Understanding the Rights of Children with Additional Learning Needs
Children and young people’s rights are a fundamental aspect of education, ensuring that all learners are treated with respect, dignity and fairness. A rights-based approach places the child in the centre of the focus ensuring that they are actively being supported and that their needs are being met. In education it is also important that the child is given access to high quality learning opportunities as well as being given the support they need to overcome any barriers they may face.  
This approach can support promoting of equality within education, and ensures that no children are left out because of their circumstances, additional needs or disabilities. It also promotes the fact that educators should not focus solely on academic achievements but take into consideration the child as a whole. Furthermore, it also promotes the development of inclusive settings where every learner can feel valued and included. Such principles are especially important when focusing on children with ALN, as they may need additional adjustments to be able to access learning to their full potential.
This essay will explore how children and young people’s rights are understood and applied in education with a particular focus on Additional Learning Needs (ALN). ALN refers to a child that requires extra support in achieving milestones and overcoming barriers, which makes promoting and protecting their rights especially important. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child offers an important framework for children’s rights, emphasising key entitlements such as access to education (Article 28), the right to appropriate support and inclusion (Article 23), and the right for children to express their views and be involved in decision making that affect them (Article 12). 
This essay will also explore the key ideas behind children’s rights, looking at the theories that shape them as well as the laws and policies that support them. It will consider how these are put into practice in real settings, and also examine the challenges involved in fully supporting children’s rights, especially for those with ALN. Finally, it will look at ways to overcome these barriers and create more inclusive, rights-respecting learning environments.
 
The understanding of children and young people’s rights in education is supported by a range of theoretical frameworks, particularly for children with ALN. The Social Model of Disability explains that disability is caused by the society and the environment rather than a person’s impairment. The model looks at the way of adjusting the environment by removing barriers to allow disabled people to be independent and equal, with control and choice over their own lives.  This this is why it  aligns with the UNCRC, as it promotes children’s rights to be included, to have their voices heard  and to access education without discrimination. This approach encourages educational settings to take responsibility for promoting and developing inclusive environments where all children can participate fully.
However, the medical model of disability mentions how a child with the disability is the issue and should be the one that needs to be fixed, not society around them. Even when the person does experience pain as a result of their disability, the medical model still mentions how they should be treated to be able to fit into society. The medical model of disability does not correlate with the UNCRC, as the Article 23 mentions how a child with a disability has the right to have barriers removed to help them by giving them the opportunity to live the best life possible and to be able to become independent,  which the medical model goes against. This can lead to children  feeling excluded within educational settings.
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory mentions how a person's basic needs have to be met to be able to move further in areas like learning, being well fed or  hydrated or having a safe place to live. Article 24 of the UNCRC states that all children have the right to clean water, healthcare, and nutritious food, while Article 27 supports this by recognising a child’s right to an adequate standard of living, including access to basic necessities. Roger Hart’s Ladder of Participation theory consists of 8 stages to show the different levels of a child’s voice being heard which correlates with Article 12 of the UNCRC, the right to have your voice heard. The theory has the different stages, the lower down the ladder the less of a voice in decision making the children have. Children with ALN are often more likely to have their voices and opinions left  unacknowledged because of their limited communication abilities, for example being non- verbal . The way a child communicates can also affect how much their thoughts and feelings are heard and recognised, as not everyone understands what they are trying to express and may ignore it instead of learning how to communicate with the particular child. This theory could be linked to another article of the UNCRC - Article 23 which states that children with disabilities should have the right to live  the best life possible and to have any barriers removed,   including those related to  communication. This emphasises the importance of adjusting  communication methods and making sure that equal opportunities to express themselves are given to all children.
 
 
 
 
In Wales the rights of children and young people to education are supported by strong policy at international, national and curriculum levels. The most important is United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), which says that all children have right to education (Article 28) and that their opinions are important in making decisions affecting them (Article 12). The UNCRC points out that children with disabilities have right to access education on an equal basis to others and have the barriers to education removed to become independent (Article 23).
 
This provides a clear groundwork for how the rights of children should be implemented in an educational context and gives clarity that inclusion is not optional but a legal requirement. It also requires education providers to actively remove any barriers that may stop anyone from full participation in learning. As a result, the UNCRC provides a foundation for all legislation in Wales.
 
Additionally, Human Rights Act (1998) emphasises the right to education and protection from discrimination. It ensures that education is a legal entitlement that requires authorities to ensure their actions protect and promote children’s rights, meaning that schools and local authorities must ensure that nobody is unfairly disadvantaged. It supports fair access to education and protects vulnerable learners from exclusion and inequality.
 
