According to the Welsh Government (2016, p.2) ‘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.’ Discuss the barriers that can hinder or prevent children from learning and participating fully in educational environments and examine how these barriers can be overcome, in terms of legislation and policy as well as strategies within the learning environment.

In 2016, the Welsh Government described school inclusion as 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.” But what does this mean?

The right to inclusive education is described as a basic human right which applies to every person across the world. United Nations defines human rights as “rights inherent to all human beings, regardless of race, sex, nationality, ethnicity, language, religion, or any other status. Human rights include the right to life and liberty, freedom from slavery and torture, freedom of opinion and expression, the right to work and education, and many more.” This means that every human in the world is entitled to these basic rights and has the freedom to express their rights without discrimination and hate. It is vital that we allow all individuals to express their human rights with deep consideration, respect, fairness, dignity and equality. The UK government set out the Human Rights Act in 1998 which states that by law certain rights are protected such as the right to life, the right to education, the right to no discrimination and the right to freedom of thought, religion and belief (Liberty Human Rights). Inclusive education describes a non-discriminative environment through which children of all backgrounds regardless of gender, race, additional learning needs and disabilities, can access education that is suitable for their individual learning requirements. Additional learning needs are often identified during the early phases of childhood which can impose barriers to their learning, development and assessment opportunities, potentially leading to poorer educational outcomes if the correct support is not given. Therefore, it is essential for early recognition and intervention for children who have additional learning needs as we can support and provide help to overcome each educational barrier.

The Equality Act 2010 states that a person has a disability if they have a “physical or mental impairment that has a ‘substantial’ and ‘long-term’ negative effect on your ability to do normal daily activities” (Government UK, 2023). This act declares that disability is one of the nine protected characteristics and states that you must not discriminate against any person who is disabled therefore, by law, we must treat every individual with respect, dignity, inclusion and equality (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2020). When applied to the education sector, it means that all schools and learning facilities must ensure that children with disabilities are able to meet their learning requirements through additional help and support. We must ensure that all young learners have full access to educational opportunities and that their additional needs must not impose a barrier or threat to their development and studies.

In 2018, the Welsh Government generated the new term “Additional Learning Needs” which can be defined as “learning difficulties or disabilities that make it harder for a child to learn compared to children of the same age” and it has been found that over one in five children and young people between the ages of 0 and 25 have additional learning needs (Snap Cymru). Types of additional learning needs include speech and language and communication difficulties, behavioural, emotional and social difficulties, general learning difficulties, Autistic spectrum disorders and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). In February 2022, there were 74,661 students with additional learning needs in maintained schools (Welsh Government, 2022), which illustrates the growing demand for an inclusive system that allows all students to access education that meets their learning requirements.

It was found that in 2022, there were 2836 children in maintained schools identified with ADHD, which makes it the 8th most prevalent additional learning need in Wales (Welsh Government, 2022). ADHD is one of the most common neurodevelopmental disorders observed in childhood, alongside autism spectrum disorder. This behavioural disorder mainly presents during early childhood with a multitude of symptoms including difficulties in concentrating and focusing, short attention spans, regularly changing activities and tasks, hyperactivity and impulsiveness (National Health Service, 2021). 

ADHD can pose many barriers to education due to the behavioural changes it can cause and it affects children throughout their entire school years and adult life. During the younger phases of education, inattention and hyperactivity may cause them to fall behind with school work and struggle to learn core topics resulting in poorer educational outcomes which can create a frustrating learning environment for a child. A low frustration threshold is another key symptom of ADHD, and this can lead to frequent mood swings, hot temper and aggressive behaviour if not dealt with appropriately (Mayo Clinic, 2023). Not being able to focus in school and underperforming in certain educational activities often makes a child feel embarrassed, low in confidence and lonely, and in worst case scenarios can result in peer bullying. Following an official diagnosis of ADHD students can often feel labelled as being “difficult, naughty and disruptive” which can lower self-esteem and make them feel different from other students in the classroom. All of these factors combined can make school a negative and scary environment for a child where instead of enjoying learning and doing fun educational activities, each day can be filled with dread.

ADHD presents additional barriers during the older phases of education, particularly during the compulsory GCSE examination period. This condition can make it hard to pay attention during class when important topics are being discussed which may hinder their understanding which will have a negative knock on effect for each forthcoming subject lesson. Hyperactivity and a short attention span can make it harder for students to revise as they may struggle to focus on the topic and may get easily distracted resulting in less time spent revising for each subject examination. These factors can result in poorer examination outcomes leading to harder access to further educational institutes such as university. 

