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Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Policy in Wales: A Critical Analysis of Policy Reform and Implementation
1. Introduction
The Additional Learning Needs (ALN) reforms represent one of the most ambitious restructurings of educational provision in Wales since devolution. Through the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 and the Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales, the Welsh Government sought to replace the longstanding Special Educational Needs (SEN) framework with a rights-based, person-centred system of support for learners aged 0–25 (Welsh Government, 2018; Welsh Government, 2021a). The reforms were motivated by longstanding criticisms of the SEN system, including its inconsistency, adversarial processes and failure to ensure equitable access to provision across local authorities (Duggan et al., 2023).
The period since implementation has, however, revealed significant tensions between the policy’s aspirations and the realities of its enactment. Emerging evidence, including a 53% decrease in the number of learners identified as having ALN since 2020/21, scrutiny by the Senedd’s Children, Young People and Education (CYPE) Committee and independent academic research, suggests that the reforms have generated complex and often unforeseen consequences (Senedd Research, 2024; Murphy et al., 2025). These developments raise critical questions about whether the legislative framework has achieved its intended aims, and whether the Welsh Government’s own perspectives on implementation have been subjected to sufficient independent scrutiny.
Drawing upon policy enactment theory, inclusive education scholarship and contemporary Wales-specific research, this report interrogates the assumptions underpinning the reforms, evaluates the tensions between legislative aspiration and implementation reality, and considers the extent to which the policy has improved educational outcomes for learners with additional learning needs. The central argument is that while the ALN framework represents a progressive legislative development, its impact has been constrained by structural inequalities, workforce limitations and an over-reliance on official narratives that has obscured the lived experiences of learners, families and practitioners.
2. Policy Context and Rationale
The origins of ALN reform must be understood within both the Welsh policy context and broader international debates concerning inclusive education and children’s rights. The previous SEN system, governed by the Education Act 1996 and the SEN Code of Practice (Department for Education and Skills, 2001), operated through a graduated model of School Action, School Action Plus and statutory statements. Despite its intentions, the system attracted sustained criticism for its complexity, inconsistency between local authorities and its reliance on deficit-oriented, medicalised understandings of learning difficulty (Norwich, 2014). Parents and advocacy organisations consistently described the statementing process as adversarial, with access to specialist provision functioning effectively as a ‘postcode lottery’ in which geographical location, rather than individual need, determined what support a child could access (Welsh Government, 2017).
Internationally, the SEN model was increasingly viewed as incompatible with rights-based approaches to inclusive education. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, 1989) and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United Nations, 2006) both assert the right of disabled children to participate fully in educational life without discrimination. Ainscow (2020) argues that genuinely inclusive education requires ongoing processes of barrier removal rather than categorical systems of identification and provision. Slee (2018) extends this critique, contending that inclusion policies frequently reproduce the very inequalities they seek to address when they retain diagnostic and classificatory logics within ostensibly progressive frameworks.
The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 was introduced against this backdrop of systemic critique. The legislation replaced categorical SEN labels with the broader concept of Additional Learning Needs and established Individual Development Plans (IDPs) as a single, unified planning mechanism for all eligible learners. Statutory entitlement was also extended to the 0–25 age range, reflecting recognition that additional learning needs frequently persist beyond compulsory schooling (Welsh Government, 2021a). The reforms were presented as consistent with the inclusive and equity-focused ambitions of the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020), positioning Wales as a nation committed to rights-based educational reform.
Yet Ball, Maguire and Braun (2012) caution that educational policies are not implemented mechanically; rather, they are ‘enacted’ through processes of interpretation, negotiation and adaptation shaped by institutional contexts, professional cultures and available resources. This insight carries particular weight in Wales, where implementation has coincided with post-pandemic recovery, curriculum reform and significant financial constraint. The ALN reforms, therefore, cannot be evaluated solely on the basis of legislative intent; they must be examined critically in light of the institutional conditions and stakeholder experiences that have shaped their enactment.