The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal Act for Wales (2018) is an  important legislation providing educational rights for learners with additional needs. It has a more inclusive and learner-centred approach. It introduces Individual Learning Plans (IDPs) which are legal documents designed to provide all learners with appropriate support based on their individual needs. The main idea of the Act is to promote participation of children and their families in decision-making processes. This gives the families and children the the opportunity to be actively involved in shaping support, not just being passive recipients. The collaboration between families, schools and professionals provides more effective support system.
 
The ALN Code for Wales (2021) provides guidance on how this system should be implemented to support the ALN Act. It highlights the importance of early identification, collaboration and consistent approach across educational settings, which helps to provide support as early as possible without any delays.
 
Alongside this, the Curriculum for Wales (2022) by promoting inclusion, equity and the voice of learners strengthens the approach based on the rights. It has been designed to support all learners by making teaching and assessments more flexible. The curriculum supports schools to provide inclusive learning environments for every learner to ensure they can progress, following the guidelines of UNCRC for equality and participation. This encourages teachers to adapt their methods ensuring the diverse needs are met and learning is meaningful and accessible for all. This helps to reduce barriers and supports more personalised learning.
 
These policies ensure that children and young people in Wales have a transparent right to education that is inclusive, participatory, and legally protected. They also provide the foundation for practice-based approaches seen in settings such as schools and nurseries, where these rights are implemented in real contexts.
 
Overall, these policies show a strong commitment to promoting children’s rights, making sure inclusion is incorporated across all areas of education in Wales.
 
 
 
The implementation of children’s right  in education system in Wales can be shown by presenting two different case studies. The first one is a primary school child supported through the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) system and the other is practice within the Little Stars Nursery. These two examples present how rights to access, inclusion and participation are applied across different educational contexts.
The first case study focuses on the ALN system introduced under the Additional Learning Needs and education Tribunal Act for Wales (2018). A primary strength of this approach is being child-centered, ensuring that the child’s opinion and feelings are important in decision making (Welsh Government, 2022).
 
For example, a primary school child who is diagnosed with autism goes through school-based assessment, the collaborative IDP involving teachers, parents, and external professionals. The child can express their preferences of learning styles or classroom adjustments, which must be considered. This follows Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), which prioritise the child’s right to be heard.
 
This case study shows a strong implementation of rights, especially promoting inclusion and participation. The ALN system attempts to support children within mainstream education wherever  possible, providing equal access to learning opportunities. Furthermore, children and their families can challenge decisions and appeal to the Education Tribunal for Wales, which helps protects their rights.
 
However, this system can be critically evaluated. While the framework is theoretically well-grounded, inconsistencies in implementation may limit its effectiveness. Variations in resources, staff training, and local authority provision can result in unequal experiences for children. Additionally, even though children’s participation is encouraged, younger children or those with impaired communication may require additional support to ensure their voices are hear. The second case study focuses on Little Stars Nursery in Wales, and provides an example of how children’s rights are applied in an early years setting. This  nursery has been recognised for its inclusive approach and support for children with additional learning needs. It works collaboratively with families and external agencies to ensure that each child’s developmental needs are met.
 
Children’s rights are integrated here into everyday practice. Practitioners observe and plan in response to make sure that children’s interests and preferences influence their learning experiences. This supports Article 12 of the UNCRC, as well as Article 28 (right to education) and Article 23 (rights of children with disabilities).
The main strength of this setting is the implementation of policy and framework into practice. Staff are trained to support children with diverse needs and continuously develop their skills.
 
Despite the strengths, some limitations are present. Little Stars Nursery is one of many in Wales and it  may not reflect the experience of all early years settings. Variations in funding, staffing levels, and access to specialist support can affect how consistent the delivery of provision is. Furthermore, very young children are not always able to express their views, forcing practitioners to interpret their needs, which can present subjectivity.
 
Both case studies show how children’s rights are integrated into Welsh education through policy, frameworks, and everyday practice. The ALN system provides a structured, rights-based approach, while Little Stars Nursery demonstrates how these principles are implemented in an early years setting. However, both case studies show challenges in ensuring consistency and fully implementing children’s rights across all educational contexts.
 
Although children’s rights are well established in policy, their implementation within educational settings remains inconsistent due to a range of barriers. Research suggests that although children are known as the right-bearers within the UNCRC, the reality in schools may differ significantly within what is expected and what is actually happening creating gaps in their learning (Lewis et al. 2017). One significant barrier that children face is the limited opportunities, especially for younger children to have their voices heard. While in theory participation is encouraged like in Roger Hart’s theory however in practise children are not always involved in the decision making that affects their learning, which highlights the challenges of fully achieving Article 12 of UNCRC.  
In addition, there are other concerns such as children having inadequate awareness of their rights which affects their ability to actively exercising their rights (Lewis et al. 2017). Inequality is another barrier that presents significant challenges. Children from disadvantaged backgrounds, as well as children with additional learning needs, may face greater barriers in accessing high quality learning and achieving positive outcomes. Even though there are improvements with providing more opportunities for children with ALN many inconsistencies still occur that limit the children. Children with ALN are more likely to face barriers such as a lack of support or insufficient accommodation of their needs to ensure full access to learning.
Furthermore, wider issues can have an impact on the application of children's rights. Differences in school practices, staff confidence, training and the availability of resources can all have a major effect on how constructively rights-based approaches are embedded within the school system. In some cases, policies are not consistently applied which leads to unfair experiences for children and belittles the idea of promoting inclusion. Overall, there are significant improvements made to promote children’s rights however there are still many issues that need to be addressed and improved but the lack of staff and resources affects it greatly. 
 