It is also very common for students with ADHD to have other co-existing overlapping conditions such as oppositional defiant disorder, conduct disorder, learning disorders, autism spectrum disorders, anxiety, depression and sleep problems (National Health Service, 2021). If not recognised early, they pose an even greater barrier to education forming a more challenging educational experience where learning opportunities are greatly reduced which can leave students with a limited selection of career opportunities.

The Welsh Government recognised the urgency for building an educational system that can be tailored to specific learning needs in order to support young learners with disabilities throughout their educational lives. Research conducted by the Welsh Government in 2018 found improved and better outcomes for children with ADHD through the use of non-medical strategies. This shows that children can have improved symptoms of ADHD through non-medical techniques and have the opportunity to avoid taking Methylphenidate which is a very strong medication that has high risks of severe side effects. Therefore, they developed the Additional Learning Needs and Educational Tribunal Act in 2018, which was introduced into schools in September 2021 (Welsh Government 2020). This act creates a single legislative system for young learners from the age of 0 up to the age of 25. This act combines all existing systems for students in compulsory school and students in further education. This act is more student centered and focuses on their individual education and learning support and improves transitioning between different educational settings as it is one continuous plan (Snap Cymru). The Welsh Government’s aim of this new system is to create a system that allows children to receive support earlier and allows children to be involved in the decisions regarding the support they receive. 

Students with additional learning needs who require extra support are identified during the early phase of childhood and will be given an Individual Development Plan. This is a legal document that provides a framework outlining the child’s additional learning need, support they require and the goals they want to accomplish. Individual development plans will replace Statements of Special Educational Needs, Individual Education Plans and Learning and Skills Plans which creates a concise single document that is easier for practitioners to use and understand. These plans allow trained staff to monitor and evaluate each child’s progress and can highlight if any further support is required therefore the child is always at the centre of the discussion and ensures that each follow up is regulated and monitored appropriately. Each plan is individualised to the student in order to meet the unique requirements of each child as no child has the same needs. These plans are reviewed every 12 months and can be changed accordingly in response to the child’s progress (Snap Cymru).

There are multiple educational platforms and systems that are designed specifically for students with ADHD with the purpose of supporting their learning needs in order to make their learning and development easier to navigate so that they can achieve better educational outcomes and greater career prospects. The Welsh Government released a guide in 2019 which provides an overview of the systems currently in place that are being delivered with the aim of providing extra support to children with ADHD. It helps practitioners decide which teaching approach is best to use for each individual student as it provides evidence on the effectiveness of the best methods for supporting young learners throughout their educational lives. This document is for parents and educational practitioners who would like extra guidance on how to deliver support to children in school and at home. There are different levels of support that be given to children and can vary based on individual requirements. 

Some interventions can be delivered by a teacher with no specialist training such as making changes to the classroom environment in order to reduce the chance of allowing a child’s education to be disrupted by the core symptoms of ADHD which are impulsivity, inattention and hyperactivity. This can include making changes to the classroom seating arrangements which can include sitting children with ADHD with students who are less distractible and follow teacher instructions and also avoiding seats close to key distraction areas such as windows, doors and computers. Another way to reduce inattention is to modify how you deliver each lesson, for example, making each lesson engaging and easy to follow, break larger presentations into smaller chunks and use regular ques such as “we’re nearly done” or “this is an interesting topic” if you notice concentration is fading. To help a child with impulsivity can involve helping them process their thoughts before responding to a situation, this can be done in a number of ways. The easiest way is to teach the traffic light system which involves stopping at red when faced with a situation, waiting at amber to process and think how we would like to respond and responding once the light turns green. A child with ADHD will often struggle to “sit still” in one place for a long period of time therefore to help a child manage their hyperactivity during the school day you could incorporate regular seat breaks during the lesson or let them write on the board during lesson if something needs to be written down. This will help them burn some energy and engage their overactive motor skills in order to be more settled for the next lesson. It can also be hard for a child to settle after playing in the playground during their break and lunchtimes therefore a good idea is to ask them to come in 2 minutes before the end of the break or giving the class 5 minutes to calm down before starting the next lesson. Another key issue identified for ADHD students is doing homework as it takes the average student 3 times as long to do work in a home environment compared to a school environment, and parents often struggle with getting their child to complete their homework due to the many distractions (O’Regan, F. 2018). A way to solve this problem is to reduce the amount or adapt the task to make it more manageable for students with ADHD and providing incentives for producing good homework. Children with ADHD are often labelled as naughty as poor behaviour can be a concern during school. This can be managed at an early phase through the use of a Reward and Consequence based system which uses a daily report card and depending on behaviour can result in a reward such as gold star or picking the playground game during break, or a consequence such as moving seats or sitting with the teacher. 

