bandura when using more knowledgeable others to assist a child’s learning until it is able to do so on their own.  Most schools in Wales now employ an Additional Learning Needs Co-ordinator (ALNCO), which replaced the Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCo) with some also employing a Families’ Officers.  Having an ALNCO within a school gives a point of contact responsible for meeting a child’s needs by advising staff on appropriate teaching approaches and adjustments to use in relation to the pupil. Sharing good practice is also a key strategy for schools.  Crumlin High Level Primary School provides effective ALN support for their pupils as it uses support from outside agencies by having virtual meetings to discuss strategies for pupils’ specific needs, with other ALNCOs from local schools and an educational psychologist.  Here they combine their experiences and knowledge to create more effective interventions.  The school also devises one-page profiles for ALN pupils, extending good practice by allowing older pupils and parents of younger pupils to contribute to the writing of them to gain a greater understanding of the individual needs (Estyn, 2022).  Burry Port Primary school embraced the person-centred approach and took it a stage further by introducing one-page profiles for all learners within the schools, not exclusively for those with ALN, as they provide key information to all teachers including supply teachers.  They support learners’ learning and reflect ‘pupil voices’ (Welsh Government, 2015).  According to the Anna Freud National Centre for Children & Families (2022), a whole school approach, having committed staff, working together, familiarized with ALN  and the personal needs of the individual learner requires a ‘partnership working between senior leaders, teachers and all school staff, as well as parents, carers and the wider community’, sharing knowledge, strategies and support provided by the expertise of organisations like Snap, Scope, Mencap and the National Autistic Society.   An article by Gaggioloi and Sannipoli (2021), the need to have the tools for measuring attitudes towards intellectual disability (ID) by educators, highlights the necessity for trainee and established teachers to observe difficulties and barriers for pupils with disabilities within classes and experience the pedagogical state of mind of the individual and the complexity of the environment and situations affecting them, thus allowing observation and reflection of the attitude that has produced a certain action and not the behaviour itself. Through reflective practice and documentation, the data collected helps in the ‘accommodating paradoxes of possible different interpretations (and) measuring changes in one and others’.  
Good practice has been shown, according to Estyn (2022), by Clwyd Community Primary School in Swansea where pupils have been given the opportunity to influence how and what they learn through ‘pupil voice groups’.  One such group, the Rights Respecting group allowed children to understand their rights and create expectations by recognising children’s rights in accordance with the principles of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC).  By allowing pupils this active participation in their learning, inclusion can be promoted as it endorses the implementation of practical and strategic changes to achieve an education for all, it welcomes communities and more importantly combats discriminatory attitudes outlined in the UNESCO Salamanca Statement. (Centre for Studies on Inclusive Education, 2020). The good practices at Trinity Fields and Resource Centre in Hengoed has been hailed as exemplary by Estyn (2019). Teachers foster ‘highly positive and valuable relationships with their pupils’ which in turn promotes a stimulating and engaging inclusive environment and contributes to pupils’ personal development and wellbeing.  Pupils are treated with respect and are supported and encouraged to learn, they feel that they are listened to and that they are safe in school.  This feeling of safety is supported by theorist Maslow’s hierarchical needs relating to self-actualization and achieving one’s full potential.  A well-developed awareness of the UNCRC has been created within the school by producing a symbolic version of the articles for use by other Welsh ALN pupils resulting in the school council contributing to the document being launched with the Children’s Commissioner for Wales. The strategy of their staff having detailed understandings of pupils’ interests and abilities, is advocated and the knowledge gained is used to adapt and make allowable adjustments by changing environments including outdoor education.  This ensures that tasks are engaging and achievable and promotes high levels of expectation within the pupils.  The strategy of engaging with parents and building good relationships through the school’s outreach team is particularly beneficial to help and support in their child’s progress, along with high quality training and mentoring for its staff and newly qualified teachers.
The benefits to inclusive education and society generally are widespread. Inclusion ensures that everyone feels valued and equally important.  Understanding, appreciation for diversity and positive interactions promotes patience, support, acceptance and self-worth. This creates better attendance and success, as all pupils are given access to positive role models for academic, social and behavioural skills. It establishes meaningful relationships and an improved determination to overcome barriers.  By encouraging this through the legislation, the Welsh Government can seek to prepare all children including those with disabilities for adult life in an inclusive society.  By schools fostering relationships outside of the classroom, understanding, collaboration and cooperation between teachers, pupils, parents and the local communities can be enhanced.  As stated in the introduction, ‘Inclusion is a process through which all pupils access common opportunities in ways relevant to their needs, and which ensures that they fully belong to the school community.’ (Welsh Government,2016) and it seeks to uphold this with regular Estyn inspections.  A recent report ‘Summary Findings 2021-2022’ on additional learning needs reform, maintains that steady progress is being made within welsh schools and they have welcomed changes in approach to ALN. That staff generally have a good understanding of the new ALN Act and have implemented the key elements of the reform in identifying and mapping out provisions for those with ALN.  They have embraced person-centred practices and are identifying specialised additional support where needed (Estyn 2022).  However, it is clear to see that ‘there are a number of barriers that can hinder or prevent children from learning and participating fully in educational environments’ many of which have been highlighted in this essay.  It remains the fact that good practice and effective strategies can help to over come some of the barriers but it is perhaps the overriding factor, that perceived attitudes towards disability, many of which are due to society’s misperceptions of their needs, is the most hindering issue and one that needs to be continually addressed.
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