3. Critical Analysis: Policy Discourses, Tensions and Contradictions
Official policy discourse has presented the ALN reforms as a transformative shift towards inclusion, participation and equity. A closer examination, however, reveals persistent tensions between reform rhetoric and implementation reality. Four interrelated tensions are considered below: the contested nature of inclusion itself, the gap between rhetorical and substantive learner participation, the persistence of local variation despite the pursuit of national consistency, and the paradox of bureaucratisation within a reform designed to reduce it.
3.1 The Contested Nature of Inclusion
The reforms position inclusion as a central organising principle, yet the concept remains deeply contested within educational scholarship. Ainscow (2020) argues that inclusion cannot be reduced to placement within mainstream settings or the production of statutory plans; genuine inclusion requires continuous, systemic attention to the barriers that prevent full participation in educational life. Florian (2019) similarly maintains that inclusive practice depends upon fundamental shifts in professional belief and pedagogy, rather than procedural reform alone. From this perspective, the introduction of IDPs and the extension of statutory entitlement, while significant, represent necessary but insufficient conditions for genuine inclusion.
Emerging evidence suggests that the reforms may have inadvertently raised the threshold for identification. Since the new system was introduced, the number of learners recognised as having ALN fell by 53%, from approximately 92,668 in 2020/21 to 43,885 in 2024/25 (Senedd Research, 2024). This decline has occurred despite evidence that children are presenting with increasingly complex needs. CYPE Committee scrutiny of this trend has raised urgent questions about whether learners whose needs can be met through ‘universal provision’ are effectively being removed from statutory support, or whether the bar for identification has been raised in ways that exclude vulnerable learners. The Welsh Government’s explanation that this reflects more accurate identification and improved universal provision has not been universally accepted by families, advocacy organisations or independent researchers (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2024).
Slee (2018) argues that inclusion policies frequently adopt progressive language while reproducing exclusionary outcomes through definitional and classificatory mechanisms. The ALN reforms illustrate this tension acutely: the broadening of terminology from SEN to ALN was intended to reduce stigma and widen access, yet the practical effect of raising the threshold for statutory provision may be that fewer learners receive the individualised support previously available to them. This tension between inclusive rhetoric and exclusionary practice is also apparent in the way the reforms have approached learner participation, which the following subsection examines.
3.2 Learner Voice, Participation and Power
A central concern arising from Section 3.1 is whether the reforms’ emphasis on learner and family participation represents a genuine redistribution of decision-making power or a largely procedural commitment. The ALN Code places statutory obligations on schools and local authorities to involve children, young people and parents in the development and review of IDPs (Welsh Government, 2021a), reflecting both the participatory rights in Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and the broader Welsh Government commitment to co-production in public services.
Lundy (2007) argues that voice alone is insufficient unless children also have space to express views, an audience that genuinely listens and influence over decisions. Murphy et al. (2025), drawing on focus group research with ALNCos across South Wales, found that participation processes in practice were frequently shaped by professional priorities and institutional pressures rather than learner-centred values. ALNCos reported tension between the statutory requirements of the IDP process and meaningful engagement with learners and families, particularly where workload pressures were acute. Arad Research (2024), commissioned to conduct the Welsh Government’s own evaluation of ALN implementation, similarly found variability in the quality and accessibility of information provided to parents, with many families reporting insufficient transparency and communication. Taken together, these findings complicate the official narrative of strengthened participation and suggest that procedural compliance with IDP requirements does not necessarily produce genuine co-production. Whether geographical consistency has fared any better is the question this analysis now turns to address.
3.3 Consistency, Local Variation and the Persistence of Inequality
Having considered participation at the level of the individual learner, this section shifts focus to the system level, examining whether the reforms have succeeded in their aim of eliminating geographical inconsistency in provision.
Reducing geographical inequalities in provision was a central rationale for ALN reform. The CYPE Committee, alongside advocacy organisations and families, had long argued that the SEN system produced a postcode lottery in which access to support depended more on local authority capacity than learner need (Welsh Government, 2017). The unified IDP framework and national ALN Code were intended to address this structural inequality.