Children requiring more specialist support may need interventions to be delivered by specially qualified professionals or teachers with the appropriate training, for example, psychoeducation. This therapy provides children and parents with information about the condition so that they can recognise symptoms, encourage participation in treatment, improve treatment outcomes due to increase adherence and coping skills to manage their symptoms (Orygen, The National Centre of Excellence in Youth, 2019). This empowers young children, helps to make them feel more in control of their condition and can help increase their confidence in certain settings such as school. Other options include cognitive behavioural therapy, dialectal behavioural therapy, social skills training and biofeedback approach (National Health Service, 2023).

The Equality Act 2010 also states that education providers and examination bodies must ensure that assessments are accessible to disabled children and that they can have reasonable adjustments to ensure fairness across all students (Disability Rights UK, 2022). Therefore we can help older learners during their compulsory school examinations and further education by helping them apply for reasonable adjustments such as extra time during an assessment. This can help relieve the pressure of examinations and can give them more time to focus on the assessment as the complex mixture of the impairments linked with ADHD and other conditions can make it harder to complete a task in comparison to a child who does not have additional learning needs.

Most importantly, teachers and other specialist educational staff must set the right tone by showing patience and tolerance with an empathetic understanding towards children with ADHD who may be struggling or may be disruptive in lessons. Children with ADHD are often linked with poor school behaviour and poor academic outcomes therefore as education providers it is our job to change people’s perception of ADHD and reframe it into a positive opportunity rather than focusing on the problems and issues that surround it. By setting a good example and showing an understanding for children with additional learning needs the rest of the children in the classroom will follow and this will help the child feel less isolated in school and can make the learning experience better for everyone. 

We can also help children who have additional learning needs by involving their parents at an early stage. This can be done through regular meetings to discuss the individual development plans as well as discussing the level of progress being achieved each month and concerns within the classroom and at home. This can help parents feel more involved in their child’s educational progress and it also gives them the opportunity to address any worries or questions that they may have. In addition to meeting with the parents regularly, it can also help to involve the child as they can talk about what they feel is going well and what is going not so well. It gives them the chance to explore their worries and empower them to be involved in the process of planning the next steps of their education. Advice can also be given to the parents to ensure that support can be given at home this can include explaining the importance of showing patience and understanding towards their child when the symptoms of ADHD are particularly bad. They can plan the day to stick to a fairly regular routine, set boundaries using positive reinforcement, recognising their triggers using a diary and trying to avoid these, allowing the child to have regular exercise, appropriate bedtimes and avoid doing overstimulating activities a few hours before bed such as doing sports, watching TV or playing video games. In addition to this, we can encourage parents to help their child with school work and include homework into part of their regular daily routine as a consistent structure can help manage a child’s behaviour and perspective of completing school work when not in school hours.

In conclusion, it is evident that we are improving our teaching abilities in order to facilitate better learning environments for children and young learners with additional learning needs. This has been achieved through the implementation of new legislation from the Welsh Government, improved education policies and better support system availability. Learners aged under 25 with extra learning requirements now have access to a multitude of schemes which all have the primary aim of improving their education accessibility, learning opportunities, academic outcomes and career prospects through the utilisation of support services and individualised plans that are unique and specific to each learner. As education providers, it is our job to ensure that every learner has equal academic opportunities and is taught in a classroom environment that is fair, respectful, non-discriminative and equal. Every learner has the potential to achieve great success therefore it is our job to recognise and minimise the educational barriers a child may encounter. We also play a key role in recognising symptoms of additional learning needs which helps earlier diagnoses be made in order for support to be accessed sooner. We can support children in many ways such as making small changes to our classroom environment, lesson presentation formats and tasks set throughout the day. This process of change can be applied to help nearly all children with additional learning needs in mainstream school and by improving and adapting our teaching approach to suit their requirements, we can help them achieve better outcomes throughout their personal and academic development. 
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