 
There are several different strategies used in Wales to support, promote and protect children and young people’s rights to education, facilitating the implementation of the policies into practice. These strategies include inclusion, participation, safeguarding or personalised support.
The key strategy is an approach centred on an individual learner. It supports collaboration between the child, parents and professionals in decision making. The IDPs are very important parts of the process setting out learners’ needs and required support. This fosters children’s rights outlined in Article 12 of the UNCRC saying that children have rights to express their opinions in decisions that impact them.
 
Another significant strategy is having ALN Coordinators (ALNCos) is educational settings. They are responsible for identifying needs, coordinating support and becoming a link between children, parents and professionals. This supports the whole process by offering timely, consistent appropriate support.  The ALN Code for Wales (2021) emphasises the importance of early interventions and collaboration protecting children’s rights to education.
 
Another key strategy promoting children’s rights is the Curriculum for Wales (2022) itself. Despite the flexibility and freedom for schools to adapt their teaching methods and strategies it is designed to be inclusive. It emphasises the importance of the learners, their wellbeing, progression and meaningful access to education. The main idea of it is to remove the barriers and support equality.
 
Safeguarding policies are also an important part of protecting children’s rights. Following the principles of UNCRC to protect children from harm and promote their wellbeing schools are required to follow safeguarding procedures.
Safeguarding policies also play a vital role in protecting children’s rights in education. Schools are legally required to follow safeguarding procedures that protect children from harm and ensure their wellbeing. This follows the UNCRC Articles 19 and 3, which state that children must be protected from harm and that their best interests should come first in all decisions. 
Another effective strategy is multi-agency collaboration, involving  educational settings, health and social services. This approach ensures that children with complex needs receive support they need.
However, the effectiveness of these strategies can vary in practice. The resources, staff training, and local authority implementation  may differ across different areas and may lead to inconsistencies in support. This emphasises the ongoing challenge of ensuring that rights-based approaches are applied equally across all educational settings.
Overall, strategies such as person-centred planning, ALNCos, inclusive curriculum design, safeguarding frameworks, and multi-agency working all contribute to promoting and protecting children’s rights in Welsh education. However, consistent implementation is important to ensure that all learners benefit equally from these protections.
 
In conclusion, understanding the rights of children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) highlights the strong policy framework that is in place across Wales as well as the ongoing challenges in ensuring these rights are fully implemented in practice. The UNCRC provides a clear foundation for children’s rights in education, particularly through articles such as the right to education, the right to be heard, and the right for children with disabilities to receive appropriate support and have barriers removed. These principles are further strengthened by Welsh legislation such as the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018, the ALN Code, and the Curriculum for Wales, all of which aim to create a more inclusive and learner-centred education system.
Theoretical perspectives such as the social model of disability, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, and Hart’s Ladder of Participation all support the idea that children should not only have access to education but should also be active participants within it. These theories reinforce the importance of removing barriers, meeting basic needs, and ensuring that children’s voices are genuinely heard in decisions that affect their learning. However, the medical model of disability shows a contrasting approach, which still exists in some practices and can limit inclusion by focusing on “fixing” the child rather than adapting the environment.
The case studies further demonstrate how children’s rights are applied in real educational settings. The ALN system in schools shows a structured approach to identifying needs and creating Individual Development Plans, ensuring that children and families are involved in decision-making. Similarly, early years settings such as nurseries show how inclusive practice can be embedded into daily routines, with practitioners adapting learning experiences to meet individual needs. However, both examples also highlight inconsistencies, particularly around resources, staff training, and the ability of all children—especially those with communication difficulties—to fully express their views.
Overall, while there has been significant progress in promoting children’s rights within education, particularly for those with ALN, there are still clear gaps between policy and practice. Issues such as inequality, inconsistent implementation, and limited awareness of rights can prevent some children from fully benefiting from the systems in place. Therefore, although Wales has developed a strong rights-based framework, continued improvement in training, resources, and consistency is essential to ensure that every child’s rights are not only recognised in theory but fully achieved in everyday educational experiences.
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