Policy enactment theory, however, challenges the assumption that legislative consistency produces substantive equality. Ball, Maguire and Braun (2012) demonstrate that national policies are always mediated by local contexts, professional judgements and resource availability, producing diverse patterns of implementation even within common statutory frameworks. Evidence from Wales bears this out: Estyn (2023) identified significant variation in implementation readiness and quality across schools and local authorities, while Senedd Research (2024) and the CYPE Committee highlighted continuing disparities in waiting times for assessment, access to specialist services and the consistency of IDP quality. The Education Tribunal Wales (2025) further noted that the application of the ALN definition varied considerably across settings, producing inconsistency in identification that mirrors the inequalities the reforms were designed to eliminate.
Murphy et al. (2025) offer a particularly important Wales-specific perspective, showing that ALNCos experienced the reform process as characterised by compliance pressures, role ambiguity and insufficient guidance on what inclusive education actually looks like within local contexts post-reform. Legislative change has not resolved the structural inequalities that characterised the previous SEN system; rather, it has reconfigured them within a new framework. A related irony is that the administrative apparatus designed to resolve these inequalities has itself become a source of significant difficulty, as the following subsection explores.
3.4 Bureaucratisation and the Paradox of Procedural Reform
The preceding analysis has shown that inclusion, participation and consistency are all imperfectly realised in practice. A further structural tension concerns the IDP itself: the very planning mechanism introduced to simplify and personalise provision may be undermining the relational, learner-centred practice the reforms were designed to promote.
IDPs were intended to simplify planning arrangements and reduce fragmentation. Evidence from practitioners suggests, however, that the IDP process has generated significant new administrative burdens. Murphy et al. (2025) found that ALNCos experienced statutory IDP requirements as time-consuming and administratively demanding, reducing their capacity for direct engagement with learners and families. Arad Research (2024) corroborated this, with practitioners across schools, local authorities and further education institutions reporting that workload pressures were a major barrier to effective implementation.
Norwich (2014) identifies this as a recurring tension in inclusive education policy: the administrative machinery intended to secure support can become an end in itself, displacing the educational relationships and responsive practices that actually improve learner outcomes. The risk in Wales is that IDPs function primarily as bureaucratic artefacts rather than as living documents that meaningfully guide provision. A reform designed to promote personalised, learner-centred support may, paradoxically, reduce the time available for the very relational work that inclusion requires, representing a significant and unintended policy paradox.
Taken together, the analysis across Sections 3.1 to 3.4 reveals that the ALN reforms, while progressive in intent, are characterised by persistent tensions between aspiration and enactment. Inclusion remains contested, participation uneven, consistency elusive and bureaucracy burdensome. These tensions are not incidental but reflect deeper structural challenges in the Welsh educational system that legislation alone cannot resolve.
4. Implementation Challenges and Stakeholder Perspectives
The implementation of ALN reform in Wales has been shaped by a complex interplay of workforce pressures, resource constraints, multi-agency challenges and competing reform demands. A critical evaluation of these challenges requires engagement with stakeholder perspectives that extend beyond official government and inspection narratives.
Workforce capacity is one of the most significant implementation constraints. The expanded role of the Additional Learning Needs Coordinator (ALNCo), which encompasses strategic leadership, IDP coordination, multi-agency liaison and professional development, places substantial demands on individuals who, in many schools, lack adequate time, administrative support and specialist expertise. Murphy et al. (2025) found that ALNCos in Welsh primary schools navigated considerable tension between mandated compliance with new statutory requirements and their professional commitment to inclusive educational values. Many felt insufficiently supported by school leadership and uncertain about how ALN reform related to the concurrent demands of Curriculum for Wales implementation, a finding that points to a systemic failure to recognise the cumulative burden of concurrent reform on practitioners with finite professional capacity (Fullan, 2007).
Financial pressures compound these workforce limitations. Despite a £20 million additional funding announcement for ALN provision in schools in May 2024 (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2024), local authorities and schools continue to face difficulties recruiting educational psychologists, speech and language therapists and other specialists whose timely input is essential for effective IDP development. OECD (2023) argues that inclusive reforms consistently fail to deliver equitable outcomes when policy expectations outpace institutional resourcing. Families in Wales have reported that delays in assessment and specialist provision undermine the rights-based promises of the legislation, with the Senedd Petitions Committee (2024) receiving evidence of significant local authority failures to meet statutory IDP timelines.
Multi-agency collaboration between education, health and social care, while central to the ALN framework, has proven difficult to operationalise consistently, as different agencies operate under separate governance structures, budgetary constraints and professional priorities. The Education Tribunal Wales (2025) identified NHS bodies’ obligations to provide additional learning provision within IDPs as a particularly complex area, noting that inconsistent application across health boards has produced inequitable outcomes for learners with complex needs. Estyn (2025) similarly identified variability in post-16 transition planning, with further education institutions varying considerably in their capacity to fulfil ALN duties. Where multi-agency systems are poorly aligned, responsibility can become fragmented and families may experience gaps in provision that undermine the holistic support the reforms were designed to deliver.
Families and learners themselves represent a critical stakeholder perspective that official implementation narratives have frequently marginalised. Evidence submitted to the CYPE Committee and the Senedd Petitions Committee (2024) reveals that many families experience the ALN system as opaque, inconsistent and adversarial, concerns that closely mirror those that motivated the original SEN reform. The Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2024) has highlighted continuing barriers to support across education and health services, calling for systematic review of the use of reduced timetables, which may exclude children from full participation without adequate justification. Such testimony challenges the Welsh Government’s characterisation of the reforms as broadly on track and suggests that the gap between legislative aspiration and lived experience remains substantial.
Implementation has also coincided with other significant educational reforms, most notably the rollout of the Curriculum for Wales. Fullan (2007) argues that organisations possess finite capacities for change and that reform overload can reduce implementation fidelity. Without sustained investment, workforce development and collaborative leadership, there remains a risk that ALN reforms will generate procedural compliance rather than the transformative change their architects envisaged.
5. Policy Outcomes and Evaluation
Evaluating the outcomes of ALN reform in Wales requires critical engagement with both the available evidence and its methodological limitations. The majority of evaluation data currently available concerns process indicators, specifically the numbers of IDPs produced, implementation readiness across settings and practitioner perceptions, rather than robust longitudinal measures of learner outcomes (Duggan et al., 2023). This evidential gap is itself significant: it reflects a broader weakness in the evaluation architecture of the reforms and makes it difficult to determine with confidence whether procedural change has translated into improved educational experiences.
The most significant and troubling outcome to date is the dramatic reduction in the number of learners identified as having ALN. A 53% decrease, from approximately 92,668 learners in 2020/21 to 43,885 in 2024/25, was neither anticipated by the Welsh Government when the legislation was passed nor consistent with evidence of increasing complexity of need among the school-age population (Senedd Research, 2024). The Welsh Government attributes this to more accurate identification and improved universal provision, but the CYPE Committee, advocacy organisations and legal practitioners have contested this explanation, warning that the effective raising of the ALN threshold may be excluding learners with genuine additional needs from statutory protection (Education Tribunal Wales, 2025). Slee’s (2018) broader warning that inclusion reforms risk reproducing exclusionary dynamics under the guise of improved universal provision appears particularly prescient here.
Where the reforms have achieved more consistent progress is in the area of coherence and statutory clarity. The unified IDP framework has the potential to improve continuity across educational transitions, and emerging evidence suggests that some schools have developed stronger, more collaborative relationships with families through person-centred planning approaches (Arad Research, 2024). Estyn (2023) found examples of effective inclusive practice in settings where leadership, professional development and collaborative culture were well established. Yet these positive developments remain unevenly distributed. Ainscow (2020) argues that sustainable inclusive practice requires systemic cultural change rather than isolated pockets of good practice, and the current evidence suggests that Wales has not yet achieved the conditions necessary for consistent, equity-driven implementation.
Knight et al. (2024), examining the quantitative impact of ALN identification on academic outcomes, highlight the complex and contested effects of labelling and categorisation on learner attainment and self-concept. Their research underscores the importance of evaluating ALN reform not merely through identification rates or IDP compliance, but through its demonstrable impact on learners’ educational trajectories. At present, such evidence remains insufficient to support confident conclusions about the reforms’ effectiveness.
The limitations of the current evidence base, including those of this report, warrant acknowledgement. The analysis draws predominantly upon secondary sources, including inspection reports, government evaluations and academic literature, rather than primary research involving learners, families or practitioners directly. Much of the available evidence also focuses on process indicators rather than longitudinal outcomes, making it difficult to assess the reforms’ full impact. Duggan et al. (2023) note that robust longitudinal evaluation remains absent, and this represents a significant gap that policymakers must urgently address. Notwithstanding these limitations, the evidence consistently suggests that the ALN reforms remain stronger in legislative design than in consistently demonstrated outcomes, and that Wales has yet to create the systemic conditions necessary to fulfil their considerable promise.
6. Recommendations for Policy and Practice
The critical analysis presented in this report points to several priority areas for policy reform and practice development. Drawing upon the theoretical frameworks of Ball, Maguire and Braun (2012), Ainscow (2020) and Fullan (2007), the recommendations below are grounded in evidence and oriented towards the systemic conditions necessary for genuine inclusive reform rather than procedural compliance alone.
First, the Welsh Government must urgently address the dramatic decline in ALN identification by commissioning independent research that examines whether learners with genuine additional needs are being excluded from statutory support. The CYPE Committee’s concerns and the Education Tribunal Wales (2025) review both indicate that definitional ambiguity and threshold variation are producing inequitable outcomes. A review of the boundary between universal provision and statutory ALN, informed by family and practitioner perspectives, is essential if the reforms are to fulfil their equity objectives.
Second, investment in workforce capacity must be substantially increased. Murphy et al. (2025) demonstrate that ALNCos are operating under unsustainable pressures that compromise the quality of ALN provision. Protected time, specialist support and career development pathways for ALNCos should be statutory requirements rather than discretionary provisions. Fullan (2007) argues that sustainable educational change requires continuous, well-resourced professional learning; piecemeal training provision is insufficient for the scale of reform demanded by the ALN system.
Third, multi-agency coordination must be strengthened through shared accountability mechanisms, joint planning structures and clearer statutory guidance on NHS obligations within the IDP framework. The Education Tribunal Wales (2025) has identified this as a critical area of legal and practical complexity. Without clearer frameworks and adequate health service capacity, the aspiration of holistic, integrated support for learners with complex needs will remain unrealised.
Finally, longitudinal evaluation must be prioritised, with meaningful measures of learner outcomes including attainment, wellbeing, post-school destinations and family experience, rather than process compliance alone. Duggan et al. (2023) argue that robust, independent evaluation is indispensable if policymakers are to determine whether the reforms have improved life opportunities for learners with ALN. The current evaluation architecture, while promising, must be accelerated and its findings must genuinely inform policy revision.
7. Conclusion
The Additional Learning Needs reforms in Wales represent a significant and well-intentioned attempt to establish a more inclusive, rights-based system of educational support. The legislative framework, with its emphasis on person-centred planning, extended entitlement and multi-agency collaboration, reflects contemporary understandings of equity, participation and children’s rights. However, this report has argued that the gap between legislative aspiration and implementation reality remains substantial and, in some respects, is widening.
The 53% decline in ALN identification, the persistence of geographical inequalities, the bureaucratisation of the IDP process and the evidence of family and practitioner frustration collectively suggest that the reforms have not yet achieved their transformative potential. The dominance of Welsh Government and Estyn perspectives in official implementation narratives has obscured a more complex and contested picture, one that emerges from independent academic research, CYPE Committee scrutiny and the testimony of families and practitioners. Critically, Slee (2018), Ainscow (2020) and Murphy et al. (2025) all caution that inclusive reform cannot be achieved through legislation alone; it requires systemic cultural change, adequate resourcing and critical reflection on the unintended consequences of policy enactment.
Wales has an opportunity to build a genuinely inclusive educational system, but realising this ambition demands honest evaluation, sustained investment and a willingness to engage critically with evidence that challenges official accounts of progress. Without these conditions, the reforms risk producing procedural change while leaving the structural determinants of educational inequality fundamentally unaddressed.
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